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THE BLACK BAND

OR, THE

MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT

THE STEANGER IN THE RUINED ABBEY

CHAPTER 1.
MIDNIGHT AT THE MASKED BALL

As the clock of St. Clement Danes chimed the
three-quarters after eleven on the night of
December 20th, 1852, a tall man, dressed in a
loose overcoat, and wearing an opera-hat slouched
over his eyes, hailed a cab from the stand by
the church, and, jumping into it, told the man
to drive to the door of Drury Lane Theatre.

*~ Inless than five minutes the cab dashed up
to the box entrance of the theatre, the approach
to which was crowded with carriages, masque-

Nos. 1& 2, [Weekly, One Penny.]

raders, and noisy, drunken spectators. The
young man sprang out of the cab, paid and dis-
missed the driver, and passing rapidly up the
steps and across the crowded portico, made his
way into the lobby of the theatre, surrendered
his ticket and his overcoat, and hurried on to
the stage, where the dancing was going for-
ward. He wore a plain evening dress and a
small velvet mask, and he carried an opera-glass
in his hand. He was tall and slender; his hair,
which he wore rather long, was of a reddish
auburn ; but the eyes, flashing under the velvet
mask, were as black as night, On reaching the
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stage his manner altogether changed; he no
longer walked rapidly, but loitered about,
mingling with the dancers, and every now and
then raising his opera-glass with an air of
foppish languor, looked lazily round at the
crowded scene.

There was only one peculiarity about his
simple but fashionably-made black dress. This
one peculiarity was a narrow strip of black
crape tied round his left wrist, and fastened
with a slip knot.

He did not dance, but, after making the round
of the stage, placed himself against one of the
pillars of the side boxes, drew out an elegant
gold watch of the smallest size, and looked at
the time: it wanted five minutes to twelve.

The close observer might have remarked that
as the man with the red hair did this, two other
men, on the opposite side of the theatre, watched
him closely. One of these men was dressed as
a clown~the other as an English sailor, and
both the clown and the sailor wore a strip of
black crape tied round the left wrist with a slip
knot. At the same time with these two men, &
third, a fourth, and a fifth masquerader stopped
at a little distanca from the red-haired man,
and appeared to watch him closely ; while in
another part of the vast assembly two of the
dancers abandoned their partners—a Scotch
peasant and & Swiss flower girl—and walked
away in the direction of the pillar against which
the mysterious red-haired stranger was stand-

ing.

As the clock struck twelve, the clown, the
gailor, and the five other men, each of whom
was differently dressed, but all of whom wore
the same badge of black crape round the left
vrist, threaded their way through the crowd of
dancers, and congregated round the man with
the red hair.

They were all closely masked, and they all
appeared young.

« Good,” said the red-haired man; ¢ there are

. geven of you, I see.”

“You said seven,” one of the masqueraders

emswered, in a gruff voice.

T said seven, but I shall only want three— |

Captain Davis, Lieutenant Morrison, and Corpo-
ral Pierce; the rest may go.” o

At these words four of the men dropped
*slowly off from the little group, and. mingled
once more with the dancers. The other three
remained standing close to the red-haired man.

« T have nothing to tell you yet,” he said;
« digperse now, and meet at the central office at
two o’clock this morning.”

The three masqueraders walked away with-
out having uttered a word, and the red-haired
man was left glone. He unfastened the strip of

crape from his left wrist, put it into his pocket,
and raising his opera-glass, examined the house
with a deliberate and piercing gaze.

The stage was crowded with noisy, reckless
masqueraders — sailors, smugglers, chimney-
sweeps, Charles the Seconds, clowns, Lady
Jane Greys, charity girls, Mary Queen of Scots,
and Henry the Eighths.

Presently the stranger lowered his glass, and
said, shrugging his shoulders, * They are not
here ; perhaps my information was incorrect.”

As he spoke a quadrille ended ; the dancers
walked away from the centre of the stage, leav-
ing it comparatively clear ; and out of the crowd
a man slowly advanced, with a lady leaning on
his arm, in the direction of the boxes against
which the stranger was standing. The man
wore the dress of a Greek bravo; va.n’ immense
scarf, of the richest materials and the most
gorgeous hues, crossed his chest and fell over
one shoulder, the deep fringe nearly reaching to
his feet. The lady was dressed in a Venetian
costume of a far more costly character than the
dresses of any of the other masqueraders.
Neither of them was masked, and they seemed
so utterly absorbed in conversation as to be
utterly indifferent to anything passing around
them.

The red-haired man concealed himself behind
the pillar as they approached. My informa-
tion was correct, then,” he said; *they are
here.”

The face of the young man in the brigand’s
dress was marvellously handsome. There was
something of a foreign character in the dark,
olive complexion and the dreamy grey eyes,
shrouded by long black lashes ; but the masque-
rader and his companion were both English.
The face of the woman was scarcely less perfect
than that of the man upon whose arm she leant,
though there was something repellent in the
cold, clearly-cut, aquiline features, the deter-
mined expression of the mouth, and the strongly-
marked black eyebrows.

« Edith,” said the young man, in suppressed
but impassioned accents,  ence more, and for
the last time, do you love meP”

« Once more, and for the last time—=yes,” she
answered, with a scornful laugh. v

They were close to the pillar behind which
the masked stranger stood—so close that he
could hear every word they uttered.

~«And yet you refuse to marry me,” said the
Greek bravo bitterly. o '

The lady lifted her haughty white ‘eyelids.
and raising her flashing eyes to his face, said
defiantly— S
. “Lionel Montfort, I refuse to narry ' you
because you are a ruined man ; because you are
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fettered with debts which you cannot pay;
because you are hourly in danger of disgrace
and a prison; because you are, in short, a
penniless younger son, with no chance of ever
becoming anything better, unless——" ' She
stopped suddenly, never taking her eyes from
his face ; their burning glance seemed to scorch
his inmost soul. He almost shuddered as he
took up her unfinished sentence—

“Unless my brother Angus, one of the
noblest-hearted fellows in England, were to die
in the prime of life.”

She shrugged her shoulders with an action of
graceful contempt. *“Poor Angus has an excel-
lent constitution,” she said, replacing her velvet
mask, the lace border of which entirely con-
cealed her face ; “ I am not afraid of seeing you
wear -orape round your hat for him.” ’

“ And this is your final answer, Edith Vande-
leur? All my mad love and passionate folly
end in this—you reject me?”

¢ Dear Lionel, be reasonable,” she said, with
the same scornful laugh. “I was not born to
‘marry & poor man. You are young—you ought
to be ambitious ; the world is all before you.
Conquer the world, win wealth, and then come
to me and ask for the hand which I refuse you
to-night.” -

“ Edith,” he exclaimed, “you have never
loved me.”

“Have I not? Ismy coming here to-night
no proof of my love? Think what would the
world say did it learn that the Lady Edith
‘Vandeleur had come alone and secretly from
Hampshire to London, on the 20th of Decem-

‘ber, to meet her lover ata masked ball at Drury
Lane Theatre? Have I made no sacrifice in
this ? ”

- A small one, Edith, compared to the sacri-
fices I would willingly make for you. I had
several reasons for asking you to meet me in
this crowded place. To-night, Edith, is a turn-
ing point in my life.
blessed with your love, I would have become a
better man. The small income which my
brother allows me would have enabled me to
lead a quiet country life; that life would have
been one of wunalloyed happiness had it been
shared by you. One word, then, my beloved.
Will you accept the hand of a poor but an
honest man? One word, Edith, and remember
that the future career, for good or evil, of the
man who loves you hangs upon that word. 'Will
you accept me—yes or noP”

“ Once more, then, Lionel—no. Never until
you are a rich man will Edith Vandeleur marry
y O'Uo” .

The man behind the pillar laughed softly to
himself as the lady uttered the words. ¢ Piti-

For your sake, and’

less dizion!” he muttered; “hers, and not
mine, is the hand that drives him to his fate.
So be it.”

“Edith, you are as heartless as you are
lovely,” said Lionel Montfort; *“but angel or
demon, you alone have power over my soul.
Let me lead you back to your carriage. Your
msaid is waiting for you p” v

“Yes, she is in the secret; I pay her well.
I have little faith in her fidelity, or, indeed, in
the fidelity of any one to anything except their
own interest. I make it her interest to serve
me, and she serves me well. Come, Lionel.”

He looked at her with a sigh. * Edith,” he
said, bitterly, “you should always wear a
mask.”

¢Indeed!”

“If you could wear it over your heart.”

They disappeared amongst the crowd in the
direction of the doorsleading out of the theatre.
The red-haired man emerged from behind the
pillar, and looked after them earnestly. ¥
think he will join us to-night. My information
was perfectly correct. Poor Lady Edith! she
pays her maid well, no doubt; fortunately, I
can afford to pay her better.”

. He crossed the stage in the direction taken
by the lovers, and remained near the door,
watching for the young man’s return.

The Greek bravo was masked when he re-
entered the ball-room. The red-haired man
allowed him to pass, and then following him,
tapped him lightly on the shoulder.

The masquerader turned, and as the other
raised his mask, exclaimed—* Colonel Ber-
trand ! ”

“ Lord Lionel Montfort! 8o you have been
beguiled by the delights of a masked ballP I
thought you had exhausted all such amusc-
ments.”

The young man removed his mask, and turn-
ing his gloomy face to the Colon?, said with
indifference, “ All the masked balls in Lendon
and Paris could not amuse me for half an hour.
I had a motive in coming here.”

¢ Ah, precisely ; an appointment.”

¢ No matter what; but allow me to ask what-
has brought the elegant and fashionable Colonel
in this direction? ” )

“I suppose the elegant and fashionablo
Colonel has come here because Le has very Littlo
else to do. Or, Lord Lionel Montfort, suppose
I am candid, and confess my motive in coming
hereP ™

¢ As you please.”

“How if I came here to meet you? *

“ What ! you knew of my coming here?”

I knew of your coming here ; more, I knew
your motive in coming here, the person you

b
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Two men rose, and advanced from opposite
sides of the amphitheatre. They were both
dressed in black from head to foot, and Lord
Lionel perceived tkat they each wore a long
slender knife, fastened to a belt which went
round their waists. '

Each of them silently took one of Lord
Lionel's hands, which he held while the Colonel
uttered the following words—

“Executioners of the Order of the Companions
of Midnight, the brother whose hand you

now clasp will be never harmed by you, while'

faithful to the society which he this night swears
to serve. If unfaithful to that society, he will
become yours to strike when you can, and how
you can. Mercy is unknown to you—you are
the blind and pitiless instruments of the order
to which you belong. If the new brother is too
weak to take the oath of the order, let him
release your hands as I speak these words. If
he holds your hands after these words, he is
supposed to have taken the oath. S'i.ace is
the rule of the order. If he refuse to join, let
him drop the hands of the executioners.”

A deadly shiver agitated the frame of the
young nobleman, but his hands tightened upon
those of the executioners, which he grasped
with a convulsive strength.

“The new brother does not draw back from
the oath of the order,” said the Colonel, after a
long pause. “He is oune of us. Brothers,
accept him and receive him.”

The executioners retired.

One after another the masked brothers
descended from their seats, and advancing to
Lord Lionel, severally grasped him by the
hand, and then returned to the benches. He
could feel, in those strange greetings, sométimes
the rough horny hand of labour, sometimes
the soft touch of a palm as delicate as his own.

Then the Colonel, descending from the plat-
"form, advanced to him, holding a strip of black
crape in his hand.

« Brother,” he said, “it is my task to fasten
round your left wrist the badge of the Order of
the Black Band. It is tied with a slipknot, and
represents the noose which the law employs for
the execution of those who offend against it.
The brethren of the Black Band defy the law
and its executioners, and the noose of crape
which they wear, they wear in mockery of the
law, and its engines of punishment. They wear
1t also as a badge by which they may recognize
each other, when it is to the interest of the
society that they should meet and act in unison.
Now, brother, I must blindfold you once mors,
and then I will give you your instructions.”

The Colonel fastened the scarf round Lord
Lionel’s eyes. He had scarcely done so when,

to his astonishment, the young man perceived
himself to be sinking through the floor of the
assemhiy. He seccmed slowly,and almost im-
perceptibly, to descend for about five minutes ;
and at the expiration of that time he felt » hand
unfastening the bandage, and looking round,
found himself alone with the Colonel, in a small,
but lururious apartment,lighted by a pair of
large wax candles and a blazing fire.

Three sides of this apartinent were covered
by slelves, upon which were ranged rows of
volumes, bound alike, numbered and dated.
Beneath the books the space was occupied by
innumerable pigeon-holes, into which papers
were thrust. At one side of the fire-place there
was an elegant little desk of walnut wood,
covered with scarlet morocco ; on the other side,
a cabinet, also of walnut wood, furnished with
numerous drawers, each of which was fastened
by a steel lock of peculiar construction. In
this apartment, as in the amphitheatre, Lord
Lionel was utterly unable to discover any door
or window.

The Colonel stood with his back to the fire,
and his hands in his pockets. .

“This, my dear Lord Lionel,” he said, re-
assuming his natural manner, which was cele-
brated for its vivacity, ease, and polish, “ this is
my snuggery. Pray sit down and help yourself
to a glass of wine,” he added, pointing to an
exquisi‘ely cut crystal jug, which was filled
with claret. * You can make yourself perfectly
at home here. We shall not be disturbed by
any of the brotherhood ; those who have work
to-night know their task, and wil! do it.”

““ Are we in your houseP " askec Lord Lionel,
looking round the room. .

“In my house!” said Colonel Bertrand,
laughing. “I am too much a citizen of the
world to possess such an incumbrance as a
house of my own.. I have chambers in the
Albany, an apartment in the Boulevard des
Ttaliens, and other apartments at |Vienna, St.
Petersburg, Rome, Florence, Naples, Homburg,
and Baden-Baden. But this, my dear Lord
Lionel, is the central office of the English
Brethren of the Black Band.. Every city has
its chief office ; this is the .chief cffice for the
city of London. Look round at.the rows of
volumes upon those shelves. Those volumes
contain the reports of the society—the names
and addresses of the members, the personal and
secret histories of their acquaintance, whenever
those histories are likely to be of use to the
community, You are now in the most sacred
chamber of the office. This apartment is filled
from floor to ceiling with the secrets of the
;:otherhood, known only to me, and kept by me

ne.”
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¢ Strange,” said Lord Lionel, thoughtfully.
“You tell me this, and we are here, two men of
the same height, the same size, both unarmed,
What if I were a scoundrel, and were inclined
to take advantage of my position, and possess
myself of some of the secrets of your order?”
The Colonel laughed long and loudly, and
looking at Lord Lionel with a smile of consum-
mate scorn, he said, pointing to the books,—
“Those volumes are written in a cipher, not
one character of which isknown to any creature
bui myself. Againd, you are now in an apart-
ment from which it would be impossible for you
- to escape without my aid. You might rot here
before you would ever discover the secret
means of ingress and egress. I1f my word does
not satisfy you, look at yonder cebinet.” ,
They were seated opposite to each other at
the table, some paces from the cabinet of which
the Colonel spoke. Lord Lionel fixed his eyes
upon the mysterious article of furniture. As he
did so Colonel Bertrand leaned with his elbow
rather heavily upon the table; the several
drawers of the cabinet burst open with a
metallic sound, and at each of the openings
there appeared the muzzles of a row of pistols.
At the same moment the cabinet slightly
revolved, in such a manner as to place the
muzzles of the pistols exactly opposite to Lord
Lionel Montfort. v
“You said I was unarmed, Lord Lionel,”
&aid the Colonel, still smiling ; *“ you were rather
hasty in your conclusion. Now, my lord,
listen to me while I reveal to you the services
which I shall expect you to render to the
brotherhood.”

CHAPTER III
ELLEN CLAVERING

I~ a lovely little village hidden amongst the
woodland scenery of Hampshire lived an old
man, whose ancestors had been squires of the
place. The rustics would show to the inquiring
traveller an old mansion which, fifty years
before, had been ‘occupied by Squire Hugh
Clavering, the father of Lucas, the old man, but
which had long been suffered to fall into a state
of hopeless ruin and decay. Clavering Abbey
was situated at some distance from the village,
and the honest rustics would walk a mile out of
their way rather than pass the old building after
dark. The decayed and tenantless rooms were
supposed by many to be haunted ; but others
declared that Clavering Abbey was a meeting-
place for all the thieves and ruffians of the
neighbourhood. In one of the ivy-grown
lodges attached to the deserted mausion Lucas

Clavering and his only daughter had taken up
their abode. Lucas was a man of nearly seventy
years of age. After a youth spent in riot and
debauchery, and having wasted a noble fortune
upon the turf and in the gambling-houses of

.London, he had returned, at the age of fifty, a

broken-down invalid, to the village of Clavering.
He found the Abbey falling into decay ; he was
too poor, he said, to live in it, and the bats and
owls were welcome to riot beneath the roof
under which his infancy had been passed.  He
brought with him a young wife, a fair and
delicate-looking woman, and an infant daughter.
Mrs. Clavering did not live long to endure the
poverty and wretchedness which were her fate ;
three years after her arrival at Clavering Abbey
she died, leaving her helpless child to the care
of the ruined gambler. From that hopr Lucas
Clavering changed. He swore that his child
should live to restore the Abbey to its former
splendour, and that Ellen Clavering’s children
should enjoy the home of her ancestors, With
his infant daughter he occupied the little rustic
lodge at one of the gates of Clavering Park. It
was very rarely that any human creature,
except the old man and his daughter, entered
the humble abode. Lucas watched over his
little girl with the care of the tenderest of
mothers, and Ellen was never so happy as when
sitting on the knees of her grey-haired father,
lis'ening to some child-like stories. But as
years advanced, the little girl began to perceive
that there were times when she was left alone
in the cottage. After she had gone to bed she
would hear her father quietly creep out of the
house, to which he did not return till late on the
following morning. 'When she grew older still,
and was able to wait on herself, Lucas Claver-
ing would often leave her for days and nights
together, merely telling her he had business in
London, and that she was not to be uneasy if
he should be delayed longer than he expected.

Once when she had reached her fifteenth
year, he spoke to her more seriously than usual
before starting on one of these journeys.

“Ellen,” Le said, “you never go into the
village in my absence P

¢ Never, father ; Goody Brown brings me all
that I require in the morning, and if I want
fresh air, I walk in the dear old avenues of the

‘Park. I never go beyond its gates.”

“ My good girl, my noble Ellen!” said her
father, tenderly ; “ but Goody Brown is a chat-
tering old woman. Has she never asked you
anything about me P

“Yes, she has sometimes seemed  rather
inquisitive about your absences; but I always
told her that you were away on business, and
would soon be back.”
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“Now, Ellen,” said the old man, earnestly,
“listen to me : it is best in all cases to be pre-
pared for the worst that can possibly happen.
If I ever chance to stay away more than a
month without either sending or writing to you,

- you may conclude that something serious has
occurred.”

“ My dearest father!”

¢ In that case, Ellen, look into the desk in my
room. You have the keys. You will find in
that desk a sealed packet, in which are written
my instructions for your conduct. Should your

" father never return to you, my poor child, you
will find he has not left you penniless.”

This was the only occasion upon which the
old man ever alluded to his journeys in his
daughter’s presence. He would quietly depart,
and as quietly return. The villagers felt little
curiosity as to the actions of the ruined gentle-
man. Some thought him merely eccentric;
others openly called him mad. They pitied his
pretty daughter, immured within the boundaries
of Clavering Park ; but none dared offer any
civility to the only child of Lucas Clavering.
Poor as he was supposed to be, he had all the
pride of his ancient race; and resented any
intrnsion on his privacy with haughty words,
and cold, angry looks. Meanwhile, Ellen
Clavering grew every day more beautiful.
. Hers was a delicate beauty, scarcely calculated,
perhaps, to charm the vulgar eye. With com-
plexion pale as marble, her hair was of a golden
brown, falling in heavy waving masses about her
oval face. Her eyes were of the darkest shade
of hazel; her features small and delicately
shaped. The crimson of her pouting lips con-
trasted vividly with the unvarying pallor of her
complexion, and gave a peculiar charm to her
beauty. She was a creature for a painter to
dream of as the model for a Madonna. Pensive,
gentle, timid, she seemed made to be the object
of one of those soul-absorbing passions, which
shed their fatal influence over a life-time.

In the December during which Lord Lionel
Montfort and Lady Edith Vandeleur met at the
masked ball, Ellen Clavering lad attained her
eighteenth year. She passed a dreary Christmas
alone in the little cottage in Clavering Park, for
on the 19th of December her father had left
her for an absence of a fortnight. But her
solitude was startlingly broken ere the day
fixed for her father’s return had arrived, To
explain how this happened, however, we must
go back to the preceding summer, and narrate
an event which, although apparently accidental,
served to turn the whole current of Ellen
Clavering’s life. -~

One evening in July, as she was slowly
returning homewards from a long ramble in the

Park, she was startled by hearing the hoofs of
a horse in the shady avenue behind her. On
turning round she saw that the rider of the
animal was a man about five-and-thirty years of
age. He was tall and slender. His eyes were
black, and his hair of a golden auburn. His
hat was slouched over his face, as if he wished
to avoid recognition. Ellen blushed as she met -
his eyes, for she felt that her scrutiny of him
must have attracted his attention; but as
Clavering Park was so seldom entered by
strangers, she could not help feeling some
slight curiosity about this handsome horseman.
To her surprise he bert over his horse’s neck to
speak to her.

“Will you be so good as to tell me,” he said,
¢ whether I am right in supposing that s
gentleman of the name of Clavering lives near
here?” .,

“ Mer. Clavering’s cottage is at the other end
of this avenue,” Ellen answered; * I can show
you the way if you will follow me. Mr. Claver
ing is my father.” .

“Your father ! " exclaimed the stranger; “I
had no idea that Lucas Clavering had a daughter
—still less that he had so lovely a daughter,”
he added, looking admiringly at the young
girl. -
Ellen hurried on ; and the horseman had ne
time to engage her in conversation before they
reached the cottage in which Lucas and his
daughter lived. As Ellen entered the ivy-grown
door, the stranger sprang-from his horse, and
having fastened the bridle to a neighbouring
tree, followed her into the little sitting-room.

The old man was seated at his desk, writing.
He had lighted a lamp, which shed a feeble
glimmer over the worm-eaten oak furniture of
the humble apartment.

Lucas started from his seat at the sight of the
stranger, and an angry frown darkened his still
handsome face.

“What is the meaning of this visit?” he
cried, fiercely; “I thought my home was
sacred.”

The stranger laughed scornfully. ¢ You
thought!” he said, with a sneer; “ I tell you,
Lucas Clavering, no place is sacred, however
lofty, or however lowly. From the palace to the
pauper’s workhouse, wherever there is one of 4s,
the place is open to all of wus. I have come on
business.”

“Ellen,” said the old man sternly, * leave us;
this is no fit place for you.”

The young girl looked from her father to the
stranger with a glance of alarm, and then stole
quietly from the room. Lucas walked to the
door as she closed it behind her, and turned the
key in the lock, :
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* You hide your jewel carefully, Clavering,”

said the stranger; “ who could have dreamt
“that you had so lovely a daughter P’

“Your business, Captain,” said the old man,

~coldly.

“Youdo not like me to speak of your daugh-

“ter. So be it, then ; we will change the subject.
" You are wanted in London.”

“Again?"”

“Yes, again. You have talents that are
peculiarly your own. They are useful to us,
and they are ours to command when we need
them.”

The old man sighed heavily, but did not
answer. He leaned his elbows on the desk by

" which he was seated, and hid his face in his

hand. .
“You are a strange man, Lucas Clavering,”

said the stranger, looking round the dingy little
- apartment; “there are few in your position who
- oould live in such a place as this.”

“It is for ker sake,” replied the old man,
“only for her sake. She will be rich when I
am rotting in my grave.”

“She is worthy to be a duchess,” said tho
stranger, with enthusiasm. The old man
looked at him from under his lowering grey
eyebrows.

“What have you seen of her?” he said,
suspigiously ; “ what is she to you ? "

“She is only what every lovely woman is to
me, Lucas Clavering, an object of admiration
and respect. Iam no profligate. Goand ask
in the gay world to which I belong. You will
hear no dark stories against my character.”

The old man took no notice of this speech.

“When do you want me ? ” he asked.

“ To-morrow night. At the old place. At
twelve o’clock we shall be assembled.”

“I will be there,” answered Lucas. The
stranger bade him good night, and leaving the
cottage, mounted his horse and galloped through
the broken gates of the Park, '

CHAPTER IV.
THE MIDNIGHT MARRIAGE

TaR next day Lucas Clavering set out for
London, and Ellen was left alone once more.
The old man was away for upwards of a fort-
night, and during. this time Ellen constantly

met the stranger in Clavering Park. He would.

dismount from his horse and wander for hours
with her under the spreading brarches of the
stately oaks. She struggled hard against the
fascination of his rich, deep voice, his handsome
face, his flashing black eyes, and brilliant

powers of conversation. She was utterly withe
out even ordinary feminine vanity, for beautifal
as she was, she had very rarely been told of her
beauty ; but it was impossible long to remain
ignorant of the stranger’s ardent admiration of
her. One day, when the fortnight of the old
man’s absence was drawing to a close, the
stranger fell on his knees on the mossy, flower-
bespangled ground, and told her of bLis love,,
“* And you will be mine, Ellen,” he said, ¢ will
you not? I dare not ask for your father's con-
sent, and our love must be kept a secret from
him, until I can carry you away from this dreary
home and make you my wife, for my life is
enveloped in a cloud of mystery, and the rules
that apply to other men can never apply to me.
My name is Darcy—Philip Darey. I have
wealth enough to surround you with every
luxury, to anticipate your wildest wish. Ellen,
say you will be mine.”

In vain the young girl pleaded her dislike to
deceiving her father, her horror of concealing
even a thought from the old man. The flashing
eyes were fixed upon -her flushing face, and
seemed to penetrate to her very soul. The
pleading tones of the rich, deep, [imploring
voice stole into her heart, and she consented to
breathe the vow which marked her as the future
wife of Philip Darcy. * Before these oaks bear
the green leaves of another summer, I shall have
claimed my bride, Eller,” said Philip as they
parted.

From that hour life to Ellen Clavering wore
a new aspect. The influence which Philip
Darcy exercised over her innocent mind, rapidly
as it had arisen, was deep and lasting. Every
feature of the handsome face seemed engraven
upon her heart. She saw him seldom, and only
in the absence of her father; but their meet-
ings were the bright and starry moments in the
lives of both. .

“I am older than you, Ellen,” Philip once said
to her, “by nearly twenty years. Can you
remember this and love me P "

“ Mine is not love, Philip,” she answered, her
long eyelashes drooping upon her blushing
cheek ; ““it is worship.”

One circumstance was always a grief to Ellen.
Philip, although he would come sometimes two
or three hundred miles for the sake of a brief
interview with his promised bride, would never
consent to write to her. '

“I am so unhappy when you are away from
me, dearest,” she would say to him; “ I fancy
you ill, or even in danger, and when I am
troubled by these dark thoughts, a few brief
lines in your dear hand-writing would give me
somuch happiness. Tell me, why is it that you
never write ? ' i
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¢ Ellen,” he answered gravely, “do not ques-
tion me. I havetold you long ere this that my
life is not like the lives of other men.”

The snow covered the woodland paths of
Clavering Park during the Christmas week
which Ellen spent in the little cottage by the
gates. She heard the merry peals of the bells
from the distant spire of the village, and she
knew as she sat by her solitary hearth that there
wag rejoicing and festivity in the little village—
fetivities in which from her childhood she had
never shared. My life has been very dreary,”
she thought, as she watched the red embers
dropping through the bars of the little  grate;
“but Philip loves me, and the future must be a
happy one since it is to be shared with him.”

On the night of the 13th of January, any
wayfarer passing within sight of Clavering Abbey
would have been astonished, and no doubt
alarmed, by perceiving a light shining through
the apertures of the thick oaken shutters of one
of the disused rooms. But when this light first
gleamed through the wintry darkness it had
already struck eleven by the Clavering clocks,
and there was not a creature abroad in the
inclement night. Let us enter the old and
ruined mansion, and following the intricacies of
several dark and winding passages, make our
way into the apartment where the light is burn-
ing. It is a large oak-panelled chamber, with a
wide, open chimney and a broad hearth, upon
which there are iron dogs. A blazinglog sends
a shower of sparks upwards through the black
mouth of the chimney, and before the fire, in a
worm-eaten oaken chair, a man is seated with
his elbows resting on his knees, and his flashing
black eyes gazing thoughtfully into the red
flames. This man is Philip Darcy. He is evi-
dently thinking deeply, and at the same time
there is an expression in his face that shows
that he is listening.

Presently he hears footsteps in the corridor
without, the door is thrown open, and a man,
dressed shabbily in rough and common gar-
ments, enters the room. .

- “Will she consent?’ asked Philip, turmng
to him eagerly.

¢ She will,” answered the new comer; * she
hesitated at first, but when I told her that you
were too ill to stir from this place she con-
gented.”

“Good!” exclaimed Philip Da.rcy; “ wheel
yonder couch over to the hearth.

The man obeyed, and with some difficulty
dragged a heavy oaken sofa from the other end
of the room. Philip flung himself upon this
couch, while the man threw a heavy cloak over
his recumbent form. This was scarcely done
when a light hand tapped at the window.

“Tt is she,” said the man; “I told her she
had better tap at the window. It opens to the
ground, and I can easily admit her.”

He crossed the room as he spoke, and open-
ing the window, admitted Ellen Clavering,
wrapped in a grey cloak, and with the snow
hanging about her hairand garments. She was
pale and agitated, and rushed at once to the
couch on which her lover lay.

¢ Philip,” she cried, “you are il.—" She
knelt by his side and looked anxiously into his
face. ,

T have been ill, Ellen,” he answered ; “ but
I am better now. Tell me, dearest, would it
grieve you if I were to die?”

“Philip! Philip!” she cried, the tears start-
ing to her lovely hazel eyes.

“If that is so then, Fllen—if your heart is
indeed mine alone, you will not refuse to consent
to what I have to propose.”

“ And that is?” she asked, eagerly.

*That you will be mine this night. I have
brought a clergyman with me, who is my best
and oldest friend. I am provided with a special
licence, and he will unite us in this room, this
very hour, if you consent, Ellen, my beloved! "

“ My father; my dear and devoted father,”
she murmured.

“ I have told you, Ellen, that I could never
ask your father’s consent. When we are
married he will forgive us freely, for he will be
happy in beholding the happiness of his child.
Ellen, I have suffered much since we last met ;
your love is the only star of a dark.and troubled
life. Say that you will be mine.”

“Iam powerless to refuse you,” she whis-
pered ; ‘ your happiness is dearer to me than
my own.’

“ You are the angel of my life, Ellen,” he ex-
claimed with rapture. ¢ Morris,” he added,
turning to the man who had retired to the other
end of the room, “summon Mortimer ; you will
be the witness of the marriage.”

The man left the room.

Philip Darcy rose from the couch and clasped
4he pale and agitated girl to his breast. She
was sobbing violently. He uttered a few con-
soling words, and she tried to dry her tears,
when the man re-enteted, bringing with him a
gentleman, who looked like a clergyman of the
Church of England. The man Morris placed a
lamp upon a table, at one end of the large
chamber, The clergyman opened a prayer-book,
and when Philip and Ellen had taken their
places before the table, began to read the mar-
riage service. His voice echoed amongst the
rafters of the oaken roof, and had a strangely
solemn sound, as it Lroke the stillness of the
desolate building.
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There was something ominous and sinister in
this midnight and secret marriage.

‘When the clergyman had concluded the ser-
vice, Philip whispered some order to Morris,
who left the room again.

“ Allow me to congratulate you, Mrs. Darcy,”
said the clergyman.

Ellen started at the sound of her new name.
At this moment the wheels of a carriage and the
hoofs of a pair of horses were heard, in the
court-yard of the Abbey.

“Now, Ellen, dearest, come with me,” said
Philip, drawing his8 arm round her waist, and
leading her towards the door; * bid adieu for
ever to this dreary place, and come with me to
scenes more fitted to your youth and beauty.”
© ¢ But my father,” exclaimed the sobbing girl,
“who will tell him? He will think that I
have abandoned him. Philip, remember my
father!” '

+ 1 do, dearest,” replied her husband; “you-

shall write and tell him all when we have
reached our destination.” Before she could
make any further remonstrance, he hurried her
through the long passages leading into the court-
yard of the Abbey. He opened the door of the
post-chaise, and lifting her in his arms, placed
her in the carriage, and seated himself by her
side. He gave some directions to the postillion,
and the horses galloped away, the wheels of the
chaise crashing through the snow that lay in
the avenue. Away theysped! Whither, Ellen
knew not. .

- CHAPTER V.
MIDNIGHT IN BELGBAVIA

TarEE months after the December night upon
which Ellen Clavering had given her hand to
Philip Darcy, the fashionable quarter of London
+was beginning to fill with its aristocratic inhabi-
tants. The Houses of Parliament were opened,
and the Earl of Hortoa, the father of Lady
Edith Vandeleur, had taken possession of his
superb mansion in Belgrave Square. - Lady
Edith Vandeleur was the youngest of several
sisters, each of whom had married well. In
personal attractions she was superior to all of
them. Her ambition was, however, boundless ;
and she disdainfully refused offer after offer.
Lord Lionel Montfort, younger brother of the
Marquis of Willoughby, had long loved her.
S8he returned his affection, loving him as much
as it was in the power of her haughty nature

© love any human being; but she could not

swrifice the wealth and luxury which seemed

necssar; to her very existence at tho shrine of

affecion. She pursued her own dask course,

shining like a star in the fashionable hemi-
sphere; brilliant and unhappy, weary of the
gaudy scenes to which she sacrificed her life,
but too proud to abandon her pursuit, or to let it
be said that the beautiful Lady Edith Vandeleur
bad made a worse match than her far less-
attractive sisters.

To inaugurate the commencement of the
season, Lord Horton gave a magnificent enter-
tainment, at which upwards of six hundred
people were present.

Lady Edith was the belle of the evening.

She wore a dress of cloud-like white crape,
which floated round her in voluminous folds,
only relieved here and there by large water- .
lilies, from which hung elusters of diamonds.
clear as the drops of falling water which they -
were intended to represent. Round her thick, .
raven hair she wore a wreath of these large
water-lilies mingled with a profusion of "
diamonds, and forming a crown which set off her
queen-like beguty with a gorgeous and regal
grace. She had never looked lovelier, and it -
was whispered amongst the guests that this ball
was partly given to celebrate the. fact of Lady
Editli's approaching marriage with a gigantic
railway speculator and, millionsire; a man
whom the proud daughter of the Earl of
Horton would, had he been poor, have scarcely
tolerated in her presence, but who, being rich as
the princein a fairy tale, she consented to honour
with her hand,

“Itis quite a new affair, this marriage, is it -
not ? ” asked a young guardsman of his neigh- -
bour, a8 Mr. Merton, the millionaire, led Lady
Edith to her seat after having been her partner -
in & quadrille.

“I believe it is. There was some talk of her
marrying Lionel Montfort; but I suppose it
was caly a flirtation. Montfort’s as poor as -
Job.”

“But his brother, the Marquis, is a single
man, with a superb fortune,” said the young
officer; ‘““and if anything were to happen to
him, Lord Lionel would tumble into a good
thing.”

Rumour was not altogether correct in pro-
nouncing Lady Edith to be positively engaged
to Robert Merton, the rich.railway director.
Mcr. Merton had been one of the lady’s numerous
admirers for some months, but he had never, as
yet, proposed marriage to the haughty daughter
of one of the proudest noblemen in the peerage.

Robert Merton had begun life as an errand- .
boy in a small house of business at Manchester.

His parents were working people, Who, for
their honesty and straightforward conduct, un-
flinching industry, and unchanging truth, were
respected by all who knew. them, -
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Robert inherited the good qualities of his
father and mother, joined to talents which very
soon made him so useful to his employer, as to
cause his advancement from errand-boy to
clerk, from clerk to junior partner, from junior
partner to sole proprietorship of several great
houses of business and prosperous manufac-
tories.

His next step was to invest & portion of his
capital in railway shares, and his good fortune
in this, as well as in every other speculation,
was unfailing,

At the age of five and thirty, therefore,
Robert Merton the errand-boy had become
Robert Merton the millionaire, and the noblest
houses at the West End of London opened
their doors to receive him. He was feasted at
the tables of Dukes and Marquises, and the
loveliest women in Belgravia were anxious to
captivate one of the wealthiest men in England.

Amongst others the Lady Edith Vandeleur
tried the power of charms which had seldom
failed to please. ‘

This proud girl worshipped wealth a3 «
means, rather than an end. She looked to
Robert Merton’s thousands to make her queen
over the fashionable world; for she knew that
in that false and hollow circle nothing but wealth
and power was really respected.

« Goodness, virtue, truth !” ghe cried, with &
gneer “will those win me admiration or
respect? No! I must be able to outdo them
gll in pomp and splendour, and then, though
they may hate me, they will bow down to me,
and lick the dust under my feet.”

If anybody who beheld this lovely creature
(crowned with snow-white flowers, emblems of
the purity which was a stranger to her schem-
ing soul) could have known the secrets of her
wicked heart, how loathsome would her grandeur
and beauty have appeared !

How far before her the poorest cottage girl,
walking barefoot over her native heath, whose
heart could glow with a sincere affection, and
whose soul could scorn a falsehood !

The ball was the most brilliant of the season.

As the hour advanced the gorgeous rooms
became every moment more crowded. Diamonds
sparkled on every side. Rich silks and satins,
laces, feathers, and jewels, glittered and shone
wherever the eye could look. Late in the
evening Robert Merton led Lady Edith away
from the erowded ball-room into a conservatory
at one end of the noble range of apartments.
The conservatory was lighted by lamps subdued
by rose-coloured shades, and placed here and
there amongst clusters of orange-trees, whose
golden fruit contrasted with the dark green of
the Npolished leaves, and the pure white of the

c. 2.

scented blossoms. In the centre of the conser-
vatory, which was paved with different coloured
marbles, a fountain played into an alabaster
basin, ornamented with cupids of frosted silver,
which clung about the border and seemed to
disport themselves in the crystal water of the
fountain. Here and there, amongst the shrubs
and flowers which bloomed in china vases, there
were sofas covered with tho palest blue satin,
bordered with fringes of silver.

To one of these sofas Robert Merton led his
lovely partuer.

«Lady Edith Vandeleur,” he said, with
sudden energy, “do you hear what people
say of us to-night in your father’s crowded
ball-room?

“\What they say of us!” Edith answered,
raising her arched eyebrows; what can they
say of us, Mr. Merton P "

Robert Merton was of a reserved and quiet
disposition. Very few men could fathom the
mind of the Manchester merchant. His manners
were gentlemanly, though grave; but he said
little, and to the people around him he was a
perfect mystery. ’

“He is going to propose,” thought Lady
Edith. ¢ Poor fellow ! he fears me, and dreads
a refusal.”

«Lady Edith Vandeleur,” gaid Robert
Merton, “I have overheard the whispers of
your father’s guests. Those whispers have
coupled your name with name. Nay, more, it
is openly reported, that before the season is
over the fashionable world will have witnessed
the marriage of the wealty merchant with the
daughter of an Barl, Shall it be so, Lady
Edith? Can you forget that the man who now
speaks to you owes all his wealth to honest
industry P I know that that alone is & sin in
the eyes of your haughty circle; but I know,
too, that money is power, and that, without it,
even you, Lady Vandeleur, lovely, accomplished,
high-born, though you may be, are less than I,
the Manchester trader—I offer you, then, a
fair exchange. I will not speak of the deep and
passionate love which lurks beneath this seem-
ing’ coldness. I am not gkilled in romantio
expressions. I do love you. How deeply you
may never know ; but wrong me, and you wi
learn how deeply I can hate! Edith, will you
be minef

The artful girl dropped her heavy eyelids till
the long dark lashes swept her rounded cheek.

« Edith,” cried the millionaire, “do you
consent?

She allowed her beautiful head to sink upon
her lover’s shoulder, as she murmured softly—

« Yes, Robert, yes.”

At this moment the boughs of some lofty
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tropical plants which formed a thick screen at
the other end of the conservatory, were suddenly
parted, (and a young man strode towards the
sofa upon which Robert Merton and Lady
Edith Vandeleur were seated.

The intruder was Lord Lionel Montfort, who,
although he wore an evening dress, had not been
present at the ball.

He was not alone; for another man, also in
evening dress, remained concealed by the shade
of the foliage, while Lord Lionel advanced to
Lady Edith.

The haughty girl rose, pale and trembling,
from the sofa. She dreaded an outburst of rage
from ber old lover, which might cost her the
hand of the millionaire. .

She had no occasion for this alarm. Lord
Lionel bowed, and said, with studied courtesy,

“I come just as the festival is concluding, I
fear, Lady Edith ; but though I have been to
half & dozen balls to-night, I could not resist the
temptation of the chance of a waltz with you.”

He offered her his arm as he spoke. '

She hesitated for a moment, cast one uneasy
glance at her newly-accepted lover, and putting
her little gloved hand through Lord Lionel’s
arm, left the conservatory, in the direction of
the ball-room.

Robert Merton lookedafter her with admiring
eyes. ,

She is very lovely,” he said to himself. “I
ought surely to be the proudest and happiest of
men. But will she be true? I tremble when
I remember that she is one of the queens of this
false and hollow world of fashion. How can
she ever love the rough man of business—the
child of the people? Robert Merton, what
have you done in trusting your heart to such a
woman "’ _

As he was thinking thus, the stranger who
had entered the conservatory with Lord Lionel
Montfort advanced from amongst the shrubs,
and walked to the fountain near which Robert
Merton was standing. His tall, elegant figure,
reddish auburn hair, and piercing black eyes,
proclaimed him to be the Austrian officer whose
eccentricity and wealth had made him to be one
of the most fashionable men in London.

“Colonel Bertrand!” exclaimed Robert
Merton, who had met the Austrian frequently
at the houses of the great, “I did not know that
you were here to-night.”

I have only just dropped in for half-an-hour
with Lord Lionel Montfort,” said the Colonel;
‘the young man and I have been together all
the evening, and from some silly whim or other
he insisted upon coming here, late as it is. I
farcy hie must have some love aflair upon hand,
for I cannot get a word out of him.”

. Robert Merton looked intently at the Austrian
officer. The merchant was a man who, beneath
a quiet outward seeming, nourished strong
emotions, and his love for Lady Edith Vandeleur
was a deep and powerful feeling.

¢ Colonel Bertrand,” he said, “ I know very
little of this fashionable world; I am but a
rough manufacturer, who was never guilty of a
dishonest action, and who is no great hand at
picking and choosing his words. Ihear a great
deal of the senseless chatter of these splendid
assemblies ; and, amongst other things, I hear
that there was once a strong attachment
between Lady Edith and Lord Lionel. Is that
true? ”

The Colonel shrugged his shoulders.

“I am Lord Lionel Montfort's friend, Mr.
Merton,” he said, haughtily, “but I am not a
spy. I know nothing of his sentiments with
regard to the lady you name. If you wish to
ascertain the truth,” he added, * you had better
judge for yourself.”

He pointed as he spoke to the open door of
the conservatory, through which Robert Merton
looked into the room beyond.

This room was merely an ante-chamber to
the ball-room, and there were not many people in
it at this time, for it was nearly the close of the
entertainment.

In the deep recess of a window, half-hidden
by the sweeping folds of the amber satin
curtains, stood Lord Lionel and Lady Edith in
close conversation. :

Colonel Bertrand laughed maliciously.

“You must judge for yourself—you must
judge for yourself, my friend,” he said, as he
left the conservatory. '

Robert Merton flung himself upon the sofa
upon which he and Lady Edith had been seated,
and, hiding his face in his hands, abandoned
himself to bitter and deep reflection.

« Edith,” said Tord Lionel, as he stood with
the lovely girl's hand clasped in his, which
clutched her slender fingers with an iron force,
“ Edith, why were you and that man seated side
by side just now? Whydid you start and turn
pale whea I saw you.” .

She laughed scornfully. . “ My dear Lionel,”
she said, carelessly, “I thought that, upon the
twentieth of December last, when you and X
met at the masked ball in Drury Lane, the
question was settled once and for ever. - I told
you then, that, however much I may have loved
you, however much I may love you still, I will
never marry a poor man.”

1 remember every word you said upon that
fatal night, Edith Vandeleur,” answered her
companion. “From that night I took my course.
It is now three months ago. Some men waste
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years, others a life-time, in gaining a fortune.
Mine will be won in a day. “Not ouly a
fortune, Edith, but a title—honours—an estate.
Before this week is out I will lay all these at
your feet. Then you will not reject me.”

He raised her hand to his lips, kissed it
passionately, and hurried away.

* Lionel,” she cried, following him towards
the door of the ball-room, *Lionel, listen to
me! You do not know—you—Lionel—"

She wished to tell him of her intended
marriage with the wealthy merchant.

False as she was, she had no motive for con-

cealing that.
" Just at this moment a set of quadrilles had
finished in the ball-room, and the dancers came
crowding into the ante-chamber. In this crowd
Lord Lionel Montfort disappeared, and she
tried in vain to overtake him before he left the
house.

How often the happiness or misery of a life-
time may hang upon the utterance of one word !
Had Lady Edith Vandeleur told Lord Lionel
what she wished to tell him, these two people
might have been spared a long career of dark
guilt and splendid wretchedness.

. Lady Editlr returned to the conservatory,
where she found Robert Merton seated in the
same attitude into which he had fallen after his
brief conversation with Colonel Bertrand.

She was alarmed for a moment, thinking that

. he might have overheard the dialogue between
herself and Lord Lionel.

“ Robert,” she said, in her sweetest tones,
“whatis the matter, dearest ? "

The merchant started to his feet. He was as
pale as death, and there was & strange calmness
in his manner. * Edith,” he said, “I have
reason to think that you are deceivingme. I
will not ask you whether I am right or wrong.
I only say to you this: think twice before you
betray a man whose brain and energies have
been strengthened by a life of honest labour.
Think twice before you deceive a man who
never told a lie in his life, and who mnever
forgave one in another. Think of this, and
decide this night whether you will be mine or
not.”

- They were quite alone in the conservatory.
She fell on her knees at the rich speculator’s
feet, and, clasping her jewelled hands, exclaimed
solemnly—

“Robert Merton, I have never, and shall
never, deceive you. As there is a Heaven
-above me, I will be your true and loving wife.”

If her lover could have read the depths of her
soul, he would have shrunk with a shudierfrom
the false and perjured creature.

But he could only look into her beautiful face,

which was the lovely mask which covered all
her guilt, and he lifted her from the ground,
and clasped her fondly in his arms.

“My loveliest and dearest,” he ecried,
passionately, “you have sealed the vow which
makes you my wife in the happy future. All
that devoted love and boundless wealth can do
to make your lot a bright one shall be done. I
live only to be your slave.” -

‘When Lady Edith retired to her room that
night, she cast off her diamonds with feverish
impatience.

“So I have reached the height of my
ambition,” she said. ¢ Sold, sold, for gems and
gold, for fine houses and carriages, horses, lands,
and jewels! Surely I ought to be happy.
Poor Lionel ! how handsome he looked to-night ;
and what could he mean by that wild talk of
being a rich man in a few days? Poor fellow, I
fear love has driven him half mad. That Man-
chester man is a horrible creature ; but a million
—a million of money—the words seem written
in letters of gold, and dancing before my aching
eyes.”

——

CHAPTER VI.
MIDNIGHT IN THE GAMING-HOUSE

THE evening after that on which the. events

above described took place in the house of Lord
Horton was wet and gloomy.

The rain poured down in torrents, and the
streets at the West End of London were deserted
by foot-passengers, except when now and then
some wretched woman, dressed in gaudy silks,
which were splashed and dripping with the mud
and wet from the overflowing gutters, hurried

.shivering by, on her way to some of the haunts

of vice and dissipation.

Now and then, too, a solitary man, wrapped
in a great coat, crossed the street, struggling to
hold up an umbrella, in spite of the wind, which
made the task a hard one.

As the clocks of the churches in the neigh-
bourhood of Piccadilly were striking eleven, an
elegantly-appointed cabriolet drove from the
neighbourhood of the Albany into St. James's
Street, where it drew up at the corner of one of
the smaller streets leading out of that thorough-
fare.

A tall man, whose figure was quite disguised
by the heavy loose overcoat which he wore,
sprang from the vehicle and handed the reins to
the groom.

“ Return here at ome o’clock, Jarvis,” he
said, “ and wait at this corner till I come to

ou.”
Y The groom bowed, and the gentleman turned
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into the bye-street, leaving the servant standing
in the rain, looking after his master with con-
siderable curiosity.

“ This is a rummy start,” muttered the man ;
¢ what, in the name of all that’s dangerous, does
the Colonel want that way ? Mischief, I should
think.” And the groom mounted into the
driver’s seat and rattled homewards.

The owner of the cabriolet walked nearly to
the end of the street, looked about him to see
whether he was observed, and then knocked at
the door of a respectable-looking house at the
corner of a bye-street.

It was to be noticed that there was not one
spark of light to be seen in any of the numer-
ous windows of this house, nor in the fan-light
over the street door. It seemed as if the
inhabitants must every one have retired to rest,
for there were no shutters to the windows, and
the white blinds were visible through the glass.

This, however, did not discourage the stranger,
who knocked a gentle double knock.

The street door was immediately opened by a
young man out of livery, who seemed, however,
a servant, as he made no remark to the visitor.
Neither did the latter ask any questions, but
walked straight to the further end of the hall,
which was very dimly lighted.

Another man, seated in a porter’s chair, half
asleep, looked up at the sound of the stranger’s
approach. '

“Who is it? " he asked.

“The Grand Master,” replied the stranger,
swho was no other than the Austrian officer,
Colonel Bertrand.

* Pass on, Captain,”
grave respect.

Ashe spoke he pulled a cord, and a green
baize door, exactly opposite to that leading into
the street, revolved with a metallic clank,
revealing, as it did so, an inner hall, into which
the Colonel passed.

This inner hall was of much smaller dimen-
sions than the outer one, and a stranger would
have been surprised at perceiving that there was
no staircase. Looking up, you could see straight
o the roof of the house, the different storeys
Leing marked by narrow iron galleries running
round the four sides of the hall.

But how were these galleries to be reached ?

The Colonel did rot stop long to consider.
He pulled one of & row of brass knobs, each
numbered and lettered differently, and a bell
rang in the gallery on the first floor.

Scarcely had it done sounding when a light
iron ladder lowered itself as if by magic from
one end of the iron gallery, in the railings of
which a little gate opened.

The Colonel stepped lightly up the ladder,

msyered the man, with

sprang into the gallery, and, pushing open the
door facing him, walked into a large room im
which a number of men were seated at a table
covered with green cloth, and scattered with
cards, dice, and heaps of gold and silver money.

Colonel Bertrand was in one of the most
secret and yet most noted “ hells ”’ of London—
a place marked out by the police for destruction,
and which yet defied the police—those atleast
whom it could not bribe, for there were some of
the force who would accept a five-pound note
from the owners of this infamous resort.

The house was lined with iron, like a fortress.
Its appearance on the outside was always the
same, the front rooms being kept solely for
show ; and it was supposed to be inhabited by
a respectable retired tradesman, who had saved
enough money to live in his own house, but the
state of whose health prevented his seeing much
company.

The Colonel looked with his searching black
eyes into every corner of the crowded room.

He advanced to the table, still looking about
him; and taking a seat amongsta group of noisy
and excited players, who were evidently new to
the miseries of a gambler’s existence, he staked
a handful of gold, and while the game pro-
ceeded, looked anxiously round at the faces of
the players.

A shadow of disappointment spread itself over
his face.

Evidently the people he expected had not
arrived,

“ Can that foolish boy have managed matters
badly P’ he muttered. * Can he have failed in
persuading his brother to come ? *

At this very moment the bell which served
as a signal to the attendant whose duty it was to
lower the iron ladder, rang two distinet times.

“Two new comers,” muttered a man seated
near the Colonel ; * the room is crowded enough
as it is.”

“This must be they,” said the Colonel to him-
self.

He had scarcely said so when the door was
opened, and Lord Lionel Montfort, followed by
a man a few years older than himself, entered
the room.

This man was Angus, Marquis of Willoughby,
Lord Lionel’s elder brother.

He was a noble-looking fellow, tall and stout,
with a profusion of fair ringlets and a light
moustache. He seemed to have been drinking,

and was rather inclined to be noisy.

¢ 8o this is the place you made such a row
about, Lionel,” he said, looking about him ;
“what a prison-like hole itis! I can’t thmk
what on earth made you so anxious to drag me
here.”
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Colonel Bertrand looked up from his stake,
which had been doubled, and which he still left
upon the card.

As he did so, he met the eyes of Lord Lionel
Montfort.

The young man burst out laughing, and catch-
ing his brother by the arm, exclaimed—

 Angus, do you see this? You remonstrated
with me for coming to this haunt of vice, as you

. call it. 'What do you think, then, of finding the

steady Austrian Colonel, whose conduct, though
he is the most fashionable man in London, is
held up by.our mammas as a model to us wild
young men? What do you think, I repeat, of
finding Oscar Bertrand in such a place as this?”

The brothers laughed heartily at the meeting,
and Colonel Bertrand, who was celebrated for
his good temper, rose from his seat and joined
them, laughing as loudly as themselves.

“One gets tired of balls and parties, Mar-
quis " he said, when they had finished laughing ;
“and as to pretty girls, I verily believe pretty
girls are all alike nowadays; so for a change I
came here to spend an hour or two, little expect-
ing to meet Lord Lionel and yourself in such a
place. Will you play rouge et noir, Marquis ? *’
he asked ; “or shall you and I have a hand at
ecarte while Lord Lionel looks on to see fair
play P ”

“A hand at ecarte by all means, Colonel,”
answered the Marquis. “I have played rouge
et noir half over Europe, and I'm heartily
sick of it. - I should not have been here to-
night, I assure you, but for Lionel. The young
scamp dined with me at my club, and after we’d
drunk a bottle or two of wine, of which he made
me take the best part myself, nothing would
satisfy him but our looking in here for halfan
hour. I did not know the place, and should not
have been able to find my way in, but Lionel
appears perfectly familiar with everything and
everybody about it.” :

¢ Lord Lionel keeps some very strange
gociety, I'm afraid, Marquis,” said the Colonel,
laughing. “But now for the ecarte.”

As he svoke he led the way into an inner
room, handsomely farnished, where there were
two or three small tables. This apartment,
which was brilliantly lighted with gas, was quite
empty. The Colonel rang a bell, which was
answered by a well-dressed waiter,

«Bring half a dozen of sparkling moselle,”
said Colonel Bertrand, ¢ and see that it is well
iced.” .

The Marquis seated himself opposite his
opponent. An attendant brought several packs
of untouched cards ; for it was a rule in this, as
well as in all ot her gaming-houses, that no pack
of cards was ever played with twice.

It is scarcely necessary to say that thisis a
very needful precaution. So mary methods are
there of cheating, by paring the cards at the
sides and ends, clipping them at the corners,
and otherwise marking them in different
manners.

The waiter brought the wine in silver coolers
filled with ice, which he placed by the Colonel’s
directions on a sideboard close to his elbow.
The glittering champagne glasses were put upon
the table, but the Colonel pushed them away
impatiently.

“Bring us tumblers,” he said. “We are
not little children; we don’t want to take our
wine by spoonfuls.”

The play had commenced by this time.

Lord Lionel looked over his brother’s
shoulder; but soon growing weary of this, he
retired to an easy chair by the fire, and taking
up a newspaper, with which he shaded his face,
apparently fell asleep. A close observer might,
however, have discovered that the young man
was very restless, and that every now and then
his dark eyes glanced uneasily over the news-
paper in the direction of the Marquis of
‘Willoughby and Colonel Bertrand.

The Colonel was particularly attentive in
keeping the Marquis supplied with wine. As
often as the nobleman emptied his tumbler,
Colonel Bertrand was on the watch and ready to
refill it, and all so quietly that Angus scarcely
pereceived how much he was drinking. He had
been by no means too sober on entering the
room, and he was every moment growing worse.

He played badly, and lost his temper with
his own play, and with his opponent’s good
fortune.

*You are very lucky, Colonel Bertrand,” he
said, rather impatiently, as the Colonel won
game after game.

“Perhaps I am a pretty good player, my
lord,” replied the Austrian officer, significantiy.

“It is .not very difficult to play with such
cards as you contrive to get, Colonel Bertrand,”
the Marquis answered, laying a stress upon his
last words.

“Such cards as I contrive to get, my lord,”
said the Colonel.

% As you contrive to get, certainly, Colonel ;
those were my exact words.”

“Then you might have chosen your words
better, my lord,” answered the Colonel. ¢ Con-
trive is scarcely the word to apply to a game of
chance.”

“FEearté is not a game of chance,” said

"Angus, curtly ; “itis a game of skill.”

“ But, like all games of cards,” replied the
Colonel, “the chances have something to do
with it.”
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. “Very little, I should think, as you play it,
Colonel Bertand ; I should call it quite a game
of skill.”

The door of communication between the
smaller and the larger room had been open all
this time, and many of the players, some whose
purses had been emptied, and others who were
growing tired of the gaming-table, had dropped
in to watch the ecarté players.

Throughout theis dialogue, though the
Marquis, excited by what he had drunk, raised
his voice considerably, Lord Lionel had
remained asleep, the newspaper still covering
his face.

“ I must trouble you to retract those words,
my lord,” said the Colonel, who was dealing.

“I never retract my words,” his lordship
answered; “and if you want to have plainer
speaking you shall have it. You have not won
one of the eleven games which we have played
this night by good play alone, but you have won
them by trickery—by cheating. Do you think
I can't see? " cried his lordship, growing every
moment more and more excited ; *“ do you think
T'm blind drunk? Why at this very moment I
can see the king concealed in the sleeve of your
coat.”

- 1t really seemed as if his lordship wag right;
for as he spoke the king of trumps dropped on
to the table.

“A misdeal,” said the Colonel, coolly sweep-
ing up the cards. “Lord Willoughby, what
you say is a lie.”

As he spoke Colonel Bertrand flung half a
tumbler of moselle into the face of the
Marquis.

“Serve him right,” exclaimed one of the
lookers-on.  “How dared he aceuse any
gentleman of cheating in this place?”

At this moment Lord Lionel Montfort
dropped the newspaper, and opened his eyes.

“What's the matter? What's wrong?P"” he
asked, starting from his chair.

“ Very little,” answered his brother, wiping
his face with a handkerchief. ¢ Colonel
Bertrand,” he added—addressing himself to the
Austrian officer, who had risen from his seat

and stood calm and composed as if nothing.

whatever had happened—* Colonel Bertrand,
you must answer to me for this.”

“ Whenever you please, my lord.”

It was to be observed that Angus was per-
fectly collected, while Lionel's face was as
white as the face of a corpse, and he trembled
like a leaf.

“The sooner the better, then,”
Marquis. “There are some insults which
nothing but blood can wipe out, and thisis one of
them. Name your time and place of meeting.”

answered the

The two men had spoken all this in German,
to avoid being understood by the crowd ecol-
lected about them. The Marquis had travelled
a great deal, and spoke the language almost as
well as the Austrian officer.

-“As to the time, my lord,” said “olonel
Bertrand, “I perfectly agree with you that it
cannot be too soon. Let us say, then, to-morrow
morning, at daybreak.”

“With all my heart,” replicd the Marquis.

Lord Lionel tried vamnly to interpose, but
neither of the men would listen to a word he
could say.

““ As to the place, I think I could suggest the
best place of all others,” said Colonel Bertrand.

“Indeed! that place is——?"

“The sands under the Dover Cliffs, a little
way out of the town. By choosing such a spot,
the survivor, whoever he may be, will have
power to escape with ease by the Calais packet,
and will gain the opposite shore before the hue
and cry can be raised in his pursuit.”

“ A very good idea, Colonel Bertrand. I have
my passport. You, of course, have yours, so
we shall both be prepared.”

The two men wero as cool as if they had been
planning a dinner party instead of a duel. But
Lord Lionel Montfort looked from his brother
to the Colonel with a white haggard face,
almost horrible to behold.

“ Angus, Angus!” he exclaimed when they
had left the gaming-house, and parted with the
Colonel—who walked off to look for a friend
whom he was to send to Lord Willoughby to
make all final arrangements—* Angus, what are
you going to do? Desist, I implore you, before
it is too late.”

“Desist ! ” exclaimed Angus; * desist, when
I have been insulted! Surely, Lionel, you do
not know what you are saying.”

““You do not know this man,” answered Lord
Lionel ; ““you do not know him, Angus ! Man!
He is something more than a man. He is a
demon, gifted with a fatal power over guilty
and erring creatures. Walking the earth to
tempt and to destroy them. Be warned—be
warned, Angus! I dare not say more to you.”

“ My dear Lionel,” said Lord Willoughby,
whom the quarrel had sobered, “ your love for
me blinds you to the state of the case. A man
has insulted me. I shall kill him if I can. If
I cannot kill him, he must kill me. I cannot
live and let him go with impunity.”

The Marquis found the Colonel's fnend wait-
ing for him when he entered Wiiloughby House.

There was something almost demoniac in the
rapidity of the Austrian’s movements.

Where could he have found this man at such
an hour, and in 8o short a time? :
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The stranger was waiting in the Library
into which the servants of the Marquis had
shown him. He was a pale-faced, cadaverous-
looking man of ubout forty years of age.

He gave the Marquis his card, upon which
was engraved “Lieutenant Saunderson, Mor-
daunt'’s Hotel.”

Tne Marquis scarcely looked at the card
which Mr. Saunderson had presented to him.

“I think almost everything is arranged,” he
said ; “ my brother will serve me as second. If
there is anything else to settle, ycu ean settle it
withhim. In this cabinet,” he added—taking a
key from his waistcoat pocket, and opening an
immense cabinet on one side of the apartment
—*in this cabinet you will find several pairs of
duelling pistols; be so good as t& select suitable
ones.”

Mr. Baunderson walked to the cabinet, and
began to examine the different cases of pistols
with great deliberation.

“ Our grand poiu must be to save time,” gaid:

Lord Willoughby. *The night train for Dover
starts from London Bridge at half-past two ; it
is now past one.” : :

He rang the bell, and ordered his servant
procure a cab.

“ You will meet us with Colonel Bertrand at
the station P ” he said to Mr. Saunderson.

This gentleman, who spoke very little, bowed
in reply to the Marquis’s question, and left the
room after having saluted the two brothers.

‘When Mr. Saunderson had left the house,
Angus looked anxiously at his watch.

X can spare five minutes,” he said, “to run
and speak to my mother and Lucy. There has
been a party this evening, and I shall be sure
to find them still up.”

The Lucy whom he spoke of was his cousin,
a girl of about eightcen, whose parents had died,
leaving her almost entirely dependent upon the
Dowager Marchioness of Willoughby.

Angus was right in his conjecture as to his
cousin, but his mother had a few minutes before
retired to rest. He ijound Lucy Maldén in a
pretty morning room leading out of the draw-
ing-room. She was; still dressed in the light
robes she had worn for her aunt’s party, and
she wore a wreath of forget-me-nots in her
fair hair. :

She was reading by the light of a shaded
lamp ; but at the sound of her cousin’s footstep
she started and looked up from her book with a
blush.

““ Angus,” she cried, “is it really you? I
fancied you would not return home to-night,
but I thought I could not be mistaken in your
footstep.”

“Lucy,” said the Marquis, taking the young

girl’s hand in his, “ I am going out of town for a
few days, and as I am starting rather suddenly,
I have only two minutes to bid you good-bye.”

Something in his manner alarmed her, in
spite of his calmness; and she cried in accents
of terror—

“Angus! Angus! something is wrong, I know.
How pale you are !—as pale asdeath. Oh, Angus!
Angus ! T know that something terrible is about
to happen.”

“No, no,” said the young man, . violently
agitated by the grief of his gentle cousin, whom
he had loved from childhood, and whom he had
intended before long to have made his wife!
“No, Lucy, there is nothing to fear. I have
been suddenly summoned to attend the bedside
of a sick friend—that is the reason of this
hurried journey.”

Before she could question him farther he had
rushed from the room.

Lucy Maldon clasped her slender hands upon
her beating breast, as she listened eagerly to
her cousin’s retreating footsteps.

As the sound of the Marquis's tread upon the
stairs died away, the young girl hurried from

‘| the room, and runming to the apartment in

which she slépt, rapidly exchanged her ball
dress for some datk winter garments, and
wrapped herself in a large cloak which quite
concealed her figure. She went out on to a
landing-place leading to a back staircase used
by the servants, down which she hurried, and
thenee into a hall which led into the street.

The rain still poured in torrents, and the
night was pitch dark. .

So quickly had the occurrences above
described followed each other, that the clocks
chimed the half-hour afser one as Lucy Maldon
slunk into the doorway of the house next to

that tenanted by the Marquis of Willoughby.
Her purpose was to watch for her cousin's

departure, and, at any risk, to follow him. She
had mot long to watch. .

In less than five minutes he came out of the
house, followed by his brother Lionel.

« Lionel with him!"” thought Lucy ; * then I
was right. Something must have happened.”

She listened to the direction which the
Marquis gave to the cabman, after he had dis-
missed the servant who had attended him to the
door of the vehiele. \ :

“ London Bridge Station.” .

Lucy heard the words with perfect distinct-
ness, and as soon as the cab containing Angus
and his brother had driven off, she flew, rather
than walked, to a neighbouring atand,_where
she sprang into a cab, directing the driver to
hurry with all possible speed to the same
place. e
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CHAPTER VIL
THE DUEL ON THE SEA SHORE.

THE cold grey dawn of the early spring morn-
ing was slowly breaking as four men left the
station, and walked two and two into the town
of Dover.

The four gentlemen walked straight to one of
the principal hotels, where they asked for a
private room. One of them ordered breakfast ;
and while it was being prepared, Lord Lionel
Montfort and Lieutenant Saunderson seated
themselves at a side table, and discussed some
trifling arrangements connected with the coming
duel.

No nobler heart had ever throbbed in a manly
bosom than that which beat in the breast of
Angus, Marquis of Willoughby ; and in this still
and solemn hour, with the mighty works of the
Creator arrayed in all their sublime grandeur
before his eyes, he could not but feel a keen
pang of regret to think that he was perhaps
about to trifle away the life which had been
given to him by his Maker for a far higher
purpose.

_ Perhaps, too, one thrill of angmsh shot
throngh his heart as he thought of his loving
cousin, Lucy Maldon.

He little knew that at that moment Lucy
herself was standing in a window situated in
another part of the hotel, from which she could
command a view of the principal door of the
house.

She had reached the London Bridge Station
in time to see Angus take Dover tickets for
himself and his brother., Having contrived to
ascertain this without baving been herself
observed, she had lost no time in taking her
own ticket and hurrying to a carriage, in a
corner of which she seated herself, after having
made sure that the Marquis and Lord Lionel
had entered another.

Arrived at Dover, she had acted with the
same precaution, and by this means had con-
trived to follow the four gentlemen at a suffi-
cient distance to avoid being seen by them. She
had watched them into the hotel, and about ten
minutes afterwards entered it herself. She told
the waiter and chamber-maid who attended upon
her that she was going to cross to Calais by the
eight-o’clock boat, and she had ordered break-
fast, not an atom of which was she able to
touch.

The four gentlemen had told the same story
to the waiters as that which had served Lucy as
an excuse for her presence at a Dover hotel
at that early hour in the mornmg

The people belonging to the inn did not per-

e

ceive anything singular in the conduct of the
travellers, little knowing that the small carpet
bag carried so lightly by Lieutenant Saunderson
contained duelling pistols.

The Colonel and his second breakfasted at one
table, and the two brothers at another.

Neither the Austrian officer nor Mr. Saunder-
son appeared in the least affected by the
terrible scene in which they were so soon to
takea part. They ate an excellent brealkfast,
drank a couple of bottles of claret, and talkked a

.good deal in an under tone, inaudible at the

other table.

Angus, on the contrary, was grave and silent,
though perfectly calm. He pushed his plate
away from him, with an untasted cup of coffee,
and resting his elbow upon the table, leaned
his head upon his hand, and seemed lost in
thought.

Lord Lionel was far more agitated than the
Marquis. His hand shook so violently that he
could not hold his knife and fork, and was
compelled to abandon even the pretence of eat-
ing.

¢ Lionel,” said the Marquis, after a long
pause, “if I should fall thid morning, which is
very likely, for the Colonel is ten times a bettor
shot than I am, you will be Marquis of
Willoughby.”

“ Angus, Angus, do not, for pity's sake,
speak of that,” cried Lord Lionel, with a
shudder.

«T must speak of it,” answered the Marquis;
“for I have a request to make, which I wish
you to remember, Lionel, as a brother’s dying
prayer.”

« I will remember it, Angus, whatever it may
be,” excluimed his brother.

«Tt is that, when I am gone, you will supply
my place, not only to my mother, but to Lucy
Maldon. ‘She is lovely, Lionel, lovely as she is
amiable, and the world might deal hardly with
one so innocent and beautiful. Had I lived she
would have been theMarchionessof Willoughby.
Remember this, Lionel, and do not let her want
either a friend or a home.”

¢ She shall be my tenderest care, Angus,”
replied his brother ; “but you must not talk so
despondently. You may survive this en-
counter.”

“ No, Lionel, that I shall never do. Some-
thing in my heart tells me that I shall fall;
something tells me, too, that you also think so.”

The eyes of the two brothers met, and the
dark eyelashes of Lord Lionel drooped under
the steady gaze of the Marquis.

¢ There is no time to be lost, gentlemen,” said
Mr. Saunderson, interrupting this solemn
dialogue between the Marquis and his younger
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brother. “Remember we have half a mile to
walk before we reach the spot suggested by
Colonel Bertrand.”

The Marquis put on his overcoat and hat,
and, followed by his brother, left the room; he
turned at the foot of the stair, and drawing
back, said to the Colonel and his friend—

“You, gentlemen, had better lead the way,
as you know it best.”

Colonel Bertrand bowed, and the four men
left the house, having first paid the bill and told
the waiter that they were merely going for a
stroll.

Lucy Maldon, who had seen them leave the
hotel, rang the bell immediately afterwards, and
asked for her bill. While she was paying it
the waiter said——

“There are four gentlumen from London
going by the same boat as you, miss. They
have just breakfasted, and have stepped out for
a saunter by the shore.”

This intelligence partly re-assured Lucy.
Perhaps, after all, Angus had only told her the
truth. He might have been summoned to some
sick friend on the other side of the channel.
But, then, why was he accompanied by Lionel
and these two other men who were strangers to
her? And why, again, had he been so strangely
agitated on coming to bid her farewell? In any
case she determined on following them.

She left the hotel, therefore, and keeping the
little party in view, followed at some distance
till they had left the town behind and were
walking along the shore.

There was not a creature about, and she
feared the chance of one of the gentlemen turn-
ing round and catching sight of her. She kept,
therefore, at as great a distance as she could,
feeling assured that under the cliffs she was not
likely to miss them entirely.

It must be as the waiter said,” she thought.
« They are only walking here to beguile the
te before the starting of the boat. What
would the world think of me if it were known
that I had followed my cousin to this place?
How I should be ridiculed for my folly !”

The hot blood flushed to her cheeks as she
thought of this. She felt utterly ashamed of
the devoted affection which had brought her on
such a journey in the dead of the stormy night.

The rain had cleared away, and as the sun
rose the wind lulled itself to rest, and the sea
grew almost calm. Long rippling paths of sun-
light gilded the waves and lit the yellow sands
as the little party hurried onwards.

They walked every moment more rapidly, and
Lucy at last was left so far behind that for a
time she lost sight of them altogether.

At that fatal moment they reached the spot

which had been chosen by Colonel Bertrand.

The spray dashed into their faces and cooled
their fevered brows. The sea foam, pure in the
morning light, shone like glistening silver as
the waves rose high against the breakers.

Half a mile from the town, and sheltered by
the lofty cliff which towered above it, the spot
was at this early hour perfectly secure from
intrusion.

Mr. Saunderson lost no time in placing his
man; Lord Lionel, on the contrary, was so
agitated as to be quite useless as a second, and
the Marquis of his own accord took his place
opposite to his adversary. :

At this very moment Lucy Maldon, who had
hurried with all her strength, in order to come
within sight of the men whom she was watch-
ing, approached near enough to behold what
was going forward.

She saw Colonel Bertrand and the Marquis
standing opposite to each other under the morn-
ing sunshine. She saw a white glove flutter as
it fell from the hand of Lieutenant Saunderson
and dropped softly to the ground. She heard
the sharp report of a pair of pistols, the whist-
ling of the bullets, and as that terrible sound
vibrated in her ear, sank senseless upon the
stony pebbles at her feet.

n———

CHAPTER VIII
THE DEAD REVEAL NO SECRETS

Ler us return to Ellen Clavering, or, rather,
Ellen Darcy, whom we last beheld upon the
night of her mysterious and secret marriage, in
the lonely chamber of the ruined abbey - in
Clavering Park

Strange changes have come over the fate of
the lovely girl since that eventful night.

She now sits in a splendidly-furnished boudoir,
which leads out of the drawing-room of an
elegant house situated at about ten miles dis-
tance from the West End of London.

Gorgeous pictures and costly gilding adorn
the walls of the small apartment. A bright
fire burns in the glittering steel grate, for the
March night is cold and cheerless. Over the
marble chimney-piece hangs a portrait of Philip
Darcy, the master of the house.

The piercing black eyes seem to send forth
flashes of lightning upon the beholder, and
Ellen herself thinks, as she sits in her lonely
chamber, that there is surely something more
than natural in the picture.

Look which way she will, the eyes always
seem to meet her own.

Sometimes she fancies that they asgnme a
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dark and threatening look, and she almost
shudders as she glances upwards at the hand-
some face upon the canvas.

The young girl’s life, since her marriage, has
not been altogether happy.

All that wealth can do has been dome to
surround her with beauty and luxury. Her
hands glitter with the diamonds and rubies that
sparkle ‘upon her slender white fingers. Her
costly silk dress sweeps the rich carpet upon
which she walks. The tiny watch at her side
is covered with gems, and has cost at least a
hundred guineas. She has a lady’s-maid to
attend her, and is waited on by servants in
livery. Philip has purchased for her an elegant
little brougham, with a pair of superb chestnut
horses, and a bay saddle-horse, upon which she
sometimes rides, followed by her groom.

He has left nothing undone by which he
could add to her happiness, and yet she is not
happy- ‘

Her husband, whom she loves with the deep
and pure devotion of & noble heart, is as great a
mystery to her as upon that first day on which
she met him under the shade of the oaks in
Clavering Park.

Dearly as he loves her, and in her most fear-
ful moments she cannot doubt his affection, he
is not often with her.

‘When he comes, his visits are hurried; and
he often seems 8o reserved and melancholy that
Ellen, at times, almost fears to address him.
His visits are sudden and mysterious. She
never knows when to expect him, how long he
may stay, or When he may leave her. -

He has a small room allotted to himself in the
lower storey, which he calls his office, and he
has rarely been in the house an hour before he
is disturbed by the arrival of some messenger,
who is shown into this office, #nd with whom he
sometimes remains closeted for hours together.

It is in vain that Ellen questions her husband
as to the mystery in which his life appears to be
wrapped. He will tell her nothing, but that he
has rich and powerful relatives, who would cast
him off were they to discover the faet of his mar-
riage with a penniless, though lovely girl. For
this reason he is eompelled to keep his wife con-

cealed in the quiet neighbourliood in which
they live; until the death of a wealthy uncle,
from whom he expects to inherit a large fortune,
may enable him to reveal his marriage to the
world.

“Ps‘tlence, my Ellen! wait and trust in me,
my beloved,” he would sometimes say; * the
day will come when I can own my lovely bride
in the face of the assembled world. Till then,
Ellen, be patient, and trust in me.”

She did trust. But the long separations from

him she so tenderly loved, wearied and tried
her gentle heart. Never since the night of her
wedding had she been allowed to hold any
communication with her father. Philip Darcy
assured her that he bad written to Lucas
Clavering; that all was explained, as far as it
could be for the present, and that the old man
had no occasion to be uneasy about his beloved
daughter. But even this could not quite lull to
rest the anxiety which sometimes tortured
Ellen's loving heart. She thought of her father,
parted for ever from the child he had so ten-
derly reared, and she wept to think of his
sorrow. Did he accuse her of ingratitdde?
Alas! it was only too probable; and then she
would look upwards to the dark eyes that
flashed upon her from” ier husband’s pictured
face.

“ Ah, Philip, Philip,” she murmured, “you
have need to love me well, for I have sacriﬁced
all for yop.”

" She has cast aside the book which she has
been vainly trying to read. She cannot take her
eyes from the gilded timepiece over the marble
chimney. She watches the hands. How slow
they seem to her, and how long it is before
the musical tones of the clock chime the weary
hours!

Two! Half-past two! Three!

“ No, no,” she whispers to herself.
not come to-night.”

At this very moment she hears a cautious
knock at the door of the house. The servants
have retired to rest. She descends the stair-
case,and, crossing the hall, opens the door with
her own hands.

Two men are standing on the threshold ; both
so disguised by the loose overcoats in which they
are wrapped, that for a moment she trembles

“ He will

'lest she may have opened the door to strangers,

who may have some evil intention in knocking
for admission at so late an hour.

But one glance convinces her that the taller
of the two is he for whom she has been so
anxiously waiting

¢ Philip, l’lnhpl" she exclaimed, with an
hysterical cry of delight.

He clasped her in his arms, and drawing her
head upon his breast kissed the fair, uplifted
face.

“ My Ellen, my darlmg, did Ialarm you by
arriving at so late an hour?”

“No, dearest, no! I never can abandon the
hope of your coming; and even to-night,
though I had almost despaired of seeing you, I
was not surprised at hearmg you knock. But
come upstairs, Philip, it is so cold down here,
and there is a blaamg fire in my boudoir.
Come!”
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At this moment she remembered the presence
of a stranger, and blushing crimson, she said,
hesitating, “But your friend, Philip; he, too,
must be cold and tired.”

“I've no doubt he is, poor fellow,” said
Philip Darcy, laughing ; “he and I have had a
hard day’s work, and neither of us have closed
our eyes for upwards of four-and-twenty hours.
But let me introduce him to you, Ellen. Mr.
Montague : Iny wife,” he added carelessly.

The stranger, who had removed his hat im-
mediately upon entering the hall, bowed
politely to Ellen Darcy. He was a handsome
young man, with dark hair aad eyes; but his
face was deadly pale, and he seemed labouring
under some suppressed agitation.

. ¢Now, lead the way, Ellen,” said Philip,
“ and you shall give us a bottle of wine in your
own room.”

Philip and his friend followed Ellen Darcy
into the luxurious boudoir, where, as she had
told them, a blazing fire burned with a cheerful
light, which illuminated the gilded mouldings
and splendid pictures upon the walls.

Ellen left the apartment to seek for the wine
for which her husband had asked.

Philip Darcy flung himself into the velvet-
cushioned easy chair by the side of the hearth.

* Come, Montague,” he said, * sit down, man,
* and do not stand there staring into the burning
coals with as gloomy a face as if you had com-
mitted a murder.” '

The young man shuddered at the sound of
these terrible words.

«“There are dark deeds committed in this
world,” he muttered, “to which men fear to
give their right names. This morning’s work
was one of them.” .

¢ This morning’s work !” cried Philip Darcy,
with a sneer; *“one would think you were sorry
for what has been done.”

 Heaven knows Iam!” answered the young
man, dropping into a seat by the table, and
burying his face in his hands. * Heaven above
knows that I am.”

Philip Darcy rose suddenly from his chair,
and, looking at his companion with flashing
black eyes, which seemed to dart forth flames
of fire, he said, scornfully,

« Fool ! dastard! poor, pitiful eraven! You
are no fit comrade for me, and I did wrong in
choosing such as you for my friend and con-
fidant! You have the courage to plan a work,
but not the boldness to go through with it.
“Your mean spirit quails before the accomplish-
ment of your purpose. Coward! I despise and
abjure you!”. ’

The man to whom Philip Darcy had spoken

these contemptuous words sprang to his feet, and .

grasping the chair upon which he had beep
seated as if he would have hurledit at the
?peaker, cried, in tones of terrible and unwonted
ury, .

“This language from you to me! To me—
the scion of one of the oldest and grandest
houses in the land! Remember who I am, and
remember too, what you are.”

Philip Darcy laughed scornfully.

“What!"” he cried, “ you taunt me with your
birth, your fortune, your superiority! Bah!
Remember that I belong to a set of people who
asknowledge no rank, who respect no fortune.
Genius and courage, a strong arm, a wise tongue,
a bold heart, and a clear head; these alone we -
bow down to, and if you have not these, you are
not worthy to be one of us. Remember this;
and remember, too, that I have kept my promise
made to you on the 20th of last T'ecember.”

The speaker was no other than the man known
to the reader as the Austrian officer, Colonel
Oscar Bertrand. His companion, as may easily
be imagined, was Lord Lionel Montfort.

Ellen Darcy returned, carrying a silver salver,
upon which there were two crystal decanters
and a couple of superbly-cut glasses of a peculiar
but beautiful shape.

Philip Darcy (for we will still call him by
that name by which he is known to his fair
young wife), Philip Darcy poured out a glass of
Madeira, and pushing the decanter to Lord
Lionel, who had thrown himself once more into
a chair, he raised the glass to his lips, and said
with a smile,

% Let us drink to the most noble the Marquis
of Willoughby.”

A convulsive shudder shook the frame of
Liocnel Montfort. .

Yes; the title was indeed his. The noble
brother, whose generous heart had never felt
one vile or selfish throb, had fallen beneath a
marderer’s hand, and Lionel, the penniless
younger son, the rejected lover of Lady Edith
Vandeleur, was now Marquis of Willoughby, the
owner of a princely fortune, and a superb estate
in one of the richest counties in England.

¢ Tell me,” said Philip Darcy, as he drained a
second glass of Madeira, “have I kept my
promise, yes or no? ”’

“You have; you have!"” cried Lionel; * you
have kept that fatal promise only too well.”

Ellen retired to rest, leaving the two men
seated by the fire in her boudoir. It was broad
daylight before Philip Darcy led his guest toa
spare room situated in the storey above. ‘When
he had bade Lionel good-night, or rather good-
morning, he descended to the room in which his
wife slept, and stood silently at her bed-side
gazing thoughtfully at the innocent face which
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was never more beautiful than when in re-
ose. :

P The curtains of the elegant canopied bedstead
were of white watered silk and embroidered
muslin, richly trimmed with valuable lace.
They fell about the bed in snowy clouds, in the
midst of which Ellen Darcy seemed like a
sleeping Madonna. .

Her long auburn hair fell in rich masses
about tke pillow upon which she lay. The dark
lashes of her closed eyes drooped upon the pale
and delicate cheek, and her rosy lips were
yarted in a halfssmile, disclosing the small and
vearly teeth. One jewelled hand was lying upon
the counterpane.

Philip fell on his kness by the bedside, and
pressed his lips to this delicate little hand.

“How pure, how beautiful she is!” he mur.
mured; * how hard that sin and sorrow should
ever come near her!" '

She awoke while these words yet trembled on
her lips. :

“Philip! Philip!” she ecried; *“ah, it is
indeed you. I was just dreaming of you, and
such a sweet dream, too, dearest.”

“Tell me the dream, my beloved,” said her
husband, seating himself on an ottoman by her
pillow, and twisting her auburn tresses round
and round his slender fingers.

“I dreamt, Philip, that we had left this
place ; that you had abandoned the mysterious
existence which ‘gives me so much pain, and that
we were living together in some quiet country
village, where nothing ever happened to part
us for an hour. Oh, how happy we were in
that dear dream! Your face was always as I
see it now, with that tender smile in your large
dark eyes, not as I have seen them, sad and
thoughtful, as if some terrible secret were con-
suming your soul! Oh, Philip, why cannot
such dreams be realised! I would gladly give
up all chance of wealth and luxury to be
blessed by your love, to be united to you for
ever!”

He clapsed her to his heart, and covered her
labaster forehead with passionate kisses.

“My Ellen,” he cried, “my beautiful and
innocent girl, it can never be. I told you even
before I asked you to be mine—1I told you that
my life was not like the lives of other men, and
that the rules which apply to other men could
never apply to me. I dare not tell you more.”

I T

The following day all London was in an
uproar at the report which spread through the
‘West End, of the sudden and wunaccountable
disappearance of the Marquis of Willoughby
and his orphan cousin, Lucy Maldon.

The dowager Marchioness, the mother of .the

missing nobleman, was distracted by grief and
fear at the disappearance of her son, but one
ray of hope suggested itself to her bewildered
mind.

How was she to account for the fact of Lucy
Maldon being also missingP The gentle and
timid Lucy, who had never been known to quit
the house except in the company of her aunt,
and whom the Marchioness had herself left in
the morning-room on the night of the Marquis'’s
departure.

There was only one answer to this question in
tho mind of the dowager—namely, that an
elopement had been planned and executed by
Angus and his cousin.

Yet why an elopement? thought the Mar-
chioness. Angus was of age: his own master,
to act as he pleased. Nay, beyond that, Lucy
had always been so great a favourite with her
aunt that the Marquis could scarcely have
feared any difficulty in obtaining his mother’s
consent to a union with his beautiful cousin.

Neither the servants nor Lord Lionel could
throw any light upon the affair. The Marquis's
confidential man could only assert that he had
admitted a stranger at one o'clock in the morn-
ing, who had waited for his master’s return, and
had been closeted for about a quarter of an hour
in the library with the nobleman and his brother,
Lord Lionel. He had then fetched a cab for the
Marquis, in which he and his brother had driven
off at about half-past one.

He had not heard the direction given to the
cabman, and could not say which way the
vehicle went; but he could positively declare
that Miss Lucy Maldon was not with her
cousin.

Lord Lionel, who had bachelor’s apartments
in the neighbourhood of Piccadilly, revealed
nothing which tended to clear up the mystery.

He said that he had been with his brother at
a gambling-house where the Marquis hac had o
dispute with some men over ecarfe. One of
these men had challenged Angus ; but he (Lord
Lionel) had interfered, and the quarrel had
gone no further.

On his return with the Marquis to Willoughby
House, they had found a stranger waiting for
Angus. The Marquis and this man were for
about ten minutes engaged in conversation, no
one word of which was heard by Lord Lionel
The stranger then left, and the Marquis re-
quested his brother to drive with him in a cab
back to the gaming-house, where he said the
affair was to be settled amicably.

Lord Lionel had consented to this, and had
left his brother at the door of a house in the
neighbourhood of St. James's Street; after
which he (Lord Lionel) had happened to meet
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* YHERE IS BLOOD ON THR NOTES!”

Lis friend Colonel Bertrand, of the Awustrian
army, whom he had accompanied to his apart-
ments in the Albany, where, on account of
the severity of the weather, he stayed all
night.

All this only served to make the mystery of
the Marquis of Willoughby's disappearance
still darker and more alarming.

Had he resembled more closely many other
members of the aristocracy, the fact of his
absence from home for two nights running would
have excited very little alarm among the mem-
bers of his household. But he was the most
domestic of men—never happier than when in
the society of his mother and his gentle cousin,
and never known to seek those haunts of dissi-
pation which the misguided and foolish mistake
for the temples of pleasure.

~ He would never, the Dowager Marchioness

No. 8. [Weekly, One. Penny.]

repeated constantly, as her alarm every hour
became stronger—he would never have left
London without informing her of his departure.

Lucy Maldon’s absence was more extraordi-
nary still.

The detectives were soon at work; that
wonderful police, without which there would
be safety neither for life nor property in the
streets of civilised London, was put in motion,
and every step was taken likely to lead to the
clearing up of the mystery.

Gambling-houses were broken into by the
fearless members of that brave band, who are
always ready to encounter danger, and who are
unrewarded by glory or honours.

There are medals for the man who ocuts down
his enemy upon the battle-field ; but there is
no medal for the policeman who, alone, and in
the dead of the night, enters some den of infamy,
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and struggles, single handed, with a gang of
desperate thieves.

In vain did they question Lord Lionel Mont-
fort as to the exact whereabouts of that gaming-
house at the door of which he had parted with
the Marquis.

He could not tell t.he street in which it was
situated, much less the number of the house.

Both times that they had been there they had
gone in a cab, and his brother had given the
direction to the driver without his being able, or
even trying, to distinguish what the address was.

The night had been so dark and stormy that,
even had the street been familiar to him in the
day, he could scarcely have recognised it at
such a-time. In short, question him how they
would, he could give them no clue. He knew
nothing, but that the house was somewhere in
the neighbourhood of St. James’s Street.

In the midst of this distress and confusion
came tidings which brought. desolation into the
noble mansion of the missing Marquis.

An express arrived from Dover, bringing the

intelligence that the body of a young man, shot |

through the heart, had been found by -some
fishermen in a retired spot under the cliffs, about
a mile out of the town.

From the elothes and jewellery in which the
corpse was dressed, it had been concluded that
the deceased was a person of the highest
respectability ; if not a man of rank. The body
had been removed to an hotel, there to wait the
coroner’s inquest ; and in the mea.ntlme, inquiries
had been set on foot, with a view to the 1dent1ﬁ-
cation of the deceased.

A clue was soon found by a gentleman from
London, who stopped at the Dover hotel on his
way to Paris, and who had heard of the disap-
pearance of the Marquis of Willoughby. The
landlord of the hotel had shown this gentleman
the watch and seals found upon the person of
the deceased, and the traveller had immediately
recognised the Willoughby arms engraved on
the back of the watch.

This was enough. There was little doubt
that the unhappy man who had met with an
untimely end beneath the cliffs of Dover was
no other than the missing Marquis of Wil-
loughby.

The distracted mother hurried to Dover upon
receipt of the terrible intelligence, only to recog-
nise in the still features of the corpse the hand-
some face of her beloved son.

But this was not all.

Late in the evening of the day upon which |

the body had been found, a young girl had been
seen wandering about the cliffs, and gazing
thoughtfully down upon the wide ocean beneath
har feet, .

One or two passers-by had spoken to her,
warning her of the height upon which she
stood, and of the danger of approaching too
near to the edge of the precipice. Their warn-
ings had been in vain; for at day-break the
next morning she was found dashed to pieces
upon the shingly beach below—her delicate frame
cruelly mutilated, but her face in no way dis-
figured.

Another blow was destined to strike upon the
tortured heart of the Dowager Marchioness.

This young girl Vn.s her beloved niece, Lucy

: Maldon.

CHAPTER IX.
UNCLE AND NEPHEW

NEeAR a wharf situated upon the banks of the
river Thames, a little distance below London
Bridge, there stood in the year ‘51 a tymble-
down old house, that had omce no doubt
belonged to a City merchant of some standing.
‘Long rows of high, narrow windows looked
towards the water, and a handsome doorway
with a flight of stone steps also faced the river-
bank, but the windows, with the exception of
one or two of the higher ones, were all walled
up, the stone steps were green with moss and
damp, and the heavy oaken door was rotting
slowly away,

On the morning succeeding the night on
which “the events described in the preceding
chapter had taken place, .a young man, dressed
in & suit of shabby black, might have been seen
entering the old river-side house by means of a
key which he inserted in the rusty lock, looking
cautiously round as he did so, to see whether he
was observed.

He was pale and thin and looked careworn,
but his features were regular and his face hand-
some; though at this moment there was a look
of severity and determination about his firmly
compressed lips that gave an air of unwonted
sternness to his-countenance. .

The street door opened into a large -hall,
paved with black and white marble, and leading
to a broad staircase, the heavy oaken bannisters
of which were crumbling with age, and white
with the dust which had perhaps accumulated
for years.

The young man ascended the stairs, raising a
cloud of dust with every footstep.

“What a vault for any human creature to
live in!” he muttered, as he glanced around
him,

He continued steadily mountmg till he
reached the upper floor, when he stopped at the

{ door of & room sltuated a,t the back ‘of the
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house, and listened. The door was slightly.
ajar, but not a sound lssued from the clmmber
within.

* He is asleep, no doubt ” muttered the young
man; “I had better enter.”

He opened the door as he spoke, and walked
softly into the apartment.

It was alarge oak-panelled room, the furni-
ture dark, heavy, and gloomy-looking, but still
handsome. At the end of the chamber nearest
to the door, there was a great oaken book-case,
well stocked with heavy volumes; near this
there was a table covered with a cloth of green
velvet, and scattered with papers and parch-
ments ; and opposite this table stood a ponderous
bed of black oak, hung with green velvet cur-
tains, and occupied by a very old man, who lay
fast asleep upon the pillows.

He was s0 old that his face was almost dis-
figured by the wrinkles which lined his parch-
ment-like skin. His attenuated hand clutched
nervously at the air, every now and then, while
he slept, as though he was agitated by some
terrible dream, and ever and anon a low moan
or some broken word escaped from his pale and
shrivelled lips.

Seated by the side of the bed, with her eyes
fixed anxiously upon the sleeper, was a woman
of middle age, dressed in shabby black, and
whom it was not difficult to recognise as the
mother of the young man.

¢ How has he been all night, mother ? ** asked
the new comer, looking at the invalid.

“Pretty much the same,” answered the
woman ; “restless and feverish, talking in
his sleep, and wandering in his mind when
awake.”

¢ What did he talk about?”

‘¢ Always the same. A secret that has been
trusted to him, and that he has been paid for
keeping. A secret that weighs upon his mind,
and that he wants to reveal before he dies.”

As she spoke, the old man suddenly opened
his eyes, and starting from the pillew, looked
about him with a wild stare.

““ Who talked about a secret?’ he cried,
hoarsely; “who was it dared to talk about the
secret? Haven't I been paid to keep it all
these long years; paid handsomely, too: no
stint; no pinching ; money down, and lots of it.
Ha! ha! Twenty years; five and twenty
years; thirty years! Thirty years I've kept
the secret—taken the pay; who says I want to
sell it? - 'Who says I am such a fool as to want
to sellit? ”

“ Nobody said anything, uncle,” said the
woman soothingly. . “It is only Anteny, who
has come to ask after your health.”

** Ob, it's only Antony,™ Qned the old man,

with a mocking laugh, “it’s only Antony, is it,
niece? Antony, who has come to ask after my
health. Shall I tell you what he has come for,
niece? He has come to smell out my gold ; to
find out where my money is hidden—if I had
any, if I had any, which I haven't, for I'm a
poor old man, a very poor old man, nephew.
He has come to try and wring my secret from
me ; but he ‘never shall, he never shall! I've
kept it thirty years, thirty long years, and I'll
keep it till I die. It shall rot with me in my
coffin.” ’

“ Dear uncle,” said the woman gently,  last
night, when you were very ill, and uneasy in
your mind, you said you could not die happy,
with some terrible guilt upon your soul. Has
that guilt anything to do with the secret ? ”

“ It has, it has,” answered the old man, with
wild vehemence. * It is a guilty secret; but
it's not mine, it's not mine. It's a secret that
keeps rightful heirs out of a princely fortune;
it's a secret that does wrong to many for the
advautage of one. It's a bad secret; but
mind, the guilt is no guilt of mine ; I've kept
the secret, that's all ; I've been paid for that and
nothing else.”

Antony Verner, for that was the name of the
old man’s nephew, drew nearer to the bedside,
and taking his uncle’s attenuated hand in his,
said solemnly—

¢ Dear uncle, for pity’s sake, do not' die with
this sin upon your soul. It may not yet be too
late to do reparation, and torestore the innocent
to their rights.” . .

“Ttis too late, it is too late," muttered the
old man,

“ No, no, uncle, surely not; let us hope not ;
only conﬁde in me; tell me whom this secret
concerns.”

“Itis the secret of a rich and powerful man,
who is strong enough to crush his enemies,”
answered the invalid, whose mind seemed to be
a little more collected.

«But those whom this rich man has wronged? ”
asked Antony Verner.

“They are those who should have been
nearest and dearest to him, but he loved
nothing but himself; selfishness was the root
of all,” murmured the invalid, relapsing into
delirium. )

% Only tell me the name,” urged his nephew.

% Never, mnever. They were brothers.
Brothers! Heaven help them! one so proud
and noble, the other so vile and base. How
could they be brothers ? Strange—strange!”

“ But, uncle, if you should die, have you left
no record of your secret ; no written testimony
which might still be used to restore the wronged
man to his inheritance ? "
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The old man looked at his nephew for some
moments with a wild and angry stare; then
bursting into a fierce laugh, he cried—

“ Ha, ha; all alike, all alike—all for them-
selves. I know what 'you want, Antony, you
pale-faced hypocrite. You want to wring my
secret from me, and to sell it; to sell it to the
highest bidder. That’s what you want. But
you shall not. You may try and wring it out
of me when I'm dead, but you never shall while
I'm alive.”

. Exhausted by the violence of his emotions, he
fell back upon the pillow gasping for breath.

. Antony Verner watched quietly by the bed-
side of the sick man, who soon sank into a fitful
doze, which lasted for hours.

With untiring patience the mother and son
kept their post by the side of the churlish old
man, Mrs. Verner carefully preparing and
administering his medicines as the appointed
hours came.round. .

Antony and his mother scarcely once spoke
to each other. The young man was grave and
silent; the woman sighed heavily now and then
as she looked from her son to the sleeping man.
They sat so long in their silent watch, that hour
after hour struck from the eight-day clock in an
adjoining room, and still the old man slept a
disturbed and fitful slumber, only waking to a
. state of half-consciousness when Mrs. Verner
administered his medicines. The shades of the
spring evening were darkening in, when the
invalid suddenly raised himself from the pil-
lows, and grasping his nephew violently by the
arm, gasped into the ear of the terrified young
man—

“ Antony, I can’t die with the guilt upon my

soul! I've tried hard to do it. I've fought:

hard with my guilty conscience, but I can't, I
can’t.”
¢ Speak, dear uncle, I am attending to youn.”
¢ Listen, then, to every syllable, as you

value your own soul, and as you hope to save.

mine."” )

“T am listening, uncle; speak, I implore.”

“Behind one of those books,” whispered
the old man, “you will find my keys; one of
them unlocks the door of——there—there—
that's where the secret is kept written, written,
every word of it—and signed by me—re-
member ! ”

‘“‘But, uncle,” cried Antony, “what door?
what door ? you have not told me that ? ”

The old man stared at him with a wild and
stony gaze, pointing with his bony finger to his
lips, and then with a terrible effort he shrieked
rather than said—

“Yes, yes, the door—the door is—"

But he never finished the sentence; for a

stream of blood rushed from his lips and dyed
the bed-clothes with its sanguine hue. He had
broken a blood-vessel. He never spoke again,
and three hours afterwards he died in his
nephew’s arms. .

Death set hid seal upon the old man’s secret:
that great mystery, the grave, swallowed up
one other mystery in its own black obscurity.

CHAPTER X.
THE MILLIONAIRE'S RESOLVE

RoBERrT MERTON, the millionaire, sat alone in
the well-furnished library of a handsome house
in Park Lane.

From the ceiling to the floor the walls of the
large room were covered with books, in plain
but expensive bindings. Books which from their
character became a key to the mind of the man
who had selected them.

Robert Merton, plain and unaffected as were
his manners, was neither a fool nor a dunce. He
had educated himself from the hour in which he
had first begun the world as an errand-boy in
that Manchester warehouse. No opportunity
had ever been lost by which he could improve
his mind or extend his knowledge. Blessed
with an intellect far above that of his fellows, he
had, at a very early age, cultivated and refined
his taste in matters both of science and art.

There were many of the proud aristocrats,
amongst whom his lot was now cast, who freely
owned him their superior in all those mental
attributes which, far more than rank or high-
sounding title, serve to make a man truly great.

Let us look at the wealthy merchant as he sits
under the light of a green-shaded reading-lamp.

It is that very night upon which the dreadful
tidings of the Marquis of Willoughby’s untimely
death have reached the despairing and sorrow-
stricken mother.

Robert Merton is not what the world commonly
calls a handsome man. The broad forehead upon
which the subdued light of the lamp now falls
is the shrine of intellect rather than of mere
physical beauty. The bright and fearless blue
eyes beam with an expression which reveals a
noble and truthful soul. The features, though
sufficiently regular, are not strictly beautiful,
and the complexion is bronzed by exposure to

all varieties of weather, for Robert Merton is a
bold rider and a daring sportsman, and his
country seat is renowned for its hunting stud,
and the princely hospitality of its owner, who is
beloved and respected throughout the county to

which he belongs.
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The book falls from the hand of the millionaire,
who relapses into deep and earnest thought.

“If I could only think, if I only dared believe
that she loves me,” he murmured, * I should be
the happiest and proudest of men. But I fear
that I am blinded by this mad infatuation:
Deluded, perhaps, by an artful woman who sets
her loveliness against the wealth which buys it,
and glories in the unnatural barter.”

He took up his book as he finished speaking,
and tried to bury himself in its pages.

He had been reading about half an hour, when
the door opened and a fo6tman entered, carrying
a silver salver, upon which lay about half a dozen
letters, which had just arrived by the last
London delivery.

He looked at them with an eager glance as
they lay spread upon the salver with the ad-
dresses uppermost, and then swept them on to
the table with a careless gesture.

He had been able in that one brief glance to
discover that neither of the letters came from
Lady Edith Vandeleur, and he was perfectly in-
different as to their contents. ‘

He opened one envelope after another, and
cast the letters away after reading the first line.

One or two were business letters, three of the
others contained cards of invitation; the last
was directed in a hand that was unfamiliar to
him. He looked at it thoughtfully for a few
moments before breaking the seal, and then
tearing it open, began to read.

No sooner had he read the first line than a
fearful change came over his face.

He read the letter once, twice, three times ;
gazing at it as if he thought his eyes must de-
ceive him ; but after the third line he groaned
aloud and exclaimed—

“It is got a dream, my worst fears are realised,
and I am indeed the dupe I feared to become.”

The letter, which was anonymous, ran thus :—

“You are deceived, and fooled to the top of
your bent. Lady Edith Vandeleuris a heartless
coquette, who would reject you to-morrow with
scorn were you deprived of the wealth for which
she alone values you. A rich marriage has been
her ambition ever since she left the nursery.
The man she really loves is Lord Lionel Mont-
fort, the younger brother of the Marquis of
‘Willoughby. Be warned in time, and withdraw
from this ill-omened marriage before it is too late.

A Rival, but a Sincere Friend.”

“ Coward!” exclaimed the merchant, rising
end throwing the anonymous epistle into a
bronze casket which stood upon a side table.
¢ Coward to stab in the dark, and to slander a
woman from the shelter of his nameless in-
significance, ‘A friend, although a rival ' A

rival! He owns as much. This letteris dictated
by the impotent fury of a jealous mind. I will
prove myself superior to this infamous in-
sinuation. And yet, and yet—it only confirms
my own fears. Lard Lionel Montfort, the very
man who surprised us in the conservatory. I
noticed her agitation on beholding him, even in
that moment of triumph and rapture, when I
thought I had won her as my own. Lord Lionel !
The very man with whom I watched her in such
close convereation in the ante-chamber of her
father’s ball-room. The very man to whom
Colonel Bertrand, the Austrian, pointed when he
told me to judge for myself. By Heaven!” cried
Robert Merton, his teeth clenched together, and
his blue eyes flashing with an unwonted light,
“I will judge for myself. I will put her to the
test. And if I find her true, a life’s devotion
shall repay her for a moment’s doubt.”

Early the next morning Lady Edith Vandeleur
received a letter from her affianced husband, in
which he implored her to go to him immediately,
hinting darkly at some terrible calamity under
which her love alone could sustain him.

She turned pale as death as she read the epistle
which was handed to her at the breakfast-table,
where she was seated alone with her father,
Lord Horton.

The first thought that flashed thraugh her
brain was that the man to whom she was to be
married was perhaps ruined. She had heard of
the dangers of speculation, and she fancied that
Robert Merton's princely fortune might have
fallen a prey to some terrible crash in com-
mercial affairs.

But her powerful intellect and strong will did
not allow her to be subdued even for a moment.
Collecting herself in an instant after the reading
of the letter, she said to her father, with seeming :
indifference—

“ Do you know how Mr. Merton is going on,
Papa ? He is not hazarding his fortune, I hope,
by any silly speculations ? ”

Lord Horton looked up from his newspaper,
and laughed as he glanced at his daughter’s
handsome face.

“ What, Edith,” he exclaimed, ‘“are you
beginning to tremble already for the thousands
of your future husband ? Do not be alarmed,
my dear girl. Though Robert Merton is the
most open-hearted and generous of fellows, he
is prudence itself. I believe that he has done
with speculation, and that he does not intend to
risk another penny of his fortune, which is so
large that he can have no wish to increase
it.”

“ He'll find a little difference when I begin to
spend it for him though, Papa,” replied Lady
Edith, joining in her father's laugh. I mean
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to show the fashionable world what splendour
is, when I change the ancient name of Van-
deleur for that of a Manchester tradesman.”

¢ Never mind the trade, Edith,” answered
the Earl. “ Robert Merton is a noble fellow,
and I shall be very proud of him for a son-in-
law: and as to his money, I can tell you that
the Bank of England is not more secure than
the fortune of your future husband.”

‘Lady Edith glanced contemptuously at her
good-natured old father, and soon after retiring
from the table, ordered her carriage, and went
to her own apartments to assume her out-door
costume.

“This is an extraordmary breach of all
etiquette,” she said to herself, as her elegant
clarence drove her from Hanover Square to
Park Lane ; “but what can be expected from a
man who was bred in a merchant’s office and
educated at a clerk’s desk? He asks me to go
to him as if something very important depended
upon my complying, and I do not like to oppose
his silly whim for fear of his taking it into.his
head that I do not love him. For the country
booby has some stupid romantic notion of wish-
ing to be 'loved by the woman he marries.
Heaven help him !”

Arrived at Park Lane, Lady Edith Vandeleur
wids shown into the library in which Robert
Merton had been seated when he received the
letter which had given him so much pain.

The lady glanced round the room, and then
sinking into an easy chair, prepared to await the
coming of the master of the house.

He was rather longer than she had antici-
‘pated, and growing weary of waiting, Lady
Edith rose and amused herself by looking at
the decorations of the roomr. She was just
growing tired of this, when her eye was attracted
by the exquisitely carved bronze casket sta.nd-
ing on a side table.

This was the very casket into which Bobert
Merton had thrown the anonymous letter
received by him the night before.

" Lady Edith approached the side table and
examined the ca.rvmg on the sules and lid of the
casket,

“ It is very beautiful,” she said. * Who would
have thought that a Manchester merchant could
have had such taste? Now I'd venture to guess
that my uncultivated husband—that is to be,
keeps nothing better than his cigars in this
valuable casket.”

As she spoke she carelessly raised the bronze
lid. There was nothing in the casket but two
or three crumpled papers ; the writing upon the
uppermost of these was clearly visible, and Lady
Edith Vandeleur's piercing glance caught the
syllables which formed her own name.

&

“8So,” she muttered “it appears tha.t this
concerns me.’

She glanced at the door of the library; it
was firmly shut. Rapid as lightning in her
movements, she snatched the letter from the
casket, and ran her eyes hastily over its
contents. Having done so, she dropped the
paper back into the box, and closing the lid,
threw herself into un easy chair to await the
entrance of Robert Merton.

“So I have enemies, have I? ” she said, with
a dangerous fire flashing from her glorious dark
eyes. ‘“Enemies who envy me my good
fortune, and who wish to destroy my prospects.
No matter, we shall see if Edith Vandeleur
cannot be a match for those who would injure
her. This poor foolloves me. His sending for
me this morning; his dark hints at some
calamity which has befallen him; all this may
be only meant to try me. I shall be upon my
guard. How fortunate that Thappened to find
that letter, for that will give me a clue to his
conduct!”

The door opened as she spoke, and Robert
Merton entered the room. He was pale and
haggard, in consequence of the sleepless night
which he had passed. In the long hours of
darkness his truthful and honest heart had been
cruelly, rent with bitter doubts of the woman he
loved. But now his blue eyes beamed with a
new light—the hght of hs.ppmess ; for he
thought that her coming to him in reply to his
alarming letter was no small proof of her
sincerity.

“Robert,” she cried, her whole manner
changing as her affianced husband advanced to
meet her; “Robert, tell me what has
happened ; your letter has filled me with alarm ;
I implore you to keep no secrets from your
future wife.”

“I will not, Edith,” said the merchant,
gravely ; “resume your seat, I beg, for I have
much to say to you. Much that must be said,
and ' on which, perhaps, the happiness or
misery of our future lives niay depend.”

He seated himself opposite to her, and aftera
few moments’ reflection began thus— -

“Lady Edith Vandeleur, from the hour in -

which I first beheld you I have loved you with
that mad and blind effection which a man ean
know but orice in a lifetime. My humble origin,
my lowly parents, a youth of labour, and 2 man-
hood devoted to commerce, all these separated
me from that haughty sphere in which you
moved, a bright particular star. But lacking
high birth and an ancient name, title, and here-
ditary honours, I had still that which enabled
me to take my place among the proudest of you
~1I had gold, lady! gold! without which I
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should have been spurned from the doors which
now open to welcomeé me. - Gold, the magical
key which unlocks all hearts, and admits its
owner into the lordliest mansion as a courted
and an honoured guest. Presuming perhaps
upon my wealth, I ventured to reveal my love,
and to implore its return. You swore, Lady
Edith Vandeleur, to love me. Forgive me if I
allude to these things, but I do it for a solemn
purpose. Forgive me when I tell you that there
have been times when I have doubted you—

when I have thought that, perhaps, had I been

poor, you too, like the rest of the world, would
have despised and spurned me. Edith, Edith,
tell me, I implore you, is this soP”

“ Robert, how can you think it? "

She lifted her beautiful eyes, beaming with
tenderness, to his face as she spoke.

He must have heen more than man if he
could have resisted that bewitching glance.

“And you would love me still, Edith, were I
& poor man to-morrow ? ” he asked.

“As dearly as I have ever loved you. As
dearly as I love you now.'

The heartless and mercenary woman laughed
within herself at the double meaning of her
studied reply.

“Then, Edith, I am about to test the sin-
cerity of your words. I em a ruined man !”

She started, and for a moment her presence
of mind forsook her. But the words of her
father, the Earl, flashed back upon her memory
~—those words in which Lord Horton had so
positively asserted that Robert Merton had
ceased to speculate, und that his fortune was
secure as the Bank of England itself.

Remembering this, the mind of Lady Edith
Vandeleur was resolved. She knew what
course to take.

‘“If it is so, dearest Robert,” she murmured,
‘extending her white hand to the astonished
merchant: ““if it is indeed 's0, your changed
fortunes shall make no- difference in my love.
I am not, perhiaps, well fitted ‘to become & poor
man’s wife, for I have been nursed in the lap of
splendour and luxury. But I will do my best
to make you happy, and whatever your fate
may be, I wxll share that fate thhout one word
of repining.”

Robert Merton rose from his seat and- clasped
her in his arms.

“My beloved,” he cmed “how httle dld I

know your pure and noble heart! I have put
you to a cruel test, my Edith, and I must im-
plore forgiveness for. the unmanly deception.
My fortune has never been in any danger. I
am as rich as ever.” '
“What!” exclalmed Lady Edith. “You
have indeed wronged me by a doubt which I so

little deserved. But I forgive you for the sin
against my love, for, at least, it has enabled me
to prove the truth of my affection.”

“One more proof, Edith ; grant me but one
more,” urged Robert Merton, pressing his lips
to her arched brow. “My love is so intense
that I em full of jealous fear : I dread a hundred
things which may occur to interfere with my
happiness. Grant me one favour?”

‘ Name it, Robert.”

“Qur marriage is appointed for this day
month, to take place at St. George's, Hanover
Square.

“It is.”

“ Marry me privately to-day. I ask none of
the privileges of a husband. I will leave you
at the church door, but let me only feel that
you are indeed mine, united to me by the sacred
tie of the church—mine in life or death. Will

| you grant this, Edith?”

“It is such a singular request,” she said,
hemtatmgly

“It is, my darling. "But love is full of way-
ward fancies. Be my wife. Then were I to
die to-morrow, to you, and you alone, would I
leave my fortune, for who could have so good a
right to it as my wedded wife? The licence is

' procured ; an old friend of mine, a banker from

Manchester, the truest and most honourable of
men, will act as father, and give my fair bride
away. Say, Edith, that you will consent.”

“I can refuse younothing, Robert,” murmured
Lady Edith.

The merchant rang the bell.

“Tell Mr. Danvers that I shall be glad to
see him here for a few minutes,” he said to the
servant who answered the summons, *and
order the carriage.”

. “We will proceed at once to the church,
dearest. Your own carriage can wait in' the
meantime, If you should think it necessary to
"explain your absence, you can say that we have
driven to a jeweller's to order the setting of
"some diamonds which are preparing for you. I
do not ask my beloved to tell a falsehood, for I
am about to request you to choose what sets of
jewels you would like to see on the toilette
‘table of Lady Edith Merton.”

At this juncture Mr. Danvers, the banker,
made his appearance, and was introduced by
Robert Merton to the lovely bride.

Arthur Danvers was a man of about sixfy-e
tall, stout, and powerfully built, hale and rosy,
with iron-grey hair and a handsome face, he
was the very model of a country gentleman.
Truth and candour beamed in his honest
countenance. Hid sonorous voice rang through

‘the room, his hearty laugh warmed the heart of
the listener, He was & bachelor, and pretended
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to be a woman-hater ; but he had half a dozen
penniless nieces, the daughters of a deceased
and scapegrace brother, living with him at his
handsome country house ; and there was not
one of those six young ladies who would not
have declared against all the world that Arthur
Danvers was the gentlest-hearted and most
amiable of men.

It was not very safe to oﬂ‘end him, though,
for he flew in a towering rage in five minutes,
and would bluster until those who did not know
him were terribly alarmed.

His penetrating glance narrowly observed
Lady Edith Vandeleur as his friend introduced
him to her.

“ My friend Bob, here, couldn’t have chosen
much better, my lady, if it’s beauty he wants,”
said the blunt old banker; * but beauty is but
skin deep, you know, and I hope Robert has
secured something that will wear better than
the brightest eyes or the loveliest face. Surely
there must be goodness and truth below suoh a
fair surface. Eh, Bob?"”

Though Mr. Danvers spoke half jestingly, a
close observer might have discovered that the
worthy banker glanced rather uneasxly at Lady
Edith’s handsome face.

Robert Merton handed his betrothed into the
carriage, and then took his place opposite to her.
Mr. Danvers seated himself by his friend’s side,
and abandoned himself to along and earnest
scrutiny of the lady’s face.

Arthur Danvers and Robert Merton had been
true and sincere friends ever since the latter
had begun his career as a junior clerk in the
warehouse in which he had once been an errand-
boy.

They had been associated in many specula-
tions, all of which had been successful, and the
attachment between them was such as might
have existed between a father and son.

It was little wonder, then, that the banker
looked with some curiosity at the lovely face of
the woman who was about to become the wife
of his friend. He knew the world, and had
been, in the course of a long career, brought
into contact with many strange characters.

To him the face was always an index to the
mind—a key by which he could often read the
secret workings of the heart. The countenance
of Lady Edith Vandeleur puzzled him. It
seemed all candour and radiance—a little proud,
perhaps, but there might be nobleness of soul
even in that very pride, and yet he felt restless
and uneasy, and was not altogether satisfied
with his friend’s choice.

The church to which they drove was situated
in an obscure corner of the city—a quiet little
nook in which the appearance of a lady,

bonneted and shawled, attended by two gentle-
men in morning costume, attracted no atten-
tion.

The service was read ; the vows pronounced,
which are so often spoken by perjured lips, and
Robert Merton and Lady Edith Vandeleur were
man and wife.

Did the holy words of the ceremomn.l awaken

no solemn thoughts within the worldly soul of

the ambitious woman ?

Alas, no! Wealth, splendour,
grandeur, pomp, and pride—these were the
things for which she sold herself, and of these
alone she thought.

The ceremony over, the carriage drove toa
jeweller's at the West End, where Lady Edith
selected several sets of jewels, at the request of
her generous husband, who valued his wealth
only for the power it gave him to gratify every
wish of the woman whom he loved.

The jewels were taken to the carriage, upon
the back seat of which they lay, glistening and
sparkling in their caskets of morocco, lined with
purple velvet and snow-white satin.

The lady gazed at them with triumphant eyes
as her carriage drove her back to her father's
house. It was for such baubles as these she
had uttered the false vows which become a
blasphemy upon the wicked lips which speak
them.

‘What Eastern slave, purchased by a Sultan’s
emissaries in an Oriental slave-market, was ever
more degraded than the woman of rank who
sells herself for the gold of the man whom she
despises ?

CHAPTER XI.
SAMUEL CRANK'S AGENCY

Ix one of the busiest quarters of the City of
London there is a narrow court, so hidden away
behind thick clusters of warehouses, so shut in
by the lofty piles of building which close around
it, that a stranger would fail to find it without a
guide.

This court is called Kelman’s Alley.

The light of the blessed sun rarely penetrated
into this dismal spot; the window-panes of the
dark house were black and grimed with the
accumulated smoke and dirt of years. No
children ever came to play upon the narrow
pavement between the two rows of dreary
buildings. Deserted by the light of Heaven, it
seemed as if the place was almost deserted by
mankind,

The whole of one side of this court was occu-
pied by the back of some large manufactory;
on the other side were half g dozen irregular
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tamble-down houses, the door-posts half rotting
away; the worn-out paint upon the panels of
the doors cracked and blistered; the window-
panes broken ; the entire aspect of the place
proclaiming misery and desolation.

Upon the centre panel of the door of Number
Two, there was a rusty brass-plate, upon which
was engraved, “ SAMUEL CRANK, AGENT.”

Agent for whom, or for what?

The brass-plate threw no light upon that
mystery. Had a stranger asked any of the
neighbours—men who had lived half their lives
in Kelman’s Alley—for information respecting
Mr. Samuel Crank, he would have obtained
little more than that afforded by the brass-plate.

No one knew anything of Samuel Crank. No
one had ever known for certain that they had
reelly seen him. Young men, old men, women,
boys, children, had been seen to come from the
door of Number Two; but no one had been
perceived to go in or out so often as to justify
the neighbours in supposing him to be Mr.
Crank. :

He had lived in Kelman's Alley for some
years. Nobody remembered his coming. The
residents had seen one morning a brass-plate
upon the door with a name that was unfamiliar
to them, and that was all.

Whoever he was, he could only use the house
as a place of business, for lights were never
seen in the shutterless upper windows, nor was
any food ever seen to be carried in.

On the morning of the day following that on
which the events took place which we have
described in the preceding chapter, a dark and
quiet-looking brougham drew up in one of the
busiest thoroughfares of the East End of London,
and s tall, elegant-looking man alighted.

“T am going to my bankers’, Carson,” he said
to his coachman, “and as I may be engaged
with him for some time, you had better drive
home. I shall return in a Hansom.”

The man drove off, and the stranger looked
about him thoughtfully.

“Strange,” he muttered, ‘“often as I have
been here, I always forget the way to the
wretched place.”

After a few moments’ deliberation, however,
he appeared to recall the neighbourhood to recol-
lection, and striking into a dismal square, he
walked rapidly through several winding and
twisting streets, then under an archway that
conducted him into Kelman's Alley.

“Our birds have no snugger nest in all
Europe than this, I think,” he murmured, as his
brilliant black eye glanced round the dingy
court. “I would defy all the detectives in
England to find us here. There is Mr. Crank’s
office. A ly old dog, a clever old dog, is Samuel

Crank. Takes to his business as a fashionable
beauty takes to a rich husband. A useful man,
a perfect treasure ! ”’

He knocked at the door of Number Two as
he made these reflections.

After some dclay, it was opened very cau.
tiously, with a great rattling of chains and bolts,
and the stranger entered the dingy passage, at
the end of which, though it was but noon, a
small oil lamp was burning.

Samuel Crank—for he it was who opened the
door—was an elderly man, with white hair, and
bushy black eyebrows. He wore the dress of
fifty years ago—knee breeches, grey stockings,
shoes and shoe-buckles, and a long white flannel
dressing-gown.

This old-fashioned costume, and his white
hair, made him appear & great deal older than
he really was.

He was what many people would have called
8 benevolent-looking old man. But the close
observer might have perceived, in the small and
rat-like eyes which twinkled behind his spec-
tacles, a strange and dangerous glitter—some-
thing like the glitter of the eyes of a serpent
when fixed upon its helpless and fascinated
prey.

He bowed very low as the stranger strode
into the narrow passage.

“Your humble servant, Captain,” he said,
with an air of cringing humility; “if I had
known it was you who knocked—" -

“You would have come a little quicker, eh,
my worthy Samuel,” said Colonel Oscar Ber-
trand, the Austrian officer—for he it was who
was the visitor of Samuel Crank, agent. * Well,
certainly, Kelman’s Alley isn’t the pleasantest
place in the world for a gentleman to kick his
heelsin. Lead the way upstairs, my good friend,
and let us see how business is going on.”

Mr. Crank, stopping at almost every step to
bow, or to apologise to the Colonel for the
wretchedness of the place, led the way up the
narrow staircase, and into & room on the first
floor.

This room was fitted up much after the fashion
of a lawyer's office. A large desk and a high-
backed leathern chair occupied the centre of the
apartment ; there was a book-case against the
wall, and other shelves, on which stood one or
two rows of heavy vellum-bound volumes,
which looked like ledgers. At the back of the
high arm-chair there was a narrow recess, which
had been occupied by a window, now bricked
up, and before this recess hung a shabby chintz
curtain.

*“ Now, most excellent and sagacious Samuel,”
said the Colonel, flinging himself into the office
chair, and deliberately drawing off his delicate
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primrose-coloured kid gloves, “let us go into
our affairs. How is the retail trade going on?”

“ Pretty well, pretty well, my honoured
Captain,” said the old man, chuckling and rub-
bing his hands. He had not presumed to seat
himself in the presence of the Austrian officer,
but stood by, as if ready to obey any order he
might receive.

“Humph ! ” muttered Colonel Bertrand, run-
ning his ringed fingers through his bright
auburn hair. “The money does not drop in
quite as fast as I should wish. The society is a
rich one, but its expenses are emormous. A
midnight robbery, Samuel Crank, is a specula-
tion—=a speculation by which the robber, how-
ever clever and experienced,sometimes loses. For
the last few months nothing great has been done
by the society either in England or abroad.
‘We want new members, Samuel—new members
for the Black Band, and they do not come to us
fast enough.” .

“ But we are on the watch,” said the old man,
thoughtfully—*“ always on the watch. To-day
a gentleman, to-morrow a ploughboy. We lose
no chance of strengthening our resources, and
adding to our members. No one is too lofty, no
one is too lowly: that is our motto, is it not,
master? "

“ Tt is,” said the Colonel.

“1 expect a member to join this morning,
nay, this very hour, for it is past twelve, and he
should have been here at twelve.” .

¢ Indeed!”

“Yes. He has come from a distance to this
great city, and he has ventured a great deal to
reach it; but he had not been here an hour
before he fell into the hands of ome of our
scouts. The scout met him at a public-house
belonging to the society ; played skittles with
him; drank with him and made him drunk;
got all his secrets from him, every one of them,
and then told him to come here this morning to
me, Mr. Crank, a worthy man, an honest man,
and an agent who will put him in the way of
mvestmg a little money he has about him. And
he’s commg, “he’s coming, poor lad,” repeated the
old man, gripning and chuckling with a revolt-
ing expression of fiendish glee; * he'’s coming,
poorlad! Hark! he'’s come!”

At this very moment a bell in the passage
below rang with a feeble tinkling noige.

“He’s humble, poor lad,” chuckled the old
man; “he’s humble, though he's got his little
bit of money to invest; he doesn’t give a double
knock; he rings the bell.”

“ He mustn’t see me here,” said the Colonel,
taking up his hat and gloves, “and yet I can’t
pass him on the staircase. I've a goodmind to
stay and hear the interview; I know what a

clever fellow you are, Samuel, and I should like
to find out how you manage matters.”

“Then step into that recess, honoured Cap-
tain ; the lad will never see you there. Step in;
T'll draw the curtain across, and you'll hear how
we doit. Ha! ha! ha!” chuckled the old man
a8 the Colonel concealed himself.

He left the room and returned in a few
minutes, followed by a young man in a country-
man’s dress, who looked about him as he entered
the room.

“It's a queer place you live in, Mr. Crank,” he
said. :

“Rich people often do live in queer places,”
said Samuel Crank, with a sly laugh; “ queer
places are the safest.”

“8o they are, so they are,
young man.

Hewas a pale-faced, cadaverous-looking youth,
of about five and twenty years of age. He had
small, cunning black eyes, and he seemed to be
very well able to take care of himself.

“So you want to invest a little money, my
young friend ? ” said Mr. Crank.

““Who told you that? ” asked the young man,
sharply.

“The friend who sent you here, Mr. Timothy
Hodge,” answered Samuel, “ Why not be open
and candid now,” he added, seating himself in
his office chair ; “ why not be candid, Mr. Hodge,
and tell me all about it? "

Mr. Hodge looked rather distrustfully at the
old man, and then said with a sulky air—

«« Well, then, this is all aboutit. I've had a
lot of money left me by my grandfather, and I
want to invest it in some safe concern that will
bring me a good interest for my principal. It's
—all in notes,” he added, hesitating, and turn-
ing very white, *“and I should like them to be
sent abroad.” '

“ Should you?” said Mr. Crank, the agent,
with a strange chuckling laugh, * should you
really now, my dear young friend? But
why ? "

“Never you mind why,”
Timothy Hodge.

“But I do mind, my dear young man,”
answered the old agent, fixing his penetrating
rats’ eyes upon Mr. Hodge's changing coun-
tenance. “Shall I tell you why? Because,
you know very well that the number of every
one of those notes is known, and that payment
is stopped at the Bank of England. Because
you came by them dishonestly —and be-
cause—"

““What, what?” cried Timothy Hodge, his
presence of mind wholly deserting him in his
terror of the old man.

¢ Bocause there is blood upon them !” cried

? answered the

muttered Mr.
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Samuel Crank.
ceive me?”

With a shrill scream of horror, the young man
fell upon his knees before Mr. Crank’s desk, and
taking a bundle of notes from his pocket, cast
them from him a« if they had been scorpions.

“Mercy ! mercy ! he gasped.

The old man laughed aloud.

““Mercy,” repeated the wretched youth, hiding
his face in his hands.

“ Listen to me, young man,” said Samuel
Crank, in a solemn voice ; “you have taken the
first step upon the great high road of crime.
You can no more retrace that step than you can
recall the yesterday which has fallen into the
grave of the past. You are a criminal, and the
strong hand of the law is on the watch to strike
you. You are ours, joinus!”

“ Join you P "’ repeated Timothy ; “ but who—
what are youP”

“ That you shall know when you have become
one of us. Be satisfied now to know that.we
arm ourselves against the law, which is armed
against us, and thnt we defy that law. Join
ns "

“«Twill 1" a.nswered the terror-stncken young
man.

“ Good. Hn.d you refused, I should have
given information against you, and to-night you
would have slept in Newgate. Now go, but
return to this house at midnight, and I will then
take you to the place where you will be enrolled
as a member of our society.”

“ But——"" remonstrated Mr. Hodge.

% Go,” repeated. Samuel Crank, in a tone of
command. “ My time is valuable; I can waste
no more of it upon you.”

The. young man sneaked out of the room
crestfallen and pale as ashes.

Colonel Bertrand emerged from his hiding-
place.

«Samuel Crank,” he said, c]appmg the. old
man upon the shoulder, I always thought you
a useful member of the society, but now I know
Jyou are a treasure.”

“I do my best, renowned Captam, smd Mr.
Crank; “I do my best, and I like the
business.” .

 Ha, ha, did you think to de-

| —

CHAPTER XII.
THE STAR OF THE BALLET

As. the clocks in the neighbourhood of the
Haymarket struck three on the afternoon of the
day upon which Lady Edith had given her hand
to Roberf Merton, a stream of young girls
poured out of the stage door of Her Majesty’s
Theatre.

B¥

i
¥

A heavy rain was falling, and some of these
young women, who were, many of them, humbly
though neatly and respectably dressed, stopped
under the colonnade in hopes that the sky
would clear and the rain cease before long.
Others, who were elegantly clad in rich silks and
velvets, stepped into broughams which were
waiting for them, and drove off after having
exchimged a few words with their humbler com-
panions.

Alas for those who wear costly dresses and
glittering jewels, but who, to win these, have
bartered that purest of all gems—peace of mind!
Lovely and brilliant, animated and fascinating,
they appear to be joyous and happy. But we
know not of the lonely hours of anguish which
may rack the breast of the hapless ballet-girl
who has exchanged her humble lodgings for
the luxuries of a palace; her shabby garments
for robes of silk and satin ; but who, in making
this exchange, has parted for ever with the pure
visions of her youth, and can only look forward
to a desolate and despised old age.

‘Weep for them ; pity ; but donot too harshly
blame them! Poorly paid at the best, with
perhaps a drunken father or an invalid mother
to support—perhaps the only provider for a band
of helpless little sisters—sorely tempted by base
and cruel men who hold the ballet-girl only as a
toy made to minister to their amusement, and to
be castaside for some newer fancy.

‘Weep for them, poor erring sisters! and re-
member that frail though many of them may
trave been, yet in the ranks of the ballet are
still every day to be found devoted daughters,
self-sacrificing sisters, and true and affectionate
wives.

Many of the fairy.like creatures who flit

before us in gauze and satin are magried women,
and the mothers of a bang of little ones, all look-
ing to the ballet-girl for support.
" The rehearsal of a new ballet has just con-
cluded, and the troop of dancers, happy in
having finished their morning’s labours, were
dispersing to their different homes.

Some of them had been prudent enough to
provide themselves with umbrellas, and these
trudged contentedly off through the crowded
streets. Others hailed omnibuses into which
they stepped, for many of them lived at a great
distance from the theatre. One by one they
dropped off, leaving at the last only one solitary
young girl, who stood shivering against one of
the pillars of the colonnade, as if afraid of ens
countering the bad weather. :

She was very young, and very pretty. Her
dress was shabbier than that of any of the com-

‘panions who had just left her; but shabby as it

was, it was neatness itself, The little thin print

EELARY: J
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dress was scrupulously clean; the small black
shawl was carefully arranged upon her slender
figure ; a snow-white linen collar encircled her
thin and graceful throat; the dark brown hair
was smoothly braided under her coarse straw
bonnet; and the little threadbare " boots
which encased her slender feet had been darned
and patched with careful neatness.

“I dare not go till the rain ’f over,” she
murmured to herself; “my shawl’ will be wet
through in a few minutes, and then I shall have
that nasty cough, which the ballet-master says
makes me so tiresome.”

- Several of the passers-by turned to look at her

pretty face. She was too busily engaged in
watching the rain to notice their glances; but
at last she was annoyed by an elderly man,
with dyed moustachios and a wig, who
approached her with an insolent stare that
braught a vivid blush to her thin cheek.

““ Are you waiting for bettaw weathaw, my
chawmaw ?” asked the old beau, with an
affected drawl.

This padded and moustachioed old dandy was
no other than Sir Frederick Beaumorris, well
known to the theatrical world as a lounger
behind the scenes of those metropolitan theatres
which admit some favoured members of the
aristocracy to the side-scenes and the green-
room.

Such men as these are the tempters and
destroyers of ballet-girls, who, entering a
theatre young, innocent, and confiding, are
exposed to the polluting addresses of heartless
wretches, bent only on selfish amusement.

Such men as these have no belief in womanly
virtue.

Bad sons, bad hnsbands, and bad fathers, they
RO down to the grave through a long career of
vice and infamy, and die at last unregretted
and despised.

The ballet-girl, whose name was Clara Mel-
ville, turned away her head as Sir Frederick
Beaumorris addressed her, and affected not to
hear him.

“I am shuaw you are a great deal too pwetty
to be deaf,” drawled the old man. *“Pway
allow me to see you home. My bwougham is

‘waiting in the next stweet, if you'll accept a
seat in itP"

Clara, crimson with indignant blushes, and
with the tears starting to her dark blue eyes,
was about to make some angry reply whena
young man touched the baronet on the arm, and
with one light gesture pushed him aside.

“8ir Frederick, cannot you discover when
your attentions are offensive to a young lady,
without being told of the fact in pretty plain
terms § " asked the new comer,

¢

He was tall and slim, elegantly dressed in the
height of fashion, yet with gentlemanly sim-
plicity. ‘His face was handsome, his eyes bright
hazel, and round his broad forehead clustered a
profusion of dark brown curls.

Sir Frederick Beaumorris blushed deeply,
almost as much as Clara had done a few
moments before.

The old dandy’s vanity was " wounded at the
thought of his insolent attentions having been
disagreeable to any woman ; and, above all, at
the fact becoming known to a younger and
handsomer man than himself.

“ By Jove! my dear Reginald,” he said, with
considerable confusion, and with a marked
decrease of his customary drawl, “how should
I know that the little girl was so high and
mighty that she wasn’t to be spoken to? ”

“ She is not high and mighty, I'm sure,” re-
plied the young man, glancing at Clara with &
look of unmistakable admiration; “ and she
would not have objected to being spoken to had
you spoken like a gentleman. Will you allow
me to call you a cab?” he asked, addressing
himself to Clara. I fear this bad weather
will continue for some time.”

The young girl blushed more v:vxdly than she
had done before.

“You are very kind, thank you,” she said,
hesitating painfully, “ but I would much rather
walk. I do not mind the rain. I—

The stranger understood the cause of her
embarrassment.

* “You must allow me to insist," he said ; and
before Clara could remonstrate farther he had
hailed a passing cab.

“If you will favour me with your address,”
he said, as he handed her into the vehicle, “I
will direct the cabman where to drive.”

She gave him the address of an obscure
street in Blackfriars. He spoke to the dri¥®r,
and then, looking in at the cab-window, said,
removing his hat as he spoke—

“I have settled with the driver, and have
taken his number; ladies do not understand
these sort of things.”

She understood his motive, and, touched by
the delicacy of his conduct, was about to thank
him, when the cab drove off, leaving him stand-
ing bare-headed upon the pavement.

“Upon my word, Mr. Reginald Falkner,”
mumbled Sir Frederick Beanmoms, as he and
the young man walked away in the direction of
the Athen®um club, of which the old baronet
was a member, “ upon my word, my young
friend, I think this is one of the coolest proceed-
ings I ever heard of. No sooner have I pitched
upon & pretty little party to whom I feel in-
clined to say a little soft monsense, when you



THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT

87

walk in, shove me out of the way, and ship off
the pretty little party in a cab before I can say
Jack Robinson. What do you mean by it, sir ?
I repeat, sir, what do you mean by it ? "

Though Sir Frederick endeavoured to laugh
off the matter, as if he thought it a very
excellent joke, it was not difficult to see
that he was both enraged and mortified by the
affair.

“What I mean, Sir Frederick,” said the
young man, ““is this. There are some people so
dull of comprehension, that they do not know a
virtuous woman when they see one, unless she
rides in her coach, with a ducal coronet painted
upon the panel. When people are so dull as
this, 8ir Frederick, they must be taught by
those who know better, and who can recognise
virtue in a shabby gown, trudging on foot
through the mud.”

*“What a sermon ! ” cried Sir Frederick, with
an affected shudder.

“One by which I hope you will profit, my
dear sir,” replied the young man, laughing good-
humouredly. It scemed as if he did not a little
enjoy the old baronet's vexation.

. “Upon my word, Reginald, you ought to have
been brought up a parson.”

“No, Sir Frederick,” answered Reginald
Falkner,  for then I could not have enjoyed the
pleasure of your acquaintance. No clergyman
of the Church of England could possibly be
hand and glove with the celebrated Sir
Frederick Beaumorris.”

“Egad, you're right, Reginald,” said the old
roué, chuckling. “I'm not quite the sort of
party fora parson’s society. You're a capital
fellow, Reginald, though you do sometimes take
itinto your head to preach. Good day to you,
my dear boy, good day, I shall look that little
party up at the opera-house, in spite of your
sermon.” And the old man hobbled off as fast
a8 his tight varnished boots would allow him,
chuckling to himself as he walked up the steps
leading to his clab-house.

To Clara Melville, the ballet-girl, a ride in a
cab was such a novelty as to’be aimost a treat ;
that is to say, it would have been a treat had not
her affectionate mind been tortured by the
thought of those whom she had left at home.

“ Poor little Jessie,” she said to herself as the
cab drove over Westminster-bridge, and turned
into the New Cut, on its way to Blackfriars.
*“Poor dear child! I wonder whether she has
cried much for sister Clara. It was half-past
nine when I left home this morning; now it is
nearly four. Poor children, how they will have
missed me! And Para, too, he has been wait-
ing for me, no doubt, to get his dinner.”

- After driving through several small streets,

the cab stopped at a dingy-looking house, in
a street smaller, dirtier, and more obscure than

 the rest.

Half a dozen squalid, raggedly-dressed chil-
dren were playing upon the pavement before
the door of this house, the lower part of which
was devoted to a chandler’s shop.

Poverty reigned supreme in this wretched
neighbourhood. It was difficult to think that
the same city could contain the gorgeous
mansions of the West End and the tumble-
down, smoke-discoloured houses in this quarter
of the town.

Clara dismissed the cab, and knocked at the
shabby private door of the house. It was
opened by a little boy of about seven years of
age, poorly but neatly dressed. The child
cried out-with delight at the appearnce of Clara
Melville.

“ Sissy, dear sissy!” he exclaimed, “is it
really you? Papa would not have dinner till
you came home, and poor Jessy has been crying
for you. How long you have been, sissy ! "

Clara took the child in her arms and kissed
him, and then followed him up the creaking,
broken-down staircase, to a room in the garret.

This garret was a wretched place, with a
sloping ceiling, and a narrow window looking
into the gutter which ran along the tops of the
houses; but wretched as it was, even here
cleanliness and neatness were stamped upon
every object. A sick child lay upon a little bed
in one corner of the room, close to a tiny iron
grate, in which burned a handful of cinders.

At a table near the one miserable window sat
an elderly man, busy writing. Threadbare and
shabby as was the faded chintz dressing-gown
which he wore, it was not difficult to see that,
in the midst of all this poverty, he was still a
gentleman. His features were well formed and
aristocratic; his attenuated hands, small and
white; and his manner had that unmistakable
grace which betrays good breeding.

He looked up with a smilo of delight as
Clara entered the room. ‘

“My darling,” he said, “you are back at
last. Hard as I have been working, the morn-
ing has seemed very long to me without you.
It is four o’clock, Clara; you have been away
from me for six hours.”

“ My dearest Papa, I know how very long I
have been away. The rehearsals of this grand
ballet are so tiresome, and the ballet-master is
80 cross when we cannot learn the steps quickly';
and sometimes, do you know, when he is teach-
ing me, my thoughts wander fo you, and
Jessie, and George, and I begin to wonder how
you are all getting on without me; and then I
do not hear a word he says, and it puts himin a
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terrible passion, and he says I am the most
stupid girl in the theatre.”

“ My Clara, my poor darling, how much you
have to suffer ! you, who ought to be rich.”

“Ah, Papa, I never know what you mean
when you say that. You so often say we ought
to be rich; but you will never tell us your
meaning."”

“ No, my dearest girl, that is my secret. It
is a sad and a painful secret; but I shall never
reveal it to you. Think this, Clara, in the worst
sufferings that your poverty brings down upon
you—the sufferings of the poor are nothing.be-
side the sorrows of the rich. Money is a curse,
Clara. It transforms the dearest friends into
the deadliest enemies. It causes the mother to
hate the son—the husband to betray the wife—
the brother to detest the brother. It transforms
men into fiends, and this world into a hell.”

The old man was terribly excited. His whole
frame shook with emotion, and sparks of fire
seemed to flash from his large grey eyes.

¢ Dearest father,” cried Clara, throwing her
arms round his neck, ‘I will never wish to be
rich. Am I not happy, even in this poor garret,
with you and my dear brother and sister? I
do not seek for wealth while I possess your love.”

“My sweet one,” murmured her father, re-
turning her embrace ;  but how is this, Clara P
It has been raining ever since two o’clock, and
you are not wet? How did you escape the rain ;
you had no money to pay for an omnibus P *®

¢ Ah, Papa, that is quite a romantic story,”
answered Clara, with a blush and a smile; “I
must tell you all about it.” And she described
the scene under the colonnade, and the conduct
of Reginald Falkner. Of course she did not
know his surname, and she could only de-
scribe him as one of the handsomest and most
gentlemanly men she had ever seen, adding that
she had heard the old man call him Reginald.

Jasper Melville looked very grave.

* My darling girl,” he said, “how bitterly I
feel this! How bitterly I suffer, when I think
of your beauty and innocence exposed to such
scenes as these! Remember, Clara, trust no one.
Remember always that the unprotected ballet-
dancer is considered the legitimate prey of
every bad man about London. Do not trust to
fair words, or even to actions which seem
benevolent, but which may only be the smooth
mask that hides a guilty motive. Do not trust
to pity or remorse; towards beauty and
innocence the wicked are both pitiless and
remorseless. Trust no one, believe in no one.”

* Dear Papa, I will not, I will not indeed,”
cried Clara, anxious to reassure her doting
father. “I may never see this Mr. Reginald

egain ; butindeed, his manner was so respectful,

so gentlemanly and kind, that I cannot believe
he had any bad intention.”

-“Do not trust one of them, Clara,” answered
Jasper Melville : “they are all hypocrites.”

Clara busied herself in preparing the humble
meal, for which, small as it was, the family had
waited until her return. She took off her bon-
net and shawl, put them carefully away in the
adjoining garret where she slept, and then began
to boil some potatoes which she ~had prepared
for cooking before she went out in the morn-
mg." .

These, with a wretched bone of meat, made
the dinner to which Mr. Melville, his daughter,
and the little boy contentedly sat down.

Those who have once been rich will often en-
dure poverty and privation with a patience and
fortitude unknown to those who have been reared
in penury from their cradle.

After Clara had cleared away the dinner, and
washed up the two or three plates which had
been used at that humble meal, she set to work
to make a cup of arrowroot for her invalid
sister.

The child was in a burning fever, and, in spite
of Clara’s persuasion, refused to take even a
spoonful of the arrowroot.

¢ She has had nothing the whole day but part
of the orange you brought her yesterday,” said
Mr. Melville; “I do not know what is to be
done, Clara, for I am sure the child is very ill.”

Clara knelt down by the bedside of her sister
and looked long and anxiously into the child’s
flushed face.

She was a pretty little thing of about nine
years of age, wasted by sickness, and with large
blue eyes unnaturally bright with the glassy
look which tells of fever and pain. She tossed
her weary little head from side to side upon the
pillow—the softest pillow which the family
possessed, but still a hard one.

Clara burst out crying as she contemplated
the child. : .

“Qh, Papa, Papa,” she exclaimed, “ how hard
it seems, how cruel and how bitter, that this
darling little one cannot have the comforts and
luxuries which might perhaps restore her!
Look at her lying on this wretched bed, in the
stifling atmosphere of this micerable neighbour-
hood, and think how different her fate would be
were she the child of a rich man. Dearest *
father; I know that the idea is a painful one to
you, but let me implore you, for our darling
Jessie’s sake, to let her be taken to one of those
hospitals which the benevolent rich have pro-
vided for the poor of London. There she wopld
have all that she required; the highest medical
aid—the most unfailing care and watchfulness.
Let her go, dear Papa; it is as painful for me
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as for you to have to part with her, but for her
sake I ask it. Let her go!” :

“No, Clara, no,” cried the old man, with
passionate vehemence, “I will never suffer it.
Never shall it be said that the child of Jasper
Melville was the recipient of any man's benevo-
lence. We can starve, my child, but we will
never stoop. We may die, but we will die un-
degraded. My child, my youngest dariing, my
Jessie, a panper! No, no, no. Think what
that sweet innocent. would suffer - when she
opened her heavy eyes to behold only strange
faces! Think of her tortures when she called
for her sister and her father, to be answered only
by the hospital nurse! Oh, Clara, Clara, how
tould you ask such a thing ? ”

“I asked it because I thought it was right,
father," replied Clara, her beautiful face assum-
ing an expression of stony despair, *for I feel
thatif the child remains here she will die. She
will die, my darling, my little sister; ” and the
ballet-dancer burst into a passion of sobs and
bowed her head upon the miserable pallet upon
which lay the unconscious child, for Jessie was
ina high fever, and had been for some time
delirious.

At this very moment the unusual sound of

" carringe wheels was heard in the street below,
followed immediately by a tremendous double
knock at the street door.

“What is the meaning of thisP” said J asper
Melville, turning as white as a corpse and start-
ing hurriedly to his feet; ¢ have they hunted me
down, the merciless wretches? Have they
hunted me down at last?” .

Clara lifted her head from the patchwork
counterpane which covered her sister’s restless
limbs, and wiping away her tears, looked
anxiously at her father, wondering at his un-
wonted agitation.

Before she could utter a word, Lowever, the
garret door was opened from mthout, and a
lady entered the room.

Alady! She was such a creature of light and
beauty that description is powerless to give the
reader a just idea of her loveliness.

She was of Spanish origin, and the rich blood

of the South mantled in her rounded cheek..

Her eyes were large and lustrous, and of that
exquisite almond-shape which is so rarely seen,
except in the gazelle-like beauties of the East.
Her lips were of a glowing erimson, and slightly
parted, so as to reveal twin rows of teeth which
glittered like pearls. Her massive black hair,
in which shone those purple shadows seen in the
raven’s plumage, was brushed away from her
face. She was tall and commanding in figure;
born to be a queen, an empress, a divinity !

She looked about her for a few moments with

a graceful hesitation, and then advancing to
Clara, took both the young girl’s hands in hers
and pressed them in her slender gloved fingers.

This unexpected visitor was no other than
Lolota Vizzini, the reigning star of the ballet at
the Royal Italian Opera House.

“My dear Miss Melville,” she said, with a
slight foreign accent, but in a rich deep voice,
whose every tone was musie, * ptay forglve
this intrusion ; you must think mé very im-
pertinent, I hdve no doubt. But' you know, of
course, that I am called by the world one of the
most eccentric women who ever lived. You must
not, therefore, wonder at anything I do. Say
that you will forgive me, or I shall have to run
away without telling you the reason of my visit.”

Her manner had & grace and a fascination
which none were ever able to resist, and in spite
of Clara’s embarrassment, she was won by the
charm of her visitor’s every word.

The poor girl blushed erimson as she glanced
round the wretched apartment, and reflected
what the celebrated dancer must think of it.

“This is such a poor place for you to see,
Madame Vizzini,” she stammered.

¢ My dear child, do not speak of that,” cried
the lovely Spaniard, “ my life has been a very
strange one. I have seen so 'many changes,
that at five and twenty years of age I feel old
and worn out, and find that nothing is new to
me. A palace to-day, a garret to-morrow—
these have been the vicissitudes of my varied
life. Never blush for your poverty before me,
my dear girl, for I have known the bitterest
forms of destitution.” She seated hérself as
she spoke in a little chair by the bedside of the
sick child. Her superb violet velvet dress swept
the floor of the room. The rich perfume which
surrounded her filled the apartment with ex-
quisite scents.

Little Jessie opened her eyes and looked
wonderingly at the visitor.

“ How pretty you are!” she said to Madame
Vizzini; “and oh, what o beautiful dress!"

“T'll tell you what, little one,” exclaimed
Lolota, laughing at the child’s wondering eyes :
“only promise me to get well, and you shall
have quite as pretty a one.”

“What ! a dress like that?” cried the child.

“Yes, a dress like this,” answered Lolota ;
“and what is more, you shall go out riding in a
nice carriage, and you shall come to the theatre
to see your sister dance, and you shall come to
my house to see me, and you shall do all sorts of
pleasant things besides.”

Jasper Melville's careworn brow had flushed
scarlet upon the entrance of the brilliant dancer.
He now spoke to her for the first time.

“ Madam,” he said, ““ we are very poor, but we
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are very proud, and I do not allow my daughters
to accept favours from any one.”

“ Favours!” cried Lolota, with a laugh of
liquid musio, ¢ who spoke of favours? Do you
think there would be any favour in my taking
this little one home in my carriage, and nursing
her as if she were my own? Mr. Melville,”
she said, with an entire change of manner, and
-with a shadow of deep melancholy upon her
lovely face, “ I was married at the age of six-
‘teen, and I once had a child like this. She is
.dead——or at least,” she added, her pensive ex-
.pression darkening into a vengeful frown, “I1
have been made to believe that she is dead. I
-ask you, then, for her sake, let me nurse your
little girl. Kind and good as her sister is, she
cannot attend to her as I would do, for I have
.been a mother. Let me take her with me.
.Come when you like to see her—every day,
every hour, if you please, I shall be always glad
to receive you, and when the child is well I will
.restore her to your arms. Clara, plead for me.”

‘ Papa, Papa, you hear, you will let her go? ”

The haughty nature of the old man was com-
pletely overcome. He dropped his head upon
the sheet of paper on which he had been
writing, and burst into tears.

. “You must do what you like with us,
Madam,” he said. “ You are an angel, and we
-should be wretches to refuse your bounty, But

.tell me what all this means, and what kind
Providence led you here?”

“That is very soon told,” said Madame:

Vizzini. “ My notice has for some time been
- attracted by your daughter Clara. I have seen
- her so different to the other girls with whom she

mingles, that I could not help admiring—nay,

loving her. I have beheld her always so patient
and gentle—so kind to her companions, yet so

retiring and modest : shrinking always into a

corner, as if she hated to have her pretty face

admired and observed. All this charmed meo;
and when, on making some inquiries amongst
her companions, I discovered that she was the
support of her little sister, and that the child
was ill with/a dangerous fever, and scarcely
expected to recover, I determined immediately

upon paying you a visit this evening, as there

is no performance to-night and it is therefore a
holiday with all of us. I have brought my
doctor with me ; he is the best and kindest of
men. He is waiting in the carriage, and if I
can only obtain his permission and yours, I shall
take this dear child bome with me at once.”

“ I can only repeat, my dear Madam,” replied
Mr. Melville, *that you must do with us as
you like. There is something in your goodness
which makes me powerless to oppose you. I
little thought the day would come when Jasper

Melville would accept the bounty of any living
being, but I cannot refuse yours.”

“ Will you run down to the street door,my
little man,” said Lolota to Clara’s little brother,
““and tell a nice old gentleman whom you will see
seated in a carriage before the house, thatheis
to be so kind as to step upstairs with you? "

The child obeyed, and in a few minutes re-
turned with the doctor—a white-headed old man,
with a most benevolent countenance. )

“ Now, my good Mr. Williams," said Lolots,
“ this is the little patient I have brought you to
see.”

After due deliberation, the 0ld man pronounced
that the child might be safely removed to Madame
Vizzini’s house in Arlington Street, where she
would have a spacious apartment and pure air.

“ Now, my dear Clara,” said Lolota, when all
the arrangements had been made for removing
Jessie, ““of course we cannot possibly separate
you from your sister, for I fear that if I did
all our nursing would be unsuccessful ; so you
must come and stay with me till Jessie is well.
You can go on attending to your duties at the
Opera House, and you can bring your Papa your
salary every Saturday, as soon as you receive it;
and I think that it will be very strange if, be-
tween us, we do not persuade the manager {0
double it before long.”

So Clara carried her sister down to the
carriage, and held her on her lap as they drove
away. .

Mr. Melville went downstairs with the little
party, kissed his children again and again, and
poured out his thanks repeatedly to the lovely
Spaniard. - .

You will come and see us to-morrow?” ssid
Lolota, giving him her hand through the carriagé
window. “ You will dine with us to-morro¥
Mr. Melyille, and then you will see how our
little patient is getting on. Good-bye.”

The carriage drove off, and Jasper Melvill
and his little son re-ascended to their dresry
attic. :

“ George,” said the old man, *do you kno¥
what that lady is called P

“ No, Papa.” v And

« She is called *the Star of the Ballet.” An
if beauty and goodness united can entitle &
woman to such a name, she is indeed a stars

———

CHAPTER XIII.
TOO LATE!

Lapy Epita MerTox sat alone by the fire 1%

Lord Horton's splendid drawing-room o8 the

 night of her private marriage to the merchant-
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THE BAFFLED

The vast apartment was dimly lighted by a
shrouded lamp standing upon a little table by
the lady’s side. The corners of the room were
thus left in shadow.

Lady Edith had thrown aside the book which
she had been endeavouring to read, and sat with
her large dark eyes fixed upon the flame in the
gilded and steel grate at her feet.

She had attained the object of her life-long
ambition.

She had trampled on her own heart, and the
hearts of others.

She had cast truth to the winds; she had
laughed purity and virtue to scorn ; and she was
the wife of the richest man in England.

But was she happy ?

A thousand mocking demons devouring her
inmost heart seemed to be for ever asking that

question.
No. 4. [ Weekly, One Penny.]

MURDERESS

And what was the answer?

No! no!—a hundred times and again a
hundred times, no! Unwomanly as she was,
she could not extinguish every spark of womanly
feeling. *

She was the wedded wife of the millionaire,
and she loved another man.

That other, Lord Lionel Montfort, seemed to
her all that was perfection in mankind.

Handsome, young, generous, ardent, brilliant,
accomplished, fascinating, high-born, but—poor!

Poor! Ay, there was the sting !

“T have done right,” she cried; “I suffer,
but I have chosen well. At least I shall be
rich, and in this world to berich is to be power-
ful.”

The gilded clock over the chimney-piece
struck twelve while Lady Edith Vandeleur was
absorbed in these dark thoughts. M

e r
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To her surprise she heard a cabriolet dash
through the quiet square, and draw up at the
door below. .

‘Who could it be at such an hour?

Not her father, for the Earl was engaged ata
debate in the House of Lords, which would last
most, probably till three o’clock in the morning,
and, besides, he always drove to the house in
his chariot, and this was a cabriolet.

Before she could reflect further, a thundering
knock resounded upon the panel of the door;
she heard voices in the hall below, as if in
altercation, then a rapid footstep upon the
stairs, and before the servant could announce
him, Lord Lionel Montfort dashed into the room.

Lady Edith Merton rose to her feet with a
cry of agitation and alarm.

Of all men in the world, Lionel was the last
she wished to see on this night.

¢ Edith!” he cried, “ Edith! I am here.”

“What is the meaning of this intrusion at
such an unwarrantable hour, Lord Lionel
Montfort?” she asked, with hauteur.:

«Intrusion, Edith!” exclaimed the young
man ; “you call my coming an intrusion? You
ask the meaning of my presence here at such
an hour as this? Have you forgotten the
words I spoke to you in this very room only
one short week ago? Have you forgotten my
promise? Can you have forgotten all this ? ”

“Your promise! What promise?” she
cried, wildly.

« The oath I swore that before the week was
out I would lay wealth, rank, title, lands, all at
your feet. I have kept my oath, and I have
come to do so.”

“ Lord Lionel Montfort—you are mad ! ex-
claimed Edith.

The Jate hour, the wildness of the young
man’s manner, her own fevered and excited
brain, all combined to bewilder her, and she
fancied that he must indced have lost his
senses.

¢ T am no longer Lord Lionel Montfort,” ex-
claimed the young nobleman, in strange and
solemn tones; “I am Lionel, Marquis of Wil-
loughby.”

“No—no!"” shricked the agonised woman;
¢ it cannot be ; it is too horrible.” -

Tt is true,” said the Marquis, deadly pale,
and handing Lady Edith an evening newspaper,
still wet from the press. . .

“Read,” he said, pointing to an account of
the death of -the late Marquis. “ Read, in-
oredulous woman!”

Lady Edith took the paper with a trembling
hand, and with eyes that seemed well nigh
starting from her head, perused the paragraph
to which the Marquis pointed.

]

This paragraph gave a brief description of the
finding of the body of the late Lord Wil-
loughby.

“There is some hideous witcheraft here,”
muttered Lady Edith, it never can be true.”

“ Edith,” exclaimed the Marquis, “I have
kept my oath. You will be mine, will younot?
The barrier which parted us was the accursed
stain of poverty. That is removed. Edith,
you will be mine, Marchioness of Willoughby.”

The wretched woman burst into a loud
hysterical laugh.

“Too late ! too late ! ” she shrieked; “I was
married twelve hours ago to Robert Merton.”

She fell on the floor, her whole frame shaken
by violent convulsions. i

¢« Heartless demon !'" crred Iionel, * slave,
sold in the market to the highest bidder! May
your life be as accursed as your treachery has
made mine—may your soul be racked by the
agonies that now consume mine—may your
days be wretched, and your nights restless—
may remorse haunt you as a hideous phantom
that will not be driven away—and may every
coin of the filthy gold, for which you have
bartered your base soul, become a separate curse
and a torment to you.” : .

Yelling these horrible words into the tortured
ears of the stricken woman, the Marquis of
Willoughby rushed from the room.

Lady Edith Merton’s maid, alarmed by the
piercing shrieks, which penetrated to the upper
storey, came to her mistress’s assistance.

She found the beautiful but guilty creature
stretched senseless upon the ground. She was
carried to her own apartment, and the family
doctor was summoned to attend her. When her
eyes at last opened, she gazed wildly round the
room, and then closed them again with &
horrified shudder.

“Why do you seek to call me back to life?"”
she exclaimed ; ““why not have pity upon my
misery, and abandon me to die?”

“ She is delirious !” whispered the maid.

«This is something more and something
worse than delirium,” said the doctor, gravely.
« It is the mind which is affected here. I can be
of very little use.”

Robert Merton called in Hanover Square
early the next day to see his bride; he was
shocked at beholding the ghastly pallor of her
beautiful face. But she assured him that there
was no cause for alarm. .

« Remember, Robert,” she said, *the excite-
ment of yesterday. You cannot wonder that it
has driven the roses from my cheeks. Re-
member what I underwent through your jealous
fancy.” . ) )

“My beloved,” he murmured, raising her
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jewelled hand to his lips, * how can I ever for-

give myself for having for one brief moment

doubted your purity and truth ?”
* * » * »

The Marquis of Willoughby was an altered
man.

‘Whatever inward despair consumed his proud
heart, he kept the secret of his anguish, and
presented a calm face to the world.

Lady Edith and Mr. Robert Merton were
married a second time by special licence at the
house of the Earl of Horton.

The bride looked a queen in her voluminous
robes of white satin, covered with cloud-like
flounces of lace of fabulous value.

The bridegroom, trusting and happy, clasped
the false woman to his heart, believing that
Heaven had smiled upon his devoted love, and
. blest him by bestowing upon him an angel in
human form.

The proudest members of the aristocracy
were assembled to do honour to the union of the
wealthy merchant with the lovely daughter of
the peer.

Rank, fashion, and beauty all were there.
The magnificent- apartments sparkled with the
jewels which glittered upon the brows, the necks,
and the arms of the assembled guests.

Amongst others the Marquis of Willoughby
was present, dressed in deep mourning for his
brother. People wondered at seeing him, for
it was the first time that he had .appeared in
public since the melancholy death of the late
Marquis. Many were aware, too, that Lionel
wes an old admirer of Lady Edith, and they
were surprised to find him among the guests at
that splendid wedding. ’

“He has come here to show people that he's
not cut up by the affair,” murmured one of the
visitors to his neighbour at the wedding break-
fast ; “ he is as proud as Lucifer, and he wants
to convince the world that he has not been
jilted.”

‘Whether this was, or was not, the motive of
the Marquis of Willoughby, it was difficult to
sgy. Calm and haughty, he betrayed no
agitation, he revealed no emotion. He was
separated by the crowd of guests from the bride,
and only once had he the opportunity of speak-
ing toher. This was as her father the Earl was
about to lead her to the carriage which waited
to convey the.bride and bridegroom upon the
first stage of their continental tour.

At this moment, when all the guests were
crowding round Lady Edith to bid her adieu,
Lord Willoughby advanced from amongst the
rest, and addressed the bride in a cleargaudible
voice.

“I need scarcely say how much I wish for

your happiness, Lady Edith Merton,” he said 3
“ I can only repeat the words which I said to
you about three months since.”

The bride turned pale as death, and shuddered
violently as the Marquis spoke to her.

“This agitation is too much for you, dearest,”
murmured Robert Merton, as he drew Lady
Edith through the crowd and assisted her into
the carriage. v

* » » » »

The year passed away, and another season
has commenced at the Royal Italian Opers, or
Her Majesty’s Theatre, as it is more usually.
called. ]

Lolota Vizzini was still the reigning star of
the ballet. S8he had not forgotten Clara Melville.
The young girl's salary had been doubled,
and she had removed with her father and her
little sister and brother into clcan and com-
fortable lodgings at Kensington—lodgings in a
house with a large garden, in which Jessie and
little Géorge played half the day through. The '
family was a very happy one. Mr. Melville
added to the little store by copying music, and
sometimes by translating a book from the
French or the German for some West End
publisher, who paid liberally for his work.

Clara improved very much in her dancing, and
grew prettier and prettier every day.

The ballet-master no longer scolded her or
called her stupid, for he began to feel that she
was one of the ornaments of the theatre, and he
did not wish to disgust her with a profession
which she had never much liked—for hers was
one of those gentle natures made to adorn the
holy cirele of & happy home. Admiration had
no charm for her. To find & hundred opera-
glasses levelled at her as she advanced to the
front rank of dancers, only distressed and an-
noyed her, instead of turning her head with
pleasure and delight.

Her companions laughed at her for her re-
tiring disposition.

“Upon my word,” they would say good-
naturedly, “ you are the silliest girl in the world.
But, certainly, no one could be envious of your
pretty face, for you make so little use of your
beauty.” '

Clara Melville had never seen Reginald
Falkner since the day on which he had rescued
her from the persecution of Sir Frederick Beau-
morris. The young man, who was an officer in
the army, had been absent from England with
his regiment ; while, happily for Clara, the old
Baronet had been laid up with gout and kept a
close prisoner at his country-seat, Beaumorris
Castle, in Cumberland.

Clara Melville loved Lolota Vizzini as she had
never before loved any living creature, except
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her father and her little brother and sister. The
Spaniard’s generous kindness had made a lasting
impression upon the young girl's grateful heart,
and it was with deep grief that she perceived
that her friend and benefactor was not happy.

No; beautiful, rich, admired, and courted,
Lolota Vizzini was still far from being a happy
woman. There were dark secrets connected
with her past life which the Spanish dancer re-
vealed to none—not even to the loving and
devoted Clara.

“No, Clara,” she would say, “ask me no
questions. My story is after all a common one.
The old, old story of an idol raised up by a
woman’s foolish heart and found in the end to
be the basest clay. I have loved, I have been
betrayed, and I have suffered. That, Clara
Melville, is the history of my life—seek to know
no more.”

The London season was at its fullest height.
Lady Edith and Mr. Robert Merton had not yet
returned from their continental tour, but the
merchant’s house in Park Lane had been re-
decorated, and all that art, aided by boundless
wealth, could devise had been done to make the
mansion a palace fit for a queen.

The Dowager Marchioness of Wiﬁoughby had
retired to her country-seat, there to hide a cure-
less grief. She told her younger and sole
surviving son that, dear as he was to her, she
could not endure to see him wear the title of the
noble boy for ever lost to her.

Lionel bowed to his mother’s decision, and
did all in his power to make her retreat agree-
able; but the silver cord was loosed, the golden
bowl was broken, the sunshine had for ever fled
from the world it had once made so beautiful,
and the desolate woman only looked forward to
that merciful death which would re-unite her to
ber beloved son.

The Marquis of Willoughby and Colonel
Oscar Bertrand were close friends. They were
constantly seen together, and no party in the
houses of the aristocracy was considered com-
plete unless the wealthy young Marquis and the
fashionable Colonel graced the assembly.

Amongst other places, the Austrian officer
took his aristocratic friend behind the scenes of
Her Majesty’s Theatre, to which Colonel Ber-
trand’s influence, and the young nobleman’s
rank, found them easy admittance.

It was the first night of a new ballet, entitled
“ The Vintage of Andalusia,” and, for the first
time in his life, Lord Willoughby beheld Lolota
Vizzini, except upon the stage.

The lovely dancer was standing at the side
scenes, ready to bound on-to the stage as soon
as the crash of the orchestra gave the signal for
her appearance.

Her Iady’s-maid was standing behind her,
putting the finishing touches to her mistress’s
costume. !

Lolota was dressed in pure white gauze,
with a real and valuable leopard-skin looped
across one shoulder, and a luxuriant crown of
grapes and vine leaves emcircling her dark
hair.

She was surrounded by a group of adorers a3
the Marquis approachied; one of them holding
her magnificent bouquet, and carrying a costly
Indian shaw! over his arm.

She looked up as Lord Willoughby drew
near the group, and the eyes of the Marquis and
the dancer met.

‘What is there in the wonderful magnetism of
some glances? What is it that sends a thrill
into the soul, & shiver through the heart, as we
gaze upon some faces ?

Who can answer such questions as these?
and again, who can avoid sometimes asking
them ? .

The southern blood burned in the Spanish
dancer’s cheek, a soft mist veiled her beautiful
eyes. ,
“Who is that man?” she asked hurriedly of
the gentleman who carried her shawl. “ Tell
me, Captain Mortimer, who is that man
yonder ? ” she repeated, indicating the Mar-
quis, who was talking to a group of gentlemen 2
few paces off, by one flash of her brilliant eyes.

«Oh, that's Idrd Willoughby,” said Captaio
Mortimer, “and a devilish lucky fellow he is,
too, egad! He was as poor as Job less than 8
twelvemonth ago; and when his brother died;
he dropped into a cool forty thousand a year.”

Lolota made no r:ply, but remained silent
with her eyes fixed upon the profile of the
young Marquis, which was turned towards hez
as he stood. ‘

“Surely, Madame Vizzini, you are not
fascinated by that fellow Willoughby,” said
Captain Mortimer, who was a devoted admirer
of the Spanish dancer, and mnever tired of
following her about; “surely, after turning &
deaf ear to all of us, you're not going to fall in
love with the Marquis.”

¢ Captain Mortimer,” said Lolota, haughtily,
“ you are impertinent. Lolota Vizzini can pro-
tect herself, even though her husband may not
be here to protect her.”

“ That’s where the shoe pinches,” said the
Captain to a confidential friend some time after-
wards. “The Vizzini has some mysterious
husband hidden away somewhere or other, and
it's my opinion he has treated her badly. If I
only knew where to put my hand upon the
ruffian, I'd thrash him within an inch of his
contemntible life.”
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When Lolota Vizzini came off the stage, after
a terrific burst of applause, which greeted the
conclusion of one of her dances, she found the
Marquis standing at the wing. She was laden
with the bouquets which had been thrown her,
and was almost hidden under the heap of
exotics which she carried.

CHAPTER XIV.
THE TEMPTER

Frou the hour when Lolota Vizzini and the
Marquis first met in the side-scenes of the
opera-house, Lord Willoughby was counted
amongst the most devoted admirers of the Star
of the Ballet.

The carriage of the Marquis was seen day
after day waiting at the door of Madame
Vizzini’s house in Arlington Street.

Through every temptation, through every
trial, Lolota had preserved her fair fame, spot-
less and pure as the untrodden snow, and even
now detraction scarcely dared assail her name.
No one had ever seen her husband, Antonio
Vizzini. It was only known that he was an
Italian ; that he was separated from his wife,
and that he was not in England. No friend,
however intimate with Lolota, had ever been
told more than this.

* * »* * » »

Lady Edith and Mr. Robert Merton returned
from their continental travels when the London
season was considerably advanced.

The splendid mansion in Park Lane was
thrown open for a series of parties, so brilliant
that the fashionable world was taken by storm,
and the beautiful Lady Edith was elected by
every voice as one of the queens of the higher
circles.

But was she happy P

No; she had sacrificed the only true emotion
of her guilty heart for pomp and power, and she
found but too soon that the sacrifice was vain
to purchase peace of mind.

But the chief bitterness of the disappointment
fell upon the honest heart of the millionaire.

He bad hoped that love alone had won for
him the hand of the woman he adored.

How cruel was the awakening from that sweet
dream!

He discovered, but a few brief weeks after
their public union, that he was but a cypher in
the thoughts of his handsome wife.

Lost in & whirl of ceaseless gaiety, it was with
difficulty he could snatch one moment in which
to speak to the woman he loved, unheard by

. strangers.

When he remonstrated with her, she would
tell him, with a scornful laugh, that he was new
to fashionable life, and did not understand its
usages.

The Marquis of Willoughby was a frequent
guest in Park Lane. Robert Merton’s unsus-
picious mind beheld nothing strange in the pre-
sence of the young nobleman, and Lady Edith
had ample opportunities for seeing and speaking
with her former lover.

But these chance meetings only rendered her
more unhappy ; she remembered that, but for
her marriage with Robert Merton, she might
have been Marchioness of Willoughby, and she
cursed her own ambition, ‘which had brought
about the luckless union.

One brilliant summer’s morning, as she was
loungmg on a luxurious violet-velvet cushioned
sofa, in her costly boudoir, she was disturbed by
the entrance of the groom of the chambers, who
brought her a card, on which was inscribed—

&olmel Osear Brrirand,
THE ALBANY,

Lady Edith knew the Austrian Colonel to be
a friend of Lord Willoughby's, and this was
enough to give him an interest in her eyes.

“ I will see him,” she said to the groom of the
chambers.

The Colonel entered the apartment, elegantly
dressed in the most fashionable morning costume,
and wearing a hot-house blossom in the button-
hole of his light overcoat.

“Lady Edith Merton,” he said, * this visit
will not, I trust, be deemed an intrusion. Be-
lieve me, when I tell you that it results from my
strong interest in your welfare.”

“You are very good,” said Lady Edith, rather
haughtily ; * but pray may I be allowed to ask
to what I owe this interest? ”

¢ Shall I tell you, Madam?” exclaimed the
Colonel ea.rnesl;ly ; “shall I tell youp”

“Yes.”

I am interested in you because you are dear
to one who ismy friend and associate. One whose
heart your treachery has broken, but, who, in
spite of that treachery, cannot cease to love
you.”

A radiant flush-of vivid crimson lit up the
lady’s handsome face ; she had feared that Lord
Willoughby had forgotten her.

“8ir,” she said with cold disdain, ““do you
come to plead for your friend? Do you forget
to whom you are speaking P

“ No, Madam,” answered the Colonel, “I do
not forget ; I am speaking to the wife of a man
who began life as an errand-boy ; who has sat
for hours bent over his writing-desk, asa poorly-
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paid junior clerk : I am speaking to the woman
who has sold herself for gold.”

‘ Colonel Bertrand!”

¢ T am speaking to her who was loved with all
the fondest devotion of an ardent nature, and
who repaid that devotion by the blackest
treachery; I am speaking to her who should
have been Marchioness of Willoughby.”

Lady Edith clasped her jewelled hands
before her face to conceal the emotion which
she could not repress.

“ Spare me,” she cried, “ for pity’s sake, spare
me!”

“No, Madam, I would not spare you, I would
save you; I would dissolve this odious mar-
nage, and restore you to the mian who loves
you.”

“ Dissolve my marriage ! ”

“Yes.”

‘ But by what means ? ”

“ Do you bid me tell you, Lady Edith ?”

“Ido.”"

‘ There are some natures so weak and fear-
ful, that they would shrink from the commission
of one desperate deed, though that single act
might secure for them the happiness of their
future lives. Is your nature one of these P

The burning black eyes of the mysterious
Anustrian were fixed with a searching gaze upon
the lady’s face. She scarcely dared to meet
those 'flashing eyes; a strange magnetism
seemed to lurk in the Colonel’s glance, and a
convulsive shiver shook her whole frame as she
encountered his earnest look. :

- % Tell me,” he said, ““is your nature so weak
that you would shrink from a terrible ordeal,
. and fear to take the step which - mlght unloose

your galling fetters?

- T think not,” she murmured in & hoarse and

broken voice. :

“Good,” said Colonel Bertmnd “You have

_ spoken bravely, Madam, and I may yet aid you.”

“Aid me!” cried Eady Edith, 'looking
anxiously at the Colonel's' mscmtable face"
¢ but how? ” :

Colonel Bertrand did not answer the questlon
For some moments he remained silent, as if lost
in deep thought, while his fair companion, be-
wildered by his mysterious words, waited
anxiously for him to speak.

“Your husband’s fortune, Madam . he sa.ld
presently. ¢ Do you know how tbat is. drsposed
of in the event of his death? " :

¢« He made a will a week after our marriage,”
answered Lady Edith, “in which, -with the
exception of a few tnﬁing legacies, he left every
shilling of it to me.’

“And he has not altered that w:ll nnce?"
asked the Colonel, -

“T am sure that he has not.”

Again there was a pause of silence, the lady
still watching the face of the visitor. After
about five minutes, during which not a word
had been spoken, the Colonel rose, hat in hand,
to take his leave, and with his hand upon the
lock of the door of the apartment, he turned
and said in a low voice—

“Lady Edith Merton, for such a marnage as
yours there is but one divorce.”

“ And that is—p”

“Death!”

Lady Edith's handsome face changed to a
death-like pallor as the Colonel pronounced this
one terrible word.

“ I shall be present at your ball this evening,
Madam,” said thé Austrian, “and we can talk
further of this matter.”

“““What ! ” she exclaimed, ‘* surrounded by the
crowd of dancers and loungers—in the throng of

my saloons? ”

“No place, Lady Edith, could be fitter for

such a purpose ; for who would ever suspect us
there?”

* * * * 0 0»

All the beduty and fashion of the West End
of London were congregated that evening in the
splendid saloons of Lady- Echth and Mr Bobert
Merton.

Hot-house flowers lined the wa]ls in vases of
priceless china.

Valuable statues, in unsallied marble, adorned
the broad staircase, with. its* bronze and gilded
bannisters, and lamps' of rose-coloured glass and
silver. It was a scene of fairy splendour.

-The stranger - suddenly introduced info it
might have faneied himself in. the enchanted
palace of some A.rabu.n gem, s0 gorgeons was
all around.

In the midst of this bnllm.nt scene Robert
Merton felt himself out of place.

“Why did I ever spend my youth in toxls to
win wealth, which, with all its boasted power is
impetent to purcha,se one thrill of hnppmess, one

‘throb .of joy ?

Lady Edith, dressed in sweeping robes of pale
blue satin, bordered by heavy:fringes of silver,
and wearing a coronet of - priceless: diamonds
and sapphires around her raven hair, looked
like a queen amongst even the 1most lovely of

‘her guests. - P

Robert was proud to see her 80 beeutlful
pleased to behold her the observed: of all
observers; but, for all-that, he felt a pang as he
remembered that herloveliness only seamed to
separate him from her the more completely,
and to widen the hopeless gulf w]nch yeamed
between them.

O, if she only loved me truly !" he mur.

~
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mured, as he gazed upon her perfect face, from
an obscure corner of the vast ball-room ; “if she
would only be contented with a simple life at
our country-seat, surrounded by our happy
tenantry, beloved and honoured by the rich, and
blessed in the daily prayers of the poor, whose
lives it should be our task to make happy, what
peace and cententment might be ours!”

While these thoughts filled the mind of the
wealthy merchant, Lady Edith and Colonel Oscar
Bertrand stood apart from the throng of dancers
ina curtained alcove filled with exotic flowers.

There was something more than human in the
manner and appearance of the elegant Austrian
upon this particular evening.

Histall and slender figure, dressed in sombre
black, his hair of that peculiar reddish anburn
so rarely seen, his flashing black eyes, in which
afitful fire seemed for ever burning; all combined
to give something almost of a demoniac air to
his handsome person, and to inspire those who
beheld him with a strange and shudderihg dread.

Even Lady Edith Metton, proud and impe-
rious as ‘was her nature, felt herself feeble asa
¢hild in the presence of this mysteriouns being.

" You have been ‘thinking of what I said to
you this morning, Lady Edith,” he murmured,
bending his moustachioed lips to the ear of his
beantiful listener. - S

“Thinking, Colonel Bertrand ? "' shehesitated.

% Nay, Madam,” said the-Austrian, “why
endeavour to deceive me? Zhat was never yet
done by mortal ‘1ham; anll lovely as you are,
proud and” powerful as- yow may be in the
knowledge of that superb beauty, even you
cannot deceive-Oscar Bertrand. :-Be ‘candid with
me,! Madam, and ‘I can' and will serve you..
Reftise to corifide in me,and I bid you fare-.
well.  Lie to yout own soul, if you will, Lady
Edith' Merton, but-de not lie to'me.” -

V6 'Whe and what are youP " cried the terrified
woman, "* that you dare to speak thus to me?”
" “Dara!” he laughed, in a'mocking tone of
concentrated bitterness ; I am the chief of a:
sect 50 powerful, Madam, that princes acknow-
ledge, though they fear to share, its power.
Dare!” he repeated; “I have: but.to stretch
‘out'one of these fingers "—extending his slender
‘and dazzlingly white hand as he: spoke— and
the man you love will drop dead in the streets
of London, on ‘his-way home from this house,
‘and to-morrow morning the newspapers will be.
‘fllled with thé acvount of a terrible.and mys-
tetious murder. Lady Edith Merton, I hold
the keys ‘of life and death.’ One word, then, and
answer mé truly. Would you.become Mar-
chioness ¢f Willoughby before this year is out? ”

* Bhe looked at him with her beautiful black
eves filled with & glance: of terrible; meaning,

but those lovely orbs sank under the piercing
gaze of the Austrian. )

¢ Answer,” he said; *“yes or no?”

“T would,” she murmured. .

“ Although to accomplish that end the man
who now claims you as his wife must die p

““ What is his life to me?” she exclaimed,
scornfully.

‘ «Then listen to me, Lady Edith Merton. I
have been for years a traveller in the East ; the
harems of Constantinople are as familiar to me
as the drawing-rooms of Belgravia, or the saloons
of Paris and Vienna. Where it is death for the
foot of other men to tread, L have entered freely ;
and secrets have become known to me that are
undréamt-of by the rest of Europe. The men
of the East are jealous, Lady, and the women
are not always true. It is thought by the
ignorant that the favourite who betrays her
lord sleeps beneath the still waters of the Bos-
phorus. It is not always so; the sack and the
splash of a body into the dark tide give cause
for scandal. .There are quieter methods of
dealing vengeance to -the guilty; there are
poisons——" ,

. “Poisons!” she repeated with a shudder.

Still the ball went on.. The gay strains of
merry music floated to the gilded roof. . Beauty
and fashion, yeuth and innocence, all were as-
sembled within those splendid walls. Who
could have dreamed that even in such a scene
two guilty creatures were met, together whose
talk was of murder?

“Yes, Lady Edith, poisons so subtle that
modern science has failed to find an antidote to
their deadly power, or a clue towards the dis-
covery of their presence. The guilty favourite
sups one night on milk of almonds; or she is
thirsty, and drinks from a silver goblet a cool
draught of sparkling sherbet. They find her the
next morning stretched upon her embroidered
couch ; beautiful, serene, and—dead !” o

“Why do you tell me this?” ssked Lady
Edith, her eyes fixed upon the handsome face

of the Austrian, with that same loak with which

the fascinated bird regards the glittering orbs of
the deadly snake. o
“I thought the fact might interest you,
Madam,” he said, indifferently. “See,” he
added, taking from his waistcoat pocket a tiny
phial of emerald crystal and filagree gold; “I
have, here twenty drops of that mysterious
essenge, . of which only the science of the East

holds the fatal secret. Take it, Madam, it is a

pretty trinket for a lady’s toilette. Take it, but
beware how you use it. One drop is certain
death—death as peaceable as an infant’s. A
death which is mistaken by doctors for disease
of the heart.,” . . Co '
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She extended her hand half mechanically, and
her slender fingers closed convulsively upon the
phial.

“And now, my dear Lady Edith,” said the
Colonel, gaily, *“ I must, with the deepest regret,
bid you adieu. Unhappily I have one or two
important engagements to-night, which will
deprive me of the pleasure of soliciting your
‘hand for the next quadrille.”

CHAPTER XYV.
THE SPANIARD'S LOVE

A 11711 before midnight upon that evening on

which Lady Edith Merton and Colonel Bertrand

had held the secret conversation above described,

Lolota Vizzini returned from the opera to her
- house in Arlington Street.

She looked pale and jaded, and as she entered
the exquisite little drawing-room, followed by
her maid (who was loaded with the bouquets
that had been thrown to her mistress at the
close of the ballet), she glanced eagerly at the
vase of Parian marble and gold, in which lay a
heap of cards and notes of invitation.

“Are there no other letters than these,
Joseph ?” she asked of her footman, who was
busy lighting the wax candles upon the mantel-
piece and piano.

% No, Madam, fone but those.”

8he sighed impatiently, and throwing herself
into an easy chair, took off her sable-lined
mantle, and gave it to her maid.

“You may go, Joseph,” she said, “and you
too, Jeanette.”

The man obeyed immediately, but the girl
lingered for a few moments, looking anxiously
at her mistress.

“ Will not Madam take any refreshmentp”
she asked.

¢ None, Jeanette ; leave me.”

The girl quitted the room slowly and reluct-
antly, and the lovely Spaniard took a gorgeously-
bound volume from the table near her, and tried
to read.

But it was in vain ; the book dropped from her
hand, and she sank into gloomy thought.

« How cruel he is,”” she murmured ; *“he was
not at the opera to-night! How sadly I missed
him from his accustomed seat! What were, to
me, the plaudits of the heartless crowd, their
smiles, their bouquets, their cries of admiration ?
He was not there; and the vast theatre was
empty to me. And then, on my return, to find
1o letter, no message! O, it is too bitter ! ”

Her head sank on the damask cushions, and
she sobbed aloud. In her simple robes of pure

white, with her heavy plaits of raven hair,
twisted about her head so as to form a regl
diadem worthy of that queen-like brow, she
looked even more beautiful than when bounding
on to the brilliantly-lighted stage in her most
dazzling and fairy-like costume.

Presently, she raised her head from the
cushions, and dashing the tears from her
almond-shaped eyes, cried impatiently, “Ob,
where, where is my pride—where is the spirit
of that haughty Spanish race, whose purple
blood flows swiftly in these veins? Is this
love? Does Lolota Vizzini bow down at last to
that cruel passion which crushes the proud and
the haughty into the very dust? Is it J who
suffer thus ? And it may be for one who does
not give me love for love, truth for truth,
throb for heart-throb ! ”’ .

Then, after a long pause, she murmured—

“ A week ago I felt as sure of his love as of
the light in the skies, the sun at noontide; bnt
for this last few days a change has come over
him ; he has been cold, reserved. When I have
spoken, his thoughts have wandered, and he has
replied with ill-concealed embarrassment. Ca
it be that he loves another? No! no! that
cannot be! Heaven grant that may never be.
It would make me a murderess.”

A shudder convulsed her superbly-moulded
frame as she uttered these last words, with her
teeth clenched, and & sombre flame burning in
her great black eyes. '

At this moment a cabriolet dashed into the
quiet street, and an instant after a double knock
resounded upon the door below.

“It is he—it is he!” cried Lolots. “I
thought—I thought he would come at last!”

She looked anxiously in the glass at her dis-
ordered hair, and smoothing it, hastily snatched
a wax-like scarlet camelia from a vase of hot-
house flowers, and placed it amidst the massive
and velvet-like plaits that encircled her head.

% would not have him see that I have been
weeping,” she murmured.

The door opened, and the Marquis of °
Willoughby entered the room. He wore the
evening costume which he had assumed for the
ball at Lady Edith’s. He looked pale and care-
worn, and dark circles surrounded his hollow
eyes.

“ Forgive the lateness of the hour, dearest
Lolota,” he said, as the impetuous Spanish girl
bounded forward to meet him. I should have
been here long ere this; I should have been in
my box at the Opera, but I was forced to attend
a ball in Park Lane. 'Will you forgive me?"

“Forgive you? ” she exclaimed. “DoI not
see you, clasp you by the hand, hear the low
tones of that dear voice ; and is not that enough
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forme? Come,” she added, leading him to a
chair, “ tell me all that has passed since we met.
- Ah, Lionel, it is only three days, yet what an
-~ ageit seems to me! and to you, does it seem
long to you, truantp”

“Yes, Lolota, yes,” he said, with considerable
embarrassment.

“But tell me, whose was this tiresome ball
which kept you away from your Lolota?”

~ “It was given by Mr. Robert Merton, the
 nillionaire,” said the young man, a crimson flush
- overspreading his face.
“Mr. Merton? Ah, I remember; I have seen
~ him at the Opera with his handsome wife, the
daughter of the Earl of Horton.”

Lord Willoughby did not answer, but resting
bis head upon his hand, averted his face from
the Spanish girl.

For some moments she watched him intently,
in profound silence ; then entwining one of her
wounded arms about his neck, she said, with
tender gentleness, “Lionel, Lionel, what is this P
Lseo that you are unhappy.”

He dropped his hands from his face, and
tuming round, looked full at the loving girl.

“Lolota,” he eried! “ Lolota, I am indeed the
most miserable of men!”

“Lionel, dearest Lionel ! ”

“Yes,” he repeated, in accents of unmingled

~ despair, “the most miserable, Lolota. Heaven.

~ knows how I have tried to love you truly.”
 “Tried tolove me ! ” she exclaimed, lifting her
proud head from its drooping attitude.

“Yes, Lolota. Forgive me—forgive me, if
Jou ever can! When first I saw you I was
suffering from a terrible blow which had been
struck at my peace by the treachery of a woman
Tadored—a woman who, in my presence, publicly
gave the hand which should have been mine to
another man; a man whom she despised. On
that day of anguish and madness I swore to
forget her, and heaven knows that I have
endeavoured to do so. I saw you, Lolota, and
d“{‘lCd by your beauty, your grace, your
gentus, the witchery of your manner, the sweet
Dagnetism of your melodious voice, I said to
yself, Surely, blest by the love of such a being,
the woman who betrayed me may be forgotten.’

“We became acquaintances —friends; and
though by the tie that binds you, we could not

more than friends, friendship melted into love,
ud I did love you, Lolota.”

“ I. thought you did. Alas, alas! how truly

believed you did ! ” she murmured, in a voice

token by her passionate sobs.

“Lolota Vizzini ! three days ago I met the
¥oman who has been, and who is yet, the evil
fenius of my life. In a breath all the old mad-
Uess. returned—once more I was her abject

;

slave, scarcely holding my own soul, save at her
behest. Lolota, you alone can save me fromv
this fiend in angel form.”

‘ Save you,” she said, with passionate vehe-
mence, ‘ how, Lionel, how?”

¢ Fly with me to some far distant land ; amidst-
the fountains of Granada, by the waters of the
Guadalquiver, amid the orange-groves of Seville,
the dark shades of Valambrosa. Fly with me,
Lolota ; forget the tie which binds you to a
villain, and be mine for ever. In your presence
I can forget my evil genius. I am wealthy be-
yond calculation. I will anticipate every wish.
of your true heart, every dream, every fancy.
‘We will form for ourselves a paradise on earth,.
and you, Lolota, shall be its queen. Say that
you will come,” he cried, sinking on his knees
at her feet.

“Lionel, Lionel,” she murmured, for pity's
sake do not tempt me.”

“Lolota, Lolota, will you refuse to save me?"

She did not answer, but the tears fell from.
her lovely eyes upon the uplifted face of the
young man.

¢ Lolota, will you refuse ? ”

“I cannot, Lionel,” she cried, passionately ;
“beloved, I would save you at the cost of my
life.”

“ My own Lolota!”

He rose from his knees, and was about to
clasp her to his breast, when the door was
softly opened, and Colonel Oscar Bertrand
walked into the room.

“ 8o,” he exclaimed, with a laugh, which had
the mocking bitterness of some triumphant.
fiend in its very note, ““ so, my Lord, you were
summoned this evening to attend a meeting at.
the central office of the company to which you
belong, but you were belter engaged. I guessed
where you would be found, and came myself to
seek you.”

% Sir,” cried the Spaniard, haughtily, *this is
my house, and I do not know by what right you
entered it, or why my servants were so impru-,
dent as to admit you.”

“Your servants, Madam!” exclaimed the
Colonel ; ¢ Oscar Bertrand does not wait to ask
admission from servants. When I am interested
in the inhabitants of a house, I take care to pro-
vide myself with the means of access to its in-
nermost chambers.”

He held up a tiny key of glittering stecl as he
spoke, and Lolota saw that it was attached to &
bunch of other keys of the same kind.

“Who are you?” demanded Lolota, angrily.

“Ask that question of the Marquis, Madame,”
answered Colonel Bertrand.

¢ Oscar Bertrand,” said Lord Willoughby,“ by

what right do you intrude upon this lady 2" -
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« By the right which I hold over you,” replied
the Colonel. “In every place, and at every time.
You would fly to a foreign clime, would you?
Do you forget that you are mine, body and soul,
and that so long as I please to command, you
must do my bidding ?

“Demon !” exclaimed the young nobleman,
ghastly pale, and trembling with passion.

“T cannot spare you yet, my dear Liomel,”
said the Colonel, laying his hand lightly upon
the shoulder of the Marquis.

“Lionel!” cried Lolota, “what does this
mean? "’

¢ Ask me not, my beloved,” he answered ; “I
have told you that I am the most miserable of
men.”

¢“Come, my XLord,” said Colonel Bertrand,
pointing to the door. o

Lionel clasped Lolota in his arms, pressed his
lips once to her pale forehead, and then, snatch-
ing up his hat, rushed out of the house, followed
by the Austrian, who turned on the threshold
of the door to say to Madame Vizzini, with his
mocking smile, “I am sorry, Madam, to rob
you of your midnight visitor.”

CHAPTER XVI.
THE POISONER IS DEFEATED

Tae following day Lady Ed:ith Merton and her
husband dined alone.” It was to the millionare
an unexpected pleasure to find himself in the
society of his beautiful wife without being sur-
rounded by a crowd of guests, for whose frivo-
lity and heartlessness he had no feeling but
contempt.

“ How delightful, my dearest Edith, to feel,
even for one brief hcur, that we are something
more to each other than mere strangers! I
assure you I look forward to the simple dinner
of this evening as the most delightful festival of
the season.”

Had Robert Merton s been a suspicious nature
he might have observed on this day a strange-
ness in the munner of his wife; a death-like
pallor on her handsome face ; dark rings about
her eyes, that told of a sleepless night; and a
nervous restlessness in every action, bespeaking
a mind ill at ease.

“As you think so much of our quiet little
dinner, Robert,” said Lady Edith, in her sweetest
. tones, “suppose we dine in my boudoir. We
can dismiss the servants, whose presence is
always such a hindrance to conversation, and I
will wait upon you with my own hands.”

«My dearest Edith,” cried the merchant,
“nothing could be more delightful to me."’

That day Lady Edjth Merton was gayest of
the gay as she drove round Hyde Park, her
carriage surrounded by horsemen, only too
proud to get a bow from one of the reigning
queens of fashion. Only a very close observer
would have perceived the hollowness of that
silver laugh, the false ring of . that musical
voice, the fever in those lustrous eyes; only s
close observer would have known that the
woman of fashion was acting a part.

As the clock struck eight, Lady Edith and
Robert Merton seated themselves at the
elegantly-appointed dinner-table in the boudoir
of the millionaire’s wife.

Though it was scarcely sunset the light of day
was shut out by curtains of rose-coloured silk,
and the apartment was illuminated by alabaster
lamps, which shed a subdued radiance over all
around. .

Exactly opposite to Lady Edith, and behind
the chdir of the merchant, an immense mirror
stretched from the ceiling to the floor. Robert
Merton had at first seated himself opposite to
this mirrer, but on some pretext or other the
lady changed places with him.

The butler had placed a small dinner-waggon
loaded with bottles of wine in silver coolers,
exactly before this very mirror. The servants

‘removed the covers and retired. Robert had

told them that he would open the champagne
himself. The merchant was in the highes!
spirits and ate with more appetite than usual :
Lady Edith, on the contrary, scarcely took 9
mouthful.

“You do not eat, Edith,” said her husband,
most anxiously.

T am fatigued with my drive,” she answered
carelessly. “ I will take a glass of champagn¢
presently, and I have no doubt that will giveme
an appetite.”

“You shall not wait long for it, them
dearest,” cried Robert gaily, and rising from his
seat he took one of the bottles from the silver
cooler and began to unfasten the wire that
secured the cork. As he did so, Lady Edith
drew from her bosom the tiny crystal pl
given to her by Colonel Bertrand on the night
before, and stretching her jewelled arm across
the small dinner-table, poured one drop of the
poison into her husband’s champagne glass.

She had forgotten the mirror.

Robert Merton turned round with the b?tt!e
of wine in his hand, and after filling his 'Wlfe 8
glass replaced the bottle upon the dinner
waggon, whence he had taken it. "

“You have not filled your own glass, Bobert
said Lady Edith, anxiously.

T shall not take any champagne.”

¢ Not even to please me? ”
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“No; not even to please you.”

Lady Edith bit her lip until the blood flowed
from the wound inflicted by her small ivory
teeth.

The murderess was foiled.

When the servants were clearing the table,
Bobert Merton stopped the man who was re-
moving the glasses, saying carelessly—

“You may leave that champagne glass,
Jarvis, I may fancy a glass of wine in the course
of the evening; place it upon that ivory
cabinet.”

The man obeyed; and the glass containing
the one drop of the deadly fluid was placed upon
s cabitiet near the merchant.

“What an absurd idea!” exclaimed Lady
Edith, angrily. “ Jarvis, remove the glass, I
cannot have my boudoir littered by the remains
of the dinner-table.” :

The man hesitated, puzzled whom to obey.
E;lRemove the glass, immediately,” said Lady

ith. .

“Jarvis,” said the merchant, quictly, “ you
¢ my servant, and you will do as I bid you.
Leave the room.”

“He cannot suspect,” thought Lady Edith,

pale as & corpse, and with an undefined dread
at her heart; “he would never be so calm if he
had suspicion of the truth.” :
_ She forgot that in these quiet natures there
1s an element of power unknown to the more
vehement and impulsive. She did not know
that the vengeance of the man who says little is
dlways the most terrible and unfailing. The
 shrouded lamps left the face of the merchant in
shadow, or she might have seen that he was
very pale

Presently he threw aside his newspaper, and
walking to an elegant little desk at the end
of the room, he seated himself and began to
write.

- The wretched and guilty creature followed
 him with watchful eyes.

“How dull you are to-night, Robert!” she
uid, preserving her calmness by a fearful effort.
“It is not very polite of you to write letters
 ¥hen we are alone together.”
| “Excuse me,” he said, “ this letter is of im-

Portance. It will not detain me long.”

- He wrote a few lines, addressed an envelope,

ud then rang a bell at his right hand.

“Bee that this is taken immediately to the
Eard of Horton,” he said, handing the letter to
the servant who answered his summons.

“You were writing to my father, then,
Robert?” said Lady Edith, whose agitation
- @ery moment increased. -

“Yes, to your father,”

thant gravely.

answered the mer-

“But what reason could you possibly have
for writing to my father P ” she asked.

“You will see presently,”

“How soP”

“Because if that letter finds your father at
home, he will most likely come here imme-
diately in accordance with my request.”

‘But what can you want with him to-
night?”

-+ “I decline saying anything further till your
father himself is present.”

““ Robert, Robert,” cried the guilty creature,
in an agony of apprehension, * what does this
mean? "

He did not answer her.

For upwards of haif an hour she remained a
prey to the most acute terror and anxiety.
Grave, calm, and self-possessed, the merchant
sat awaiting the arrival of the visitor he had
summoned. Once or twice he looked at his
watch, and rising from his chair took one or two
turns up and down the room. To Lady Edith
Merton that half-hour seemed by its length of-
agony an eternity of suspense and torture. At
last footsteps were heard in the richly-carpeted
gallery without, and the groom of the chambers
announced Lord Horton. The old man looked
pale and uneasy. )

“My dear Robert,” he said, * what in good-
ness’ name induced you to send for a poor old
fellow like me, at ten o’clock at night?

 Pray be seated, my Lord,” said the merchant
gravely.

“My Lord! 'Why, Robert, what are you
thinking of ? ” eried the old man.

The merchant seated himself opposite his
father-in-law, and in solemn tones, which
vibrated through the lofty apartment, he ad-
dressed the Earl thus— '

“ Lord Horton, nothing but the solemn and
dreadful nature of the sub‘ect on which I have
to address you would have induced me to send
for you at such an hour and in so abrupt a
manner. I have something to tell you, my dear
Lord, which I fear will break your heart.”

“Robert, Robert!” cried the terrified old

‘| man; ‘Edith, tell me what your husband

means.” '

But the bafled murderess sat rigid and un-
moved as stone. ) )
. “I would willingly spare you the bitterness
of this pang, my Lord, but it cannot be. This
night, in this room, that woman, who is, un-
happily for both of us, your daughter and my
wife, attempted to poison me.”

“Great heaven!” cried the Earl, “you are
mad!”

“I would I were, my Lord, rather than have
lived to see what I have seen this night. Look
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at this glass,” said the merchant, taking the
champagne glass from the cabinet ; “into this I
distinctly saw Lady Edith pour the poison which
was to have been drunk by me.”

The merchant then described how he had

_seen in the looking-glass the outstretched hand
which contained the crystal phial.

“ But,” gasped the Earl, eager to catch at the
frailest straw that could afford a hope, *are

. you certain that the fluid contained in that phial
was indeed a poison? ” )

“We will soon set that doubt at rest,” said
Robert Merton, ringing a bell.

¢ Jarvis,” he said to the servant who came in
answer to his summons, “fetch Lady Edith's
Ttalian greyhound; and bring, also, a small
piece of raw meat.”

" The man was too well-bred a servant even to
look astonished at this order. He left the
room, and returned in a few minutes, carrying a
valuable lap-dog and a small square of raw steak
upon & dinner-plate.

The collar of the dog was of the finest gold
set with large turquoise, so lavishly had the
millionaire scattered his wealth to please the
extravagant tastes of his;wife. Robert took the
dog in his arms, and after rubbing the meat in
the bowl of the champagne glass offered it to
_the animal. 'Well fed as the dog was he ate the
morsel greedily. Five minutes afterwards, with-
out one throe or struggle, the greyhound fell
dead at the merchant’s feet.

“Great powers of mercy!” exclaimed the
wretched father; “I must be mad, or dream-
ing.” . .

¢ Calm yourself, I implore you, my Lord,” said
Robert; “itis no time for lamentation : seripus
measures must be taken. Under the present
circumstances I have only one alternative with
regard to my unhappy wife, your daughter;
either she is a murderess or she is mad.”

¢ Mad ! " cried the old man—that thought had
never before struck him, and he clung to it as
aspar of hope.

“ For the credit of an ancient name, for the
honour of human nature, I would rather think
her mad.”

“Took at her!” said Robert, snatching a
lamp from the table, and holding it before the
face of his wife ; “look at her, and become con-
vinced of either her guilt or her madness.”

« Alas! it is indeed too true,” said the Earl,
gazing at his daughter’s stony face.

« For your sake, Lord Horbon,” said Robert,
¢ g5 well as for the sake of her whom I once
called my wife, the events of this night shall

. never be revealed to mortal ears. Amongst my

other property pnrchased of late years, I have

an estate in the north of Scotland—a castle

hidden among the craggy peaks of the High
lands, far from all human habitation. Thither
shall this wretched woman be conveyed, and
there, watched by careful attendants, shall she
spend the remainder of ker life.”

Thelips of the guilty creature were unloosed,
she sprang from her chair, and rushing to ber
husband, clung convulsively about him.

“No, Robert, no, no, no,” she shrieked, v
“anything but that, anything, anything! 4
prison, a court of justice, even the scaffold. I
am not mad ; I am a vile and wicked wretch—:
but I am not mad.” n

“In mercy to your unhappy family you wil
be treated asa mad woman,” said the merchaz,
pushing her from him ; and then walking to the
door, he turned, with his hand upon the lock,
and said solemnly— .

« Lady Edith Merton, T have loved you with
all the intensity of an honest and truth(u’l'
nature ; you will now find that I can also hate

She uttered one long and piercing scream, and
fell fainting into her father's arms. ‘

CHAPTER XVIL

ON THE WATCH

i

TaE lamps were being lighted in the dusk d |
the July evening, in the neighbourhooc! of St
James's Park, when a woman, dressed in dark-
garments, and with her fauce concealed by 3.
thick black veil, might have been seen by the
passers-by, walking slowly up and down, under

the avenue of trees at the back of Carlton

Terrace. Some of the passers-by did turn ¥

look at her, for there is something in the aspect

of a person who has no particular business, but

who for some unknown reason hangs al‘wllt 8

spot, that generally attracts the attention of
curious passengers. Kight, half-past eight: 8

quarfer to nine, struck from the clock of the

Horse Guards, but still the woman paced slovly
up and down ; sometimes pausing at the foot of
the steps leading to the Duke of York’s columt
to watoh the people ascending and descending
and then resuming her solitary ramble. It Wss
almost impossible to guess whether the woma?
was young or old, ugly or handsome. She Wi
tall and slender, and had something of the
carriage of a person of superior station. This,
and this alone, was revealed in the dimlsmp
light. The eclock struck nine; the passers:by
became fewer; but still the woman watched an

waited. At last, as the strokes that tolled the
hour died away upon the night air, she was gud-
denly joined by a man, muffled in a thick cosh
and with his face concealed by the broad bri
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. DEATH-STRUGGLE IN THE USURER'S CHAMBER

. of the hat which he wore slouched over his
. eyes.
~ As this man approached, a tall, raw-boned,
- awkward-looking country lad, who had passed
" backwards and forwards several times unob-
- served by the woman, while she had been wait-
~ing, descended the steps by the column and
followed the two, keeping at a respectful dis-
tance.
“You are late, Mr. Lucas,” said the woman.

“I was busy,” answered the man, in a strange
metallic voice—a voice which sounded as if its
owner 8o seldom held communion with his
fellow-men, that the very voice within him had
grown stiff and rusty, and creaked like some
piece of disused iron machinery which creaked
with every word he uttered.

“You were busy; that is always your answer.
Did you forget that you had appointed to meet
me here at a quarter to eight this evening ?

No. 6. [ Weekly, One Penny.]

“ I scarcely forgot—" said the man, in the
same harsh grating tones. ‘I did not exactly
forget ; but the hours crept on one by one, the
darkness gathered, and yet I could not leave my
work—it was such interesting work, so very
interesting.”

“ Well, you have come at last, at any rate
—that is something. . Have you brought the
money P "

“No, Mrs. Montmorenci! No: we are not
quite so reckless as that. We don’t bring
money into the streets, to be robbed of it as wo

-walk along, or to be knocked down in a solitary

place, like this for instance,” he muttered, look-
ing about him, “and have the precious stuff
taken from our pockets while we lie stunned by
some treacherous blow. Why, how do I know
that you may not have a bottle of chloroform
about you, and a handkerchief steeped in it,
ready to fling in my face, that you may rob
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me? Yes; that you may rob me. But it
would be wasted labour,” he added, with a

, chuckle, ““for I liaven't a farthing about me,
not a farthing.”

““ You must have lived amongst strange people,
to have grown up so suspicious,” said the woman
whom he had called Mrs. Montmorercei.

“I have lived amongst strange people—
stranger people than you ever met with in
your life, though you may have secn a great
deal of the world. People so strange, that if I
were to tell you of them, you'd think I was
dreaming, or mad, or a liar. Unless—unless
you were—— but no, no ; that can’t be.”

“What can’t be?” asked Mrs. Montmorenci.
If her veil had been raised at that moment, the
man might have perceived, in the light of the
lamp near to them, a strange sardonic smile upon
her careworn face.

“ Never mind what; never mind what, Mrs.

. Montmorenci. No business of yours, you know,
my dear good soul ; nothing whatever to do with
you. All you want of me is the money, and you
shall have it. You shall have it, if you're pre-
pared to pay well for it. Fifty per cent., re-
member; not a penny less !’

“I'll pay what you like,” answered the woman,
with the same sardonic smile,  only let me have
the money.”

“You shall have it, my dear Mrs. Mont-
morenci, you shall have it.”

“Can I come to your chambers for it ?”

* Yes, yes, you shall come there ; that will be
the safest.” o

“To-night ?

“Yes, to-night; directly, if you please.”

At this very moment, the tall, raw-boned
country lad, of whom we have spoken before,
walked slowly past them, whistling as he went
along. He carried a small basket on his arm,
and if the old money-lender noticed him at all,
it was only to take him for some tradesman’s
boy, going an errand after the shops were
closed.

As this young man approached, Mrs. Mont-
morenci happened to drop her handkerchief, dnd
the country lad, with more politeness than might
have been expected from his rough exterior,
stooped to pick it up and restore it to her.

¢« Thank you, young man,” she said; “I did
not expect to be treated with such gallantry.”

She uttered the words in a clear and distinct
voice, the young man staring at her intently all
the time, as if he feared losing one syllable of
what she said to him; then, with an awkward
bow, he walked on, still whistling.

The usurer would have perhaps felt consider-
able surprise had he beheld this young man,
entirely altering his manner the moment he was

out of sight, run rapidly up the steps byt
Duke of York's column, then into Pall ¥
where he hailed a passing hansom cab.

“To the Albany!” he said to the driver
he sprang into the vehicle. ;

Still the man and woman walked slow!s®
and down behind Carlton Terrace. It seet.
almost as if Mrs. Montmorenci, in spite -
eagerness to secure the money, was, for <
reason or other, anxious to detain the usur:
the deserted thoroughfare of St. James’s I
Once or twice he had proposed returningt.
chambers, and each time she had made &
frivolous objection. At last he said, witi:
peevish irritability of an old man unus:;
consult the wishes of others—

“If you want that money, Mrs. Montmor
you'd better come for it at once. Idpn'z:v
inclined to waste much more of my time
here in the damp night air. I'manoli=
and I'm not so strong as you, ma'am,l
say.”

“ When you please, Mr. Luecas,” sh -l
swered; “I am quite ready to acco:;:
you.”

“Then we'll take a cab at Charing (r
said the old man; “ you'll pay for it, of &
My clients always pay cab-hire under sut.*
cumstances, and you ought to pay my far -}
too. I can't waste my time in dancing &k~
ance upon you.” o

“T can pay for no cabs to-night,” said 1
Montmorezei ; “ I told you I wanted ther=
desperately, and of course if I'd a full ™
shouldn't have said so. I am about as i
yourself. I have not a halfpenny.”

“Let's be off, then,” said Mr. Lucas; "
can walk pretty fast, I suppose, at any rat,

They went straight from the park th
Whitehall, Parliament Street, Bridge
and across Westminster Bridge, not to%
until they came to the York Road. Fron-

fork Road they passed into Stamford St
and here the old man, who had walked *
pidly that his companion was almost eshi*
by her efforts to keep pace with him, st
to draw breath. )

“I lead a hard life, Mrs. Montmorea® l‘"
said, as he clung to the railing, before 3™
against which they stopped : «a cruel bari*
and a life that has neither hope mnor jo: e"dff
aim, except the grave—except the lonelf®
mal, forgotten grave, in which I shall ¢
rot before many years are over. I've M’
bitter disappointment, woman, whict
chang>d me into a demon: a disappoiﬂ“nem
that has turned my blood to gall, s0d ¥
formed all the love that there once wssit™,
withered heart into hatred and fury: ®*°
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hose disappointments that make a man loathe
‘is fellow-creatures, and love to visit upon the
mnocent the tortures mﬂlcted upon them by the
mlty ”

- ““What was this disappointment?” asked
1o woman, gently, for the wildness of the
_surer’s manner almost alarmed her.

‘_ ¢ It was the disappointment of finding black
lgratltude where I looked for tender love,”
Cied the old usurer. It was the disappoint-
ient of finding a viper in the nest, where I
“1ought that I had reared a dove. It was the
“sappointment of having an only child, for
“hose happiness I would have sold my soul,
rn from me and leave me in my desolate old
e, without a word, without a tear ; leave me
"1 starve, for aught she knew, or to kill myself

. the despair of losing her.”

- ¢« It was very cruel,” murmured Mrs. Mont-

“orenci. '
¢ Cruel ! ” cried the old man, walking slowly

“1, and speaking in a hoarse suppressed voice,
“at told of the powerful emotion which con-

1lsed him, “Cruel! it was the work of a

“ymon ; and in all outward seeming my child,
‘as an angel. For her sake I, the last male.

:»gcendant of one of the proudest families in

“ngland, lived like a pauper in the lodge at the

“1tes of the house of which I had been master
:ars before. For her sake I became the com-

wnion of bad men; for her sake I soiled my

- 1nds with foul deeds which have made me the

:retch I now am. Pshaw! woman,” he said,

- stily, as Mrs. Montmorenci was about to in-

r rrupt him; “don’t attempt to flatter me. I

-aow what I am, and am used to myself as I

->w am. All this I did for the child I loved,

+iat she at least might be rich, powerful,

* onoured, happy ; that she might restore those
- d halls in which the bat now roosts, and the
:rarless spider weaves her web; that she might
_now all the joys which for years had been
enied to me.”

. ¢ And she ——P” said Mrs. Montmorenci.

- ¢ She deserted me,” cried the usurer. * She

tole away from me, without leaving so much as
-ne line in her handwriting to break the bitter-
-ess of the blow. She fled from me with a
~illain, and from that hour to this Xfave never
eard of her.”

- By this time they had nearly reached the end

»f Stamford Street, opening into the Blackfriars
Road. Mr. Lucas stopped before a house which,
‘rom its ruined and dilapidated appearance, the
slackness of the window-panes, the broken iron
railings slowly rusting away, the dirt and straws
accumulated about the doer, and the general
aspect of desolation and decay which over-
shadowed the whole building looked as if it

must have been in Chancery. It was not so,
however, for the usurer, taking a latchkey from
his pocket, unlocked the door and walked into
the hall, followed closely by Mrs. Montmorenci.

There was no lamp in the hall, and the lamps
in the street were situated at some distance from
the house occupied by Mr. Lucas. The summer
night was dark and starless, and as the usurer
éntered his hall and walked quickly towards an
inner baize door, he did not perceive that he was
followed by another person besides Mrs. Mont-
morenci. . '

This third person was a man, tall and slender,
and muffled in a loose overcoat. As Mr. Lucas
was about to open the baize door, Mrs. Mont-
morenci started, with a cry of surprise.

The usurer turned quickly to see what was
the matter.

T thought I heard a knock,” she said.

A knock ! where?”

“ At the street door.”

“Pshaw ! woman; mere fancy. Therc was
no knock; my ears are sharp enough, and I
heard nothing.”

During this brief dialogue the stranger had
contrived to open the baize door, and had crept
lightly up the staircase.

“Stay !” said Mr. Lucas; “there is a lamp
somewhere about here, and as you are a stranger
to the place, I'd better light it.”

He took a lamp from a niche in the wall, and
lighted it with a match that was lying pear.

The lamp gave a bight and vivid light, and
for the first time Mrs. Mortmorenci beheld the
interior of the usurer’s house. A strange sight
met the eyes of the astonished woman.

Marble statues were ranged on each side of
the panelled hall, the woodwork of which was
crumbling to pieces from sheer neglect. Upon
these decaying panels hung pictures whose
value was something fabulous—pictures by the
greatest of the Itelian masters—pictures which
had only to be offered in the auction-room to
bring the richest noblemen of the land togetter,
eager to possess them. Several lamps hung
from the arched ceiling, one of bronze, another
gilt, one of solid silver ; but silver, bronze, and
gilt were alike black with dust and dirt; the
broken glass of the globes had fallen on the
ground to be trodden into the rich carpet, the
once splendid colours of which were scarcely
perceptible for the dust which shrouded them.

The staircase presented the same appearance
as the entrance-hall. A Here, again, valuable
paintings adorned the walls, marble statues
stood in niches on the landing-places. Every-
where the same wealth mingled with the same
decay. ‘The apartment into which the money-
lender ushered his visitor was furnished with a



&6

THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT

splendour and luxury which bewildered the
senses of those who beheld it for the first time.

Magnificent, cabinets, inlaid with gold and
gems, velvet-covered sofas with heavy fringes
and tassels of bullion, gaudy curtains of rich
satin hanging from the blackened windows;
Dresden and Sevres china upon the cracked
marble mantelpiece—all that the mind could
imagine of wealth and luxury, yetall alike bear-
ing the traces of long years of neglect.

¢ Mine,” muttered the money-lender, as he
held up the lamp and watched his client’s
astonished gaze, “ mine, all mine—the property
of fools who could not keep what they once
held—the property of women who coined their
smiles into gold, till old age and wrinkles over-
took them and they were glad to come to the
money-lender for help—the property of idiots
who believed in love and friendship, and who
squandered their money upon knaves and false
women—-all, all, all glad to come to the usurer
at last.”

He laughed aloud, rubling his shrivelled
hands together as he looked about him. *“I have
had this place for fifteen years,” he said ; ¢ ever
since the daughter, who has now deserted me,
was a little toddling child. Fifteen years, and
all that time I have been supposed to live at the
lodge gates of the mansion over which I was
once lord. Tifteen long, laborious years, during
which I have been backwards and forwards—
backwards and forwards—calculating, and
plotting, and working, to get the fortune which
was to make my child rich and powerful. Well,
well, it was a bitter disappointment, a hard and
cruel disappointment—but now to business.”

His whole manner changed as he spoke, he
hurried across the room, and on going to a
cabinet of ivory and gilt work, unlocked a drawer
and began to search through a packet of papers.

» » » » » *

‘While Mr. Lucas, the usurer, is thus em-
ployed, we must retrace our steps a little and
follow the awkward country lad to the entrance
of the Albany.

Here he was about to dismiss the hansom
cab, but appearing suddenly to recollect himself,
he told the driver that if he cared about getting
another fare, he might wait for ten minutes.

Having said which, the young man walked at
once to the chambers occupied by Colonel Oscar
Bertrand.

These chambers, as the reader will easily
imagine, were furnished with more than aristo-
cratic elegance and splendour. A drawing-
room, a library, a tiny smoking-divan, all
opened ohe out of the other, and a winding
bronze staircase led from the divan to the
Colonel's bed and dressing room.

The Austrian was not at home, the scrvant
who opened the door told the young man, but if
his name was Timson he was to wait.

He said his name was Timson, and the man led
himinto the hall, where he told him to take a chair.

¢ The Colonel came in at half-past cight,” the
footman said, “ and asked if you had been; ke
said he should return at half-past nine.”

“It’s & quarter to ten by this time,” answered
Mr. Timson, and as he spoke a loud double
knock resounded upon the outer door. I

“That is the Colonel’s knock,” said the
servant, hastening to admit his master. ,

¢ Ah, Timson,” exclaimed the Colonel, as the
young man rose from his chair; “I thought you
had quite forgotten my little mission. Come
this way ! *’ ‘

He led the young man into the library as be
spoke. The country lad stared about him at
the carved oak book-shelves loaded with volumes
bound in crimson morocco and gold. The
glittering lamp, the green cloth curtains and
rich Turkey carpet, all were so strange to him
that he stood open-mouthed with admiration.

T thought you had forgotten me, Timotay,
said the Colonel ; * for though it is wiscr tocall
you Mr. Timson before other people, Timothy
will do very well between ourselves, I thought
you had forgotten me, or that you had failed in
the commission I had entrusted you with; and
yet though you are but a country lad, I give
you credit for being able to succeed.”

I haven’t forgotten you, Sir,” said Timothy,
whom our readers will already recognise 85
Timothy Hodge, “I haven't forgotten, and I
haven't failed in what you gave me to do, butl
had to wait, for Lim as you set me to watch didn" 2
come till it struck nine, and then I had to wait
till she give me the signal, and that was nigh
upon half an hour first, and I wasn’t above ten
minutes coming up here.”

“@ood,” said the Austrian; “we shall be there
before them.”

«I told the cabman as brought me heret
wait,” said Timothy; “I thought you might
want a fast cab where you couldn’t trust your
own carriage.”

“Good again!” cried Colonel Bertraod:
« why, Timothy, you are by no means the {00
your personal appearance would lead one to
mistake you for. You are by no means a8 o
worthy member of the Black Band. A bra?
that can think, an arm that can strike, and &
tongue that can be silent, these are the three
qualities, remember, Timothy, that make a ,'.'?Ot
member ; and now, good-night; you will call a
Mr. Samuel Crank’s to-morrow for your Wﬂ.’-"-""d

The young man made an awkward bow. &
lefl the room. Tle servant was waiting in th
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little hall to show out the humble visitor, won-
dering what his master could want with such a
rough lad; for it was not the Colonel's ordinary
practice to transact business at his private
residence. The affairs of the mysterious com-
pany, of which he was the Grand Master, were
too well organised for this.

As soon as the Colonel was alone, he opened
the door leading into the divan. This tiny
circuler apartment was illuminated by a globe
of ground glass, that shed a subdued and
chastened light over the maroon-coloured velvet
cushions round the side of the room. Upon one
of these cushions lay the Marquis of Willoughby,
fast asleep.

“Lionel ! ”exclaimed the Colonel, endeavouring
toarouse the young man from his heavy slumber.

Lord Willoughby awoke with a start. * You
have been so long away, Bertrand, that I smoked
acouple of cigars, and then fell asleep. What
bas detained you ? "

“Policy ! ” said the Anstrian; “policy! I
have been seen this evening by all the fashion-

dloworld. I have been at Lord Vandesert's
dimer-party, which I only left, as I said, to go
tothe ball at Chornington House. Whatever
happens to-night, I have provided proof of my
alibi. Come ! a cab is waiting to convey us to
Stamford Street, where we are to meet, face to
face, with a renegade from our company.”

“A renegade ! ”

“Yes, 2 man who joined us fifteen years ago;
who, though being associated with us, has
scraped together wealth which I cannot calculate,

but which I know to be immense, and who six
months ago deserted us; to-night he will render
an account for that desertion. You are young
amongst us, Lord Willoughby ; it will be well
for you to see the manner in which we act to-
wards an old associate who breaks his oath. In
this case, I do not trust to the executioners of
the order, I go myself, and I would have you
accompany me ; I may want your aid, and in
any case the business of to-night will be a warn-
ing to you, should you ever feel tempted to be
false to the oath you took upon the 20th of last
December. ‘

Theflashing eyesofthe Colonel were fixed upon
the young nobleman’s face as he spoke these last
words. Lord Willoughby quailed beneath that
searchizg glance : how often had he not thought
o breaking the terrible oath which made him
until the hour of his death, one of the Com.
panions of Midnight !

—

CHAPTER XVIII.
THE MIDNIGHT ENCOUNTER
THE usurer handed a packet of motes to Mrs.

' a fitting time for our revenge.

Montmorenci. = She had removed her veil on
entering his apartment, and displayed a face that
had once been handsome, but which already
showed the traces of premature old age : a face
which told of late hours and midnight orgies ;
a face which was sad to look upon, from the
thought that it might have been illumined by
the smile of purity, now faded and gone for ever.’

The Black Band did not reject the aid of
women. There were women who took, in fear
and trembling, those terrible oaths which gave
their lives into the keeping of the Companions
of Midnight.

In many capacities women were useful to this
marvellous band—as spies, to decoy, to ensnare,
to blind, to creep into places where men could
never penetrate, to obtain confidences accorded
to them on account of their sex. For such pur-
poses as these a select number of women were
necessary, and Mrs. Montmorenci was one.

She took the money, signed some papers, and
bidding good-night to the usurer, left the room.
But she did not leave the house. A strange
feeling of mingled curiosity and fear possessed
her, and instead of descending to the hall-door,
she creptinto a corner of the first landing-place,
and concealed herself behind one of the statues.

‘When she was gone, the money-lender seated
himself at his desk, with the lamp close behind
him, and busied himself with his papers.

His interview with Mrs. Montmorenci and the
settlement of the loan had occupied a consider-
able time—it was now half-past eleven.

Mr. Lucas had worked for about five minutes,
pen in hand, and with a row of figures upon the
paper beforo him, when he was suddenly
aroused by a hand being laid upon his shoulder.

He turned with a start of surprise and terror,
and beheld a man standing by the side of his chair.

This man was tall and slender, dressed en-
tirely in black, wearing a velvet mask that com-
pletely covered his face, and having on his wrist
a band of black crape, fastened with a slip-knot.

“TLucas Clavering,” said the stranger, in &
solemn voice, which reverberated through the
large apartment. '

“Who calls me by that name?” asked the
terrified old man.

¢ Look and see!”

«“An executioner of the order,” cried the
usurer, with a shudder.

“What !” exclaimed the other; *you looked
forus, then! You knew that we did but wait
You remember
that the turncoat and the renegade is mever
either forgotten or forgiven by the Companions
of Midnight.”

“Do your duty,” said the old man calmly.
«The Clavering blood has never yet flowed in
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the veins of a coward. Whatever my fate may
be, I am prepared to meet it. I left you because
there was a villain in your ranks, at whose hands
I had received the deadliest of injuries ; but I
have never betrayed you. The Claverings do
notlie. Do your duty, executioner.”

“J am no executioner,” answered the other,
casting aside his mask ; “look at me. I amthe
Grand Master.”

““ Then you are ascoundrel ! shricked Lucas
Clavering, in an outburst of rage, “a base and
treacherous scoundrel, who crept beneath an
old man's roof to steal from him his only and
beloved child. Revengeon me!” he cried, with
& laugh that had something of insanity in its
mocking fierceness. ¢ Who shall refuse me my
revenge? Fool, thrice blind and reckless fool,
to trust yourself within the gripe of an outraged
and desperate man!” With a movement so
rapid that Colonel Oscar Bertrand had not time
to intercept it, the old man snatched a loaded
pistol from his desk, and fired it full at the
breast of the other. In his passion, Lucas
Clavering missed his aim, and instead of the
bullet entering the Austrian’s breast, it glanced
aside, and only grazed his ribs.

Like a baffled tiger the usurper leaped upon
his foe, and, feeble ag was his wasted form com-
pared to that of the Austrian officer, he contrived

and grapple with him therelike some savage beast.

Alarmed at the sound of the pistol, the woman
who called herself Mrs. Montmorenci: rushed
into the room, shrieking aloud for help. At the
same moment, too, Lord Willoughby, who had
been hiding throughout the interview in aroom
at the back of the house, rushed towards the
apartment. He was too late to interfere. Re-
leasing himself from the old man’s relaxing
grasp, and rising to his feet, with one terrific

blow Oscar Bertrand hurled Lucas Clavering to

the ground, senseless and bleeding.

For some moments the Austrian kneélt beside
his unconscious foe, watching the stream of
blood which flowed from the wound in his head ;
then laying his small hand upon the old man’s
heart, he listened intently.

“ Each pulsation is more feeble than the
last,” he murmured. ¢ Life is ebbing fast.”

He rose from his knees, holding a cambric
handkerchief to the wound in his side, from
which the blood slowly oozed. He was pale
and exhausted, but perfectly self-possessed.
He seated himself in the expiring usurer’s
luxurious chair, and looked about as if trying
to collect his thoughts.

As he did so his eye rested on the woman,
who stood pale and trembling near the open
door of the apartment:

“ What has detained you here after your
business was finished ?”* he said, angrily. “If
i against the laws of the order. You may be
a spy upon others, but net upon the members

of the society. Retire.”

The woman caught up her bonnet and shawl,
which she had flung aside in her terror, and
left the room without a word,

“ Now to business.”

“What more business have you here ?” ex-
claimed Lord Willoughby. I thought all was
finished.” , o

He glanced as he spoke to the prostrate form
of the dying usurer. .

“You do not know all, Lord Willoughby,”
replied the Colonel ; “ you do not know that the
man who now lies senseless there is the father
of my lawful wife. The woman whom I wedded
as a penniless girl, knowing when I did so that
she was heiress to thousands. Help me to
search these cabinets: I must find the old
man's will.” ' '

After a search that lasted till the clocks in

‘the neighbourhood had struck the quarter after

two, the Austrian found the document of which
he had been in search. It was a will bequeath-
ing the whole of Lucas Clavering’s fortune to
bis only and beloved child, Ellen Clavering. But

‘this will was tiéd up with a bundle of old deeds
in his mad rage to fling the Colonel to the ground,

and documents, labelled, “7b be burned.”
There was a will of a much later date in one of
the other cabinets, in which the old man left his
fortune ‘to an hospital. The Colonel made &
note of the names of the witnesses to this latter
will, and of the lawyer who drew it up, after
which he deliberately destroyed the parchment,
placing the older will in its stead.

- “The witnesses are to be bribed, and the
lawyer is to be bribed,” muttered the Colonel
with a sardonic smile. “ Neither of them ate
mentioned in the body of the will, and men Who
leave their money to hospitals get very little
sympathy from their parasites.” ,

It was nearly daylight when, tired oul:‘al}l1
exhausted, the Marquis re-entered ‘his_ 8P19Pd‘d
mansion. ’ S

His valet, who assisted him to undress, told
him a piece of gossip which was exciting all the
attention of the fashionable world. The lqvely
Lady Edith Merton had become a raving mad-
woman, and had been conveyed by her husband
to his castle in the Highlands of Scotland.

Our readers can imagine the feelings of the
young nobleman on hearing this intelligence
from the lips of his servant.

The real truth of the story he had yet
learn, and that could only be revealed by Colonel
Oscar Bertrand. ‘ ‘
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CHAPTER XIX!
A MERITED RBWABD

" Crira MErvirce, the ballet-girl, was very
_ happy'in her strangely altered circumstances.
. She saw her father surrounded by every comfort
" =0 longer toiling by day and night in a cold
and cheerless garret, and she hoped to see him
. as happy as herself. But it was not so. At
. times a brooding melancholy would take pos-
" session of the old man, and he would sit for
. hours in his easy chair, by the open window, his
" face buried in his hands, and 8o lost in thought
that it was almost impossible to arouse him,

. Clara was a great favourite in the theatre.
" Her modesty and - gentle retiring -disposition
" endeared her to her bolder and more -daring
companions; while her pretty face made herold
" enemy, the - ballet-master, feel that she was a
valuable acquisition to his band of lovely dancers.
The season was'drawing to a close ; the last days
of July were passing away, and still-life flowed
" on smoothly for the simple-hearted ballet-girl.

‘ It had grieved her to obgerve, for some time,

" that her kind friend and benefactress, Lolota

Vizzini, was sadly altered. - As brilliant as ever
- upon the stage, she still dazzled and charmed

* the admiring audience ; but CIarp'saw her, after
her triumphs, retire to her dressing-room with-

a dark and gloomy face that told of hldden
80TTOWS,

“Ah, Clara ! ” she would say, when the young
girl ventured to express anxiety about her sad-
ness, “ the world little knows how often & weary
heart beats beneath a spangled bodice—how
often the glittering diadem of gems presses upon
a feveréd brow—how often the gayest smile is
but a mask to hide the deep despair that broods
within the silent heart! They envy me my suc-

cesses, do they? Envy me! Heaven help me'! |-

if they but knew all.”
In vain Clara sought to know the nature of
these secret griefs which weighed upon the noble

heart of her friend : Lolota Vizzini’s proud spmt ‘

shrank from revealing its sorrows.
But for Clara the season had not been alto-
gether an uneventful one.

have blushed to tell. - Clara was in love !

She stood, one evening, apart from her noisy
comrades, waiting for her turn to appear upon
the stage. She had a little piece of need'e-work
in her hand—for the more industrious of the
ballet-girls often work until the moment of their
entrance upon the dazeling scene. She was
busy with a tiny strip of embroidery, which was
to trim a frock for her little sister; and, with
her head bent over her 'work, she took no notice

{ of the passers-by. She had become accustomed

to the loungers, whose wealth, position, or title,
prooured for them the privilege of going behind

| the scenes; and though she always shrank from

tlreir notice or admiration, she had learned to
look upon their presence with indifference.

This evening, however, as she stood with her
fair head bent over her task, one gentleman
passed before her once or twice, each time re-
garding her earnestly. Presently he stopped,
and, taking off his hat, said in a tone of respect-
ful politeness entirely different to the cool in-
solence with which some of the so-called gen-
tlemen - were in the habit of addressing the
dancers, “* Miss Clara Melvxlle, I hope you have
not forgotten meP” -

Clara started, and, looking up, recognised the
young man who had rescued her from Sir
Frederick Beaumorris’s disagreeable attentions.
- “Forgotten you! " she exclaimed, blushing;
“no, indeed ; I should be very ungrateful, could
I have forgotten your lnndness You are Mr.
Regmald C

“ Falkner,” he said; “ Reginald Falkner.”

T knew that your name was Reginald,” she
said, with innocent candour, “for I hea:rd that
horrible old man call you so.”

% That horrible old man is' Sir Frederick
Beaumorris ; and T am very glad you disike

|

him so much, for I know that his character is a-

very bad one. I am sorry to say that I saw him
in his box in the theatre, to-night; $0 he has re-
turned to town.”

“T hope he will not come behxnd the scenes,”
sdid Clara.

“But I very much fear he will,” rephed the
young man; “but remember, Miss Melville,.
that if he ever presumes to annoy you, you have

only to appeal to me, and I will read him a.

lesson he shall not forget in a hurry.”

‘the throng of dancers hurrying on to the stage,
and when she returned to the wing, Mr. Falkner
had gone.

The next evening, when she came to the
theatre, she was surprised by the doorkeeper,
who put a bouquet of hothouse flowers into her

Her innocent heart | hand
had learned to throb with an emotion she would |-

“ Am I to-carry them to Madame Vizzini ? "
she asked; forthe man had sometimes entrusted

At this moment Clara was summoned to join-

her with bouquets' and messages for the Star of-

the Ballet. :

“TLor, no, Mlss"’ said the old man, good-
naturedly—for Clara’s gentle amiability had
won her friends throughout the establishment-—
“don’t you see that that there pretty nosegay is
directed to you? I ain’t much of a scholar, but
I can read that much.”

-He pointed as he spoke to a slip of paper
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attached to the stem of the bouquet, on which
was written, in a bold and flowing hand, “ Miss
Clara Melville, with Mr. Falkner’s compli-
ments.”

“Now, Miss,” said the old man chuckling,
# you're satisfied now, I suppose, as to who the
nosegny is meant for. Heart alive, how you
blush ! you're as red as one of those roses.”

The young girl had, indeed, blushed crimson
‘with delight at receiving this pretty and delicate
present. A diamond bracelet, such as was often
presented to her companions, she would have
‘rejected with anger and disdain ; but her heart
told her that this simple bunch of flowers had
been offered by one who would not have
-wounded the feelings of the unprotected ballet-
.girl by so much as a word. Clara dropped a
-shilling into the hand of the door-keeper, but
the old man rejected it with unflinching obsti-
‘nacy.

“ Lor’, Miss Clara!” he said, “ do you think
I'd take a sixpence of yours? Lord bless your
pretty face! a smile from you is better than
.other people’s money. Xeep it to buy your
little sister a doll, Miss, and tell her that old

. Davis, the, door-keeper, sent it to her, with his
love—excuse the liberty.”

Clara tripped away, carrying the bouquet into

- the crowded dressing-room, and prouder of it
than many of her richer comrades were of their
gold and gems.

“ From kim,” she murmured.

..and thoughtful! how good he is! "
The rules of the theatre did not permit of her
--carrying the bouquet on the stage; she there-
fore selected two or three of the handsomest of
the flowers, and fastened them to the bosom of

- her dress.

But when she ventured to cast a timid glance
round the crowded house, she was disappointed

~at not seeing Reginald Falkner in the box he
~had occupied the night before.

Later in the evening, to add to her disap-
spointment and vexation, she was annoyed by
‘the attentions of the old dandy, Sir Frederick
Beaumorris, who made hig appearance behind
the scenes, and who persisted in persecuting
Clara with his odious attentions.

. In vain she endeavoured to repel him by
glances and tones of cold disdain. .Too vile
himself to believe in virtue, he only saw in her
scorn the calculating policy of a coquette,
anxious to enhance her attractions.

“8Sly little fox,” he whispered, “we shall
understand each other by-and-by.”

. She turned and looked at him with flashing
eyes, her lips quivering with indignation.

1 beg, Sir Frederick Beaumorris,” she said,
with a degree of spirit unusual to her gentle

«How kind

nature, “that I may be no longer annoyed by
your society. I think I have given you suffi-
cient reason to see that it is most disagreeable
to me.”

She walked away from him as she spoke, and
hurried towards a staircase that led to her
dressing-room, which apartment was situated
below the level of the stage, so that, instead of
the dancers having to ascend to the room in
which they made their toilettes, they descended
as if into a cellar.

It is necessary for the reader to understand
this in order to comprehend the scene which we
are about to describe.

Clara hurried towards the swing door at the
top of the staircase, hoping to escape from her
persecutor, but the Baronet, in spite of the
attack of gout to which he had so lately been a
martyr, contrived to hobble after and to over-
take her just as she reached the door.

Here again he endeavoured to engage her in
conversation, and this time her courage failed
her, and instead of replying to him with indig-
nation, she burst into tears.

Thinking by this that she was about to relent
in her anger, the old roué attempted to put his
arm round the dancer’s slender waist.

But at the moment that he did so he felt him-
self suddenly grasped by the collar by a firm
and powerful hand, and before he could utter
one exclamation he was hurled against the
swing-door at the head of the staircase lea.dmg
to the dressing-room.

“You shall not be insulted with mpumty,
Miss Melville,” said Reginald Falkner, for he it
was who had so fortunately appeared upon the
scene.

But the young man, who knew nothmg of the
arrangements of the theatre, was not aware that
it was a swing-door against which he flung the
old Baronet. He beheld, therefore, with horror
that the door gave way as the old man fell
against it, and precipitated Sir Frederick to the
bottom of the stairs.

A stage carpenter and one of the scene-
shifters picked up the prostrate old dandy, and
brought him to the top of the stairs. He was
happily not seriously hurt, but he was bruised
and shaken by the fall; his wig had tumbled
from his head, and rage, mortification, and pain
combined to make him a hideous spectacle.

The door of the dressing-room happened to be
wide open, so that his rapid descent had been
seen by about twenty merry girls, who all
laughed aloud at his misfortune.

“You shall pay for this, Mr. Reginald Falk-
ner,” he said, rubbing his shins and looking
with a glance of ferocity at the young man.
“ And as for you, Miss,” he added, turning with
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scarcely a less savage countenance to Clara
Melville, ¢ there's a reckoning that shall be had
between you and me before you are many weeks
older.”

CHAPTER XX.
MACLOMOND CASTLE

Lapy Epitr MERTON was a prisonerin her own
apartments in the merchant’s palace-like man-
sion. What now, to her, was the gold for which
she had bartered her wretched soul in the first
flower of her youth, in the earliest blush of her
glorious beauty, in the very day of her triumph ?
She found herself watched over by a hired
servant, and confined as a dangerous mad-
woman.

-In the first tempest of her rage she flew like
a tigress at the female attendant who had been
engaged to wait upon her.

This very fury convinced the woman that
Lady Edith was indeed a maniac. The wretched
creature’s wild protestations of her sanity were
uttered to ears accustomed to such assertions;
for it is of course well known that the wildest
inmates of a lunatic asylum will always declare,
with piteous entreaties, and with, to a stranger,
apparent truth, that they have been falsely
called insane, and that it is their keepers, not
they, who are mad.

In vain, therefore, did Lady Edith Merton
vow, with loud and angry vehemence, that
those who attempted to deprive her of her
liberty knew that she was as sane as themselves.
The attendant was a masculine-looking woman,
of about forty years of age, with a sallow com-
plexion, and thick black eyebrows meeting over
a prominent nose. Her life had been spent
within the dismal walls of a private mad-house.
She was without pity for afflictions which she
had been familiar with from her earliest youth
—stern, gloomy, and severe, she was a creature
calculated to fill the breast with terror, and
subdue the proudest spirit.

This woman's name was Martha Crookman.
Lady Edith Merton had found her seated by
her bedside on awaking from a fitful slumber
upen the morning after her vile attempt upon
Robert Merton's life.

For three days Lady Edith remained in Park
Lane, watched night and day by this Martha
Crookman, and never seeing any other human
creature. The outer doors of her apartments
were locked, the keys being kept by Martha,
who received food for herself and her charge
from the hands of one of the servants.

Sometimes the Earl of Horton’s wretched
daughter would sit for hours, her face buried

in her hands, as if almost stupefied by the horror
of her situation; but there were periods when
she would lose all power over herself, and when,
possessed by a wild fury, she would endeavour
to escape from the apartment.

“Let me pass, woman !’ she cried to Martha
Crookman, who was always ready to take her
place before the door if her charge made any
attempt to escape.

“Not till you are better, my Lady,” said the
nurse.

“Better!” cried Lady Edith, with an
hysterical laugh ;  who says that I am illP”

“I beg your pardon, my Lady, but I know
that you are ill. As soon as ever you recover,
you will be allowed to go where you please.”

% Look you, woman !’ exclaimed Lady Edith,
fixing her lustrous black eyes upon the inflexible
face of Martha Crookman, “ they tell you that I
ammad, do they not?”

Martha made her no answer.

“1 tell you, woman, that they lie! They lie!
Lie wilfully and knowingly. Knowing in their
cowardly hearts that I am as sane as they!
Look at these!” She rushed as she spoke to
the dressing-table, and, unlocking a jewel-
casket, threw a glittering heap of exquisitely-
mounted gems at the feet of the nurse.

“Look!” she shrieked, *these are worth
thousands. Take them, and give me in exchange
the key of that apartment. Let me but once
escape into yonder corridor, and though the
stairease were in flames of fire, I would rush
through the blaze into the street below. Onee
out of this accursed house, I have friends,
good and noble friends, who will shelter and
save me. Take these jewels them, they are
worth a fortune such as you could never have
dreamed of possessing. Take them,and let me

o."
& The dull green eyes of Martha Crookman,
which were as lustreless as those of a fish,
looked thoughtfully at the splendid gems lying
in disorder, where Lady Edith Merton had
thrown them.

A bitter struggle was going forward in the
woman's covetous heart ; she would gladly have
taken the jewels, but she knew that in doing so
she might be ruined, and her caution got the
better of her avarice.

“Pick up those ornaments, my Lady,” she
said, pointing to the gems, and speaking to the
haughty Edith in the same tones she would
have used to a naughty child, “ pick them up
directly! IfI were to take them it would be
my ruin, and I shoyld not be allowed to keep
them half an hour. I've got a good place here,
your Ladyship, and I don’t want to lose it.”

Lady Edith Merton looked at the woman in
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‘blank despair. How hopeless to attempt to
bribe such a creature as this! How more than
hopeless to try to move her to one spark of pity
or compassion !

“Tell me,” cried the millionaire’s wife, « tell
me, woman, one word. Do gyou believe me to

“bemad?”

-~ “I don't know, my Lady; I've been with

many mad people in my time, and them as are

- the maddest always pretend they're the most

sensible. It's hard to tell, sometimes. But

that's mothing to me; I'm here to wait upon’
you, and to watch you, and my orders are not
to let you out of my sight—that’s my business.

I'm paid good wages for doing it, and I'm not

going to quarrel with my bread-and-butter.”

Lady Edith turned away from Martha Crook-
man with a gesture of profound disgust, and
_ began restlessly to pace backwards and forwards

"through the superb apartment. She could hear
the roH of carriages, the rapid hoofs of horses,
the sound of many voices and joyous laughter
in the street beneath. Her friends were, perhaps,
close at hand. Some, it might be, who had seen
her, only a few evenings before, in the glorious
pride of her beauty and power. Lord Wil-
loughby himself, even, might be near her; near,
but unable to approach or to help her.

The thought filled her with wild despair;
she pushed her long and heavy raven tresses
away from her fevered brow and rushed to one
of the windows.

In her anguish and frenzy she might have
‘precipitated herself into the street below, had
not due precaution been taken to prevent such
a catastrophe. Heavy pieces of farniture had

been placed against each of the windows, and |

it was impossible for her to approach near
enough even to look in the park beneath.
Maddened by this, she flung herself upon the
‘ground, and lay for hours, racked with convul-
- sive agonies, and refusing to accept any aid from
the hands of Martha Crookman, the nurse.
Exhausted by this passion of despair, for the
first time since Robert Merton had made the
fearful discovery which gave him so dreadful a
power over his guilty wife, the wretched woman
slept heavily during the early part of the night.
She was awoke from a dull dreamless slumber,
that was more like a stupor than a natural sleep,
by the harsh voice of Martha Crookman, and on
opening her eyes beheld the dark figure of the
nurse, standing by the bed-side.
Martha held a lamp in her hand, the light of
which was painful to Lady Edith’s dazzled eyes.
~ “'What do you want ? " she cried, impatiently.
¢ Cannet I even be allowed to forget my miseries
in sleep? Even in slamber, do you siill follow
and persecute me P "

“You must get up, my Lady, and prepare for
starting on your journey to Scotland.”

“What ! in the middle of the night? "

¢ In the middle of the night, my Lady. .Those
are Mr. Merton's orders. He said it would be
less painful to your feelings, to leave London at
a time when you might be sure of being unob-
served.”

“He is very kind,” cried Lady Edith, in tones
of bitter mockery; “he is really too kind and
considerate. Tell him that I do not choose to
go to Scotland to-night. That perhaps I may
never go there at all.” :

Martha Crookman smiled. It was the first
time that her wretched charge had seen her
smile, and in that one moment Lady Edith
Merton perceived the nature of the being to
whose mercy she had been committed. It was
the smile of a hard and 'pitiless creature, con-
scious of her power, and utterly heedless of the
sufferings of others.

“Tell Mr. Robert Merton,” repeated Edith,
¢ that I do fot choose to go to Scotland.”

“The carriage will be at the door in half an
hour, to convey you to the Great Northern Rail-
way Station, where Mr. Merton has engageds
special train that will take you, without mare
than half an hour's delay upon the road, into
the heart of the Highlands. To-morrow night
you will sleep within the walls of Castle Ma
lomond.” .

¢ But I refuse to go.”

“ Then we shall be obliged to use force,”
said Martha Crookman, in cold and measured
accents.

¢ Force ! "

“Yes, my Lady, force!”

“What force ? ' cried Lady Edith.

« A strait waistcoat, my Lady,” answered the
nurse, touching a bell upon the table near the
bed.

Before the sound of this bell had died away,
it was answered by two women closely resem-
bling Martha Crookman in dress and appeat-
ance.

These women were assistant nurses, whose
duty it was to obey the orders of Mrs. Crookman,
should the patient become troublesome. .

From their rapidity in answering the bell, it
was evident that they had been waiting close
outside the door, ready to rush in the room
should their help be wanted.

One of them carried a hideous-looking gar-
ment, composed of whalebone and some thick
material. This garment was a strait waistcoat.
The other woman had several leather straps
hanging aeross her arm. .

These straps were to be used in fastening ﬂ_le
arms of the patient to her gides, or even i
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strapping her down to her bed, should she be-
come troublesome.

The horror of her situation, and the sight of
these women, amongst whom she felt as power-
less as an infant, filled Lady Edith's heart with
the madness of despair, and screaming aloud,
she struggled with them for a few brief moments
before they subdued and bound her.

These piercing shrieks penetrated through the
midnight stillness of the house, and every ser-
vant in the vast establishment believed its
mistress to be indeed what her husband had
represented her—a raving maniac.

Her struggles, and the violence of her con-
duct, had the same effect upon the narrow mind
of Martha Crookman. -

“Do you know, Jane,” she whispered to one
of the assistants, “ I give you my word that, not
above three hours ago, she :_ked to me so sen-
sible and went on so pitiful, that I really began
to think that perhaps there was some foul play at
the bottom of it, and that she was no more
mad than you nor me. But now look at her;
who can doubt after this that she is a raging
lunatic "

Thoroughly exhsusted by her struggle with
the three powerful women, Lady Edith Merton
cried like a child, and promised that if they would
consent to remove the straps with which they had
bound her to the bed, she would suffer them
to dress her for the journey. The women there-
fore released her, and assisted her to attire her-
self in a dress of the richest silk, a mantle of
costly Genoa velvet and priceless sable, and a
bonnet provided by the most celebrated milliner
in Paris,

Of what use now were these gewgaws? She
would gladly have exchanged them all for one
brief half-hour’s liberty.

Asgoon as the women had hurried on their own
garments, after dressing their patient, Martha
Crookman unlocked the door of the outer apart-
ment, and taking Lady Edith by the arm, in
such a manner as to keep her a prisoner, with-
out appearing to use violence, led the way down
the broad staircase, followed by the two assis-
tant nurses, Jane and Susan. -

In the dimly-lighted hall Lady Edith perceived
her husband, standing near the door of the
library with two gentlemen, both eldenly, grave-
looking, and dressed in black.

The wretched woman knew these two men to
be distinguished physicians—men who were
known to the world for their skill in all cases of
madness. She remembered that wo days be-
fore they had each waited upom her, engaging
her in conversation for some little time, and then
quictly retiring.

At sight of Robert Merton, the man' whom

she looked upon as her bitterest foe, Lady Edith
uttered a wild shriek of grief, and would have
rushed towards him but for the strong hand of
Martha Crookman, which grasped her delicate
arm with the force of an iron vice. The two
assistant nurses were close behind, ready to
secure her at a moment’s notice.

“Fiend!” she cried, in hissing accents.
“ Vengeful and malignant demon!”

Pefore she could utter another word, one of
the assistant nurses had drawn a silk handker-
chief tightly over her mouth, so as to remder
utterance impossible.

Robert Merton shuddered as he beheld this.

“Let her speak,” he said; ‘“her most cruel
words cannot injure me. And remember,” he
added sternly, addressing himself to the three
nurses, “remember my orders are that she.
shall be treated with the utmost gentlencss.”

The two doctors shrugged their shoulders..
Custom had blunted their feelings as it had:
those of the nurses, and they could look upon.
this painful scene without one pang.

“ A little determination is sometimes neces-.
sary,” said one of the physicians; * for, remem-..
ber, whatcver soonest ends the struggle is always .
best for the patient. The women are experi-
enced nurses, and know their business. You
may safely trust Lady Edith in thejr care.”

Robert Merton turned away from the phy-
sician with a groan, and re-entered the library.'
Cruelly as he had been treated, though his
heart had been broken, his peace dcstroyed, and
even his life attempted by the woman he had so-
passionately loved, still he could not look upon
her sufferings without anguish, more intense-
even than her own. .

“Oh, Edith, Edith!” he cried, when he had:
closed the door behind him, and stood in the
solitude of his own chamber, “ why were you so
guilty, so treacherous and pitiless? Why have
you forced me into measures which fill me with
horror, and which I only pursue in the hope
of bringing you to repentance, and sparing you
by your sufferings in this world from eternal
suffering in another P ”

The millionaire’s carriage dashed quickly
through the deserted streets to the King’s Cross
Station. Robert Merton had entrusted his
house steward with the management of the
journey. The man had gone on before in s
eab, and was waiting at the station to receive
the party. By this arrangement the delay even
of & moment was avoided, and Lady Edith
Merton was conducted straight from her own
carriage into the luxurious compartment pro-
vided for her special use.

Martha Crookman seated herself by the right

side of her patient, one of .the assistant murses

.
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took the seat on the left, and the other placed
herself opposite to Lady Edith.

Lookwhere she would the unhappyladymet the
watchful eyes of one or other of these three nurses.

If Lady Edith's mind had not been occupicd
solely by her own miseries, and had not the
nurses been employed in keeping a close watch
upon their charge, either she or they would
most likely have noticed a cab which drove after
their carriage, from the corner of Park Lane to
the gates of the Railway Station.

" The mere fact of a cab driving behind the
carriage would, perhaps, have appeared nothing
gingular ; but the unusual lateness of the hour,
and the deserted state of the streets, made the
fact appear strange; especially when it is re-
membered that this cab stood waiting at the
©Oxford Street end of Park Lane as the carriage
.conveying Lady Edith turned the corner, and
-that the driver immediately dashed off after the
-vehicle, and never once relaxed his pace until he
-reached King’s Cross.

The express train which conveyed Lady Edith
Merton into the ighlands of Scotland flew
onward with fearful rapidity. The shriek of the
engine, as it rushed screaming through a tunnel,
alone broke the stillness of the night. A lamp
illuminated the carriage, and, by the dim light,
Lady Edith beheld the hard and pitiless faces
of her three nurses; faces as cold and relent-

.Jess as if they had been hewn out of stone.
‘Hours passed without a word being uttered
during that terrible journey. On flew the engine
through the starless night, until the dim grey of
the dawn began to peep in faintly at the window
with a wan and ghostly light.

It was broad daylight, but a dull, wet morn-
ing when they stopped at Carlisle.

Martha Crookman conducted Lady Edith into
the waiting-room, where she brought hera cup
of coffee and a few biscuits. But the unhappy
woman 1efused to eat.

“ They may deprive me of every weapon,” she
murmured ; “they may bind my hands, and
shut me in on every side with bars of iron, but
they cannot compel me to sustain life.”

She did not know that the women under
whose care she had been placed would not have
scrupled to force nourishment down her throat
had they found it necessary. As she was cross-
ing the platform to return to the railway-
carriage, a person who looked like a clerk be-
longing to the station advanced towards the
little group. ‘This young man was & clerk from
the telegraph office.

.« Madam,” he said, addressing Lady Edith,
whom he knew, by her rich dress, to be the chief

. person in the party,

speaking to Lady Edith Merton P

, “have 1 the honour of |

A thrill of delight ran through her veins at
this unexpected mention of her name. What if
friends were at hand, prepared to rescue her?

That is my name,"” she cried eagerly, before
either of the nurses could interfere; I am
Lady Edith Merton.” :

“Weo have a telegraphic message for your
ladyship. We knew by what train to expect
you, as the message informed us. Will you be
good enough to step into the office ?”

Still fellowed - by the nurses, Lady Edith
hurried after the clerk, and having, at his direc-
tion, signed her name in a book, she received
from him the dispatch.

She did not open it till she had returned to the
carriage ; then, with a trembling hand, she tore
asunder the envelope, and looked at the contents.

The telegraphic message consisted only of one
word. i

That word was ¢ Hope.”

She crumpled the paper in her hand before
either of the nurses seated. beside her could
have time toread the message over her shoulder,
and thrusting it into the bosom of her dress,
closed her eyes as if in slumber. .

"But, as the reader may casily imagine, this
slumber was only pretended, in order that she
might conceal the violent agitation which shook
her whole frame. 3

Hore! Was there indeed, then, kope?.

A moment before, in the bitterness of her
despair, the guilty woman had prayed for death;
now her proud soul thrilled with a hope that, in
spite of all, she might escape.from the just
punishment of her attempted crime, and triumph
over her injured husband. )

 Hope," she murmured within herself. “Yes,
yes, I will hope.”

There was ouly one person whom she could
imagine as the sender of this message. ’

That person was Lord Willoughby.

¢Lionel,” she thought, ‘* my noble, generous
Lionel! He has heard of my sufferings, and he
will yet rescue me."”

It was late in the afternoon when the train
stopped at an obscure little station in the High-
lands of Scotland.

Dark mountains, the lofty peaks of which

were still wrapped in snow, met the eye in every
direction. Bleak moors stretched around, and
craggy precipices frowned upon the lonely
traveller, while the eye sought in vain over the
dreary prospect for one trace of any human
habitation.
. In spite of the hope which was hidden in the
innermost depths of her soul, Lady Edith Mer-
ton shivered as she looked around her, while the
special engine which had conveyed her to Scot-
land flew shrieking back to town.
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SECRETS OF THE PAST

A carriage and pair stood waiting for her
at the gate of the little station, to which
she was conducted by her three watchful
attendants.

A drive of about an hour and a half along a
winding mountain-road, scarcely wide enough
to admit of the carriage-wheels, brought the
dreary party tothe gates of Maclomond Castle.
{he castle was shaped as a square. Thick and
inassive walls, fourteen feet in height, shut in a
solid pile of stone buildings, with turrets at the
four corners, and a moat surrounding it on every

-side. It had stood many a siege in the days of

feuds and war; but it had fallen out of the
Possession of the noble family to which it had

-once belonged ; and the halls in which Scottish

knights and lovely ladies had once held their
revels were now the mneglected property of the

-merchant prince, Robert Merton.

No. 6. [Wasekly, One Penny.)

. @000

An old Scotch woman, and a couple of shep-
herds who reared their sheep on the sides of the
craggy mountains around the castle, were the
only occupants of this dismal mansion.

The heavy, iron-bound oak door shut with a
loud and hollow clang upon the wretched
prisoner, and Lady Edith Merton, once the
favourite of fortune, the courted, admired, and
beloved, found herself standing in a vast stone
hall, the flooring of which felt cold and damp
beneath her slender feet.

One of the turrets had been prepared for
her use. A wood fire burned in the wide
chimney of a circular stone-flagged apartment,
over which had been thrown a square of old
and faded tapestry, which served as a carpet.
The same mouldering tapestry hung upon the
we s, and in one corner of the apartment stood
a heavy oaken four-post bed, hung with curtains

A ——— .
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of dark green cloth, and ornamented with plumes
of a funereal aspect.

The spoiled child of fortune would have
bitterly complained of such accommodation at
any other time, but her mind was full of the
strange telegraphic message which she had re-
ceived, and the discomfort of her abode scarcely
made any impression upon her.

Two of the nurses slept in an apartment above
the one occupied by Lady Edith, but Martha
Crookman had a small bed made up for her by
the side of that in which her patient lay.

The unhappy woman’s mind was too much
distracted by her many miseries, and the one
ray of hope which shone like a star through the
darkness, to allow of her sleeping.

She did not close her eyes throughout the
night.

Lying awake thus, out of mere weariness,
Lady Edith tesk to watching the nurse who slept
by her side.

She saw thet Martha Croolman’s slumber
was & very light one; at the least sound—a
groan, a murmur from her patient, she awoke
suddenly, and looked towards Lady Edith’s
bed.

% Good heavens!” thought the merchant’s
wife; “cven in her sleep this woman watches
and listens. How hopeless is the thought of
escape from such a creature !’ -

The long experienee of the mad-howse nurse
had given her & second rature—a nature of
watchfulness and suspicion, of fear and doubt.
She had awoke sometimes to find a lunatic
standing by her bedside, razor in hand, with
eyes glaring with murderous rage. She knew
that, however quiet, however in outward seem-
ing subdued, the maniac is never really and
truly safe.

The next day passed in dull monotony to the
unhappy Lady Edith.

Hour after hour she sat at the narrow window
of her turret-chamber, gazing out upon the
dreary mountain-tops and the scattered sheep
cropping the short grass. In her secret heart
she hoped to see a carriage winding up the
solitary mountain-pass, or a horseman approach-
ing the high walls of her prison.

She looked in vain, and. late at night she
retired to rest, thoroughly exhausted in mind
and body.

To rest, but not to sleep. She lay awake,
staring vacantly at her slumbering attendant,
and at the worm-eaten furniture of her turret-
chamber. This night she saw to her surprise
that Martha Crookman slept with a dull and
heavy slumber, from which it seemed almost
impossible to wake her.

It was a stormy night, and the wind howled

violently about the old castle, and rattled the
narrow casement of Lady Edith's apartment;
but still the nurse pever stirred. Three times
her patient ventured to rise from her couch,
and walked up and down the room wrapped in
thought, but still the nurse never stirred.

But at last, in the course of her walk, Lady
Edith knocked over a heavy oak chair, which
fell with a loud crash to the ground.

She turned towards the little bed expecting
to see the nurse start up in alarm ; to her sur-
prise she saw that Martha Crookman slept as
soundly as before.

1 should not wonder if the woman has been
drinking,” she thought; ¢there is something
unnatural in this heavy sleep.”

She threw herself down upon the bed, and
this time, as she lay awake, her attention was
attracted by a picture on the wall opposite to
her.

It was a full-length portrait of one of the
former owners of the house. A knight clad
from top to toe in chain-armour, and with a
dark vengeful face that promised little mercy
for the foe that fell into his iron grip.

The flickering flame of the expiring embers
shone ever and anon upon the warrior’s face,
now lighting up the bearded mouth, and now
glowing in the dark eyes. Once Lady Edith
started from her pillow with a scream, for those
vengeful eyes had appeared to her to move."

¢ Fancy,” she murmured, “ the wild faney of a
disordered mind. IfI stay long in this terrible
place I shall indeed be mad.”

8he fell back upon her pillow, and closing her
eyes, endeavoured to sleep. But at this moment
the wind outside the castle sank into stillness
with a low sobbing moan, and in the silence
Lady Edith heard the creaking of a hinge.
Opening her eyes she looked wildly around
her.

The picture of the iron-clad knight had dis-
appeared, and in the frame stood the tall and
commanding figure of Colonel Oscar Bertrand:

'With one bound Lady Edith Merton sprang
from her bed, and flung herself on her knees a$
the feet of the Austrian.

“Saved ! saved!” she cried hysterically,
“Lionel has not forgotten me.”

“I have not forgotten you,” answered the
Colonel ; “the Grand Master does not forget
the humblest member of the company which he
rules. You must be one of us, Lady Edith.
You obeyed me and you failed. Be it my care
to save you from the consequences of that
obedience and that failure. You received my
message P "

“What? It came from you?”

“It did,” replied the Austrian, quietly seating

oogle ,




THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT

67

himself before the expiring embers, and mo-
tioning to Lady Edith to take a chair upon the
other side of the hearth. ¢ Listen, Lady Edith,
patiently and quietly, for I have much to say to
you.”

“But my attendant—" said Lady Edith,
pointing to Martha Crookman.

“ Will sleep for twelve hours more as soundly
as she sleeps now,” replicd the Colonel. ¢ She
took a powerful opiate in her glass of whisky
M y.,’

“ Administered by you?”

“ Administered by those who serve me.”

“But tell me how you entered this place?”

“That is one of our secrets, lady. Stone
walls cannot keep us out; we laugh at double-
locked doors and granite walls; the moat, the
draw-bridge, the mountain-precipice are all
alike to us. There are secret ways in Mac-
lomond Castle which its present owner little
dreams of, but which are as familiar as the high
road to the Master of the Black Band.”

CHAPTER XXI.
THE ABDUCTION OF CLARA MELVILLE

SEvERAL nights elapsed after the quarrel be-
tween Sir Frederick Beaumorris and Reginald
Falkner, and to Clara’s delight the old Baronet
did not make his appearance behind the scenes.
Regmald came every evening, and every even-
ing the doorkeeper had a beautifal bouquet for
Clara when she came to the theatre.

The ballet-giri was perfectly happy. Regmald
Palkner seemed to her so unlike the other
gentlemen who came behind the scenes of the
Ttalian Opera. He paid her no idle compli-
ments, but he talked to her of her father, her
little sister and brother, her home employments,
and her home amusements, till by this means he
became fully acquainted with her simple and
artless nature. Then he would talk to her of
his own family ; describing his sisters one by
one, telling her how much she would love them,
and that some day, perhaps, she would come to
know them as well as she knew him. Sometimes
he talked to her of books, of his favourite poets,
and his best-loved authors, and he seemed
pleased to discover that the hard-working ballet-
girl could talk to him on these subjects with a
taste and knowledge that he had not expected to
find.

Once she found a parcel of books waiting for
ber with the nightly bouquet, and on opening
them was overjoyed to see the works of the
authors whom she best liked, beautifully bound
in dark green morocco, while on the first page

of each her name was written in the flowing
hand she knew so well.

This period seemed to Clara almost too bliss-
ful to last. In the innocence of her heart she
little knew how deep an impression the hand-
some and gentlemanly Reginald Falkner had
made upon her young mind; she only knew
that she was very happy; that even her toil
seemed sweet to her, and that life was all sun-
shine during these few bright days and nights.

Reginald Falkner had begged her very often
to allow him to see her home to her lodgings at
Kennington, but she had always firmly refused.
He asked her once what her motive was for
denying him this pleasure. She hesitated for a
few moments, and then said, with that rosy
blush which the young man so much admired,
“My father has forbidden me to allow any one,
however kind, to see me home. He has made
me give him my promise. I therefore cannot
consent.” ’

“You cannot, Miss Melville,” he answered,
looking at her with a glance of admiration; “I
would be the last in the world to ask you to
disobey your father.”

Clara was generally in time after the con-
clusion of the ballet, to catch an omnibus which
started from Charing Crossat about a quarter-
past eleven, and which dropped her close to her
own door.

The conductor of this omnibus knew her well,
go regularly had she ridden in the vehicle. He
was a good-natured, rough-spoken man, with
daughters of his own, and he would have pro-
tected Clara from insult by the aid of a pair of
good British fists, had there been occasion.

The evening she had received Reginald Falk-
ner’s present of books, she left the theatre
rather later than usual, carrying the precious
brown-paper parcel under her arm.

It was a windy night, with a sharp driving
rain that beat in the ballet-girl's face, and
almost blinded her. Her comfortable cloak
blew ahout her, and made it difficult fcr her to
make her way along the slippery pavement.

For the first time in her life Clara Melville
envied the ladies driving past in their luxurious
carriages.

She heard the clocks chime the quarter after
eleven and was afraid of being late for the
omnibus by which she always travelled. She
hurried on, neither looking to the right nor the
left, till just as she was passing Spring Gardens
her foot slipped upon the wet pavement, and she
feil to the ground.

Her head struck upon the curb-stone; for a
moment she was stunned by the blow, and her
senses forsook her. But before she could
recover herself she was raised from the ground
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in the strong arms of a man, and in another
moment she was lifted into a carriage, which
drove rapidly through the lamp-lit streets. The
terrified girl would have screamed aloud, but a
powerful hand was placed over her mouth; and
as she looked wildly about her, she saw that two
men were seated in the carriage, one of whom
had his arm about her waist, and his hand held
tightly over her mouth.

On flew the -carriage—across a bridge,
through several narrow, dark, and lonely
streets, then out on to a high road.

In the darkness it was impossible for Clara to
distinguish the features of the two men, and
before she could remonstrate with either of them,
she felt that she was far away from any friend
who could help or save her.

“There must be some error,” she cried,
wildly ; “you have brought me here in mistake
for another person.” -

““ Not a bit of it,” answered one of the men;
“ there's no mistake at all, Miss; you're Miss
Clara Melville, of Her Majesty’s Theayter, and
our orders is to take you to a party wots uncom-
mon fond of you.” )

“Who, in heaven’s name, can you mean? ”
asked Clara.

“ Why, it’s & old maiden aunt of yours, Miss,
wot lives ever so far away from here. It's in
France she lives, to cut it short, and she’s sent
us over here to fetch you.”

If there had been light enough, Clara might
have seen the ruffian’'s villainous grin as he
uttered these words. 3

“ My aunt,” she said; *“what aunt? ”

*“Why, a very rich old lady, Miss, wot means
to leave you a uncommon large fortune one of
these days, if you do what she asks you, and
go over to France to sce her, now she’s sent for
you.”

“A rich maiden aunt!” murmured Clara;
““what is her name ?”

¢ Lor, Miss, what should it be but Melville,
the same name as yours? She’s your father’s

own sister, ain’t she? You must have heerd
him speak of her scores of times, haven't you?”

¢ Never once,” said Clara.. “ He has never
mentioned her name.”

“ Why, he is a close-mouthed old gentleman,”
said the man; “but I've heerd as how his
sister and him had & very desperate quarrel nigh
upon twenty years ago, and they’ve never been
friends since ; so perhaps it's rather a sore sub-
ject with the old chap.”

“My father is always very reserved,”
answered Clara; *but, tell me, why has my
aunt sent for me in this ‘mysterious manner? ”

“ Why, because of this very quarrel, as I've
been a telling you of, Miss. She thinks to her-

self, does the old lady—I've heerd as how my
niece, Clara, is a very deserving young woman.
Now, what I must do is to get her over here,
unbeknown to her father, and if I find she is, L
shall leave her the whole of my fortune, and
she can spend it on her poor old father, or on
her brother and sister, or how she likes ; so, all
you've got to do, Miss, is to play your cards
well, and mind your p’s and q’s, and before you
know where you are you'll be riding in your
own carriage.”

Clara was an infant in the ways of the world.
Truth itself in every thought and word, she
never suspected falsehood in others. Her
father’s history had always been a secret to her.
‘What,. then, was there more likely than that
he had a maiden sister whose name he had never
mentioned P

*I would not mind going to my aunt,” she
said, innocently, “but I cannot bear to leave
my father without a word to tell him where I
am going. Pray, drive back to our lodgings,.
and let me see him a moment before we start.”

“Well, Miss, I'm uncommon sorry,” replied
the man, “but that can't be done, for time’s
precious, and we're fifteen miles on our road
already ; but I'll tell you what: when we get to
Dover you shall write your pa a nice little note,
and me or my fellow-servant shall put it into
the post. My name’s Thomas, you know, Miss,
and I'm your aunt’s gardener. My mate’s name
is John, and he's head footman.” '

Consoled by the man’s promise Clara waited
patiently until, after changing horses once upon
the road, they stopped, by broad daylight, at an
hotel at Dover. .

Here she wrote a letter to her father, which
the man who called himself Thomas put into his
pocket, saying that he would go out and post it
immediately. )

Towards noon they left Dover in a steamer,
and in a couple of hours reached Calais, where
a post-chaise was waiting to convey them into
Normandy, where, as the man told Clara, her
aunt resided.

Late the next afternoon the little party reached
a splendid chateau, surrounded by a park, but
far from either town or village.

Here Clara was received by an old house-
keeper, who could not speak a word of English,
but as the ballet-girl was very well acquainted
with French, she was able to ask to be imme-
diately taken to her aunt.

To her great disappointment the old woman
told her that her aunt’s health was in so dan-
gerous a state that the doctor had forbidden
her seeing any one, not even her niece, until the
next day.

The housekeeper then led her to a gloomy
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but splendid apartment, looking into the court-
yard of the chateau, and having begged her to
rest herself after her journey, departed to order
refreshments for the fair traveller.

Tired and worn out, Clara had no inclination
even to examine the strange apartment in which
she found herself. She sank into a luxurious
sofa near the fire-place, and closing her eyes,
fell into a gentle doze.

She was suddenly awoke by the jingling of
bells, the rattle of harness, the roll of wheels,
and the trampling of horses over the stones in
the courtyard.

Wondering who could have arrived at the
chateau—wondering, too, at so much noise and
riot being allowed under the window of her in-
valid aunt, she rushed to the balcony to look at

_the new-comers.

A foreign post-chaise .was standing in the
court-yard, the postillions occupied in removing
a pile of portmanteauns from the roof. Two men
had just alighted from this carriage—one a
Frenchman, the other an Englishman—and stood
close together in earnest conversation.

With a cry of horror Clara Melville recog-
nised the face of the Englishman. She had
seen him behind the scenes of her Majesty’s
Theatre. He was the confidential servant of
Sir Frederick Beaumorris.

“TLost!” she cried, “lost! The story these
wretches told me was a cruel falsehood. Heaven
‘l}e]p me, for I am in the power of my direst
oe ! ” .

Overcome by fatigue and agitation, she sank
fainting to the ground.

CHAPTER XXII.
HELP AT HAND IN THE HOUR OF PERIL

Wazx Clara Melville recovered her senses, the
dusky shadows of the summer's evening were
gathering in the large apartment.

Dizzied by her fall, bewildered by the
strangeness of the place, and scarcely able to
recall to recollection the events of the past day
and night, the wretched girl tottered to her
feet and crawled once more to the window, from
which she had beheld the servant of her perse-
cutor, Sir Frederick Beaumorris. The wide
stone court-yard of the chateau was still and
deserted ; there was not a human being to be
seen at either of the windows in the opposite
wing of the building, and nothing but the faint
rustling of the leaves of the trees in the park
broke the evening silence. Clara clasped her
band to her forehead, and endeavoured to

consider her situation with some degree of calm-
ness.

There was little doubt that the same carriage
which had brought Sir Frederick’s valet had
also conveyed the Baronet himself. Her perse-
cutor was near at hand therefore ; how near, she
trembled to think; at any moment he might
intrude his detested presence upon her—here,
where there was none to help or save her.
Alone in that solitary chateau, and surrounded
only by the dependants of her persecutor, far
from friends or country—what was to be ber
fateP

In their hours of greatest trouble, Clara DMel-
ville’s father had never forgotten or neglected
the religious instruction of his children. The
lonely and unbappy girl felt this in the midst
of her danger, and, falling on her knees, uttered
a prayer to that Heaven from which alone in her
peril and suffering she could hope for aid.

Strengthened by this brief prayer, she rose
with a lighter heart, and set to work to examine
the apartment.

Her first action was to seek for a key to the
door.

There was none; the heavy oak door was
fastened from the outside, and she felt herself
indeed a prisoner.

But her courage did not utterly desert her;
glancing hastily round the apartment, she
selected one of the heaviest pieces of furniture,
and dragging it from its place, with an effort .
pushed it against the door. By this means she
was secured, for a time at least, from intrusion.

But the night waned, it grew quite dark, and
her persecutor did not approach. The old
woman whom she had seen on her arrival
knocked at the door, but Clara refused to admit
her, telling her in French that she wanted
nothing. The refreshments which had been
brought to her upon her first entering the
apartment stood untouched upon the massive
oak centre table; and on the high chimney-
piece she found a pair of wax candles, one of
which she lighted by means of a great log of
wood which was slowly smouldering on the
hearth.

A temporary bed had been prepared for her
upon a massive carved oak sofa, covered with
rich green velvet. The whole of the furniture
of the apartment was heavy and old-fashioned;
and had a look of gloomy splendour.

The old chateau had been unaltered since the
days of Lewis the Thirteenth; it had escaped
the ravages of the Revolution, or escaped with
only a few cannon-balls in its massive turrets;
but it had passed from the hands of the noble
French family to whom it had belonged into
those of Sir Frederick Beaumorris. Dark deeds
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had been enacted in this solitary chateau in the
long ages now wrapped in obscurity, but none
perhaps darker than those which had been done
within its gloomy walls since it had become the
mysterious retreat of the old Baronet.

In this lonely spot, surrounded by servants
who were paid to keep silence, with unlimited
wealth at his command, the old roué defied the
1aws of his own country, as well as of that in
which the chatean stood.

Seated in a low chair by the hearth, Clara
Melville waited hour after hour, listening with
3 beating heart for the dreadéd sound of foot-
steps in the corridor outside her chamber. But
oo sound broke the oppressive silence of that
wing of the chatean. Sometimes she crept to
the balcony, and watched the lights flashing
from the narrow casements opposite to her, but
she was too far from those windows to be able
to distinguish the forms within.

Let us enter one of these apartments in ‘the
more frequented wing of the chateau.

It is an immense chamber, the walls, floor,
and ceiling being of oak, blackened by the hand
of time; along each side of the room there
strotches aline of full-length portraits of former
‘inhabitants of the chateau. The heavy furni-
ture is exquisitely carved, and covered with rich
crimson-damask. Brazen chandeliers kang from
the oaken ceiling, and a pile of logs blaze in the
deep square recess in which the hearthstone
etands, surmounted by great iron dogs.

In order to understand the scene which is
now taking place in this chamber, we must
retrace our steps for a few hours, and describe
the events which have occurred since the
arrival of Sir Frederick Beaumorris. The old
Baronet crossed the Channel in the very boat
that conveyed Clara Melville and the wretches
who had been employed to carry her off; but
he had contrived to remain in the cabin during
the brief voyage, and to land after Clara and her
conductors had left the boat. .

For the rest of the journey he had followed
on the heels of the post-chaise carrying the un-
happy girl; and had arrived, as the reader knows,
ten minutes after COlara reached the chateau.
~He was in an excellent temper at the success
of his scheme, which had been concocted by his
valet and himself. -

“ It was an adinirable idea, Danvers,” he said, |'

“and has succeeded gloriously. I shall bring
the proud young lady to her senses now we've
got her over here; and it will be a splendid
revenge upon Mr. Reginald Falkner, for I know
he’s smitten with her. As for the girl herself,
I care:very little for 4er; but I'm determined
to'make that gentleman know what it is to
inswdt Bir Prederisk Beaumorris.”

Fall of such reflections.aa there the-old beaun
retired to his dressing-room, still attended by
his valet, Danvers, who had some difficulty in
making his master satisfied with his personal
appearance after the ravages made by sea-
sickness. At last, however, Sir Frederick
smoothed his dyed moustache, unfolded his
perfumed cambric handkerchief, and surveyed
himself in a cheval glass with perfect satisfac-
tion.

“I shall do, I think, Danvers,” he said. “I
feel faint after my journey, so I shall dine before
I pay a visit to our pretty little prize. Teh
them they may serve the soup.”

Sir Frederick Beaumorris was one of those
men whose whole lives are dévoted to self,.and'
whose sole study is self-gratification. He never
travelled without his French cook, and 'by .this
means never ran the terrible risk of. eating a.
bad dinner.

At the very moment when he was hurrying to:
the dining-room, armed ‘with a most excellent
appetite, he was disturbed by hearing the sound
of wheels in the court-yard without, followed by
a loud ringing at the principal entrance.

. The wicked old man’s cheeks grew white with
fear even beneath the rouge he were to conceal
his wrinkles. o

““Who can it be, Danvers? ” he said, in tones-
of unmistakable agitation. “Surely no one
can have traced us here with the girl! And yet
who can possibly have arrived? I' associate-
with none of my French neighbours, and nane-
of my English friends know where I am. Run
and tell them not to admit a soul, Danvers.”

The valet hastened to obey his master's:
orders, but he was too late. Before the Barenet
could pass into the dining-room, the doors of
the ipner hall were thrown open, and-the sep-
vants‘announced—

~“Colonel Oscar Bertrand !

A thunder-clap bursting over his head eould
have scarcely more astonished Sir Frederick’
Beaumorris than the sound of this man’s name.
The Baronet and the Colonel had met in the
fashionable world of London, but they-had never
been more than casual acquaintances. Picture
then the surprise of Sir Frederick at finding
this man on the threshold of the door of ‘his
solitary chateau in the very heart of Normandy.

Three nights before the Captain of the Binck
Band had penetrated into the inmost recesses of
a castle in the Highlands of Scetland. To-day,
cool and self-possessed, he entered ths halliof Sis
Frederick’s chateau in the very:moment. of the
Baronet’s triunph in a base:and cowardly plot
against an innooent girl.

“ My dear Sir-Frederick,” said 'the: Anatzien
with a smile that revealed two rows.of glibten-
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ing white teeth, *this is indeed a delightful
surprise to me. I have been travelling through
Normandy for the last few days, availing my-
self of the hospitality of some of my noble
friends, who have residences in this part of the
country. I heard this morning, by the merest
chance, that you had bought this chatean of my
dear old friend, the Marquis de Carillac, and I
made up my mind at once that however hurried
I might be, I would not leave Normandy with-
out paying you a flying visit. I have sent my
carriage and servants round to your stables, and
mean to throw myself upon your hospitality for
the night.” )

Sir Frederick bit his lip ; the Colonel’s easy
and self-possessed manner completely threw him
off his guard. Oscar Bertrand’s position in the
higher circles of English society was a very
powerful one; his rank in the Austrian army
was high; he was the chief descendant of a
great Viennese family, and his wealth was sup-
posed to be enormous. It was impossible, there-
fore, to affront such a man, and the Baronet tried
hard to put a good face upon the matter, and to
conceal his mortification.

¢ You are just in time, my dear Colonel,” he
said ; “ they have taken the soup into the dining-
room, and as I always carry my cook with me
wherever I go, I can venture to promise you a
good dinner. The chateau is dull, and damp,
and reported to be haunted ; but if you can put
up with these things, we will do our best to
make you comfortable in one of the spare rooms,
none of which have been occupied for a long
ﬁm e."

The Baronet was in hopes that, by such a
speech as this, he should alarm Colonel Bertrand
and prevent his wishing to sleep at the chateau.

The elegant Austrian only shrugged his
shoulders, with a gay laugh.

«] will run the risk of a damp bed for the
sake of your delightful society, Sir Frederick,”
he said cheerfully ; “ pray do not allow the soup
to get cold. I have no doubt that we shall con-
trive to pass a very pleasant evening.”

The dinner was excellent; Colonel Bertrand
ate with the discretion of a finished epicure. He
praised the cook, and admired the wine, told his
host amusing anecdotes, and laughed and talked
in his most brilliant style; but a close observer
might have remarked that he never once took
his eye from the crest-fallen countenance of the
old Baronet ;. while once or twice a malicious
smile curved his thin lips as he watched the pre-
occupied and uneasy manner of the roué.

After dinner the Colonel proposed a hand at
écarté, and the two gentlemen retired to the
oaken chamber with its pictured walls, which
we have before described.

Sir Frederick was far too much disturbed in
mind to be able to attend to his cards; the
Colonel, therefore, who was, as we know, a
most accomplished player, won every game,
much to the aggravation of his host. ,

It was midnight before the Austrian con-
sented to be conducted to his apartment. The
chafnber which had been assigned him by Sir
Frederick’s orders was at the very opposite ex-
tremity of the house to that in which poor Clara
was imprisoned. Even when twelve o'clock had
struck, the wretched girl was afraid to throw
herself upon her couch, to seek the rest that she
felt would never come to her in that house. The
last spark of her wood fire had died out, and she
sat shivering by the cold hearth, with a prayer
every now and then trembling upon her parched
lips, and with despair and anguish at workin
her half-broken heart.

As the clock chimed the quarter after twelve °
she started from her low seat, and trembling
violently, strained her ears in the endeavourto -
distinguish a sound which she heard slowly
approaching the apartment. '

This sound was that of a man’s footstep; but
it did not approach in the direction of the door.
She heard it at the other side of the room, where
there was no visible means of entrance.

But to her horror the doors of a carved ebony
cabinet, which stretched from the ceiling to the
floor, flew suddenly open, and her dreaded per-
secutor entered the apartment.

Of what use was the barricade she had placed,
at the cost of such labour, against her door?
There were secret ways and mysterious corri-
dors in this ancient chateau, whose every
chamber had been stained with some dark and
hideous crime, undreamt of by the innocent
girl.
Pale as death she stood, with her two slender
hands clasped over her beating heart, awaiting
the first words of her tormentor. _

“Well, my swecetest of Claras,” the old
Baronet said, with a malicious chuckle; “I
told you there was an account to be settled -
between you and me, and I think I've kept my
word. But never mind, my pretty one, it was
only a lover’s stratagem to get the sweetlittle
bird into a cage better fitted for so much -
beauty. All's fair in love, you know, as well
as in war. You're not angry, my angel, are
youd”

As he spoke he advanced towards the
trembling girl, and attempted to take her hand.
Clara Melville drew back with a shudder.

“ Angry?” she cried, her tender blue eyes
flashing with a light that was strange and new
to them—* angry P .There is no word that can
speak my contempt and loathing for conduct



THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT 73

such 28 yours. Yes, Sir Frederiek,” she said,
inreply to his angry gesture, * contempt! So
deep is my contempt that I do not even fear
you; you are too mean a thing to be successful
even in the attempt to injure and destroy an un-
protected girl. I might dissimulate—I might
endeavour to gain time and palter with my own
conscience, by pretending to listen to your hate-
ful words ; but I scorn to do this. Even in
this foreign country—at this dead hour of the
night—in this solitary chateau, surrounded only
by the base wretches who serve you—1I still can
dare to' defy you, and tell you, in the very hour
of your fancied triumph, that Heaven will not
permit you to succeed.” ’

The Baronet, pale and convulsed with passion,
stood gazing upon the daring girl with an aspect
of utter consternation.

“Hear me, Clara!” he gasped, the words
coming in gshort and hurried sentences ; “hear
me! Your defiance is as useless as would have
been the tears of another woman. Every word
you utter only makes me more determined on
mstering the haughty spirit which I admire,
bit must conquer. Vengeance and love alike
lave urged me on to this course; consent to
®main in this chateau, as its mistress—its
queen—the idol of its master, and your life
shall be one long sunny day of luxury and
delight ; refuse, and—"

“What if I refuseP” asked Clara, calmly.

“What if you refuse? Are you mad, girl ?
Do you forget where you are? The purple
stains of blood spilt by the murderer’s hand
have darkened the very spot on which you are
now standing. There are lonely vaults in the
walls of this chateau, in which wretched
creatures have rotted piecemeal, for having
dared to thwart the masters of the soil. There
are secret traps which open beneath the foot of
the man marked for destruction, and hurl him
to the black abyss below.. On every side
there is death and danger; and the man who
bow stands before you, though he wears the
fashionable costume, and assumes the polished
manners of the nineteenth century, is as un-
scrupulous as the knights who were once
masters of this place—if his hatred is aroused.
Remember this, Clara Melville, and do not try
to provoke that hatred.” )

He paused, exhausted by the suppressed
violence of his passion, and evidently awaiting
a1 angwer from his victim; but the young girl
stood calm, silent, and motionless, her large
clear blue eyes fixed upon his wrinkled face.

“Have you no answer to this ? "

“None,” she said, quietly. .

“You defy me, then?”

“ By the help of Heaven, I defy you.”

“Be it so, then; the consequences of your
folly be upon your own head,” said the Baronet,
in hissing tones; “you are mine, mine by the
power which places you like an infant in my
hands. You might have been a queen, you
now shall be a slave ; and for your lover—the
young coxcomb who dared to come between me
and my caprice, he shall die in ignorance of
your real state—die, thinking you a willing
party to the elopement.” '

At these words Clara uttered a cry of anguish.

“Obh, for pity'’s sake,” she said, *do not let
him think that.”

Sir Frederick laughed at her distress.

“ T'hat grieves you,” he answered ; * I've dis-
covered a tender point, have I, my proud young
lady? Come, this dreary chamber is no place
for you: there are richer apartments prepared
for our pretty prisoner— come !”

He caught her by her slender wrist, and, in
spite of her wild shriek of despair, dragged her
towards the doors of the ebony cabinet, which
had closed behind him with a spring when he
entered the apartment.

But as he approached this mysterious cabinet,
dragging his wretched victim with him, the
ebony doors flew asunder for a second time, and
Colonel Oscar Bertrand advanced through the
opening.

The Baronet was beside himself with rage at
this interruption.

¢ What brings you here ? ” he cried, fariously.

My instinct,” answered the other in cold and
measured accents ; *‘ my instinet, which told me
that a woman was in danger. Release that
girl!”

¢ Not for you, nor for any man living,”

* Once more, Sir Frederick Beaumorris, I say
to you, release that girl !

*“And once more I tell you that you waste
your breath. What is the girl to you, and what
brought you through a passage, the secret of
which is only known to the owners of'the house P -
What brought you here ? "

“ T came to save you.”

“TosavemeP”

“Yes. You asked me just now what the girl-
was to me. Shall I tell you what she is to you?

“ Fool, let me pass!” cried Sir Frederick.

“Not till you have consented to allow that
young lady to return to her friends; not till you
have atoned for the insults you -have offered to-
your brother Arthur’s eldest daughter, your
niece, Clara Beuwumorris.”

The cold perspiration broke out .in great
beads upon the forehead of the old Baronet, as
with a cry of horror he released Clara’s wrist.

“ What do you mean? ” he gasped; * you.

are mad!”
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“YFool ! ” cried the Colonel, with a scornful
smile; “did you see no likeness in those pale
and delicate features to the face of one whose
bitterest foe you have been? did you perceive
no expression that reminded you of that only
brother, whose prospects you destroyed, but
who may yet arise to claim his own, and to
make the astonished world ring with the tale of
your black villany? Fool, thrice besotted fool !
a child might have seen your brother in that
face.”

He pointed as he spoke to the pale and
agitated girl, who had sunk into a chair, half
unconscious, and utterly exhausted by the
violence of the varying emotions she had
endured.

“Summon your women-servants, and let them
attend to this poor child, and come with me to
the oak chamber below ; I have much to say to
you.”

The Baronet, stricken down and helpless as
a child, obeyed Oscar Bertrand without a
murmur ; he rang a bell, which brought a good-
natured peasant girl to the door, and, having
admitted her, he told her to attend to the young
lady, with whom she could remain all night.
Then, taking a candlestick in his trembling
band, he followed the Austrian to the oak
chamber.

 ——

CHAPTER XXIII.
. A DARK STORY

PTaE Colonel calmly seated himself in the
luxurious couch before the hearth, on which the
logs still blazed with a red glare, which was
reflected across the oaken floor. Sir Frederick
Beaumorris paced up and down the long apart-
ment, absorbed in dark and confused thoughts.
The calmpess of the other chafed and irritated
him. Who was this man who could thus reveal
a-secret unknown even to himself, whom it so
nearly concerned ?

Oscar Bertrand sat gazing lazily at the fire in
perfect silence, while his agitated host walked
hurriedly.up and down the room. .

At last:Sir Frederick stopped suddenly, and
walking elose up to the Colonel, exclaimed in a
broken voice—

“Colenel Bertrand, what was the meaning of
the sceas of five minutes past ? "

¢ The meaning was simply this, Sir Frederick
—TI happened to recognise the niece of whose
existence you were almost ignorant.”

“ But.how should gou recognise her?

“There are secrets, Sir Frederick Beau-
morris, which it may not please me to reveal.
What if I tell you that I have watched your

scheme from first to last? What if I tell you
that I have followed you step by step, from the
time when you left London with your intended
victim, and that my visit of to-day was made for
a deep and settled purpose ? Whatif X tell you
this, Sir Frederick Beaumorris? *

“Then I deny your right to play the spy upon
me, Colonel Bertrand,” cried the Baronet, pale
with passion; “whoever and whatever you are,
I call you to account for having dared to ‘cross
my path and dog my actions.”

“ You deny the right!” said Colonel Ber-
trand, with a ringing laugh of scornful meaning.
* You would call me to account! I havefought
nearly twenty duels, Sir Frederick Beaumorris;
but I never yet crossed swords with a forgerand
a cheat!”

“Forger! Cheat!”

“What is that man, Sir Frederick Beau-
morris, who robs those of his own blood, and
reduces his kindred to poverty, that he may
waste his stolen wealth in heartless vices? Sir
Frederick, shall I tell you a story P”

“ Mocking devil! ” eried the Baronet, fiercely.
““ What are you, that you should thus torture
me? How have you acquired the knowledge
tha ”

“The knowled 7c that givesme power to crush
you, eh, 8ir Frederick? ”

“By what infernal means have you become
possessed of this information P ”

“Sir Frederick Beaumorris, the secrets of
other men are the wealth of the wise. In Paris,
in London, in Vienna, in St. Petersburg, in
Rome, in Florence, in every city of civilised
Europe, there are men who tremble at the
faintest echo of the name of Oscar Bertrand—
men whom I could crush with & word; men
who ride in carriages ‘to-day, but who, if I
pleased, would crawl on foot and beg from door
to door to-morrow. I hold the destinies of
hundreds in my hands. Amongst others, Ihold
yours. Pshaw, Sir Frederick!” he added, as
the Baronet clasped his hands wildly above his
head, with a gesture of despair, ¢ I thought you
were more a man of the world. Remember
this, and take it for a rule through the rest of
your life—there never was a crime committed,
since the world began, that did not, sooner or
later, become known to some one. The secret
may never be revealed to the world; but it is

| known.”

“Do not juggle with me,” said the Baronet,
sinking into a chair. * What is this knowledge
by which you could injure me P *

“ Listen to my story,” replied Colonel Ber-
trand, calmly; “it is not a long one. Hear it
patiently.”

“I am listening.”
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“ Five-and-thirty years ago there were two
brothers, both young, both handsome; one
younger and handsomer than the other, and far
more beloved. The tender mother clung to this
bright and neble-hearted younger son; the
proud father admired and loved him ; a cousin,
a fair and beautiful girl, who was loved by both
the brothers, chose the younger. A wealthy
uncle selected the younger for his heir, and
proudly acknowledged his choice to the world.
The elder beheld all this, and a cruel and deadly
hate took possession of his cold heart—a hate
which was fostered night and day, and which,
night and day, grew stronger.”

“It did,it did!” muttered the Baronet.
“It became the ruling passion of a life. It
poisoned the well-springs of existence ; it grew
into a curse.”

“Itwas a self-created curse!” replied Colonel
Bertrand. “Time passed ; the younger brother
married, and the elder stood by him at the
altar, and swore, even in that sacred place, to
be the destroyer of bride and bridegroom.
The father and mother died, and the elder son
succeeded to his inheritance—a barren title and
a mortgaged estate. Meanwhile, the wealthy
uncle willed his princely fortune to his younger
and favourite nephew.”

“That was the injustice,” murmured Sir
Prederick.

“He had a reason for his choice. Young as
the elder brother was, his name was already
stained ; his honour already tarnished with black
and cowardly actions. The old man knew this,
and determined to leave his wealth to him who
would employ it nobly. He had a steward—a
faithful servant, as se thought—called Anthony
Verner.” )

“ He had.”

y “That man was a scoundrel. The elder
nephew discovered this, for there is a free-
masonry in villany which has no need of words
to communicate bad thoughts. This Anthony
Verner admitted the elder nephew to the house
it the time that the old man lay upon his death-
bed. Between the two men a second will was
concocted, to which the nephew forged his
uncle’s signature. The old will was, as Ze
thought, destroyed in his own presence by the
steward, Verner; but he was mistaken.”

“ Mistaken ! " cried Sir Frederick Beaumorris.

“Yes: the other villain tricked him at the
last. Tt was a blank sheet of parchment which
was destroyed. Verner wished to retain a hold
over his accomplice ; the real will still exists.”

“8till exists! Itisfalse!”

“Isit? I tell you that it is true; and to me
alone is known the secret of its hiding-place.
Anthony Verner is dead; in his last moments

he would have confessed, but the hand of death
was on him, and he expired in the struggle to
reveal the secret upon which he had traded for
thirty years; for he was well paid for his fidelity
to the villain who had employed him.”

“Is that all you have to tell?” asked the
Baronet, in a hoarse and broken voice.

“ The fate of the younger brother remains to
be told. The blow which fell upon him at the
reading of his uncle’s will was as terrible as it
was unexpected. He had been taught from his
boyhood to consider himself the sole heir to an
enormous fortune. His young wife had been
reared in luxury, and had looked forward to the
inheritance of the old man’s vast estates. In
one hour they beheld every hope shattered, and
found themselves penniless, for they had hitherto
lived upon an income allowed them by the
uncle. The young man disputed the will, but
clever lawyers laughed in his face, telling him
that it was but natural his disappointment should
have made him bitter. From that hour he
became an altered man; broken-hearted and
despairing, he left the luxurious mansion that
now belonged to the brother who hated him ; left
the home of his boyhood to seek for a living, in
a world of which he was as ignorant as a child.
Need I say that he failed ; the fair young wife
drooped day by day, and hour by hour, and at
the end of a few brief years, died in a wretched
garret, leaving behind her three children. The
man grew old before his time, and dragged on a
wretched existence, earning his scanty bread by
copying music, or translating from the French
and German. From the hour of his disappoint-
ment-he had changed his name, and fled from
all those who could possibly recognise him. His
children were brought up in utter ignorance of
their real birth, and when tie eldest appeared on
the boards of the Italian opera-house, she never
dreamed that the man who persecuted her with
his odious admiration was her father’s eldexr
brother—ber uncle, Frederick Beaumorris.”

“ My curses on the whole brood of them!”
cried the Baronet, in an outburst of fury;
“ other men would have died under the effects
of such a disappointment; Arthur Beaumorris
has lived to torment me.”

“And perhaps to be avenged upon you, Sir
Frederick. You know now the power I hold
over you. A word from me and the genuine
will of Martin Beaumorris will be given to the
world; your princely fortune, your whole.
estates, will pass into the hands of the brother
you abhor, and you will be branded by society
and by the law of the land as a forger and a
scoundrel.”

“What is it that you want of me ? ”* exclaimed
Sir Frederick.
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“ Yourself. I am the Granp Master of a
society, which numbers a hundred such men as
you amongst its associates; men of high rank
and lofty position, whom suspicion cannot touch,
and whose crimes are never discovered. Join
that society, and your secret shall be kept;
refuse to join us, and in four-and-twenty hours
every newspaper in London shall be full of the
story I have told to-night; every club-house at
the West End shall ring with your infamy;
every door in the fashionable world shall be
closed against you. Joinus!”

“But if I join you, what would you have me
do?” '

“ That will be revealed to you when you have
taken the oaths of the society, and not till then.
Do you consent P”

“I have no other course,” said the Baronet,
gloomily ; “Imust consent.” .

“You do not put it in the most gracious
manner,” replied Colonel Bertrand, laughing;
“but no matter ; you will return to London as
early as possible, and once arrived there you
will meet me at a place appointed between us.
As for your poor little niece, Clara Beaumorris,
or Clara Melville, as she has been taught to
call herself, I will undertake to conduct her
back towards England, and will myself place her
in her father’s arms—taking care to ensure her
silence as to your share in the transaction. Her
poor father must have suffered tortures in her
absence.”

¢ Let him suffer,” said the Baronet savagely ;
“he can never know the pangs I endured when
I beheld him the beloved by all, and my heart
was hourly tortured by the throbs of jealousy.”

The clocks in the court-yard and in the
interior of the chatean struck three as the two
men separated after this long and painful
interview. They did not rise till late on the
following day, when the Colonel, before even
stopping to breakfast, went to the solitary wing
of the chateau to seek for Clara Beaumorris.

He found the apartment empty; the prisoner
had escaped. He questioned the servants; but
they could tell nothing. The girl who had
waited on Clara had left her, at her own request,
half an hour after the departure of Sir Frederick
and the Colonel.

The window leading on to the balcony was
open, and the cloak worn by Clara was fastened
to the iron railing. The apartment was only one
storey above the ground, and the terrified girl
had, no doubt, lowered herself from the balcony
by this means. v

Sir Frederick sent his servants to search for
her in the adjoining villages. “ She cannot have
gone far,” he said; “and if the worst should
happen, and they do not find her, I care little.

She comes of a stock I hate, and she showed an
instinctive dislike to me, which bespeaks the
blood of her father, Arthur Beaumorris!”

* * * - * .

Clara had indeed escaped from her persecutor.
In the darkness of the night she lowered herself
with a desperate courage from the iron balcony.
Her experience as a dancer enabled her to de.
scend as lightly as an infant. Once having
reached the ground, the rest was easy. She
softly opened one of the great mouldering gates
of the chateau, which always stood half ajar,and
crept into the park without.

Beneath the dark shade of the neglected
avenue she felt herself safe once more. She
hurried along the grassy path, and in less than
half an hour gained the high road. ‘Here she
paused for a moment to think which way she
should go. )

“When they discover my escape,” she thought,
‘ they are sure to seek for me upon the road be-
tween this and Calais, as they will imagine that
I am trying to return to England. My best
chance of safety, therefore, is to take the other
road, and trust to Providence for the place to:
which it will lead me.”

There was no moon, but the stars faintly
illumined the darkness of the night. She saw
before her a long white high road, which glit-
tered in the dusky light, edged in by a wide
expanse of flat open country, fringed here and
there with rows of scanty poplars that swayed
to and fro in the night breeze.

- It was a dreary road for the young and de-
fenceless girl, who found herself penniless and
alone in a foreign country; but her horror of
Sir Frederick Beaumorris was so great that had
the way been peopled by wild beasts, she would
have dared its dangers to avoid him. She had
not even heard Colonel Bertrand's assertion that
her persecutor was her own uncle. The shock of
the Austrian’s appearance, and her sudden rescue
from her tormentor, had been too much for her
over-excited mind, and she could remember
nothing of what afterwards happened till she
found herself lying upon the couch attended by
the honest peasant girl. Escape was now her
only thought. She hurried on, neither looking
to the right nor the left, only turning now and
then to take one hurried glance at the lights of
the chateau behind her. These flickering lights
wero soon hidden by the trees, and after another
helf an hour’s rapid walking, she found herself
far from any human habitation. Still on she
hurried, brave and fearless, strong in her trust
in that Providence which had already interposed,
as if by a miracle, to save and shield her,

—
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REGINALD FALKNER BIDS CLARA FAREWELL

CHAPTER XXIV.
THE LADY IN THE SCABLET JACKET

Lapy Epire MErTON waited, day by day, for
tidings of the Austrian, Colonel Bertrand, but
the long and dreary hours passed one by one,
and the promised help did not come.

He had told her on the night of their secret
interview to wait—and to wait patiently, for
that all would be well in the end.

“ Long or late,” he said, as he bade her fare-
well, “long or late, fear not, for I will save you.
The Grand Master never forsakes the meanest
member of the Black Band.”

He departed through the frame of the mailed
knight's portrait, and left the Castle by the
secret passage only known to himself and the
former owners of the estate.

After that night he departed, as the reader
knows, for Normandy, on the track of Sir
Frederick Beaumorris.

No. 7. [Weekly, One Penny.]

It was by activity such as this, which made
the movements of Oscar Bertrand appear almost
supernatural, that the wonderful organisation
of the Black Band was carried out in all its
branches. There were others to work, to
watch, and to carry out the designs of the Chief,
but Oscar Bertrand’s was the master mind
which held all together.

¢ Dissimulate,” he had said to Lady Edith.
“ Throw your enemies off their guard. Appear
to grow reconciled to your captivity; they are
ignorant and stupid; they will be easily deceived
by a superior intellect ; and they will soon relax
their watchfulness.”

The haughty woman followed Colonel Ber-
trand’s advice. She no longer complained of
her prison, or avoided her keepers. She sat
hour after hour at the narrow window of her
turret-ehamber, looking out at the bare hills
before the Castle.

Martha - Crookman Yfound her place a very
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easy one. Desolate as was-Maclomond Castle,
it was well furnished with hung beef, dried
venison, kippered salmon, and Scotch whiskey.
Martha and her two assistants, the nurses Jane
and Susan, did ample justice to the national
beverage, and strong tumblers of toddy were
brewed every night in the great stone kitchen,
where the three nurses supped with the old
woman who had charge of the Castle, and the
two shepherds who slept in one of the deserted
chambers of the building. Nothing could have
presented a greater contrast than the appear-
ance of these two men. The younger, whose
name was Donald, was a stalwart, good-looking
young fellow of six feet high, with blue eyes,
rosy cheeks, and a fine open countenanee. The
clder, who was called Sandy, was a man of about
fifty'; a broad-shouldered hideous ruffian, with
a mouth that stretched from ear to ear; a row
of tusks such as those of a wild beast; and a
great head, covered with stiff bristling hair that
almost stood on end. The old woman and the
young shepherd Donald both feared this man,
who rarely addressed either of them, but sat
silently drinking his allowance of whiskey, or
eating great bowls of oatmeal porridge.

He was always accompanied by his dog,
which was not an ordinary sheep-dog, but an
immense hound, savage to every one but his
master, who could subdue him by a look.

The shepherd Donald did his best to make
himself agreeable to the three grim and stony-
faced nurses, though, as he did so, he remem-
bered with a sigh the pretty rosy-cheeked lasses
he had known about his own home, from which
he was now far away; for Maclomond Castle
was far removed from the more populated part
of the Highlands.

About three days after her midnight interview
with Colonel Oscar Bertrand, Lady Edith ex-
pressed a wish to see the interior of the Castle.

“I am kept such a prisoner in this turret-
corner,” she said, *that I know nothing what-
ever of the building in which I live; there can
surely be no objection to my seeing the other
apartments.”

Even Martha Crookman could scarcely refuse
, s0 simple a request, from the lovely woman who
had once been one of the queens of the fashion-
able world.

‘ As to that, my lady,” she said, “ I suppose
there’s no particular objection to your seeing
the Castle, but I can tell you before you begin
that there’s very little to look at in the old
tumble-down place.”

It will at least amuse me for an hour,” re-
plied Lady Edith, “ and I have little enough to
amuse me here.” ¥

She wrapped herself in a heavy Indian shawl,

as the corridors of the Castle were cold and
draughty, and prepared to follow Martha Crook-
man, who had summoned the two assistant
nurses to attend herself and her patient.

* She scems quiet enough,” she whispered to
the women ; “but there is never any knowing
when she may break out. She might try to
throw herself out of one of the windows. Wed
better be on the safe side.”

Martha Crookman was not far wrong in
saying that there was very little to see in the
old Castle. The furniture in the great oak-
panelled rooms belonged to an age long gone by,
and was fast falling to decay. The tapestry
hung .in mouldering shreds from the walls of
some of the apartments, while the portraits of
the race that had given the Castle its name
were discoloured and blackened by the defacing
hand of time. -

Lady Edith shivered as she gazed around the
dreary rooms. .

- %The place seemé s grave of the past,” she
said ; ““it is a fit place for the broken-hearted to
die in.” -

.+ She shuddered as she thought that if Colonel

Bertrand did not keep his promise, the Castle
would be her living tomb.

At the top of the staircase belonging to the
turret opposite to that in which her own
chamber was situated, Martha Crookman passed
a doorwithout opening it,as she had all the others.

" This circumstance immediately attracted Lady
Edith’s attention. '
“Why did you not open thdt door as well as
therest? ” she asked. G
- « Because,” said Martha, sinking her voice to
almost a whisper, “it is the door of the haunted
room.”

“The haunted room ?”

“Yes, my lady ; it is haunted by the ghost of
the lady in the scarlet jacket.”

“The lady in the scarlet jacket!
singular idea!”

“ But old Mother Macplerson, who has the
care of the Castle, and who has lived here since
she was a child, says that it is perfectly true,
and that she herself has often seen the lady in
the scarlet jacket, after midnight, gliding
through the corridors of the Castle. Once, when
she was quite a girl, and had a bolder spirit
than she has now, she ventured to follow the
ghost, and ‘traced her to the very door of tl.ns
room, which closed behind her with a noise
that shook the Castle to its foundation. Ever:
since then this room has been called the
chamber of the scarlet lady.”

“I must see the room,” said Lady Edith,
eagerly; “but first tell me all you have heard
about the ghost.”

‘What a
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“It’s rather a long story, my Lady,” replied
Martha Crookman, “so yon’d better sit down
while I do my best to tell it.”

Lady Edith seated herself in a deep wmdowm

sill on the turret-staircase, and, wrapping her
shawl closely round her, prepared to hear the
story, while the other women placed themselves

at a respectful d1stance upon a worm-eaten old-
-} and spoke frequently of his estates in the south

oaken bench.

The story related by Martha Crookman was
to the following effect.
George the Second, Sir Hector Maclomond, the
then master of the Maclomond estate, married a
beautiful Frenchwoman, whom he met when
upon a brief visit to Paris. IIe was so fascinated
and enraptured by her beauty, that, proud as
he was as the head of an ancient Scottish house,
he asked no questions as to her pedigree and
connections, but married her, only knowing she
was a penniless widow. But penniless as she
was when Sir Hector made her his wife, Lady
Maclomond soon showed a proud and impa-
tient spirit, which was scarcely likely to ensure
the Baronet happiness. She was never con-
tented in the quict retirement of their lonely
Highland home, but was always restless and
uneasy when away from the court, where she
shone as one of its proudest and loveliest orna-
ments.

Her beauty was of the most dazzling order.
She had a pale olive complexion, large flashing
black eyes, and a marvellous wealth of lustrous
raven hair, which, contrary to the fashion of the
time, she wore unpowdered, and which, when
released from the combs which confined it, fell
in heavy tresses below her knees. It was only
to bo expected that in the profligate court of
the second George this lovely creature would
have many temptations. Insidious tongues
whispered their poisonous flatteries into her
ear; unscrupulous courtiers sighed at her feet,
and sent her amorous verses, signed by their own
aristocratic names, and purchased for a crown
of some needy poet. Royalty itself descended

from its throne to breathe proposals, which, at-

that time, the loftiest lady of the land would
have scarcely blushed to hear, into the unwill-
ing ear of the lovely Frenchwoman. But,
through every temptation she preserved her
husband’s honour, and the proud name of
Maclomond remained untarnished. Happy in
this security, in a circle where so few husbands
had any certainty of the truth of their wives,
Sir Hector loved his beautiful Leonie with a
passion that knew no bounds. He forgave her
her pride, her caprices, her violent temper, her
extravagance ; he forgave all, for—was she not
true to him! For three brief years all went
happily with the young couple; but at the end

Early in the reign of |

of that time a dark cloud overspread the fair
horizon, and the threatening sound of the coming
storm rolled in the distance. o

There appeared at the court of King George
a Frenchman, of noble extraction, as it was
said, but of whom very little was known, beyond
his name and title. -

He called himself Count Gaston de Laney,

of France.

- His elegant appearance, and his numerous
accomphshments, soon secured for him friends
at the English court. He was a perfect
musician, and a clever pamter. Fascinating in
his manners, brilliant in his conversation, and
gifted with one of those faces which all women
admire, and which many cannot help loving, the
accomplished Caroline, the queen of George the
Second, took especial notice of the young
Frenchman, and, blest by the smiles of royalty
itself, he very rapidly became the rage amidst
the capricious and frivolous votaries of fashion.

-This was how matters stood when Sir Hector
and Lady Maclomond arrived in town after a
brief sojourn at their Highland mansion.

The Count de Lancy and his fair country-
woman, Leonie Maclomond, met constantly in
the houses of the great, and during their
attendance at the court. It was not long before
scandalous tongues began to whisper that Lady
Maclomond and the Count were more than
chance acquaintances. There were some who
hinted at secret meetings in the gardens of Ken-
sington Palace, or in St. James's Park ; others
told of whispered conversations in the deep
recesses of windows, where Gaston and Leonie
felt themselves secure from the watchful eyes of
the crowd ; but not one of these dark reports
reached the ear of Sir Hector. Blinded by his
passionate love, and by the security of the past,
he placed implicit confidence in his wife’s
honour. But the day came at last when the
danger and the falsehood of the woman he loved
was suddenly revealed to him.

Returning by accident to his house in St.
James’s Square, at a time when he was not ex-
pected, he entered the drawing-room, which was
ompty, and throwing himself upon a sofa, ex-
hausted by the heat of the day, fell into a doze.
He was awoke by the sound of .voices in a con-
servatory opening out of this drawing-room, and
before he recovered his surprise at the first
words which met his ear, he overheard a con-
versation between Leonie Maclomond and
Gaston de Lancy, which poisoned the happiness
of his life.

From what he heard, however, he had reason
to imagine that his wife was not actually guilty,
in that sense in which the world looks upon a
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woman'’s guilt, but he knew that she was totter-
ing on the very verge of the terrible abyss
which separates virtue from vice, and that no-
thing but the strongest measures could save her.

In less than an hour Count de Lancy received
a challenge’ from Sir Hector Maclomond.
Before dusk that evening the two men had met
upon the marshy ground of the Lambeth shore
of the Thames, and by daybreak the next morn-
ing Sir Hector and his wife were seated in a
post-chaise drawn by four horses, on the road to
Scotland.

Count de Lancy had been only slightly
wounded by his opponent, but the duel made a
considerable sensation in court circles, though
the matter was hushed up, and the real history
of the encounter was never known.

Lady Maclomond did not utter a word to Sir
Hector upon the subject of their sudden return
to the Highlands. She seemed perfectly satisfied
at the change, and once or twice remarked that
she was not sorry to leave the fatiguing gaieties
of London for the quiet of Maclomond Castle.

Overjoyed at this, Sir Hector imagined that
her flirtation with the French Count might have
merely proceeded from the frivolous coquetry
of a beautiful woman, ard once more he trnsted
her as he loved her, looking forward to a serene
and happy future.

He little knew Leonie Maclomond, and the
depth of deception that lay beneath that smooth
and lovely surface. Sir Hector was a great
sportsman, and one of the chief reasons of his
love for the Castle was the delight which he
took in deer-stalking upon his native hills. Lady
Maclomond was a superb horsewoman, and
often accompanied him upon these expeditions,
galloping across the mountains, while her
husband and his attendants chased the deer
upon foot.

On these occasions she always wore a scarlet-
cloth riding-jacket, braided with gold, in which
costume her spirit still appears in the corridors
of Maclomond Castle.

The antumn passed slowly by ; Leonie rode
her spirited horse amongst the barren hills, and
Sir Hector fondly imagined that his rival was
quite forgotten.

One day the Baronet went out alone on a
deer-stalking expedition, attended only by his
dogs—three powerful and faithful hounds, who
had been reared by him from puppies when he
was a boy. The attachment of these faithful
animals was something more than common,
even in the noble nature of a Scottish deer-
hound. The Laird of Maclomond and his dogs
‘had . become almost a proverb through the
Highlands, and many a shepherd pointed out to
the traveller the noble figure of the Baronet,

attended by his three hounds, upon the bleak
hill-tops.

A few hours after the departure of Sir Hector
and these faithfal animals, Lady Maclomond
ordered her horse, and galloped away from the
Castle.

In the dusk of the evening the servants were
alarmed by a strange and terrible sound ap-
proaching the court-yard of the Castle. It was
the clattering of a horse’s hoofs, at a violent
gallop upon the mountain-road, and the furious
baying of bounds.

* They flew to the hall door, and reached it in
time to belold Lady Maclomond ride into the
court-yard, her horse bathed in foam and flecked
with blood, staggering beneath its burden, while
close at the animal's heels came the three
hounds which had lefi the Castle with Sir
Hector. A strange and hellish fury seemed to
possess the dogs; before the terrified servants
could rush to the rescue, they had dragged the
shrieking and agonised Leonie from her horse,
and springing on her with one savage bound,
tore her limb from limb as they would have torn
their mountain prey.

‘When, with terrible difficulty, the men
belonging to the Castle succeeded in driving the
three hounds from their wretched victim, 8
mangled and blood-stained corpse was all that
remained of the once lovely Leonie.

The mystery was explained the next day,
when the body of Sir Hector was found shot
through the heart, lying in a lonely mountan-
pass, while close beside the corpse lay a tiny
jewelled pistol, which was known to have be-
longed to Lady Maclomond.

The wretched woman had murdered her
noble and generous husband in a lonely spot,
where no human eye could behold the hideous
deed.

She had forgotten the hounds, those faithful
animals, who, to a sagacity little inferior to
human wisdom, joined a strength of affectior
rarely beheld in man. .

She had forgotten also that there is a Provi-
dence, ever ready to confound the guilty, and
that the murderer’s utmost cunning is powerless
to shield him from the wrath of Heaven.

Such was the story which Martha Crookmsan
related in other words to Lady Edith Merton.
A dark and terrible history of crime, which
must have borne to the lady’s mind a strange
parallel with the events of her own life.

“ And now, my Lady, if you'd like to see the
haunted room, we can have a peep at it. It
broad daylight, and there are four of us, 50 I
shouldn’t think we're likely to see the ghost
which, as Mrs. Macpherson says, never appears
till after midnight.”
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Lady Edith bent her head. The story of
Leonie Maclomond had made a powerful im-
pression upon her guilty mind.

The haunted chamber was a room very much
resembling that occupied by Lady Edith in the
opposite tower, except that it was in a far worse
state of neglect. Shadowy cobwebs obscured
the ceiling, and hung about the damp stone
walls; on every object the dust lay thick and
white, and the carved oak furniture was drop-
ping to pieces. There were only two pictures
in this apartment. One was the portrait of Sir
Hector, in Highland costume, attended by the
three hounds whoavenged his murder, the other
was that of Lady Maclomond, in her scarlet
riding-dress. Lady Edith saw that she was a
dark, imperious beauty, in style not at all unlike
herself, and that she wore her raven hair combed
off the forehead and falling in heavy curls upon
her sloping shoulders.

In one corner of the apartment stood an
immense chest, exquisitely carved, though
worm-eaten and rotten, and with the massive
brass hinges dropping away from the wood.

““What does that chest contain?” asked
Lady Edith, after she had examined the other
farniture.

¢ It belonged to Lady Maclomond,” answered
Martha Crookman. “ It contains some remnants
of her wardrobe ; amongst other things, the very,
scarlet jacket in which they say her ghost walks
the Castle.”

“I should very much like to see it,” said
Lady Edith. The women lifted the heavy lid
of the chest, and took out one by one the old-
fashioned articles of dress which it contained.
©Old brocades of the richest silk and most ex-
quisite embroidery, laces of priceless value,
now yellow and rotten with age, were contained
in this roomy chest, but that which Lady Edith
regarded with the most interest was the scarlet
jacket spoken of by Martha Crookman,

The gold lace which adorned it was tarnished
and discoloured, but the cloth was of so superior
a quality as to have retained its bright scarlet
hue for upwards of a hundred and thirty years;
and except for the duiness of the gold, the
garment looked almost as if it had been made
but yesterday.

“Leonie Maclomond must have been a tall
woman,” said Lady Edith, thoughtfully; *this
jacket looks as if it would fit me.”

The women replaced the garments in the oak
chest, and Lady Edith having declared herself
tired with her morning’s ramble, Martha
Crookman led the way back to her patient’s
turret-chamber.

That night Lady Edith Merton lay awake
long after the eyes of her watchful atlendant

were closed in slumber. She was brooding
over the story of the ghost of Maclomond
Castle, and meditating a scheme which, should
Colonel Bertrand fail to keep his promise, might
render her independent even of the accomplished
Austrian,

—_—

CHAPTER XXV.

THE GHOST APPEARS TO DONALD,
SHEPHERD

A werk had passed since the Colonel's secret
visit to Maclomond Castle, and still no tidings
reached the loncly and wretched captive in her
dreary turret-chamber. A week to her impa-
tience seemed an age, and by the seventh day
after her interview with the Austrian, her
patience was almost entirely exhausted, and ske
began to think that Colonel Bertrand had
deceived her, and that he meant to leave her to
perish in her Scottish prison-house.

But through all this weary time of watching
and waiting she had never once forgotten the
Austrian's advice, and she had every day
appeared to grow more contented with her lot
and resigned to her dismal northern abode.

The effect of this was exactly that which
Oscar Bertrand had predicted. Martha Crook-
man, who was selfish and lazy, and who had
been all her life subject to the strict discipline
of a public mad-house, where the conduct of
the nurses is always exposed to the vigilant eye
of the physicians, was glad enough to enjoy her-
self in the Castle kitchen, gossiping with Mrs.
Macpherson, the housekeeper, and drinking
whiskey toddy with the two shepherds, Donald
and Sandy. )

Lady Edith began to observe that when
Martha made her appearance in the turret-room,
after taking her supper below-stairs, there was
an unsteadiness in her gait and a leaden dul-
ness about her cold greyish-green eyes that
told of the potent effects of good Scottish
whiskey. The nurse no longer started from her
sleep every time her patient stirred, but she
would lie half the night in a heavy slumber,
snoring continually.

On the seventh evening from the Colonel’s
visit the little pariy in the kitchen sat round the
blazing fire rather later than usual, after a very
hearty supper.

It was a stormy night; the thunder rolled
amid the distant hills, and ever and anon a vivid
flash of lightning illuminated the narrow win-
dows of the great stone kitchen in which the old
Scotchwoman, the two shepherds, and the nurses
were congregated.

Mrs. Macphersonwas frightened by the storm;

THE
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she sat crouching in a corner of the wide fire-
place, her elbows resting on her lnees, and her
teeth chattering with terror.

“Hech," 8andy,” she said to the ugly shep-
herd, “ it’s on such uncanny nights as this that
‘the lady ’ is seen about Maclomond Castle.”

(Lady Maclomond’s ghost was always spoken
of by the servants of the Castle; as * Tke
Lady.”)

Sandy only nodded his hideous head in reply
to this remark. He sat in the opposite corner
of the fireplace, with his hound by his side and
his great rough hand on the animal’s head.

“Puir body,” said the old woman; *she has
walked a hundred and thirty years, through
hail and thunder, through lightning and
tempest. It's weary thinkin’ o’ her puir lost
soul.”

Donald looked at the old woman with an awe-
siricken expression in his bright blue eyes. The
young shepherd was as brave as a lion, but his
simple Scottish nature made him ceredulous, and
he fully believed in the story of * the lady,” and
crept about the Castle after 'dark in constant
fear of meeting her. :

“Isit true that all dogs attack the ghost of
‘the lady’ if she comes in' their way P " asked
Martha Crookman.

“Not all dogs,” answered the old Scotch
woman, “‘only the Scottish deerhound—only
the faithful Scottish deerhound.”

This was perhaps the most romantic part of
the legend of Maclomond Castle. It was said
that the faithful deerhound always knew when

the ghost of the wretched Leonie was wander--

ing the earth, and that it would hunt her spirit
down as Sir Hector’s dogs had hunted her a
hundred and thirty years before.

A great deal more was said about the ghost, |.

for the three nurses were full of curiosity upon
the subject, but the old shepherd never spoke.
Once, when Mrs. Macpherson said, “I ha’ seen
her, puir leddy, and Sandy ha’ seen her himsel’,”
the shepherd nodded, and patted his dog’s head
significantly.

Still the storm did not abate—the thunder
shook the massive walls of the old Castle, and
the hail came drifting down the wide open
chimney, The little party sat a long time in
silence, listening to the tempest without. At
last Martha Crookman looked at a great silver
turnip-shaped watch, which she wore at the
waist of her black stuff gown.

“Why, I declare,” she said, * it's past eleven!
My Lady will be wanting to go to bed. Good
Night, Mrs. Macpherson. Good night, Sandy
;nd Donald. Come, Susan and Jane, here’s an

our! ”

Martha Crookman found, on reaching the

turret-chamber, that Lady Edith Merton had
already retired to rest. She lay in apparently
profound slumber, with the faint light of the
night-lamp flickering on her handsome face.

The nurse threw herself down upon her little
bed by the side of her patient, and in five
minutes had fallen fast asleep.

In the meantime the other two nurses had
ascended to their room in the storey above. Mrs.
Macpherson had retired to some obscure
chamber in the vast edifice, and the two shepherds
had stretched themselves upon a couple of oaken
settles, before the blazing kitchen fire, in which
comfortable quarters they meant to remain for
the night. '

For upwards of an hour both the men slept
soundly ; but as the Castle clock struck twelve,

| Donald, who was a light sleeper, was awoke from
a dream of the ghostly lady, by a sound in the

corridors above his head,
It was the faint sound of a footstep, and of a
woman'’s robes trailing upon the stone floor.
Donald sprang from' the settle, snatched a
lighted brand from the hearth, and, without
awakening his companion, crept softly out into’
the hall of the Castle. His hair almost stood on

“end, for, straight before him, upon the broad
_staircase, was the form of the dreaded apparition
‘of Lady Maclomond. Yes, she stood indeed’
‘before him l—the pale olive complexion, the.

flashing dark eyes, the raven hair brushed off
the forehead and falling in ringlets 6n her
shoulders ; and, above all, the scarlet Tiding-

,habit so celebrated in the legend.

- The terrified shepherd shrank back to the
furthest extremity of the hall, whilst the ghostly
figtire of « the lady ” slowly advanced towards
him.

The red and fitful light from the burning
brand he held flashed upon the pale face of the
.ghost, while the rest of the hall was wrapt in
darkness. )

The shadowy form descended the stairs, and
slowly crossed the hall; but at the heavy iron-
bound door of the Castle the apparition paused.

“8hell just go through yon door without
unfastening a bolt,” muttered the affrighted
Donald. . .

But he was mistaken ; the ghost did not glide
through the oaken panels of the door, as he had
expected, but, after pausing for a moment, the
apparition turned, and looked full in the direc-
tion of the corner intq which he had squeezed
himself. Fixing its large black eyes upon him,
with an imperious motion of its white and
slender hand, the ghost of Lady Maclomond
pointed to the lock of the door. i

“Tord save us!” cried the shepherd, * the
leddy wants me to unlock the door!”
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In his agitation he uttered this aloud. The
spirit slowly bent its head.

This was enough for the trembling Donald.
The leddy wanted the door unmlocked, and he
must unlock it, for to provoke the wrath of the
apparition was no doubt certain destruction.
With tottering steps and chattering teeth, he
advanced to the door, his eyes opened to their
. widest extent, and fixed in a terrified stare
upon the face of the ghost.

Again the spirit pointed to the lock, and, this
time, with an impatient gesture.

Trembling in every limb, Donald took a bunch
of keys from a little recess against the door, and
inserting one of them in the lock, turned it,
drew back some bolts, and flung open the massive
portal of Maclomond Castle.

Before he could recover from his terror the
apparition had glided through the open door,
and disappeared in the darkness of the court-
yard. Pale as death, the shepherd returned to
the kitchen, where he found his companion still
asleep with the dog beside him.

Donald shook the old shepherd by the oollar
of his tartan jacket.

“Sandy!” he cried, * Sandy !—Wake, now,
wake !—The leddy!”

The shepherd sprang to his feet; and the dog,
awaking at the same moment as his master,
growled, and showed his great teeth.

“The leddy ?”

“Yes, the ghost!”

_ The taciturn old shepherd made no reply to
his comrade, but, looking at the dog, cried—

“D’ye hear him, Wallace >—D’ye hearpP—
The leddy !—The leddy!”

As if prompted by some supernatural in-
stinct, the animal began to bark violently.

“ Come, Wallace,come!” cried the shepherd,
Lis eyes flashing with a savage fury, and an
unwonted animation in his manner. “Come!
come,” he shouted; *come, lad!”

He rushed towards the hall followed by the
dog.

“Sandy ! Sandy! Where are ye ganging ?”
cried Donald.

¢ After ker,mon!” shouted the old shepherd;
“after her! to hunt her down as she was hunted
down before, and as she shall be hunted for a
thousand years to come. It isna the first time
T've been through storm and tempest on the
track o’ the leddy of Maclomond. v

Before Donald could remonstraie further, the
old shepherd had dashed into the court-yard,
followed by the hound.

‘While this sccne was enacting below, the
greatest confusionreigned in the turret-chamber

occupied by Lady Edith and the nurse. The
barking of the dog, and the voices of the men

in the hall, had aroused Martha Crookman, who
awoke suddenly and looked about her.

The night-lamp was extinguished, and the
chamber was in utter darkness.

My Lady,” said Martha, addressing her
patient, “ my Lady, did you hear that noise?”

There was no answer.

“How soundly she sleeps!” muttered the
nurse.

Rising from her narrow mattress, Martha
Crookman crept to Lady Edith’s bed. She laid
her hand upon the pillow and the tapestried
counterpane, meaning to arouse her patient.

The bed was empty.

She flew to a little table upon which matches
were always kept, and striking a light, kindled
the lamp.

The door of the turret-chamber stood wide
open. Martha had always slept with the key
under her pillow, but a cautious hand had abs-
tracted it.

¢ She’s gone,” cried the nurse, ‘“she’s gone!
‘What will become of me? I'm rumed for life,
unless I find her.”

She rushed down the turret-stairs, and
through a long passage leading to the kitchen,
where she found Donald crouching over the
fire.

“ Donald,” she cried, “ Donald, help me to
find my Lady. She’s gone!”
* * * » » *

On sped the phantom through the beating
hail, across the thunder-shaken hills; the light-
ning ever and anon illuminating for an instant
the dreary landscape with the bright scarlet
raiments of the hurrying figure. On sped the
spirit; never pausing, never looking to the
right or the left till, about a mile from Mac-
lomond Castle, it stopped before the broken
door of a hut, standing alone upon the mountain-
road.

The white hands knocked feebly at the door
through the cracks of which, in spite of the
lateness of the hour, there shone the feeble
glimmer of a light.

The door was opened by a girl, who started
back with a cry of horror at beholding the form
without.

“The leddy, the leddy!” she shrieked,
rushing away from the door; *“the ghost of
Leddy Maclomond.”

“No, no!” ecried she whom Donald had
taken for the ghost of the wretched Leonie.
“No, no! I am no phantom, girl; only 2
wretched woman, without friend or shelter-
Save me! If there is any pity in your heart,
save me!”

“What!” said the girl; ““then you're no the’
spirit—you're just flesh and blood? Come ins
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puir body, come in, and welcome ; but yer braw
scarlet jacket mad’ me tak’ ye for the spirit.
Comein!”

Lady Edith Merton waited for no second invi-
tation, but rushing into the hut, implored the
girl to shut the door.

“I am pursued,” she said; “they are on my
track. Hide me! hide me, girl, for the love of
Heaven.”

But she was too late; theloud baying of the
furious hound approached the hut, and in
another moment the hideous face of the old
shepherd peered into the little window, with the
dog at his side.

“ See her, Wallace ; see, boy!” cried Sandy.
¢ She’s there, she’s there, the uncanny creature.
After her, Wallace, hunt her down—the wicked
Leddy of Maclomond! Hunt her down! hunt
her down!” :

The old man was beside himself. He could
not hear the agonised shrieks of Lady Edith;
he only saw in her the spirit of the murderess
of Maclomond.

“Upon her, Wallace ! " he shouted.

The fatal moment had come. With a savage
howl the animal sprang through the narrow
casement ; but at the same instant a bullet
whistled sharply through the air, and with one
long and piercing death-cry, the hound rolled
bleeding upon the floor of the hut.

An unknown hand had saved Lady Edith
from the most horrible of deaths.

CHAPTER XXVI.
POOR CLARA

WEe left Clara Melville (for we shall continue
to call her by that name by which she was first
known to the reader) alone, under a midnight
sky, upon a dreary road in the wildest part of
Normandy.

The densest forests of Southern Africa could
not have been more strange to the ballet-dancer
than this dismal Norman road; but under her
gentle and amiable disposition there lay hidden
a brave and enduring spirit, often found in such
sweet natures; and once escaped from the
chateau of her hated persecutor, Clara scarcely
cared what dangers she had to encounter.

The bright autumn morning dawned and
fourd her still travelling upon the broad high
road, foot-sore, and sinking [with fatigue, but
steadily pressing on towards the unknown
regions that lay before her.

The cottagers began to open their rustic case-
ments ; thin threads of blue smoke rose from

the tiny charcoal fires ; sturdy peasants in blue
blouses and great wooden shoes went merrily by
to their work ; farmer's men led the cattle into
the barng and yards to be milked. All was astir
with the cheerful bustle of country life, and the -
drooping girl revived as she felt that she was
no longer alone. Her knowledge of the French
language enabled her to address the honest
peasantry, but their provincial manner of
speaking, which is as strange toa Parisian as
the broader Yorkshire or Lancashire dialect is
to a Londoner, puzzied the English girl, and
she was often terribly at a loss to understand
them, while they had considerable diffculty in
comprehending her.

But the hearts of these simple peasants were
good and noble, and charity has but one lan-
guage throughout the world. The savage will
understand the cry of distress, though uttered
in a foreign tongue, and will fly to succour the
wretched, of whatever country he may be.

The compassionate Normandy ;peasants saw
at once that Clara was a stranger in a foreign
land ; that she was weary and broken down by
fatigue, and that the first thing she required
was rest.

A stout rosy farmer’s wife led the fainting

girl into her great kitchen, and placing her in a
warm corner of the stove, removed her dusty
shoes, and brought her a pair of comfortable
slippers.
" She then placed before her a basin of new
milk, and a long roll of coarse, but sweet bread ;
and having insisted upon her partaking of this
refreshment, began to question her upon her
story, while she bustled about the kitchen,
polishing her copper stewpans, and removing
every speck of dust from the gaily-coloured
crockery upon her broad white dressers.

‘With some difficulty Clara contrived to make
this kind-hearted creature understand the story
of her troubles ; how she had been carried off
by force by her vile persecutor, and how she
had escaped from his house in the dead of the
previous night.

Tke farmer’s wife grew scarlet with indigna-
tion as she listened to Clara’s story. She told
her that if she chose to remain there till she
could obtain tidings from her friends in
England, she was welcome to do so.

Clara thanked her generous fnend with tears
in her eyes for this offer.

“I will freely accept your kindness,” she
said; “I have good friends in England, who
will repay you for your generous goodness to an
oppressed and penniless girl. Only tell me
how I can write to England. so as to ensure my
letter reaching its destination quickly.”

Her benefactress told her that the best plan
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she could adopt was to take her letter to Caen,
which was the nearest town of any importance.

¢ But before you write a line,” she said, “ you
shall take six or eight hours’ good sleep. I can
see by those cruel dark circles round your pretty
blue eyes that you have not slept soundly for
many nights.”

It was vain'that Clara endeavoured to remon-
strate. She felt a feverish anxiety to write to
England, that her poor father’s agonised mind
might be relieved; but her hospitable friend
told her that she must first sleep, and she could
not oppose one whose kindness had touched her
to the heart.

The farmer’s wife conducted her to an apart-
ment above the kitchen. The boards were white
as the driven snow ; the walls hung with gaudy-
coloured prints and Catholic images, before
which were arranged bunches of sweet-smelling
flowers. The curtains to the casement, as well
as those to the little bed, were of white dimity,
with scarlet borders, and the coarse linen sheets
smelt of the lavender gathered in the fragrant
garden attached to the farm. .

Clara laid her head upon the humble pillow
with a feeling of security, which was new to
her after the sufferings through which she had
passed; and breathing a heartfelt thanksgiving
to that Providence whose mercy had rescued
her from perils far worse than death, and secured
for her a noble friend in the generous-hearted
farmer’s wife. :

It was late in the evening when she awoke
from a peaceful and refreshing slumber; but
late as it was, she implored her hostess to allow
her to write her letter immediately, that she
might take it to Caen that very night.

Luckily for Clara, a cousin of the farmer’s,
who lived in Caen, had been spending a day in
the corn-fields, assisting his kinsman in getting
in his little harvest. He had come in an old-
fashioned, rumbling vehicle, Lalf-gig, half-cart,
drawn by a stout Norman donkey, harnessed
with ropes, and with bells jingling about his
sleek head. ‘

In this rough equipage he was to return to
Caen that evening, the distance being about
fourteen miles. He freely volunteered to take
Clara, that she might post her letter with her
own hands.

“The poor little ma’amselle can sleep at our
house,” he said : “my wife will be glad to see
her pretty face, and will take good care of her.
T, or a neighbour, will drive her back some time
to-morrow, unless, indeed, she has a mind to stay
with us till she getsan answer to her letter. If
she does, she is welcome to the best we have.”

Clara thanked the warm-hearted fellow for
his generous offer.

“You are all so good to me,” she said, * that
you bring the tears into my eyes. But,” she
added, twining her slender arms affectionately
round the neck of her hostess, “I will come
back to my first friend, and when I forget her
kindness, may I be once more a weary wan-
derer in a strange country, and without a friend
to help me!l” ,

With some little difficulty the farmer’s wife,
whose name was Margot Lorin, succeeded in
finding a sheet of paper and ink-horn and pen,
with which her husband, the worthy farmer
Lorin, kept his accounts.

Clara seated; herself close to the window, to
catch the last light of the declining day, and
began her letter.

It was not to her father, but to Lolota Vizzini
that she wrote ; begging the generous Spanish

_woman to drive over to Mr. Melville’s lodging

immediately that she received Clara’s letter, to
inform him that his child was safe, and that she
would soon be restored to him.

“Tell him nothing of what I have suffered,
dearest friend,” she wrote, “for his life has
been a troubled one, and I would gladly spare
him every pang. Tell him only that I was
carried away from England in mistake for
another person.”

Clara only added a request that Madame
Vizzini would advance her the money to enable
her to return to England without delay.

Jean Gougon’s vehicle was standing at the
door by the time Clara had sealed and directed
her letter, the donkey jingling his bells with
impatienee to be off.

Jean handed the English girl into his rough
gig, sprang in himself, fastened the broidered
apron, and, with one shake of the reins, and 8
merry good-night to his cousins, drove off to-
wards Caen.

It was a lovely evening; the new moon rosé
above the woods, on one side of the road by
which they went, while on the other side the sun
sank amidst rosy shadows, that faded slowly
away in the meadows, in which the cattle re-
posed after the heat of the September day.

It was late when they drove over the rough
pavement of Caen, and saw the lights gleaming
in every narrow window. “

« Now, Ma'amselle,” said Jean Gougon, I
shall set you down close to the post-office. The
post-master is a very civil fellow, and if you te
him that you are a friend of Jean Gougons, I
know, for old acquaintance sake, he will giv
you all the information you require. So
just leave you to post your letter, while I drive
on to Madame Gougon and the children, Who
will be all of them wondering what can have
become of me. You'll find it easy enough fo
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get to our house, Ma’amselle, everybody in Caen

knows Jean Gougon, wine and brandy merchant.”

Before Clara could reply, the worthy fellow
had driven off, with the bells about his donkey’s
head jirigling through the narrow street.

She had no difficulty in finding the post-office;
and though the hour for business was long past,
the post-master, who was gossiping with a
neighbour before the door of his house, took
charge of her letter, and answered all her in-
quiries.

Three or four days must pass before she
could receive an answer from England ; but she
felt that though with strangers, she was not the
less with kind and generous friends, and her
ouly anxiety was that her father might be in-
formed of her safety. She inquired the way to
Jobn Gougon’s house, and, having left the
postoffice, passed through a short alley, into a
large open square.

By this time the moon bad risen, broad and
full, and every roof and gable-end, every stack
of chimneys and diamond-paned casement, was
distinetly visible in the clear blue light.

Though Clara had been fully directed to the
honest wineseller’s house, the strangeness of the
scene bewildered her, and for a moment she
forgot which way she was to take. While she
stood looking about her, in this brief instant of
hesitation, her attention was attracted by a
group of gentlemen on one side of tho square.

They were smoking cigars, and talking to each
other gaily, with the exception of one, taller and
more elegant-looking than the rest, who stood a
little apart, and seemed absorbed in anxious
though:.

Somethi, g in the appearance of this stranger
attracted Cl:ra Melville’s attention. In spite of
herself she st pped and regarded him earnestly.

At the very moment that the bgllet-dancer’s
eyes were riveted upon this young man, he was
addressed by one of the other gentlemen, and,
in turning round to answer his friend, the
moonlight fell full and bright upon his face.

Clara well knew those aristocratic features,
and that calm, thoughtful expression., The
stranger was dressed in a slightly foreign style.
He wore a loose coat, richly braided, and
bordered with fur, but it was easy to see, not~
withstanding this, that he was an Englishman.

Before the ballet-dancer had time for reflection,
the surprise and the impulse of the moment had
betrayed her.

“Mr. Falkner,” she said, advancing engerly
tothe young Englishman; “Mr. Falkner, is it
fdeed really you? Whata surprise to see you

ere‘ »

“What a surprise to see you here, Miss

Melville,” he replied gravely. “I thought you

‘hood, Miss Melville,”

were an inhabitant of Sir Frederick Beaumorris's
chateau, thirty miles from this place.”

The coldness of Reginald Falkner's reply sent
a chill through Clara’s heart. She had ex--
pected to find a friend and protector, and he’
addressed her in a manner which seemed rather -
akin to contempt than to friendship.

“What!” she exclaimed; “you knew then
that I was in Normandy ; you knew of the cruel
plot put into execution by my persecutor, Sir
Frederick !’

“Pray spare yourself this unnecessary false-
he answered sadly; “I
would not willingly sce one whom I once

‘believed to be all that was good and pure so

uselessly degraded. I knew of no plot of Sir
Frederick’s; but I knew of your willing flight
with an old roué, wkom you had pretended to
despise.” '

* My willing flight!” exclaimed Clara, almost
too bewildered for utterance.

*Your willing flight, Miss Melville,” replied
Reginald, with mournful gravity; “I had evi-
dence of it in your own hand. Your own letter
written to Sir Frederick Beaumorris. Nothing
but that could have convinced me that she whom
I would have made my idol was fashioned like
her fellows, of the vilest clay.”

He turned away as he spoke, as if he would
have left her. They were standing at some
distance, and quite out of hearing of the other
men, who were still quictly smoking their cigars
in the moonlight.

But Clara thought of nothing but of justifying
herself in the eyes of one whose opinion was so
dear to her.

“ Mr. Falkner!” she cried; “ Reginald! for
pity’s sake, hear me! What can this mean ?
‘What hideous error can there be which has led
you to believe me so base a wretch? My own
hand! My letters! As there is light in yonder
heaven, I neveraddressed aline to Sir Frederick
Beaumorris in my life!”

“Miss Melville,” said Reginald Faikner,
earnestly, ““ once more I must implore you; do
not stoop to falsehood; it cannot remove your
guilt, it only can add to its basencss. Let the
past be for ever past.” He bent his head upon
his breast sadly, and seemed as if about to leave
her; then turning back, he fixed his éyes upon
her with a mournful lustre in their earnest
gaze, and, in a voice broken by emotion, said—

“Clara Melville, it was but a little time ago
that I thought you the most innocent, as well as
the loveliest, of women—incapable of deception
as you were incapable of wrong. You know
how roughly that dream has been broken. I
saw you amongst a giddy crowd, and I fancied
you as superior to that crowd as though you
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had been a creature descended from some
higher and purer sphere. Others might
stoop to guilt, but not you; others might
deceive, but not you. There are many men,
calling themselves gentlemen, who would have
despised you because you trod the boards of a
theatre to earn bread for your father and his
helpless children. It was not thus with
Reginald Falkner. I revered the motive which
ennobled the profession you were pursuing, and
which would have still ennobled you, had you
been but a sweeper in the streets of London;
and in the face of the whole world I would
have made you my wife.”

“ Reginald, Reginald!”

“ That was my solemn intention, when, at the
very moment that I loved you most dearly, and
trusted you with the deepest confidence, I
was told of your elopement with Sir Frederick
Beaumorris.” .

“ But, Reginald, for pity’s sake, if indeed you
once loved me, hear me now!” cried the
wretched girl, in a voice broken by her sobs.

“Not one word, Clara,” he said ; “I should
but be deceived once more. Farewell—farewell
for ever.”

She was standing at the foot of a flight of
steps leading to the principal house in the
square. As he uttered these words a cry of
anguish escaped her lips, and her head sank on
the stone balustrade by which she stood.

He watched her for a few moments in mourn-
ful silence, and then withdrew.

Her sobs redoubled as she heard his footsteps
die away in the distance, and felt that he was
indeed gone.

““Oh, Heaven ! ” she murmured ; *unhappy
wretch that I am! What a heart have I
lost!”

CHAPTER XXVII.
THE GRAND MASTER AT WORK

TaE hand which had saved Lady Edith Merton
from the fangs of the infuriated hound was no
other than that of the Grand Master of the Black
Bland, Colonel Oscar Bertrand. As the old
shepherd rushed into the cottage and sank on
his knees by the side of the expiring animal,
with a howl of rage and grief (for to his rugged
nature the dog had become dearer than child or
wife, than friend or kindred), the Austrian
officer strode into the rude dwelling, and, re-
moving his hat with the careless grace peculiar
to him, saluted Lady Edith, exactly as he would
have done had he met her in Rotten Row, or in
her own élegant saloon in Park Lane.

“ A narrow escape, my dear Lady Edith,” he

said, laughing. “It was very lucky that I
happened to be passing.”

“ My preserver ! ” cried the rescued woman,
clasping her hands.

“ Why could you not trust and wait?” said
Colonel Bertrand, sinking his voice into a whis-
per; “foolish woman, did you forget what I
told you? The Grand Master never deserts the
meanest member of the Black Band.”

“1 was to blame; I was very, very foolish,”
replied the once haughty Lady Edith, with the
humility of a child. “But every day and hour
seemed so long. My sufferings almost turned
my brain.”

“T have but just arrived in time to save you,”
answered Oscar Bertrand ; then raising his voice,
he added, “my groom is waiting without, with
the horses, Lady Edith. If you would suffer
me to convey you before me on my saddle, we
can easily regain Castle Maclomond.”

“ Return to the Castle!” cried Lady Edith,
with a shudder, “ return to that living grave!"

“ And why not?” said the Colonel gravely;
‘ where else would you go?”

“ Where else——P " exclaimed Lady Edith;
then checking herself abruptly, she dropped her
eyes beneath the impressive glance of the
Colonel : a glance that seemed to say, * Wait, and
leave all to me!” .

“ Your husband’s Scottish retreat is, strange
to say, my own destination,” said Colonel Ber-
trand. I am the bearer of a letter from Mr.
Robert Merton authorising me to use Castle
Maclomond as if it were my own house during
my stay in Scotland, which will not be a long
one, as I only visit the Highlands for a fort-
night’s deer-stalking.”

At the word “ deer-stalking,” the old shep-
herd Sandy for the first time raised his head,
which had fallen in an agony of grief upon the
side of the dead hound.

“ Deer-stalking | ” he cried ; * the deer msy

roam free upon the mountains noo ; ye've killed
the bonniest dog in the Hielands. Ho, Wallace,
Wallace ! he added, lifting the animal's bleed-
ing head in his great hands, * there's many 8
fayther wouldna greet for his dead bairn, as I
could greet for thee.”
- There was something touching in the High-
lander’s anguish. It was the griefof an almost
savage nature mourning for the loss of the one
thing it had learned to love,

“I am sorry I killed your dog, my worthy
fellow,” said Colonel Bertrand, *but it was 8
toss up between the life of the hound and the
destruction of the lady, and gallantry forbsde
that I should sacrifice so lovely a lady as the
wife of Robert Merton.”

“Why did she wear a scarlet jacket, then?”
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criefl the shepherd; “why did she dress herself
in the accursed garments of the Leddy o’ Mac-
lpmond? There is nae a dog o’ the true stock
in a’the Hielands that would nae ha’ hunted her
to the death in yon uncanny claes.”

¢ T know the old legend,” said the Colonel;
¢« T knew the last of the Maclomonds, a fated
and ruined race; glad to sell the home of their
ancestors to the merchant prince. Come, Lady
Edith.”

Colonel Bertrand led her from the cottage,
and springing into his saddle, held out his arms
to receive her, and placed her carefully before
him upon the horse. The groom then mounted,
and the party galloped off, the shepherd slowly
following him, carrying the dead hound upon
his shoulder, and the cottage-girl looking after
them through the darkness of the stormy night.

They were not long in reaching Maclomond
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Castle, where they found the small household’

in a state of terror and confusion, the young
shepherd repeating every moment his story of
the ghost of the Leddy, the nurses searching in
every direction for their missing charge, and
the old Scotch housekeeper too deaf to fully
understand what had happened.

The doors were opened by the terrified
Donald, whose hair still stood on end from his
meeting with the ghost. He gazed with re-
doubled terror upon the two horsemen, the lady
in the scarlet jacket, and the old shepherd
earrying the dead hound. It was some time
before the Colonel could convince him that the
midnight visitors to the Castle were, at any
rate, flesh and blood. '

“ Foolish lad,” he said, laughing ; ““cannot a
lady wear a scarlet riding-jacket without your
mistaking her for a ghost? Open the doors,
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and let us get out of this pelting storm. Your
comrade has lost his faithful dog by this night’s
folly. Let us in, my lad, and get us a good
tumbler of toddy, and you'll soon see we're

The manner of the Colonel completely re-
assured the superstitious young Highlander; he
flung the heavy doors of the Castle open to their

. widest extent, and bade welcome, in his honest

Scottish fashion, to the visitors.
“Let me see Mr. Robert Merton’s house-

_ keeper,” said Colonel Bertrand, shaking the

rain from his dripping garments.

The old Scotchwoman, Mrs. Macpherson,
appeared at this summons, and the Colonel
bhanded her a letter, which, after polishing her
spectacles upon her stuff petticoat, she, with,
considerable difficulty, managed to read.

The letter was a brief one, and ran thus—

“ Mrs, Macpherson,—My esteemed friend, Colonel
Oscar Bertrand, is travelling through the Highlands of
Scotland. Bid him your heartiest welcome to Castle
Maclomend, and see that he uses my house as if it were
his own. RoBERT MERTON.”

The old woman saluted the Colonel with half
a dozen curtsies, after reading this letter.

« We'll just do our best to make you welcome,
sir,” she said ; “but it's a poor place, and little
better than bare walls and empty chambers; I
mind the time when there was mirth and
revelry, and when the old rafters rang with
merry voices.”

During this brief interview the three nurses
had surrounded Lady Edith, and were busied
in removing the searlet jacket, which had so be-

_wildered the two shepherds, and which was now

soaked through and through with the rain.

Martha Crookman was violently enraged
against her patient, though she knew how to
conceal her fury beneath the cold and impassible
manner of an automaton; but Lady Edith had
aroused the hatred of the nurse’s selfish nature ;
she had endangered Martha’s situation by her
attempted escape, and the woman was deter-
mined on being revenged upon her.

“I'm thinking that a strait-waistcoat’s about
the next thing you’ll be wearing, my Lady,” she
said, as she flung the scarlet jacket upon the
floor of the hall.

At this moment the Colonel beckoned the
nurse aside.

I have brought you back your patient,” he
said, in & whisper; “ butif you wish to keep your
place you must look to her alittle better for the
future. You've had a very narrow escape of
losing her and your situation at the same time.
This stormy weather has a strange effect upon
the insane.”

Martha Crookman curtsied humbly as she re-

ceived this sharp reproof from the Austrian
officer. She little knew that it was only in-
tended to throw her off her guard. She might,
perhaps, otherwise have suspected the motive

"| of Oscar Bertrand’s visit to the Castle; after

this, she only saw in him a friend of Robert
Merton’s, commissioned, perhaps, to see to the
safety of the merchant’s mad wife.

Before Lady Edith was conducted to her
usual apartment, the Colone! contrived to spesk
to her, unperceived by the vigilant eyes of
Martha Crookman or the assistant nurses.

“In Heaven’s name,” she said, “ how did you
obtain that letter from my husband ?

The Colonel smiled at Lady Edith’s question.

“Do you suppose,” he said, that the Grand
Master of the Black Band would wait for a
genuine letter when a forgery would answer his
purpose as well ? _

“What? The letter you showed the house-
keeper was a forgery, then? "

¢ It was.”

 But she has been in my husband’s service
ever since he bought his estate. She must know
his handwriting.”

“I have no doubt she knows it well, but the
same penman who can deceive the most expe-
rienced banker’s clerk in the City of London or
Paris could surely impose upon a purblind old
Scotchwoman.”

“Colonel Bertrand | ” cried Lady ZEdith,
looking with a Dbewildered gaze of mingled
admiration and terror upon the handsome and
tranquil faee of the Austrian, “ you are surely
something more than human.”

The Colonel smiled at this speech.

-“You utter the very words which I once
heard spoken by your lover, Lionel Montfort,
now Marquis of Willoughby. My reply, then,
was—"

“'What, Colonel? "’ cried Lady Edith.

“I am neither more nor less than human. I
am only the Grand Master of the Companions
of Midnight—the Captain of the Black Band !"”

pum——

! CHAPTER XXVIII.
THE SECRETS OF THE ASSOCIATION .

TaE lamps were being lighted in the streets of
London, and darkness was slowly closing in
upon the shadow-shrouded river, when a man of
foreign appearance might have been seen leav-
ing the Waterloo Railway Station, and wending
his way slowly across the bridge towards the
Strand. :

His dark olive complexion and closely-cut

hair, of a bluish black, proclaimed his southern
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origin. His eyes were small and piercing : but,
by a strange peculiarity, the left eye seemed to
be immovable in his head, while the right rolled
restlessly in every direction. This peculiarity
gave a sinister expression to his face, which was
further increased by the bird-like sharpness of
his small hooked nose, and the compression of
his thin and colourless lips.

He was a man whose face, once seen, would
haunt you afterwards in the dead hours of the
silent night; a man whose aspect told of
mystery; of dark and terrible secrets, and
fathomless abysses of undiscovered guilt. But
in the busy streets of London, the passers-by
rarely pause to observe those whom they meet;
the changing faces shift as rapidlyas the shadows
in a magic-lantern’; the mysteries of life lie
deeply hidden under the noise and bustle of the
hburrying crowd.

The foreigner strolled across the bridge, look-
ing furtively with his one active eye to the right
and left, and no one in the crowd stopped to
observe him.

He paused at the toll-bar, and going close up
to the lamp above the gate, took out a small
slip of paper, which he exanrined carefully.

There was very little written on this fragment
-of paper, and what there was must have been
unintelligible except to one who possessed a

. secret key to its meaning. It ran thus:—

@ C. 0.,—For direction wait at the corner of Castle
Street, 10 p.m. Badge, per order of G. M. B. B.”

The clocks were chiming the half-hour after
seven as the foreigner stopped to read these
words. He shrugged his shoulders as he
listened to the chimes.

« Half-past seven,” he muttered, with a
slightly foreign accent, but in very good
English. *“Two hours and a half to wait, and
only a few pence in my pocket.”

He paid his halfpenny, passed through the
toll-bar, and walked slowly towards the Strand.

That busy thoroughfare is perhaps more
crowded at this hour than at any other period of
the day or night; men hurrying home from
‘business ; others on their way to the haunts of
pleasure; crowded omnibuses rolling by ; cabs
taking merry parties of smartly-dressed people
to the different theatres; humbler pedestrians
waiting in dense crowds about the pit and
gallery doors of the Lyceum and the Adelphi;
Dbrilliantly lighted shops, replete with everyneces-
sary or luxury of life: all the many signs which
bespeak a city’s prosperity, greet the eye on
-every side.

The stranger loitered along the pavement,
staring now at one shop, now at another, with

the vacant, listless air of a man who seeks to
kill time. His shabby overcoat was worn
threadbare about the sleeves and collar; the
felt hat slouched over his swarthy face had seen
long service ; his hands were ungloved, and the
long, sharply-pointed nails gave his bony fingers
something the look of the claws of a bird of

‘prey. He seemed, altogether, one of those

shabby, penniless adventurers, who, rejected
from their own country by reason of some evil
deed, are thrown upon the wide sea of London
for a refuge.

He turned in the direction of Temple Bar,
and passing under the archway, walked the
entire length of Fleet Street and back again
into the Strand.

- The clock of St. Clement Danes was striking
nine as he repassed Temple Bar.

«“ An hour to wait yet,” he said, shrugging
his shoulders. “ An hour in these cheerless,
cold streets, under this dull, smoky sky, and
with empty pockets. I dare say ske is riding
in her carriage, lolling on the satin cushions,
and displaying her diamonds to the crowd.
Curse her!”

He uttered these last words with an expres-
sion of deep and concentrated hate. Suddenly
a thought seemed to strike him. He quickened
his pace from his former listless lounge into
almost & run, and hurried off in the direction of
Charing Cross.

From Charing Cross he made his way to the
Haymarket, not once slackening his pace till he
reached Her Majesty’s Theatre.

The colonnade was dark and deserted; there
was no long rank of carriages, no glitter of
diamonds, or rustle of silks and velvets; no
waving of plumes, or bright flash of sparkling
glances from the orbs of beauty and fashion.
The massive doors of the opera house were
closed—the season was over.

The foreigner turned away from the box
entrance with an oath; then pausing for a few
minutes he read the bill of the last performance
which had taken place.

« Shall I go to her?” he muttered, thinking
sloud. “Shall I go to my fine lady, in her
splendid house, and ask her for the money
which is mine by right? No, there might be
danger in that; secrecy is the condition of m:;
presence in London. I must first do my wor
for them. They are doubtless on the watch.”

He left the colonnade, and looking at a clock
in a tobacconist’s shop, saw that it wanted only
ten minutes to ten.

Foreigner as he was, he seemed familiar with
all the byeways of London; for he passed
through several intricate courts and turnings,
and emerged, as St. Martin’s clock struck ten,
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into the lower end of Castle Street, Leicester
‘Square. :

A man of respectable appearance was lockig
into the window of a small shop; and as the
‘foreigner entered the street, he glanced round,
.and the eyes of the iwo met. v

The foreigner put his hand in the pocket of
his coat and drew cut a small strip of black
crape, which he fastened in a peculiar manner
round his left wrist, the other man watching
him attentively all the time.

As he drew the slip-knot tightly, with a
jerk of the finger and thumb, the man addressed
him— :

“You have hurt your wrist,” he said, care-
Jessly. ,

“T wear the badge of my craft,” answered
the foreigner.

¢ The arm—" said the Englishman.

¢ That can strike ! " replied the foreigner.

¢ The head—" _

“ That can think !”

¢“The tongue—"

“That can be silent!”

“Good,” said the Englishman, “Come with
me.”

The two men walked into St. Martin’s Lane,

where the Englishman hailed a cab, and gave
some directions in an undertone to the driver,
who wore around his wrist a shabby strip jof
_crape, like that assumed by the foreigner.
- Itis needlgss to conceal from the reader that
these three men were alike members of that
mysterious society of which Oscar Bertrand
was the powerful and unknown chief. The
Black Band had its own vehicles as well as its
own places of meeting; vehicles which, ap-
parently at the service of the public, were in
reality driven by humble members of this
mighty association.

The ceremonies which Colonel Bertrand had
used in the case of Lord Lionel Montfort were
employed on this occasion. The eyes of the
foreigner were bandaged, and he was handed
out of the cab at the entrance to that very build-
ing in which Lord Lionel Montfort had taken
the vows of the society, and the real situation of
‘which was known only to a privileged few.

When the bandage was removed from his
eyes, the foreigner found himself in the office
which contained the books of the society, and
that marvellous and terrible cabinet, armed
with its triple rows of loaded pistols, and fur-
nished with the wonderful machinery of death,
the secret of which Colonel Bertrand hLad re-
vealed to Lord Lionel.

A man dressed in black, and wearing a velvet
mask, was seated at a desk covered with papers,
under the brilliant light of two lamps, so con-

trived that their light could be turned at will in
any direction, and thrown with a concentrated
glare upon the face of any person in the room.

The foreigner found himself alone with this
man, who wore a small jet star on his breast,
which bespoke his high rank in the society. He
lifted his delicate hand, which sparkled with
diamonds, and threw the light of the two lamps
upon the face of the foreigner. :

“You are an Italian? " he said,

“ A Neapolitan.”

“ Passing under the name of Antonio
VecchiP”

“Yes.”

“ A member of three political societies, and
traitor to each?”

Antonio Vecchi shrugged his shoulders.

“ Enough,” answered his interrogator. “We
do not need your acknowledgment of facts we
know. The important questions are these:—
Has your treachery ever been discovered ? "

“ Never."”

“ Neither discovered nor suspected P ”

¢ Neither discovered nor suspected,” answered
Vecchi. -

“ Is there any fear of suspicion arising P"

“No.”

““ Good. If this is so, you can serve us. Now,
then, for your letters.” .

He referred to a pile of documents on the
desk before him, and selecting three narrow
slips of thin paper, closely written in a cramped
foreign hand, he addressed Antonio Vecchi in
the following words—

“In number one you tell us that the Prince
de Z., one of the most powerful members of
the Society of the Good Cousins, has been en-
trusted with a mission of importance. You
have not yet discovered the purport of this
mission P ”

I was but a humble member of the society,”
answered Vecchi. “I had to watch and wait.”

“Good. In your second letter you inform us
you have discovered London is the city to which
the Prince de Z. is to be sent. In number
three you tell us more. His mission is to the
members of the Society of Good Cousins
scattered throughout England; and he is
charged with an immense sum of moncy, with
which he is to organise the secret return of the
exiles to the Two Sicilies, in order to renew the
struggle of ’48, and this time with more prudence
and better success.” This is the information you
send us. Are you prepared to swear that it is
correct 2"

“I am,” replied Vecchi.

¢ By the oaths of the society, which are severé
and temrible.” -

“ By any oaths you may please to administer.”



THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT

93

. “Good. - You are a villain, Signor Vecchi,
but I do not think you are a coward.”

“You shall never find me one.”

“Now, then, to business, When does the
Prince arrive in London?”

“To-morrow night.”

“And what is the sum of money he carries? ”

“T do not know the exact amount,” answered
the Italian ; ‘ but it consists of several thousand
pounds.”

“You know the terms of the society P "

“Ido.”

“A third of the booty to the informer and
originator of the robbery; a third to defray
all expenses; and the remaining third to the
society.”

“The conditions are just.”

“They are. Justice, even in crime, is the
first condition of the society. Now for the
means of action.”

“T am all attention.”

“Is the Prince de Z. familiar with LondonP ”

“He is not.”

“Has he many fnends in London ?

“No. He is a very young man, and his youth
has been passed in the mountain strongholds of
Calabria, where he possesses a vast estate. He
bas only lately joined the Good Cousins, but he
is trusted on account of his character for truth
and chivalry.”

“Good ; he is & young man, and he is there.
fore inexperienced ; he is truthful, and he is
therefore unsuspicious; he is a stranger to
London, and he can therefore be easily deceived.
The society has houses of resort in every quarter
of the town. The Prince must be taken to one
of these houses at the West-end, under the
impression that he is being conducted to a
fashionable hotel.”

“But who will do this? " asked the Italian.

“The working members of the society. They
will watch at the station for the arrival of the
train conveying the Prince from Dover ; it will
be easy for them to contrive the rest. You
will furnish us with a minute description of his
appearance.”

1 I Wﬂl."

“Good. Tired with his journey, the Prince
will sleep well on the night of his arrival, and
vwhen the grey dawn breaks over the housetops
of London, the money he carries will have passed
into the hands of the association.”

There was somethaing terrible in the consum-
mate coolness with which the man in the velvet
mask arranged the details of this treacherous
and diabolical robbery; and even the Italian,
villain as he was, shuddered at the business-like
mof the unknown being before whom he

“You will receive your orders for action
below,” said the mask; * our interview is
ended.”

He then took a black eloth mask from a
drawer near him and handed it to Antonio.
*You will assume this,” he said; “secrecy is
the policy of the association ; you will be known
only to the higher members of the band by your
name ; for all ordinary purposes you will, like
all other associates, be distinguished by a num-
ber ; your number will be 161.”

He touched a bell, which gave forth one smgle
stroke, and the small square flooring upon which
the Italian stood sunk slowly, until Antonio
Vecchi found himself in a large apartment,
which very much resembled the office of an
ordinary house of business.

There wero some striking peculiarities, how-
ever, in this apartment. At one end there was
a desk at which a clerk wag seated, and on the
right hand of which an iron pipe communicate "
with the ceiling above. Benches were arranged
across the room, upon which men of all ages, and
apparently of all grades, were seated. They
were all silent, and they all wore masks similar
to that of Antonio Vecchi. Along one side of
the apartment was a row of doors ; on the centre
panel of each, a peculiar eypher was painted in
black characters.

. While the Italian was looking about him, &
sharp whistle vibrated through the iron pipe by
the desk of the clerk, followed by a rustling noise
of papers falling through the tube.

The clerk busied himself in selecting and
sorting these papers, all of which were folded in.
long narrow slips, and sealed at each end with
black wax.

“No. 43, he said, in a loud, clear voice;
“No. 79, 104, 18, 62, 37, 91, 161.”

Antonio Vecchi stepped forward at the same
moment with seven other members of the masked
assembly, who crowded eagerly round the desk.

Each of the eight men received a sealed slip of
paper from the clerk. Antonio Vecchi observed
that no one stopped to open his paper, but placed
it at once in his pocket ; the Italian therefore
did the same.

“The assembly is dismissed,” said the clerk ;
¢ the members will leave the office by the seventh
door from the right.”

The assembly crowded round the door indi-
cated, which opened outwards with a spring,
revealing a dimly-lighted passage.

Into this passage the crowd flocked, the Italian
following the stream. They had not gone half a
dozen paces before the passage took an abrupt
turn to the right; it then gradually curved to
the left ; after that it appeared to describe three
parts of a circle, and then branched off suddenly
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in a new direction. In fact, it was so constructed
as to defy all topography; the curves were so
peculiar and so varied, that it was impossible to
guess whether they led east, west, north, or
south.

In about ten minutes the Italian felt a stream
of cold air blowing upon his face, and a few
moments afterwards the crowd emerged in a
dismal, narrow street in the heart of the city.

“Curse this place!” said one of the men;
“I've been fifteen years a member of the Band,
and all that time I've tried to discover the real
position of the central office without being a jot
nearer success to-night than I was when first I
took the oaths.”

One of the other men laughed at this remark.

% Nor would you be any nearer,” he answered,
¢ fifteen years hence. The secrets of the associ-
ation are like the secrets of the grave—they were
never yet discovered by mortal man.”

CHAPTER XXIX.
THE RODBERY AT THE SHAM HOTEL

TaE young Prince de Z. was brave, generous,
high-minded, and enthusiastic. The tyranny of
that Bourbon ruler, who had been christened
by his unhappy subjects * King Bomba,” in
commemoration of having, besides perpetrating
other cruelties and massacres, bombarded his
own capital ; and whose tyrannies did much to
lay the foundation of that spirit of revolt which
smouldered in the heart of Italy through long
years of oppression, which burst forth in the
brief revolution of ‘48, and which finally tri-
umphed, so far as Naples and Sicily were con-
cerned, under the leadership of Garibaldi in
1860.

- 'The spirit of freedom has never been extinct
in the breasts of the noble children of Italy. It
may have slumbered, but it has not died. The
Prince de Z., at the age of twenty-five, was fore-
most in the ranks of the patriots, of whom
Mazzini was then the chief. Eager to serve his
party, he had prayed earnestly to be employed
for the interests of the society, and, overruled
by his enthusiasm, the heads of the association
had consented to overlook his inexperience, and
{0 entrust him with a mission which, though
critical, was not diflicult.

He had simply to distribute a sum of money
amongst a number of exiles, whose names and
addresses had been entrusted to him,

He was accomplished, handsome, elegant;
the scion of an ancient house ; the owner of a
princely estate. He was used to all the sweet

intoxications common to his position; the
flattery of women, the servility of men. Credu-
lous and unsuspicious, almost to a fault, he
knew not what it was to doubt the truth of
another.

The Prince arrived at the London Bridge
station at the hour indicated by the traitor,
Antonio Vecchi. He was attended only by his
valet, who was as ignorant of English customs
as the Prince himself.

As he alighted from the railway carriage he
was approached by a man, dressed in a suit of
black, resembling that of a gentleman’s servant,
who asked him, in French, if he was provided
with an hotel.

The Prince knew that abroad it was cus-
tomary for men called commissionaires to seize
upon newly-arrived foreigners, and carry them
off to the hotels by which they were employed ;
but he did not know that the custom is un-
known amongst our more independent English
citizens.

“No,” replied the Prince, also in French;
“if you belong to a desirable hotel, in the
fashionable quarter of London, you may make
arrangements with my servant.”

The man bowed respectfully to the Prince de
Z., and addressed himself to the valet, who
selected his master’s luggage and placed it on
one cab, while the Prince seated himself in
another.

The whole transaction had occupied little
more than five minutes. The strange man gave
directions to the Prince’s cabman, and then
seated himself in the vehicle with the valet, with
whom he contrived to get into conversation as.
they drove towards the W est-end. They stopped
at a small house in a quiet street in the neigh-
bourhood of St. James’s Square, and the sham
servant of the hotel ushered the Prince into a.
small but handsomely-appointed suite of apart-
ments upon the first floor..

He led the valet to a chamber situated two-
floors above the rooms occupied by the Prince.

It was the plan of the robbers to separate the
master from the man. .

The Prince ordered dinner, and three waiters.
entered the rcom and busied themselves in pre-
paring the tablo.

These waiters were three of the most accom-
plished members of the Black Band—men who
had been engaged in some of those mysterious
robberies that have bewildered the cleverest
police in the chief cities of Europe—men to
whom crime was an art, and who studied the
details of a robbery as a great painter studies
the details of his picture. °

They understood half-a-dozen languages, and
though the Prince and his valet conversed in
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Ttalian, the attendants remembered and noted
every word that was uttered.

The Prince de Z., young and inconsiderate,
spoke at random before these men—never for a
moment imagining that the ordinary servants
of a London hotel were likely to understand
Italian.

“You carried the portmanteau containing the
money in your own hands the whole time,
Nicolas? " asked the Prince.

“T did, your excellence.”

“That is well, Nicolas. I've heard that these
English are terrible thieves. The portmanteau
might have been tampered with if you had let
it out of your sight. Where is it now ? "

“1 have plaeed it in my own sleeping-apart-
ment, your excellence. I have locked the door,
and have the key in my pocket,” answered the
valet, tapping his waistcoat triumphantly.

One of the men, whose back was turned to
the Prince and his servant, smiled involuntarily
at this remark.

The reader need scarcely be told that there
were duplicate keys to every door in this
house.

¢ Cautious Nicolas ! ” said the Prince, laugh-
ingly, “you had better have left your door
open ; people will think your conduct strange in
locking it. Remember you are now in a
respectable hotel, the master of which is answer-
able for the honesty of its inmates, and you
need no longer be alarmed for the safety of the
specie.”

The three men exchanged stolen glances.

The money, then, was in specie !

They had now learned all they required to
know.

Their directions were to leave all for night—
to drug the man they had to rob, and to make
away with the property while he slept.

A sumptuous dinner, procured from a neigh-
bouring confectioner’s shop (for it is needless to
say that there were no cooks in this sham hotel),
was served; and the Prince, who was very well
satisfied with his accommodation, retired to rest
at about eleven o'clock, exhausted by the fatigue
of his journey.

The valet went to his room at the same time.
He had not been five minutes in the apartment
before he was disturbed by one of the waiters,
who brought him a tumbler of hot wine, spiced
and sweetened, and smelling most delicious.

Nicolas grinned his thanks for the steaming
liquid, and nodded and smiled to the waiter, by
way of good night.

‘¢ An English custom, no doubt,” he thought;
¢ unluckily the wine will be cold before I can
drink it, as I must first write to Pepita.”

Pepita was the valet's sweetheart—a pretty

little Calabrian damsel, who was, no doubt,
anxiowsly awaiting a letter to tell of Ler lover's
arrival in London.

But writing this letter was by no means an
easy task to Nicolas. He had some difficulty
in thinking what he was to write, and still more
difficulty in writing it. He squared his elbows
on the little table, dipped the pen in the ink,
and began to write—* My darling Pepita—"

In the very first stroke of his pen he made
an awkward sweep with his right elbow, and
knocked over the tumbler of wine.

The poor fellow was in despair at his loss,
but it was not to be remedied ; so he shrugged
his shoulders, laughed good-humouredly at his
ill-luck, and went on with his letter.

He was nearly an hour finishing it, and by
the time it was done he was so sleepy that he
threw himself dressed upon the bed, having first
taken care to lock his chamber-door, and to
examine the fastenings of the precious port-
manteau, which stood on a chair close to his
pillow.

He was asleep in less than five minutes,
after having murmured a brief prayer to his
patron saint.

A little after two o’clock he was suddenly
awoke by a noise at the casement of his room.

He opened his eyes, and beheld a young man
cnter his room by means of a ladder placed
against the open window.

Nicolas sprang from the bed, and flung him-
self on the intruder with the bound of one of
the animals native to his own mountains. But
the robber was more powerful than the valet;
and after a brief but desperate struggle, he
contrived to disengage himself from Nicolas's
grasp, and drawing a clasp-knife from his sleeve,
stabbed the Italian in the breast.

The valet fell with a cry of anguish.

“The gold ! the gold!” he cried. “I would
have died sooner than have been robbed of that.
I have betrayed my trust.”

The room swam round before his dizzied eyes,
and darkness shadowed his senses, as he fainted.
from loss of blood.

As Nicolas sank senseless to the ground, the
robber took the portmanteau in his hand, and
lowered himself from the window with his
precious load.

CHAPTER XXX.
CAST OFF

Crara MELvVILLE did not appeal in vain to the
generous heart of Lolota Vizzini; the return of
post brought her a letter from the Spanish
dancer containing ample funds for her journey,
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and the warmest expressions of sympathy and
regard. “Come to me, poor little Clara,” she
wrote, “come to me, who can pity, and believe
your story ; for I, too, have suffered from the
baseness of men, caling themselves gentlemen,
but wearing the false and tinselly polish of the
world' as the mask for every vice and cruelty.
Come to me, Clara, and I will never again part
with my protégée.”

Lolota wrote very little of her interview with
Clara’s father ; she merely said that she had
seen Mr. Melville, and that his mind was now
relieved from all anxiety. She instructed
Clara as to how she was to return to London,
and promised to meet her at the railway station.

But the heart of the ballet-dancer was almost
broken. Reginald, that good and noble Regi-
nald, whose friendship had been so bright an
oasis in the weary desert of her life, was lost
to her for ever. And worse than lost, for he
thdught her base and unworthy, and he would
henceforth remember her name with scornful
loathing,

He thought her the mistress of the man whom
she abhorred.

Her heart sank with a deadly sickness at the
hateful thought. The good farmer’s wife soon
discovered that some deep and bitter grief was
preying on the mind of her English visitor. By
a thousand little tender attentions she showed a
sympathy so unobtrusive and sincere, that, in
spite of herself, Clara took comfort from the
Frenchwoman’s goodness.

¢ She, at least, does not mistake me for the
guilty wretch that Reginald believes me to be.
Her woman’s instinct would revolt from me,
were I indeed so base a creature. Heaven will
not long suffer me to be so wronged. Sooner or
later Reginald will learn the truth.”

That firm faith and those fixed religious
principles which had sustained the unhappy
girl through her past trials supported her in
this new affliction.. When the first bitterness
of her grief was over, she learned once more to
place her trust in Providence and patiently
await the issue.

But a new and even harder trial was yet in
store for her.

She bade adieu to her kind Norman friends,
the farmer’s wife weeping to lose the stranger
on whom her hospitality had been so freely
bestowed. Lolota's generosity enabled Clara to
offer her friends presents which compensated
them for all they had bestowed on her, though
it was with great difficulty that the ballet-
dancer could prevail upon them to accept any-
thing but her affection in return for their good-
ness.

Fiften hours’ travelling brought Clara to her

destination. Lolota was waiting on the plat-
form as the train entered the station, and
Clara was once more in the arms of her truest
friend.

“Dearest Madame Vizzini ! she exclaimed,
as soon as she and Lolota were seated in the
Spanish dancer’s luxurious brougham, *“how
kind you have been !”

. “No kinder than I will always be, Clara,"
answered Lolota, laying the girl’s fair head upon
her shoulder, and fondly smoothing the soft
clusters of pale auburn hair—*not kinder than
I will be while life is left to me,” she added,
sadly. “ My poor little girl! how much you
must have suffered through these weary trials!
What a pale face you have brought back to
England! But we will soon restore you.”

“Dear madame, you are too good to me,”
replied the young girl, embracing her protec-
tress. .

The brougham crossed London Bridge, and
drove slowly through the crowded City. Clara
had been too absorbed by her friend’s welcome
to notice the direction in which TLolota’s
coachmar was driving ; but by-and-by, glancing
through the front windows of the vehicle, she
observed with surprise that they were going
westward. :

“Your coachman is driving to Arlington
Street, dear Madame Vizzini,” she said ; * will
you add one more kindness to all that I owe
you, and drive me home? Or if you are
anxious to return to Piccadilly, will you let me
take a cab? My first duty is to fly to my poor
father.”

There was a sorrowful accent in Lolota’s
voice as she replied to this request—

I know, dear Clara,” she said, ‘‘ how anxious
you must be to see your father; but remember
that I love you as dearly as ever he can. Grant
me the happiness of having you with me to-day,
and to-morrow——"" :

“ No, no, my best friend,” interrupted Clara;
“you would not ask this if you knew my father.
His life has been one of suffering. Sorrows,

‘which to me have been dark and mysterious

secrets, have embittered his days, and the only
poor consolation he can have is in the affection
of his children. Pray, pray, let us drive there
at once.” .

Hor hand was on the check-string as she
spoke, but Lolota arrested her by a rapid
gesture, and encircling the ballet-girl's slender
form with her arms, drew her to her bosom.

%My Clara, my poor, poor girl!” she said,
tenderly, “ you must not go to your father to-

“Oh, Heaven ! " cried Clara;  something has
happened to him!”
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“No. I left him an hour ago in perfect
health.”

+And yet I must not go to him?"

% No, Clara,” answered Lolota, firmly; *“you
must not go to those who disbelieve and mis-
judge you, while you have friends who can
trust in you, even against all conflicting evi-
dence.”

s Whut 1” eried Clara, in accents of despair;
. *“can my father misjudge meP "

“He does, Clara.”

“ He thinks me guilty ? "

¢ Unhappily, my poor child, he does.”

Clara buried her face in her clasped hands,
and abandoned herself to a tempest of grief.

“T could have endured all but this,” she
sobbed ; “ the contempt of the world—the scorn
even of one who had loved me, but not this.
Oh, Heaven ! why am I afflicted past my powers
of endurance P ”

¢ Patience, Clara, patience. All this is but
for a little time. The truth must triumph in
the end.”

“But let me go to my father, cried the
ballet-girl; “let mo go to him and fall on my
knees at his feet. He cannot disbelieve me
then. He cannot look on me and think me
guilty,”

“You shall see him to-morrow, Cla.ra,
answered her friend. “You are too much
broken down by fatigue and agitation to endure
the interview to-day. To-morrow you will be
calmer, and will be able to plead your cause
more coherently.”

It was only by this last inducement that
Madame Vizzini prevailed upon Clara to
accompany her to Arlington Street, and to
defer the interview with her father till the
following day.

All that the tenderest sympathy could effect
—all that a sister’s love could imagine, was done
by the Spanish dancer to soothe the wounded
spirit of the weary traveller. Lying on a
sofa in the shady drawing-room, surrounded
with luxury and comfort, Clara told her story to
her friend and benefactress.

Lolota listened in perfect silence till the
mention of Colonel Bertrand’s name, and the
mysterious intervention which had saved Clara
from a fate far worse than death.

¢ Strange and superhuman being ! ” exclaimed
Madame Vizzini, *That man exercises an in-
fluence that no living creature can either fathom
or resist. Whence comes this sinister and in-
vincible power P ”

I only know that he appeared at a moment
~when I thought myself far removed from all
human aid,” answered Clara, ‘ and that but for
Aim I should not now be in safety.”

“ But can you remember nothing of what he
said after his appearance ? " asked Lolota.

“ Nothing. The surprise, the shock of my
rescue, was more powerful even than the
anguish that had gone before; I must have
fainted immediately. I remember nothing
until T awoke and found myself alone with'a
peasant girl who was one of the domecstics
belonging to the chateau.”

Clara did not hesitate even to confide to the
Spanish dancer the history of her meeting with
Reginald Falkner. Lolota was deeply grieved
to hear of the young man’s cruel suspicions.

“There has been some fatal treachery at
work in all this, Clara,” said Madame Vizzini;
“ there have been letters written in your name
—vile forgeries, in which you are made to
appear the falsest and most heartless of women.
One of the counterfeit letters was shown to me
by your father, and it is on evidence such as
this that even a parent has condemned you.”

¢“QOh, Heaven,” cried Clara, “this is too cruel.”

“ Do not fear, my poor child. The day will
come when this base treachery shall be exposed
to the contempt and loathing of the world. I,
too, have suffered from the plots of the base and
designing ; yet I do not fear. I had long per-
ceived Mr. Falkner's attachment to you, and I
had hoped to see you elevated to a superior
position, and far removed from all the dangers
that surround the ballet-dancer.’

“ It was too bright a hope!” murmured Clara,
sadly.

Early the next morning Xolota Vizzini
ordered the carriage to be in attendance for
Clara Melville.'

“You shall go alone, Clara,” she sald “my
presence can do no good, and you wxll best
plead your own cause. A father's grief, a
father’s love, and a father’s anger, are alike
sacred. The presence of a stranger would but
be an intrusion. Go alone; tell your story as
simply as you have told it to me, and the most
incredulous could scarcely fail to believe you.
Trust only to the eloquence of truth and
sorrow.”

Clara embraced her friend, and hurried down
to the carriage. The ballet-dancer was looking
careworn and haggard. Purple circles sur-
rounded her soft blue eyes, and not a tinge of
colour illumined her pale cheeks, but still there
was a light of hope in her face.

¢ My father cannot refuse to believe me,” she
murmured.

The way seemed to her long and tiresome in
her anxiety to be at her father's feet. Every
obstacle annoyed her, and she thought that
Madame Vizzini's coachman had never before
driven so slowly,
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At last, however, they reached the Kennington
Road; the carriage drew up at the well-known
house, and Madame Vizzini's page ran up the
garden-walk and sounded a long and resound-
ing peal upon the knocker.

Clara looked eagerly up at the windows of her
old apartments. She fully expected to see her
little brother and sister looking at the carriage
which had stopped before their door; but she
was disappointed. No fair and curly heads
appeared at the open casements; no merry
voices sounded in the familiar rooms.

“Little George and Jessie must have gone
for their morning’s walk,” she said. “ Perhaps
it is better so, I shall see my father alone.”

She sprang from the carriage and hurried to
the door, which had just been opened by the
mistress of the house.

“Oh, Miss Clara,” she said, “you are too
late to catch your Papa before his journey.”

“His journey!” cried Clara. “What
journey ?”

“Why,"” said the woman, “didn’t you know,
Miss, that your Papa and your little brother
and sister were to start this morning for the
country ? "

% No,no!”

“ 'Well, it was rather sudden certainly, Miss.
Your Pa only made up his mind last night, after
‘that handsome Spanish lady had been here.
He calls me up stairs, and I thinks what was up
directly I sees my rent for a fortnight laid out
upon the table. ¢ Mrs. Morris,” says your Pa,
‘my little ones want change of air, and so I've
made up my mind to take them for a trip in
the country; so when my eldest daughter
comes here you must tell her that we have gone
away, and give her a letter I will leave with
you. In the meantime, as my movements are
very uncertain, it will be best for you to dispose
of your lodgings to the best advantage.’ You
know your Pa’s quite the gentleman, Miss, and
I was that sorry to lose him and the dear
children, that as soon as the cab drove off to
the railway station this morning, I laid my
head on the kitchen table and had a good cry ;
but, Lor’ a mercy, how pale you have turned,
Miss!”

Clara had, indeed, grown as white as death.
This intelligence seemed a death-blow to all
hope.

“The letter!” she exclaimed.
sake, Mrs. Morris, the letter ! ”

“Your Pa's letter. Lor,, yes, to be sure,
Miss. I left it on the kitchen dresser; but
pray don’t take on so! You look so flustered
and frightened like. Your Pa’s only gone away
for change of hair. The front parlour’s gone to
Greenwich for the day, so just step in, Miss

“For pity’s

Clara, and sit on the sofa while I fetch you
Pa's letter.,” i

The unhappy girl complied. 8he tottered to
a seat, the room swimming before her eyes, and
her brain bewildered by the mental shoeck she
had received. -

She had but one thought—her father’s letter
and the tidings which it might contain.

- She took it from Mrs. Morris with an eager

but a trembling hand, = -

It ran thus :—

“I have been throughout a troubled. life the vietim
of treachery and falsehood: falsehood from those of
my kindred, to whom I should have looked for truth;I
ought not, therefore, to have been surprised at the
treachery of my child. Yet, so weak are we at the
best, that I will freely confess to you that your conduct
has been a bitter blow to me. I go far away, in order
that I may learn to forget that I ever had a daughter.
Enclosed you will find the evidence of your guilf,
against which even a father's trust in his child’s trath
could not survive.”

The enclosure was an open letter, writtenin
a hand so closely resembling her own that the
bewildered girl gazed at it in amazement.

“I must be dreaming,” she said, * for surely
this is my own writing.”
The forged letter was worded thus :—

“ Dearest: I will grant your request, and fly with you
to that luxurious bower in the solitudes of Normandy,
which you so eloquently deseribe. You are right; I
am weary of this dull, monotonous life ; I am weary of
working for my father, and brother, and sister. Isigh
for splendour, for carriages, and diamonds—gorgeous
dresses and a princely home, and to obtain these I will
become all that you desire. Yours till death, Clars.”

« Merciful Heaven !” cried Clara; *cansuch
treachery exist, and yet go unpunished ?”

Scarcely knowing what she did, she placed
the two letters in a little pocket-book which she
always carried, and which contained the few
brief but treasured notes addressed to her by
Reginald Falkner. Her old landlady, Mrs
Morris, was alarmed by her lodger’s pale face
and agitated looks. .

“Come, bear up, Miss Clara,” she said,
soothingly; “mno bad news from your P#
hope? '

“ No, no,” murmured Clara. ¢ Tell me, Mrs.
Morris, where have they gone ?”

“ Your Pa did not say, Miss.” )

“What! he gave you no address—no direction
where to send his letters? ”

“ No, Miss ; he only said he was going somé
where in the North.”

Somewhere in the North! Clara’s heart
sank within her. She felt herself, mfi“fd’.
abandoned. Had it not been for Lolota Vizzitt
she would have been without a friend on ears™

She had left the house, and roturning o tb°
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carriage, flung herself back upon the cushions,
and sbandoned herself to gloomy thoughts, as
the vehicle returned to Arlington Street. Lolota
received her with open arms.

“Cheer up, Clara,” she said, *“the storm is
but s brief one ; the sunshine will burst forth in
redoubled splendour. Remember, I, too, have
passed through the tempest. Give me that vile
forgery, Clara; it shall be my task to bring the
shame he deserves upon its base author.”

Lolota opened a cabinet, and placed the letter
ina secret drawer.

In an early issue of the Times newspaper
. sppeared the following advertisement :—

“C. M, implores her beloved father to communicate
i vithher. The evidence produced against her is false,

a0d she has been the victim of the treachery of others.” |

- Invain Clara watched and waited for a reply

| to this advertisement. Days, weeks, months

pssed, and none came. Lolota Vizzini was

compelled to leave England to fulfil her Parisian

i eigagements; for in the brilliant capital of

~ France the lovely Spanish dancer was as much
tdmired as in England ; and Clara Melville felt
thst she would be indeed alone.

r

CHAPTER XXXI.
THE WINDING WAYS OF LIFE

Lotors Vizzinx did not forget her protégée.

Before leaving England, she wrote to the

| er of & minor theatre on the Surrey side

of the Thames, requesting him to wait upon her
in Arlington Street.

The worthy Manager, who had begun life as

2 jockey, and who had picked up a small

fortune, among such crooked in-and-outs of

London lif that few were able to trace the

winding ways of his career, was only too happy

torespond to the summons of the fashionable
dmcer. To have secured Lolota’s services for
one night only at the Royal Paragon Theatre
would have been to ensure a house crowded to
the ceiling, and to put three or four hundred
pounds into the pocket of Mr. Rupert de

Lancy.

The Manager’s cab dashed up to the door in
Arlington Street at the hour appointed, and
Mr.de Lancy, flinging the reins to his tiger,
sprang from the vehicle, and hurried into the
drawing-room where Lolota and her protégée
awaited him.

Rupert de Lancy was rather a handsome
man of ahout five and forty years of age. Tall
ud slender, with good teeth and dark hair, he
tetained the appearance of youth after a life of

dissipation. He was dressed in the height of
the fashion, and decorated with jewellery,
which said more for his wealth than his good
taste.

Lolota was reclining in an easy chair by the
fire, with her tiny slippered feet resting on the
low bronze and ormolu fender. She wore a
loose morning robe of rose-eoloured silk, and a
black lace veil floated round her superb coils of
glistening raven hair.

Clara was seated in the window, simply
dressed in black, with her soft auburn hair
clustered round her delicate face.

Mr. Rupert de Lancy opencd his eyes to
their widest extent as he glanced at the two
ladies. So much beauty had never yet adorned
the Royal Paragon Theatre.

“ My dear Madame Vizzini,” he said, as
Lolota motioned him to a seat opposite her own,
“ your letter has filled me with delight. Dare
I hope that you have at last relented, and that,
if but for one night only, you have determined
on allowing the audience on the other side of
the Thames to behold and admire the Star of the
Ballet?”

“You are very good, Mr. de Lancy,” said
Lolota, smiling; “but I have no intention of
changing my mind just at present as to the
Royal Paragon Theatre ; anxious as I should be
to oblige its manager. I start for Paris next
week. My object in asking you to be so kind
as to call on me had reference to a friend.”

“A friend. Oh, indeed!” o

Mr. Rupert de Lancy’s face fell at this intel-
ligence. He had been summoned from an im-
portant rehearsal to gratify some absurd whim of
the Spanish dancer’s. She was, however, far too-
distinguished a person to offend, so the
Manager smoothed his face, and said, with his.
sweetest smile—

“Pray, may I ask you who this friend is ? "

Lolota laughed.

“ Come here, my dear Clara,” she said. “ Let.
me introduce you to Mr. Rupert de Lancy, the
most courteous and liberal of managers. I want.
him to engage you as columbine for the panto--
mime he is about to produce at Christmas.”

Mr. de Lancy looked admiringly at Clara’s.
blushing and downeast face.

“Columbine ! ” he said, gravely—* that’s a.
serious matter. Had it been for the ballet the-
young lady’s appearance would have been
enough to sccure her an immediate engage-
ment.”

“The ballet!” exclaimed Lolota, looking the-
Manager full in the face. ‘I believe at the
Paragon Theatre you give your ballet-dancers
twelve shillings a week? You hear, Clara—
with a pretty face and a good figure—with a.
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considerable knowledge of dancing—you may
earn twelve shillings a week. Ah, Mr. Rupert
de Lancy !” continued the lovely Spaniard, her
face flushing with generous indignation, *it is
these small and pitiful salaries that drive the
ballet-girl to become that which on first entering
the profession she little dreamed of ever being.
Bad men offer their jewels and wealth to girls
who perhaps are almost starving; and the
virtuous world, riding by in their carriages,
wonders that the ballet-girl falls.”

Mr. Rupert de Lancy grew very red in the
face. He knew that this was true. He knew
that while he was making a-superb fortune out
of the Paragon Theatre, his salaries were cut
down to the furthest limit; and this, in the face
of the bright example of other managers, whose
liberality made them beloved by the lowest
servant in their theatre.

“But do not let us talk of these things,” said
Lolota; “let us rather hope to see them some
day reformed. Miss Melville is an excellent
dancer. I believe you would as soon take my
word for that as the word of any one—but the
ballet-master at Her Majesty’s will tell you the
same.” She only asks five guineas a week, as
her name is not yet known to the public.. Tell
me, then, Mr. de Lancy, is it a bargain ?"

“Five pounds a week!” murmured the
Manager.

“You would have to give anybody else seven
or eight,” answered Lolota.

“ But the young lady is a novice.”

¢ But I assure you sheis a better dancer than
many of the most experienced.”

“I can refuse you nothing, Madame Vizzini,”
said the Manager, in his most insinuating tone ;
“Miss Melville may consider herself engaged.
If she will call on me to-morrow at the Paragon,
I will draw up our agreement.”

I shall leave you some of my handsomest
‘stage-dresses,” said Lolota, when she and Clara
were alone, “and you can occupy this house
while I am away. Benson, my housekeeper,
will remain in England, and will take good care
of my little protégée.”

Clara felt herself at first strangely alone in

the crowded Green Room of the Paragon
Theatre. It was early in December, and the
pantomimie was not to be produced until the
twenty-sixth of the month; but Clara went
every day to the long and fatiguing rehearsals
necessary to ensure the perfection of the forth-
coming performance.
- She found the members of the company kind
and friendly towards her, and in a little time
she grew to prefer the minvr theatre to the opera
house, in which the great Italian singers held
themselves aloof from the humbler ballet-girls.

The leading tragedian of the Paragon Theatre
was & Mr. Antony Verner, that very Antony
Verner whom we met by the death-bed of his
uncle. The young man, cut off by poverty from
entering any other profession, had chosen to
devote himself to the stage, for which an unfail-
ing instinet told him that he had talent. Gifted
with an excellent appearance, a rich, deep
voice, and an intellect capable of appreciating
the varied phases of every character he at-
tempted to perform, Antony Verner could
scarcely fail to succeed. He did succeed; but
the theatrical profession is a jealous one; he
had yet -much to achieve, and he was glad to
hold a leading position in the Paragon Theatre,
awaiting that lucky hour when the flood-tide of
fortune should drift him to West-end celebrity.

Clara met him several times in the Green
Room. She had not been introduced to him,
but she could not help observing that, every
time they met, his attention seemed attracted to
her as if against his own will. There was
nothing impertinent in his gaze, but there was
an anxiety, a curiosity, which the young girl
could not understand. .

One morning, however, Mr. Antony Verner
entered the Green Room with Mr. de Lancy,
and the Manager, walking straight up to Clars,
said to her with a facetious smile—

“ Here is a gentleman who is very anxious to
be introduced to you, Miss Melville, Pray
take pity on him, for I assure you the impression
you have made upon his susceptible heart is
something terrible.” . ,

Clara bowed, Mr. de Lancy strolled out of
the Green Room humming a popular air, and
the dancer was left alone with Antony Verner.
They talked for some little time on general topics;
then, after a brief pause, the tragedian said—

“You would never guess, Miss Melville, my
strongest reason for wishing to be introduced to
you.”

“No, indeed,” replied Clara.

“ It is on account of a likenesg———"

¢ A likeness P ”

“Yes, a marvellous likeness which you bear
to a picture in my possession.”

¢ Indeed,” answered Clara, carelessly, ¢that
is singular ; but these accidental likenesses are
so common. You often see strangers who more
closely resemblo each other than the nearest
relatives.” .

“True. Yet something tells me that this
likeness is not accidental. I fear you musé
have often thought me impertinent, but, from
the first moment of seeing you, I have never
been able to withdraw my eyes from your face:
I will bring the picture to-morrow morning a3
you shall judge for yourself.”



THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT

101

NICOLAS FINDS THE GOLD CONCEALED BY ANTONIO VECCHI

“Pray do so,” said Clara, smiling, *“and
perhaps when you see me and the picture side
by side, this marvellous likeness will disap-
mll

“I do not think 8o,” answered Mr. Verner.

Clara attached very little importance to this
alleged likeness; indeed, she had nearly for-
gotten all about it the next day when the
tragedian met her in the Green Room.

“By Heaven!" he said, as she advanced to
;El&'k: hands with him, it is positively wonder-

He took a small case from his pocket—a dark
red morocco case, ornamented with massive
silver clasps, and with a coat of arms engraved
upon a shield of the same metal.

This case contained a miniature set round
with large pearls—the miniature of a young
man in the dress of thirty years ago.

It was the likeness of Jasper Melville.

No. 9. [Teekly, One Penny.]

The colour faded from Clara’s cheek as she
looked at the picture.

“You are agitated,” said Antony Verner;
“ the face is known to you.”

«Tt ig indeed,” answered Clara; “this is a
portrait of my father.”

«What! " exclaimed the young man; “ig it
possible that you are the daughter of Arthur
Beaumorris? ”

« Arthur Beaumorris?”

¢ Yes,” answered Mr. Verner. * This is the
portrait of one of the two nephews, of my late
uncle’s old master—the youngest of the two
Beaumorrises.”

« And the brother of Sir Frederick ?”

«Yes, the younger brother of Sir Frede-
rick.”

« Good heavens ! ” cried Clara, * what can this
mean? There is not a linein this face, which—
allowing for the lapse of time—does not repro-
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duce the same line in the face of my father;
and yet he is poor and obscure, and his name is
Jasper Melville.”

“And you never heard
assumed namep "

“Never.”

“Miss Melville,” said Antony Verner,
solemuly, *there is some mystery in all this. I
know that my uncle, who died ouly a year and
a half ago, was involved in dark secrets—secrets,
perhaps, which closely concern Sir Frederick
Beaumorris. On his death-bed he would fain
have revealed some guilty mystery, but the icy
hand of the King of Terrors arrested the words
of penitence even as they hung trembling on
his lips. But, never fear, Miss Melville, if
these secrets should indeed concern you, as I
am half inclined to believe they do, my happi-
ness, too, is involved in seeing the wrong made
right, and the task of my life shall be to accom-
plish that end.”

“My poor father!’ murmured Clara; “I
know that his life has been an unhappy one.
Some unknown sorrows have darkened and
embittered his days. Oh, Mr. Verner, if it
should indeed be your lot to restore him to
happiness, the gratitude of a life shall be
yours.”

The young man shook his head sadly.

“ I might ask too much,” he said, fixing his
dark grey eyes upon Clara’s blushing face.

« Alas!” she thought, “noble and generous
as this young man may be, earth holds for me
but one, and he despises and abhors me.”

» * * * »

The last rehearsal of the pantomime took
place on Christmas-eve. A few friends of Mr.
de Lancy's were admitted to the private boxes
of the theatre to see the gorgeous scenery and
well-arranged dances—both arrived at perfec-
tion. Clara, dressed in a graceful dishabille,
Jooked almost as lovely as in the more brilliant
Apess which she was to assume on the first night

~of the pantomime being performed. A little
; lace handkerchief, knotted loosely under her
.. chin, shrouded her braided auburn hair; she

Mr. de Lancy. “I could swear to the Spanish
woman's style,”

The important night of the twenty-sixth of
December came at last—a night whioh in the
London theatres is one of confusion and agite.
tion. Scene-shifters hurrying hither and thither;
managers, stage managers, prompters, carpen-
ters, - ahd property-men, running over each
other, and tumbling against each other’in every
direction. Ballet-girls nervous and anxions;
crying and lamenting over shoes that will not
fit, petticoats that have not come from the
hands of the laundress, and wreaths that are not
becoming. Everybody flurried and ill-tem-
pered, and all absorbed in one thought—the
success of the evening’s performance.

The Columbine, as the reader is of course
fully aware, does not appear until the first part
of the pantomime is over, and the enchanted
wand of the Fairy Queen transforms the heroine
of the opening scenes into a radiant and spark-
ling dancer. :

The wand was waved; the merry strain of
music commenced, and Clara Melville boum!ed
on to the stage. Her dress was one floating
cloud of azure and silver—like the moon in the
blue depths of a cloudless summer sky.
From her wreath of forget-me-nots dropped &
rain of the same silvery fringes, as if the
flowers had been’gathered wet from under s
hedgerow, and were still glistening with diamond
spray. .

Thunders of applause hailed her brief opening
dance. She advanced to the front of the stage,
and for the first time ventured to cast & glanco
tound the crowded house. '

Merry children with bright and joyous faces
were assembled in the boxes; happy trades-
people, dressed in their best, filled the cro'"l.e‘l
benches in the pit; stalwart mechanics, in tief
after tier, looked down from the immense a8
noisy gallery. All was noise, bustle, and con
fusion; but all, too, was good-temper, and
hearty, simple-minded enjoyment. It was
altogether a pleasant sight to see; and the
austere teachers, who cavil at the harmless

that that was an

. wore floating skirts of purple-white muslin, and

her little feet glistened in their smowy satin

_ shoes. Ewen Mr. de Lancy could not help
., admiring her.

“ I might have done worse,” he whispered to
yhis stage manager, the confidant of all his
wchemes. “ She's very pretty, a first-class
{ancer,.and I get her cheap into the bargain.”

Every now and then, when Clara executed
‘e difficult and brilliant step, the few spec-
+ assembled in the boxes rewarded her by
" of applause.
Vizzini has taught her,” murmured

amusements afforded by a well-condue
theatre, might have learned a lesson that nisl{t'
Husbands were there, surrounded by theif
wives and children ; brothers with their sisters-
Surely, this was better than the gin-palace !

But Clara had no time to think of these
things ; at the first glance the crowded house
swam before her eyes, and the lights blinded
and dazzled her. In a box close to the stage
were assembled a party of 'eleganl;ly-d!'(””‘l
people; a young man and a young girl were
seated opposite to each other in the front of the
box.
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The young man was Reginald Falkner. A
deathly sickness overcame the ballet-dancer ; she
felt the lights grow dim before her eyes; she felt
ber limbs powerless to sustain her, and in
another moment she had fainted in the harle-

_quin’s arms. They had carrried her off the stage,
and the prompter hastened to fetch vinegar and
“cold water. )

A murmur of sympathy ran through the

house, and the clown, a good-natured fellow,
. contrived to amuse the audience, and keep them
in good temper. But the polished Mr. de
Lancy dropped the mask. He had been hidden
in a corner of his box, and had witnessed the
whole scene. He rushed through a side door
communicating with the prompt entrance, and
at once attacked poor Clara.

“Upon my word, Miss Melville,” he said,
“this is pretty conduct; fainting on the very
first night of my pantomime! Pray, do you
know, Miss, what this pantomime has cost me
to produce ? and do you think I am going to
have my business spoiled by such airs and
graces as these? I suppose you thought the
audience would be fascinated by this sort of
thing, but I can tell you we don't like such
affectation on this side of the water.”

Clara, who had by this time, thanks to the
friendly help of those around her, entirely
recovered, looked at Mr. de Lancy with a glance
of chilling contempt.

* Any loss you may sustain in my absence
from your stage for the last five minutes can be
deducted from my salary, Mr. de Laney,” she
said ; then, as the music for hLer next dance
struck up, she once more bounded on to the
stage.

She was received by an outburst of applause.
The sympathies of the rough but honest natures
composing the gallery audience had been
enlisted by the fainting girl, and the horny hands
of labour were raised to welcome her back to
the stage which her beauty and her grace
adorned.

“Curse them !” murmured Mr. de Lancy
as he returned to his box; there’s mno
knowing where to have them. The artful
minx will be wanting her salary raised after
this.”

Once more Clara beheld Reginald Falkner—
he whom she had last seen in the lonely moon-
lit- square of Caen. But her womanly pride,
and the remembrance of his cruel words, armed
her to sustain the agitation of the meeting.
She whirled round in the rapid and sparkling
waltz, and smiled gaily on her delighted
audience, even though the dance took her close
to .the box in which Reginald Falkner was
seated.

How much will a woman endure when sus-
tained by love !
How much more when armed with pride !

CHAPTER XXXIT,
THE TWO DETECTIVES

LET us retrace our steps once more i order to
relate the incidents which followed the robbery
at the sham hotel.
- The Prince slept soundly after his long and
fatiguing journey. The luxurious bed-chamber
which had been prepared for him was situated
at the back of the house. No sound broke the
stillness of the room; the windows were
shrouded by thick velvet curtains; the heavy
four-post bedstead was surrounded by the same
hangings, which had been drawn closely round
the Prince’s couch after he had retired to rest
by the careful hands of the faithful Nicolas.
Thoroughly wearied, the Prince lay in a pro-
found and dreamless slumber, from which he
awoke to find the morning sunlight peeping
in through a narrow crevice in the heavy
window-shutters. Care had been taken to keep
every gleam of light out of the Prince's
chamber, but this one crevice had escaped even
the vigilant glances of the members of the Black
Band.

The Prince pushed aside the heavy curtains

at the head of the bed, and lay for some time

lazily watching this one gleam of light illumin-
ating the darkness of the apartment.

He listened for the footfall of a passing
servant on the staircase without, but all was
silent.

" ¢ I must have awoke very early,” he thought,
‘¢and yet I feel as if I had overslept my-
self.” .

The Prince had that dull, heavy sensation
which one always experiences after having slept
longer than usual.

After lying for half an hour, still listening for
some sound to bespeak the household being
astir, the Prince buried his head in the pillows
and endeavoured to fall asleep once more.

But the effort was vain; he was restless and
wakeful, and at last growing impatient, he rang
the bell at the head of his bed.

“They must be a lazy set of people in this
house,” he said to himself; “I am econvinced
that it is getting late. However, be it as it
may, Nicolas is sure to answer my summons.”

‘But for once the Prince was mistaken. The
valet did not respond to the bell. The Prince
rang again, but still no answer. Again, and
with the same result.
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¢ All the bells in the house must be broken,”
he muttered; “or perhaps, after all, I have
awoke at early morning. I will open the shutter
myself and see how late it is.”

The Prince rose, and going to one of the
windows, endeavoured to open the shutter, but
he found the task more difficult than he had
imagined. The bolts were heavy, and the fasten-
ing of the shatters peculiar and complicated ;
but the Italian nobleman was renowned for his
energy and determination, and he was not to be
foiled by a few iron bars. With a powerful
effort he drew back the last and heaviest of
the bolts, and flinging open the shutter, ad-
mitted a broad glare of sunlight into the apart-
ment.

His first action was to look for his watch ; he
had placed it under his pillow on retiring to
rest. The reader need scarcely be toldithat he
looked in vain. His purse, some valunable
rings, and a set of studs composed of single
diamonds, worth some dukedoms, had disap-
peared from the dressing-table upon which he
had left them.

¢ Merciful Virgin!” exclaimed the Prince;
%I must be in a den of thieves.”

For a moment he paused, gazing around him,
utterly bewildered. Then the thought of the
specie with which he had been charged flashed
suddenly upon him. ,

“ The money!” he cried. * Not mine, but a
sacred charge, entrusted to me by my country-
men. What if that, too, is lost P”

The very thought rendered the passionate and
high-souled Italian almost frantic. He flung
open the door of his apartment, and rushed to
the floor above, upon which he knew his valet

~ slept.

But he knew not in which chamber to seek
for Nicolas. He threw open the doors of
several apartments, only to find them empty,
the furniture undisturbed, and everything ap-
_pearing as if no creature had ever occupied the
chambers.

At last the Prince entered the room in which
Nicolas had slept. This room, like the others,
was empty.

The chamber, we repeat, was empty ; but a
pool of blood upon the floor revealed the despe-
rate nature of the struggle which had taken
place. The overcoat and hat worn by Nicolas,
and the luggage belonging to the valet, con-
vinced the young Italian that he was indeed in
his servant’s apartment, but the portmanteau
was gone. .

““Good heavens!” exclaithed the Prince,
“this is too horrible, Nicolas has been mur-
dered, and the money stolen. Are these
English, then, nothing but thieves and assassins

—these English, whom I have been taught to
think sohonourable ?”

There was, however, no time for reflection.
The Italian possessed the courage of a lion. He
rnshed from room to room, seeking for the
occupants of this den of iniquity—but he sought
in vain. Every apartment in the house was
empty. No trace of occupation was to be seen
in any corner of the mansion.

% What is to be done?” exclaimed the Prince.
“ A robbery and an assault, perhaps a murder,
has been committed. My faithful Nicolas has
been carried away, I know not where, and I, a
stranger in a foreign land, feel myself utterly
powerless.” :

The suddenness of the calamity had be-
wildered and stunned the Prince; but he was
not one to succumb beneath even such a blow
as this. He seated himself in the deserted
dining-room, and endeavoured to collect his
thoughts.

“The Neapolitan Consul ! ” he exclaimed; “I
have letters for him, and he will of course assist
me in this mysterious affair.”

But on examining his packets the Prince
found that his papers also had been stolen. He
had no means of even establishing his identity.
A stranger in London, unable to speak the
language, penniless, and without credentials;
was he not most likely to be mistaken for one of
those disreputable adventurers whose names
every day figure in the English newspapers,
linked to some act of audacious swindling ?

Fortunately for the Prince, he happened to
remember the address of the Consul.

“ He is a distinguished member of the Society
of Good Cousins,” he thought; “and there are
signs by which the initiated recognise each
other, and which no impostor can use. Ho will
know by those that I really am what I represent
myself.”

The young Italian further reflected that the
return of the post would bring him fresh
supplies and new credentials from Naples ; but
this post would take long to go and return.

He left the house; but before he descended
the steps before the door, he took care to closely
observe the exterior of the sham hotel.

It was not numbered, and it resembled all
the other houses in the street. With one or
two exceptions, every window was furnished
with green Venetian blinds, and a peculiarly-
shaped lamp ornamented the fanlight over the
door.

“I shall remember the house by that lamp
and by the green blinds,” he thought; and
then, hurrying down the steps, he walked
onwards in the direction of a cab-stand, whiclrhe
perceived at the corner of an adjoining street.
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As the Prince left the street in which the
sham hotel was situated, two men emerged from
:a small public-house at a corner—a pubho-
house used by the servants of gentlemen resi-
-dent in the neighbourhood. The twé men
-crossed the street, and, ascending the steps lead-
“ing to the door of the house the Prince had just
‘left, admitted themselves by means of a latch-key.
"These two men were members of that infamous
.association of which Colonel Oscar Bertrand
was the guilty chief.

The merciless robbers had overlooked a little
loose silver in the waistcoat-pocket of their
vietim. This happy accident enabled the
Ttalian to hire a cab.

He directed the driver to proceed at his
fullest speed to 14, Portland Place, the house
of Signor Marelli, the Neapolitan Consul. In
half an hour he found himself seated in the
Consul’s library, relating to his countryman
the misfortunes that had befallen him the
previous night.

Fortunately for the Pnnce, Signor Marelli
remembered his father, and perceived at once
the strong likeness which the young man bore
to the last scion of his noble line.

“ My heart warms to your Excellency,” said
the Consul; “your father was one of my best
friends ; and even had we not been united by
the sa.cred bonds of the Society of Good
Cousins, we should have been drawn together,
perhaps, by a still stronger link—the memory
of the past.”

““You are too good, Signor Marelli,” murmured
the Prince.

“ Your noble father was good to me when I
was an obscure clerk in the house of a Neapoli-
tan banker,” replied the Consul; “but let us
think of more important matters ; your money
maust be recovered.”

¢ Alas! " exclaimed the Prince; I fear that
it is hopeless to think of such a thing.”

o Nothing is hopeless to the detective police
of London,” replied Signor Marelli. “I have
already despatched my servant for Inspector
Martin and his colleague, Sergeant Boulder. I
know these men to be two of the cleverest
detectives in London. They scent crime as the
thorough-bred hound scents a fox. What is as
dark as midnight to us may be as clear as dawn
to them. Without them we cannot stir a step ;
with them we may do anything.”

As the Consul uttered these words, the two
smen were announced.

““Show them in immediately,” said Signor
Marelli; “I may keep a Duke waiting, but
the time of Inspector Martin is too valuable to
be trifled with.”

“The two men entered the room, and, bowing

respectfully to the Consul, dropped into the
chairs offered to them without taking the least
notice of the Prince. They were unlike in
every particular, except in'the one respect of a
certain grave and reflective Iook in the face of
each, utterly different to aily expression ever
seen in the countenances of other men. :

To the eye of the initiated,  Detective ” was
written- in unmistakable characters in the
thoughtful lines about their mouths, and in the
wrinkles clustered round their eyes.

Inspector Martin was a short wizen little
man, whose insignificant appearance was of the
greatest use to him in his professional capacity.
He was a man who might pass unnoticed any-
where, by reason of that very mslgmﬁca.nee
of appearance.

Sergeant Boulder, on the contrary, was tall
and stalwart, broad-shouldered and strong-
limbed. He had come off victorious in many a
personal encounter with some of the most
powerful ruffians that had ever picked oakum
in Coldbath Fields or ornamented the hulks by
their presence. Heaven help the delinquent
who fell into the grasp of Joseph Boulder! He
was known to his colleagues as the Lion of the
Detective Force.

Signor Marelli slowly and deliberately related
the whole circumstances of the robbery, and the
disappearance of the valet,

. The two detectives listened in perfect silence,
Inspector Martin rubbing his chin, and looking
at the ground, as if only interested in the
pattern of the Consul’s carpet, while Sergeant
Boulder sat with his hands on his knees, staring
vacantly at the geraniums in the balcony outside
the open window.

The Prince looked at the two men with a
feeling of disappointment.

“ If these are Signor Marelli's boasted English
police,” he thought, “ Idon’t think much of them.”

‘When the Consul had finished the relation of
the robbery, there was a considerable pause,
during which neither of the detectives uttered
a word. The Prince fidgeted in his chair,
scarcely able to conceal his impatience, but
Signor Marelli quietly waited the pleasure of
the two colleagues. Presently, without lifting
Lis eyes from the carpet, Inspector Martin said,
slowly—

“This has been done by a gang.”

“ A gang of twenty or more,” added Sergeant
Boulder.

“ And a rich gang—a gang that has plenty of
money to carry out its schemes,” continued the
Inspector.

“TIt’s been done by an organised company—

as well organised as even our Force is,” said the

Sergeant.
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“And do you think there is any cbnn?e of
discovering the guilty partiesP” asked. Signor
Marelli.

“I don't know,” muttered the Inspector,
thoughtfully ; *if it is to be done, me and my
comrade will do it. But we've been baffled
many times already in some of the greatest
robberies that have ever been perpetrated in
London, and it’s my belief there's a company so
organised as to defy detection.”

“But if ever we do come across-any of the
dot,” said the Sergeant, involuntarily clenching
this fists, “it'll be worse for ’em, that's all.”

*“ Anyhow, we'd better lose notime,” added the
Inspector; * call a cab, Sergeant, and the Prince
-will take us to the house in which he was robbed.”

“As my friend cannot speak English, I had
better accompany you,” said Signor Marelli.
*“We shall easily recognise the house by the
:green blinds and the peculiar shape of the lamp.”

The two detectives looked at each other and
laughed.

“Iwouldn’t count too much upon that, Sir, if
‘T were you,” said the Inspector; * I shouldn’t
wonder if we find the blinds yellow, and a
turnip hanging up instead of this here peculiar
hm ”

P-

A cab was called, and the Consul, the Prince,
and the two detectives drove off to the street in
which the sham hotel was situated.

The Prince, the detectives, and the Consul
-examined every house in the street; but they
<ould find neither the green blinds nor the
damp. The Prince was in despair.

“ This was the house, I am convinced,” he
-said, pointing out a door to the Consul ; it had
‘no number, but it was between numbers sixteen
-and eighteen.”

There was no lamp behind the fanlight, nor
“were there any green blinds in the windows of
~this house.

Upon a bright brass plate in the centre panel
-of the door was engraved M. T. HopsoN.

“You must be mistaken, your Excellency,”
:said Signor Marelli.

“No,” exclaimed the Prince; “changed as
‘the house is in outward appearange, I am
-convineed that it is here I slept last night.”

Signor Marelli told the two detectives the
Italian’s conviction.

“I thought.as much, Sir,” said Inspector
Martin, with a sardonic grin, ‘“though the foreign

gent was so precious knowing, with his green
lamps and peculiar blinds. It ain’t any lamps
of that sort as will throw a light on this robbery,
-and if any one's blind and green, blest if I don’t
think it’s the Mossoo.”

“I'll tell you what, Sir,” said Mr. J. oseph
Boulder, “me and my mate are pretty well

knowed among these sort of customers ; suppose
you knock at the door, and ask for Mr. T.
Hobson ; though it strikes me very forcible you
won't find the gent at home.”

Signor Marelli declared his willingness to
make himself useful, and the Prince and the
two detectives having walked to the other end
of the street, the Consul knocked at the door of
the mysterious mansion.

His summons was answered by an elderly
servant, dressed in a suit of respectable
and faultless black. His grey hair and prim
and orderly manner proclaimed him at once to
be one of those faithful dependants, remnants
of the old school, now so rarely to be met with.

He told Signor Marelli that Mr. Hobson had
gone to the City that morning at ten o’clock.

“As he does every day of the year, Sir,
except Sundays and holidays, as you must know,
being a friend of his. But if you'd like to see
my mistress, I'll take your name up.”

¢ Mrs. Hobson is at home, then? " said the
Consul.

¢ 8he is, Sir. Her health is not so good as
it used to be, and she rarely stirs out now.”

The Consul was thoroughly convinced by this
time that the Prince had been mistaken.

“T will not trouble Mrs. Hobson,” he said;
“ my visit is of no importance. I will call on
Mr. Hobson to-morrow, and explain my reason
for waiting on him.” .

The old butler bowed, and closed the door
upon Signor Marelli—the Italian rejoined the
Prince and the two detectives.

“Well, 8ir?"” said the Inspector, interroga-
tively. v

The Consul described his interview with Mr.
Hobson’s butler.

“It's the biggest and best organised gang in
London that's in this,” said Sergeant Boulder,
slapping his colleague’s shoulder; * but if they
succeed in throwing dust in our eyes we ought
to be ashamed of ourselves. I feel that my
honour as a detective officer is concerned in
unearthing them, and by the Heaven above me
I'll doit!” .

“ We'll do it, Joseph Boulder,” said the little
Inspector, with an air of wounded dignity;
“we've worked together for years, and we
aren't going to work single-handed in this. I’ll
tell you what you can tell your friend, Sir,”
added Mr. Martin, addressing himself to Signor
Marelli; “you can tell him that before to-night
we'll find his valet alive or dead, if his valet wasn’t
in this business. That's number one. For
number two, you can tell him that if the valet
isn’t in it, the thieves got their information from
Naples, and were ready to receive the Prince.
Let him try and think of any one as is likely to
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have given that information; for that’ll be a
clue as will help us along; and now, gents both,
good-day; me and my mate will lose no more
time, but go at once to work.”

The two detectives nodded with rather a
Ppatronising air to the Prin¢e and the Consul,
and walked off in different directions, without
having exchanged a word. These men knew,
by an unfailing instinet, the part each had to
play.

‘ As to Nicolas,” said the Prince, when Sig-
nor Marelli told him the detective’s suspicions,
“I would pledge my life upon his honour.
There is little doubt that I have been betrayed
by some one who knows the secrets of the Good
Cousins ; but who the traitor may have been I
cannot imagine. Heaven help him if he be a
member of the society.”

Signor Marelli insisted on. the Prince's taking

up his abode in Portland Place during his stay.

in London.

“ My old friend’s son shall not be exposed to
the chance attentions of an hotel in a country
whose language he does not speak. Stay with
me, your Excellency, and we shall hear from
day to day of the proceedings of Martin and
Boulder. I trust yet to their sagacity for track-
ing the robbers.”

P

CHAPTER XXXIII.
THE MISSING GOLD

‘WaiLE the two Italians were seated at dessert,
the servant announced Mr. Joseph Boulder.

The worthy Sergeant was of course immedi-
ately admitted. He strode into the dining-
room, and on being requested by Signor Marelli
to help himself to wine, seated himself at the
table and poured out a bumper of claret.

““ None of your ports and sherries for me,
8ir,” he said, as he sipped his wine ; * somethin’
light and cool, that’ll allow a man to keep his
head clear for business. Very tidy St. Julien
this ! ” he added, smacking his lips.

“You've brought us some news, I know,
Mcr. Boulder,” said Signor Marelli.

“'Well, not over much, Sir, I'm sorry to say,
but something, anyhow. The Prince’s valet is
found !

“Indeed!”

“Yes; he had been took in at St. George’s
Hospital. A respectable, benevolent-looking
old gent, with white hair, had taken him in a
cab, telling a long, pitiful story as how the
Italian had stabbed himself owin’ to jealousy,
and he being a clergyman of the parish where
the sooicide lived, had brought him off immedi-

their benevolent games.

ate to the hospital. I know their dodges and
There was a chap as I
got seven pennorth for only last week, Bill
Simmons by name, as was celebrated among the
swell mob for doin’ the venerable old coves with
white hair. He was as big a ruffian as ever
walked, was Bill; but he looked the bishop or
elderly nobleman what belongs to a missionary
society and speaks at Exeter 'All to the very
life; yes, and acted it too, did Bill.”

The Prince was delighted at finding Nicolas.
The valet had been brought up upon the young
nobleman’s estate, and the two men were bound
by a link which rarely unites master and ser-
vant; they were foster brothers. The same
black-eyed peasant woman had nursed them
amidst the green hills of sunny Calabria ; they
had played beneath the same clustering vines,
and seen their childish faces reflected in the
clear waters of the same crystal fountain. The
pure memories of innocent infancy united them
by ties that the harsh experience of the world
could not loosen.

Nicolas lay for upwards of a week at the hos-
pital before it was considered safe to remove
him ; for, although his wound was not a serious
one, he was considerably weakened by loss of
blood.

He had been carried to the hospital in an
insensible state, and remembered nothing from
the moment of the robbery until he regained
his consciousness under the treatment of the
surgeon.

The warm-hearted fellow wept at the sight of
his beloved master.

“The money!” he exclaimed, ‘“the money
you trusted me with, Eccelenza. l—gone |—
gwe "

“ Think no more of that, my poor Nicolas,"”
replied the Prince ; *only get strong and well,
and we may yet recover the money. Remember,
I want your aid in the matter.”

The valet clasped his master'’s hand, and
kissed it passionately. The poor fellow was too
much affected to utter a word.

In nine or ten days he was able to walk out
of the hospital almost entirely restored to
health and strength. His temperate life had
rendered the wound a mere trifle. To a
drunkard it might have been fatal. Would
that the intemperate could only remember this
one fact !

Signor Marelli accommodated the servant as
he had done the master.

“I am an old bachelor,” he said, laughing;
“my. house is & great deal too large for me.
Bring your faithful Nicolas; he shall be well
taken care of.”

For the last ten days nothing had transpired
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to reward the exertions of the two detectives.
Inspector Martin had called two or three times
in Portland Place, but only to confess the
failure of all their endeavours. The stalwart
Sergeant was too low-spirited to come at all.
Nicolas was a wretched man. He could not
be made to think that he had been blameless in

the affair of the robbery. He was firmly |-

impressed with the idea that he was respon-
sible for the money that had been entrusted to

“My honour!” he exclaimed, when his
master endeavoured to console him; “I am
but of humble parents, ignorant and poor, but
my honour—it has never been tarnished until
now.”

The services which the Prince required of
his valet were very trifling. After Nicolas had
assisted his master to dress for dinner his duties
were over until the Prince retired to rest. He
might spend his evening as he pleased.

It was noticed by the servants of the Consul
that Nicolas took good care to avail himself of
this liberty. Every evening, as soon as ever
the Prince’s toilet was completed, the valet
left the house, rarely returning until eleven

o'clock.

“Iam afraid he is very dlsslpated," sa.ld the
housekeeper.

“It's a pity!"” murmured the housemaid,
“for he's very handsome. At any rate, he
never comes home tipsy; so he doesn’t go to
public-houses.”

One night, however, about a week after
Nicolas had left the hospital, the housemaid had
reason to change her opinion; for when she
opened the area-gate to the valet, as the clocks
were striking eleven, she noticed a great peculi-
arity in his manner.

The Italian's garments were strangely dis-
ordered ; his hair fell in tumbled masses about
his face, and his whole manner bespoke the be-
wilderment of a drunken man.

Although, on ordinary occasions, distinguished
by the urbanity of his manners, on this particu-
lar evening Nicolas ran down the area-steps
without taking any notice of the pretty house-
maid, and hurrying through the kitchen, rushed
upstairs to the room in which the Consul and
the Prince were seated.

“Can I see you alone, Eccellenza ? ”

“Yes, Nicolas,” replied the Prince; * but
tell me what has happened P—you are as pale as
du "

o Do not ask me anything till we are alone
together, Eccellenza,” rejoined Nicolas; * the
good Signor shall know all in due time; but I
must first speak to you alone.”

¢ Then I shall wish you good-night, Signor

Marelli,” said the Prince, shaking hands with
his friend; ¢ to-morrow you shall know all.
Come, Nicolas.” -

The Princy led the valet to his apartment,
and seating himself in an easy chair by the fire,
for the autumn evening was cold, prepaw? to
hear what his valet had to say.

« Fecellenza,” said Nicolas, “ there are men
who remember faces. Iam one of those men.
I was walking the streets of London this night,
hoping against hope, I think, to find in this big
crowded city some clue to the mystery which is
driving me mad, when I saw amongst the faces
of the passers-by one that I knew—the face of
a scoundrel—one Antonio Volni, whom I knew
in Naples. I knew, too, that this man, scoundrel
as he is, is one of the Good Cousins. How he
ever got himself admitted into the Society I
cannot tell, but he is a specious hypocrite, and
has doubtless deceived the chiefs of the asso-
ciation. You follow me, my Princef "

“Ido. You believe this man—"

I believe this man to be the villain who has
betrayed us. He is as poor as Job. Then what
brings him to London? He is one of the Good
Cousins. He, therefore, had a means of know-
ing our secret. Eccellenza, he is the traitor.”

“But how are we to proceed against him P **

“ Fortunately, though I recognised him, he
did not remember me. He is a man whose face,
once seen, is never to be forgotten. I was buta
boy when he knew me, and my face has most
likely utterly escaped his memory. I followed
him for upwards of an hour, and traced him to
a small house in one of the shabbiest parts of
the City. Luckily for me, the landlord of this
house happens to be a Frenchman, and from him
I ascertained all about his lodger. He calls him-
self Vecchi ; describes himself as a Genevese, and
pretends to employ himself by watchmaking.
All falsehood, Eccellenza, and all so much proof
that he is engaged in evil deeds.”

“You have done mnobly, ; Nicolas,” said the
Prince; *‘to-morrow we will consult these
English police-officers of whom the Consul
thinks so much, and perhaps we may yet find a
clue to the scoundrels who robbed us.”

The Inspector and his colleague listened very
attentively to the Italian’s story as related to
them by Signor Marelli.

“That young man ought to be educated for
the detective force,” said Mr. Martin; “ he's
got a very pretty talent. He's as right as nine-
pence, and before the week’s out we'll have
Mounseer Vecchi, or Volni, or whatever he
calls himself, safe under lock and key.”

The house in which Antonio Vecchi lodged
was situated in a back street in Clerkenwell. At
dusk the next evening the two officers started
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with another man who understood French, and |

could therefore serve as interpreter between the

‘detectives and Nicolas. They easily found
the house, only one window of which was
lighted.

“ As he lodges upstairs, and there’s only a
light in the parlour, he’s most likely out about
some of his pretty business,” said the Inspector.
“ Our luck’s going to take a turn, perhaps. You
just tell the Seenor, in your French lingo, that
he’d better knock at the door, and ask after this
Vecchi, will you, Green ?”

Mr. Green, the interpreter, did as requested,
and the three men then retired, leaving Nicolas
to execute the detective’s orders. They did
not, however, go far, for it was arranged
between them that if Nicolas found the coast
clear, be was to go in, and they were to follow
him.

It was exactly as the Inspector had antici-
pated. Signor Vecchi was not at home.

The Frenchman very politely asked him.to
step into the parlour, a clean but shabby apart-
ment.

“You will, perhaps, like ‘to wait till your
friend returns,” he said. “He is very un-
certain; but he may be home earlier than
mua.l ”

. *He is generally very late, then 2’

“Yes; he is often late.”

" There was nothing in the man’s manner to
indicate that he was an accomplice in any evil
deeds of his lodger. The whole aspect of the
house spoke for the honesty of its master.

‘While Nicolas was making these reflections
the Inspector knocked, and on the Frenchman
opening the door entered the house with his
two colleagues.

The interpreter made some excuse for this
intrusion ; they were looking for apartments, he
said, and understood that they could be acoom-
modated.

The Frenchman told them politely that his
house was full.

During this brief colloquy the two debectlves
had examined the Frenchman’s face with that
peculiarly searching ghnce known only to
themselves—a glance in which the clever de-
tective can read the inmost secrets of a man'’s
soul.

“T'll tell you what it is,” said Inspector
Martin, aside to his companion; “this yer
cove's an honest cove, I'll stake my affidavy.
Let’s tell him all about it.”

The Frenchman understood English well,
though he only spoke it imperfectly. Sergeant
Boulder and Inspector Martin had, therefore,
the satisfaction of telling the story their own
way.

** Now, what we want,”” said the Inspector,
when he had finished, “is just this here. If
this Vecchi has been the traitor, as seems only
likely, why he has had a share of the booty, and
he mayl have it yet. The first thing is to search
his room.”

“You are at liberty to do so mmedmtely,
said the Frenchman, eagerly.

“Very nice and fair spoken,” replied Inspec-
tor Martin.

“Very well, then; you just tell Mounseer
Nicalas to walk upstairs with you, and you and
he can search Mounseer Vecchi’s room, while
me and my comrade stops down here to lay
hands on Mounseer Vecchi when Mounseer
Vecchi comes home.”

Nioolas and the Frenchman were about to
obey, when the Inspector called them back.

“You just catch hold of these,” he said
taking two or three bunches of keys from his
pocket. “I dare say Mounseer has locked up
his property; but he's quite welcome to be
careful, for it's a queer lock that one of these
won’t fit.”

The valet and the landlord ascended to the
top of the house. It was only a garret' that
Antonio Vecchi occupied, but it was clean and
comfortably furnished.

The two men began their search. For a long
time they sought in vain for any clue to the
object. of their inspection. The bed, the chest
of drawers, the cupboards, every possible hiding-
place was examined, without any result. The
roof. of the garret was supported by heavy
wooden beams. In ome corner of the room
these beams made a resting-place, into which
had been hoisted a trunk that stood on end.
between the two beams and the ceiling. Anold
coat of Vecchi’s hanging on a nail entirely con-
cealed this hiding-place, and it was only on
removing this coat that the Frenchman and
Nicolas perceived the sharp corner of the box
jutting out from behind the beam.

“The money is here,” cried the Italian ; ¢“my
life upon it, the money is here ! ”

‘With considerable difficulty the two men
dislodged the trunk, and placing it on the
grourd, Nicolas knelt before the lock, and tried
the keys given to him by Inspector Martin.

He had nearly tried every key in the three
bunches, when at last, to his delight, he suc-
ceeded in opening the box.

It was filled with old garments, which the
valet tore out of it one after another in his mad
impetuosity. He had not been deceived. At
the very bottom he found a bag filled with gold.
This bag was afterwards found to contain
exactly the third part of the very sum of which
Nicolas had been robbed in the sham hotel.
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The Italian mhed downstairs with themoney
in his hand, and at the foot of the staircase
found the detectives. They had Jult secured
the person of Antonio Vecchi.

CHAPTER XXXIV,

IN THE TOILS

Iz was with a heart brimming over with bitter-
mess and despair that Jasper Melville had
received, through an anonymous communica-
tion, the tidings of his daughter's flight with a
profligate of advanced years, well known in
fashionable society. The letter had been care-
folly worded by the creatures of Sir Frederick
Beaumorris. The Baronet's name was not once
mentioned, and Jasper Melville remained in
utter ignorance of the real name of the sup-
posed seducer of his daughter. But the father
would never have believed in his beloved
Clara’s traducer, had not the anonymous com-
munication been accompanied by the forged
letter, which condemned the poor girl, in what
to the old man's eyes appeared her own
hand, 1Ilis pride in the unstained escutcheon
of his race; his love for this devoted and noble
child ; his hopesin a bright and glorious future,
in which she should hold her rank amongst the
proudest of the land, honoured, beloved, and
happy—all these contending feelings mingled in
one wild outburst of grief and fury.

“In this first terrible moment of passion he
had no mercy for her whom he imagined guilty
and degraded.

“My daughter!” he cried. “She is no
daughter of mine. Henceforth, and for ever, I
renounce and abandon her. Guilty, wretched,
and despised one! from my memory, as from
my heart, I sweep your hateful image.”

There are some men whose true and loving
natures can bow beneath such a blow as this,
only to arise, as the stricken reed which the
storm-winds bend but cannot break, with
renewed vigour, when the tempest has swept
past. There are some men who would have
thought only of pursuing the hapless runaway,
and winning her back, at any cost, and with
any labour, to the narrow paths of poverty and
virtue. Not so Jasper Melville. His was the
proud soul, whose griefs are turned to bitter-

ness and despair. Soured by the misfortunes
of a long life, he was unable to endure this last
and crushing blow. After that one wild ery of
the passionate and well-nigh broken heart, his
mind was resolved upon the course he was to
take. On the very night of Clara’s return from
Normandy, her wretched father gathered

r

together his few possessions, and made the brief
but necessary arrangements for his departure.
The children opened their eyes late in the night, .
to see their father packing their simple, but
neat and comfortable little wardrobes. ‘

Jessie, who was now as hearty a child as the
most anxious love could deme, cried out, with
a laugh of delight—

“Oh, Papa, why are you puttmg my frocks
into that portmantea.u—ure we going away ? "’

“Yes, Jessie.”

“ Where, Papa?” .

“Into the country,” answered Jasper, briefly.

The child bounded up in her littlp cot with
delight.

* George, George,” she cried, to her brother,
who slept in another cot like her own, “do you
hear, GeorgeP we're gomg into the country.
Isn’t that niceP ™

The boy sat up in bed, and rubbed his eyes
with his little hands.

“ Going into the country?”

“Yes, George.”

“Oh, how nice! But, Papa, shall we go to a
farmhouse P

“Yes, yes, my boy. There, go to sleep, I am
busy.”

The innocent pra.ttle of these helpless children
rent the old man's agonised heart.

“These, too,” he thought; *merciful Provi-
dence! how do I know that even these, who
now seem to have souls as pure as those of infant
cherubs—how do I know that even these may.
not grow up to be scourges to me and to society?
The hoy, a forger, a gamester, a thief ; the girl,
that which her wretched sister has now become!
Oh, Heaven,” continued Jasper Melville, fashion-
ing his thoughts into a prayer, “if it be Thy
will to afflict me, let it be by the early death of
these helpless innocents, but not by their future
guilt and misery!”

‘While these thoughts were busy in the tor-
tured mind of the father, the two children
chattered gaily to each other from their little
snowy-curtained cots.

“Papa,” exclaimed Jessie, *will there be
horses, and cows, and pigs, and chickens at the
farm? "’

The old man could no longer sustain his out-
ward calm,

¢ Children, children!” he cried, ‘do " not
speak to me; I cannot bear to listen to you.”

He rushed from the room, leaving the
astonished George and Jessie to lie awake half
the night, wondering what could be the matter
with “poor Papa.”

Early the next morning, as the reader knows,
Jasper Melville and the two children left Lon-
don. The retreat selected by the old man was
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a farmhouse in the neighbourhood of a quiet
Yorkshire town—a farmhouse at which he had
stayed for shooting during his youth. The
proprietor who had then occupied it was dead,
but his son had succeeded him; and Jasper
Melville, or rather Arthur Beaumorris, felt sure
of a hearty welcome from the simple-hearted
and generous Yorkshire farmer. Those who
have never visited the “bonnie North " are apt
to fall into a very great mistake, and imagine
that its inhabitants are not as generous as those
of other counties; but they who have lived in
the northern districts will testify to my truth-
fulness, when I say that nowhere do you receive
more open-hearted and unfailing hospitality and
kindness. The stranger needs no recommenda-
tion to secure a warm and hearty welcome ; and
the stalwart and prosperous farmer who enter-
taing you at his well-spread board considers that
it is, you who confer a favour by partaking of
his good cheer and hospitality.

Jasper Melville knew this; and though he
had last visited Beresford Meadows (as the
farm was called) as the heir to a fine estate, he
had no fear that his poverty would be any
" hindrance to his reception by John Atkinson
and his handsome wife.

He was not mistaken. The brief note which
announced his coming had been duly received,
and Mr. Atkinson was waiting at the railway
station in the town of Beresford with his
horse and chaise, ready to receive his wvisi-
tors.

The honest farmer was overjoyed to see Mr.
Beaumorris. He was a boy of six or seven
years of age when Arthur had lodged at Beres-
ford Meadows; but he perfectly remembered
the kind gentleman who had given him sweet-
meats and let him play at soldiers with his un-
{oaded guns.

“A hearty welcome, Sir,” he said, as they
drove along the pleasant country roads leading
to the farm. “It’s a rare long time since you
were last here, and we've both on us changed a
bit. And these are your bairns may be, and
very pretty bairns they are too. My Tilly will
be right fond with joy to have the little things
about her.”

“ And have you got any cows, and pigs, and
fowls, Mr. Atkinson P " asked Jessie, hanging
fondly to the farmer’s sleeve.

There are some men to whom children cling
with undoubting instinct. John Atkinson was
one of these men. The little creatures are
wiser than we children of larger growth, who so
pride ourselves upon our superior wisdom.
They, at least, can always tell their friends from
their enemies.

“ And will you let us run about your garden

and play in the meadows, Mr. Atkinson P " cried
George.

“That I will, my pretties; and what’s more, I've
gota little chap about the size of you, my lassie,
who'll be right down pleased to play with you.”

“A playfellow, a playfellow!” exclaimed
both the children simultaneously, clapping
their little hands; ‘that's better than all.”

“You're a’deal changed, Mr. Beaumorris,”
said John Atkinson, as he glanced at the
pale and careworn face of the old man; or
rather the man aged before his time, upon whom
grief had done the work of years.

““ Hold, Atkinson !” exclaimed he whom we
shall still call Jasper Melville; * hold, I implore
you. Never address me by that name ; above
all, never speak of me by it to others. For
long years it has been a strange sound to me;
and there are hateful memories connected with
it that make its very echoes terrible. Call me
Jasper Melville. By that name I have been
known ever since these whitened hairs first lost
their auburn lustre, and I never wish to hear
any other. I will tell you more by-and-by—
for I know how worthy you are of every con-
fidence. You would not be your father’s son
were you not all that is good and noble.”

Mr. Atkinson’s wife, whom her affectionate
husband always spoke of as Tilly, received the
tired travellers with open arms.

The pretty little sitting-room was adorned
with snow-white muslin curtains and china bowls
of autumn flowers.

Hot cakes, York ham (the best in all
England), cold chicken, custards, apple turn-

‘overs, honey, marmalade, and other good things

were spread upon the tea-table, and Mrs.
Atkinson, a fine handsome-looking woman,
whose rich auburn hair was hardly concealed by
her simple lace cap, hurried backwards and
forwards from the kitchen oven to the parlour
table, always bringing some new [dainty with
which to astonish the children, who had never
before beheld a Yorkshire tea—a luxurious
meal, peculiar to the county, and not to be met
with anywhere else.

Days and weeks elapsed. George and Jessie
were delighted with the farm, the gardens, the
animals, and, above all, with their little play-
fellow, Charley Atkinson; but they were not
children to forget those whom they loved, and
day by day they pined more and more at the
absence of their sister Clara.

Every morning they asked their father when
they would see her ; always to receive the same
answer. '

“ Not just yet, my dear,” Mr. Melville would
reply to the anxious Jessie.

“ But, dear Papa, very soon?”
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THE DEMON WORK SUCCEEDS

¢ Perhaps.”

One morning, however, Jessie found Mrs.
Atkinson busy at work at a little black frock.

¢¢Is that for me? "’ asked the child.

¢ Yes, my dear,” answered the warm-hearted
Tilly, looking mournfully at the eager little
questioner.

¢ It's very pretty,” exclaimed Jessie ; ¢ I shall
like it very much. But I thought people wore
black frocks when their friends died. Nobody
that I know is dead.”

By-and-by, as the two children were playing
in the garden, their father called them aside—

¢ Greorge, Jessie,” he said, *“I have something
to tell you that has made me unhappy, and
which I know will also make you so. But,
young as you are, you are not too young to learn
that life is notall sunshine. You will never see
vour sister again.”

No. 10. [Weekly, One Penny.]

“ Papa, Papa!”

¢ Never, my darlings. She is dead.”

This was the determination at which the
broken-hearted father had arrived. Clara, his
dearest child, was indeed dead to him. He
little knew the sin of this falsehood; still less
could he dream of the dire effects which it
would some day bring upon him.

The children’s grief was something terrible.
In vain their little playfellow, Charley,
endeavoured to console them. In vain the
warm-hearted farmer and his wife tried to make
them forget their troubles. Their little hearts
were well nigh broken._

Time passed, and the November weather set
in—IJong foggy days in which the children could
no longer wander in the meadows.

Every morning John Atkinson went about
his farm wrapped in a heavy greatcoat, and
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with high jack-boots that enabled him fo stride
through muddy lanes and fields half under
water.

He was always armed with a good stout cudgel,
which swung loosely in his strong hand.

One misty morning when the yellow fog
filled the meadows, Mr. Atkinson’s attention
was attracted by two men, who were creeping
along under the shelter of one of the leafless
hedges in the direotion of the farmhouse.

The field in wuich these men were walking
was a public thoroughfare leading across the
farm, and John Atkinson would have taken no
notice whatever of the two pedestrians had it
not been for something peculiar, and almost
suspicious, in their appearance, and from their
evident wish to avoid observation.

They were dressed in the garments of gentle-
men upon a shooting expedition. One of the
two weére a beard and moustache cut in the last
fashion, and walked with a dandified swagger
which ill assorted with the character of a country
gentleman. )

As they perceived John Atkinson erossing the
field, they suddenly stopped and shouted to
him to come to them.

But honest John was not the sort of man to
be ordered about in this unceremonious fashion;
he stood stock still, and the sportsmen were
obliged to pick their way across the field in
order to reach him.

“Why didn’t you come when we called you?”
asked one of the men. _

 Haw, to be sure!” echoed the wearer of the
moustachios, *“ why didn’t you come ? "

‘ Because I've got something else to do than
to run after every fool that can’t follow his own
nose,” answered John, sturdily.

“The low person!” muttered the mous-
tachioed dandy, who wore a large-patterned
suit of Stuart plaid, and patent leather boots,
adorned with mother-of-pearl buttons, “I must
chastise the low person.”

“Hold your tongue, Colonel FitzMortimer,”
said his companion : ¢ pray can you tell me the
way to a farm called Beresford Meadows?*’
he added, addressing himself to John.

“There's little need to do that,” answered the
Farmer, “for you're on the farm now. If you
want the house, I'm goiig there,and I can show
you the way.”

%Oh, but I can’t possibly walk with the low
person,” muttered Colomel FitzMortimer, in an
audible aside to his companion.

¢ Hold your tongue, Fitz.”

“Your friend don’t seem much msed to
carrying a gun, Sir,” said John, pointing to the
gallant Colonel’s fowling-piece, which he carried
with the butt end over his shoulder, and the

muzzle pointed downwards, very much as if he
wanted to fire into his own boots. “I should
think, for a military man, he was rather awk-
ward with fire-arms.”

“We never use fire-arms in' my regiment,"
answered the Colonel ; *“ we think them low.”

“ Pray,” said the other man, as if anxious fo
change the conversation; * pray, my good friend,
do you know this Atkinson ?”

“Well,” answered John, with a quiet smile,
““me and him have passed a good bit of time to-
gether, one way and another ; but for all thatl
mayn’t know much of him.”

“ He's a countrified fool, I suppose. A sort
of easy, simple-hearted booby, that you could

" do anything you like with? ”

“Why,"” replied the Farmer, “as for that, I
don’t suppose he’s over and above clever. He
ain’t much of a Greek scholar, very like, and Le
don't parley vous; but, for all that, I wouldn't
try on too much with him, if T was you.”

« Indeed,” answered the man, scornfully, “I

’| should have thought he was the sort of fellow

that you could twist round your finger.”

“ Oh, I dare say you might,” said John, “ss
long as you twisted him the right way ; but I'm
afraid if you was to give him just one awkward
twist the wrong way you might find him rather
a toughish article.” ‘

“Ged gracious, haw, by Jove!” exclaimed
the elagant FitzMortimer, “how extraordi-

”

“If you've got corns, and want to cure 'qm;
you can’t do better than shoot your toes, Sir,
said John, pointing once more to the Colonels
fowling-piece ; “but if you haven’t, and your
gun’s loaded, I'd advise you to let me carry it
for you.” .

«QOh, it isn’t loaded,” answered FitzMorti-
mer; “I don’t mean to load it till I see the
bird T want to fire at, because I find the shot
better when it's fresh; haw, by Jove! Ged
gracious!” :

“Well, you're a rum sportsman ! " said Johs,
laughing aloud, as he contemplated the dandi-
fied Colonel. “I'll back myself to eat all the
game you shoot this season, and a good dinner
after it.”

“Haw! By Jove! Ged graeious! ‘The I?W
person’s laughing at me. I shall have to chastise
him.”

By this time they had reached the house.
John Atkinson led the way into the {th
stone-floored kitchen, and seating himself in 82
arm-chair before the blazing fire, said quietly—

¢ Now, gentlemen, if you want to talk to this
simple-hearted booby, this countrified fool that
you can twist round your finger, here he is, st
your service.” ,
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The Colonel's companion was visibly discon-
certed by this discovery. The gallant Colonel,
himself, dropped into a chair, letting his gun
fall elattering upon the flag-stones.

“Haw! By Jove! Ged gracious!” he
exclaimed, ¢ the low person is the very man we
want.” '

But his companion soon recovered from his
discomfiture. -

“This,” he said, drawing a slip of pasteboard
fom his card-case, “is my card. You will
perceive, Mr. Atkinson, that you have to deal
vith gentlemen.”

The card was inscribed :

By Rarmaimke Bovington,
DORINGTON PARK,
HANTS.

“The business on which I have to address

you,” said Dr. Dorington, “is of a very serious

, —I may indeed say, of a very painful character.
You have a gentleman lodging with you ?”

“I've had a many gentlemen lodging with me
one time and another,” answered John.

“Pray do not prevaricate; my errand is a
solemn one. My profession entitles me to
respect.” .

“Very likely,” said John; “but I'm rather a
queer chap, and I never respect folks till I
kmow 'em. I shouldnt respect the Queen of
England if X didn’t know her to be as good a
woman as ever stepped on British ground.”

“Hew! By Jove! Ged gracious!” ex-
claimed the Colonel, “the low person’s quite &
character 1 "

“You have a gentleman now residing under
this roof,” continued the Doctor, * whose name
18 Arthur Beaumorris.”

John Atkinson stared as vacantly at the Doc-
tor ag if he had never heard the name of Beau-
morrig in his life. )

“8ome of those folks as is over fond of
meddling with other folks’ affairs has been
leading you a fine dance, Mr. Doctor,” he said ;
“there’s no Beaumorris here.”

% Come, come,” said the Physician, sharply,
“this prevarication will not avail you; call him
Jasper Melville, if you please, but the man now
beneath your roof is no.other- than the youny.r
brother of Sir Frederick Beaumorris.” .

“Don’t know the gentleman,” muttered John,
shaking hig head.

“Oh, I shall soon be able to improve yow
memory. You have, no doubt, been bribed by
Arthur Beaumorris to keep his secret. I will
bribe you higher to reveal it. I think I know
buman natare.”

“You seem to uncommon well,” answered

John; “I should think you'd studied it by
looking at. yourself with a double-barrelled
microscope.”

“ Listen to me,” cried the Physician; “I see
you pride yourself upon being a sharp fellow,
80 I'll no longer treat you as a fool. It is neces-
sary that Arthur Beaumorris should be removed
to some place of security. A lunatic asylum is
the most secure. Whether he is a madman or
not is a question for the doctors to decide. I
am a physician, and it is to my house he will
be taken. I need not tell you that he will be
treated with the same tender indulgence which

I should bestow upon a beloved child of my]

own.”

“No you needn't,” said John, quietly; “I
wouldn't waste my breath, if I was you—
because I'm a queer chap, and might happen
not to believe you.”

“Now, if you will assist us in quietly remov-
ing Arthur Beaumorris, we will give you a
hundred pounds down for your trouble.”

“ Will you ? ” said the farmer, slowly rising
from his chair, and twisting his cudgel round
and round in his powerful hand. “Now, that's
what I call a liberal offer, and as I don’t like not
to be equally generous, I'll give you and your
friend, the Colonel, as sound a thrashing as ever
you got in your lives, if you don’t make your-
selves scarce before I catch you.”

At this speech, which burst upon them as
unexpectedly as a thunderbolt, the Physician
and the Colonel both forgot their dignity, and
with one accord made, as fast as their legs would
carry them, for the door of the farmhouse.

The worthy Doctor did succeed in escaping,
but the unfortunate Colonel got his gun
between his legs in such a manner as to throw
him upon his nose on the very threshold.

Before he could pick himself up, John Atkin-
son caught him by the velvet collar of his coat,
and, lifting him in his arms as if he had been a
baby, flung him into the middle of a duck-pond
before the farmhouse, from -which the ducks
and geese flew shrieking away, alarmed by the
apparition of the gallant Colonel, who, with his
legs and arms stretched wildly in every direc-

tion, and his coat-tails flying in the wind, :

looked by no means unlike some extraordinary
species of foreign fowl.

For full five minutes the gallant officer stood
up to his waist in the pond, fearing to emerge,
as he must encounter John, who, with his
cudgel in his hand, waited for him upon the
brink of the water.

At last, however, he screwed his courage te
the sticking-point, and, scrambling up the bank,
covered with duck-weed and mud, took to his
heels in the direction of the high road.
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The honest farmer pursued him for some
little way, intending only to frighten him, as he
saw that no more punishment was needed to
prevent the wretched coward ever re-entering
the farmhouse of Beresford Meadows.

I wonder whether I ought to tell the poor
gentleman of this,” said Atkingon, as he returned
to the kitchen. ¢ Better, I think, to keep it to
myself. He has unhappiness enough, I fancy,
without any new troubles; and as for those two
fine gentlemen, I'll take precious good care to
keep them off the premises.”

But the simple-hearted- Yorkshireman, him-
self true as the light of heaven, knew little of
the dark and winding ways of those whose whole
life has been passed in the plotting of villanous
schemes.

He was like an honest prize-fighter, who
only wards the blows that are struck in the open.
He was not prepared for the secret thrust of the
knife given behind a man’s back.

Three days after the scene between John and
his' two visitors, Jasper Melville, accompanied
by the two children, walked into the town of
Beresford to post a letter.

It was broad daylight—a sunshiny winter’s
afternoon, or John would never have allowed
his lodger to venture out unattended.

The farm was situated little more than a mile
and a half from the town; but Jasper was
delayed at the post-office, through the stupidity
of a clerk, and was also hindered for some time
by George and Jessie, who were delighted
with the old town, its noble Minster, and quaint
houses.

It was striking the half-hour after four as
they left the town behind them, and it was
rapidly growing dark.

The road between the town of Beresford and
John Atkinson’s farm was very lonely.

The country people who were accustomed to
it thought little of this, but Jasper Melville,
whose life had been spent in noisy cities, looked
about him with a shudder.

On one side there was a thick and dense fir
wood ; on the other a deep ditch ran darkly
under the shelter of the leafless hedge.

¢ Surely,” thought Jasper, as he glanced
about him, “this is the very place which a
murderer would select for his deed of guilt.”

He clasped his children’s little hands more
tightly in his own as this dark fancy passed
through his mind.

“ Luckily,” he thought, “‘we are safe, for we
have nothing to be robbed of.”

Did he forget that most inestimable gift of
Heaven—more precious than all earthly treasure
—dearer even than life? Did he forget
LiBerry, that jewel beyond all price, whose

value the prisoner alone can appreciate—whose
blessings the slave can only dream of ?

Half way between the town and the farm-
house J asper Melville’s attention was attracted
by a carriage and pair which was drawn up close
under the shelter of the pine wood.

Three men were standing in the road close
to this carriage.

Another man was seated on the box holding
the reins,

“ See, Papa,” said J essie, a3 they upprowhed
the group, “there’s a beautiful carriage. How
I should like to ride in it ! ”

“ And so you shall, my little dear,” answered
one of the men, seizing her in his arms, and
wrapping her head and face in a thick shawl,
while the second caught hold of her brother.

“My child! ” cried Jasper. ‘Wretch! what

' would you do with my child ?”

He was about to throw himself upon the man,
but before he could do so a handkerchief,
soaked in chloroform, was thrust into his- face,
and he sank senseless into the arms of one of
his assailants.

They lifted him into the carriage with the two
children, and at one smack of the whip the
spirited horses dashed off into the high road
leading from Beresford to Hull.

At Hull they changed horses. Travelling
further north, they stopped at midnight in a
lonely moorland district, and dashing through
the open gateway of a walled-in courtyard,
drew up before a dismal stone-built house, of
about seven storeys, each storey being lighted
by twenty narrow windows, closely-studded with
iron bars.

Of all the prisons, those terrible, but, alas!
necessary buildings which disfigure the fair face
of beautiful and merry England, there is not
one of aspect half so appalling as this hideous
stone-built house.

Horror and death seemed to brood about the
lofty roof. Despair had set her seal upon the
stony walls.

One of the men had stopped at Hull with the
two children, whose rosy little mouths had been
gagged with cambric handkerchiefs tied closely
round the jaws.

Jasper Melville lay in a dull stupor upon the
seat of the carriage, utterly unconscious of
whither he was being taken.

It was only the next morning that he awoke
to some dim consciousness of his condition.

He found himself in a square stone room,
little better than a dungeon in appearance,

_llghted by one gloomy barred window, so deep

in the massive wall that the wretched inmates
of the apartment could see nothing from the
casement but a square patch of the blue sky. -
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He was not alone in this wretched prison.

His companions were three men of dark and
forbidding appearance.

One smoked a dirty clay pipe. The second
sat upon a stone ledge jutting out from the wall.
The third lay on the ground, gazing stupidly at
the stones in his prison floor.

Jasper Melville asked no questions of these
men. He felt no curiosity. He sat close
against the wall, with his eyes fixed upon blank
space.

The demoniac hate of his vile enemies had
done its work.

Arthur Beaumorris, the once proud heir to a
princely fortune, the beloved favourite of a
wealthy uncle, the once happy husband of
a beautiful wife, was now a melancholy
madman.

It was no common lunatic asylum to which he
had been taken.

It was a house supported by the Society of
the Brack Banp.

This terrible association had its own methods
of revenging itself on the members who
betrayed or endeavoured to desert the Society.

Bloodshed was not always convenient. It
was not the hand of mercy that stayed the
stiletto of the assassin; it was prudence. The
traitor or deserter whose life was spared lan-
guished for the remainder of his days in this
terrible stone dungeon.

He entered it, possessed of all his faculties;

_often to die a raging maniac, or a gibbering
idiot.

How, then, the reader may ask, was Arthur
Beaumorris brought here, since he had no con-
nection with the Black Band P

Time will solve that question.

CHAPTER XXXYV.
STILL WATERS RUN DEEP

AFTER a brief examination before a magistrate,
Antonio Vecchi was removed to Coldbath
Fields Prison to await his trial. It was
desirable that his trial should be delayed as
long as possible, in order that the detectives,
Martin and Boulder, might discover the accom-
plices of the Italian.

¢ Let the scoundrel rot in prison, 8o as it gives
me a chance of tracing this here gang that he's
ooncerned with, Sir,” said Sergeant Boulder,
in a private interview between himself and the
magistrate at the Clerkenwell Police Court.
“I'd give a year of my life to find ‘em, and now
we've got one of ’em, it's hard if we'’re not too
many guns for the lot.”

But for once that wonderful science which
tracks the dark pathway of crime with such
marvellous success, that we come at last to look
upon the detective police officer as the magician
of civilised life—for once, the most skilful men
in London were utterly at fault.

Night and day the quiet little Inspector
and his colleague toiled with brain and body,
now following up one clue, now another; and
then unravelling some tangled skein, only to
find hopeless confusion and disappointment.

‘What was the horror and despair of the two
men when, after six weeks of devoted labour,
they received the intelligence that the prisoner
had escaped from Coldbath Fields !

An extraordinary amount of skill hadjbeen
employed in this escape, and more hands than
one had assisted the Italian.

He was missed a quarter of an hour after his
departure, and in less than an hour the two
detectives were seeking for him through all the
most disreputable haunts of London criminals.
They sought in vain.

The Prince de Z. returned to Italy, carrying
with him the third portion of the specie which
the authorities had restored to him on his iden-
tification of it—returned heartbroken at the
failure of his mission. '

Meanwhile Sir Frederick Beaumorris returned
to fashionable society ; and it was at his estate,
Beaumorris Castle, in Cumberland, that Oscar
Bertrand publicly married the lovely Ellen
Clavering, declared by her father's last will to
be heiress to all his hoarded wealth. None
amongst the brilliant assembly who assisted at
this wedding knew of the secret midnight
marriage in the ruins of Clavering Park, nor
of the death-struggle in Stamford Street, Black-
friars. :

Thus the tragedies of life are ever acted
behind a dark and sheltering curtain, while
each actor presents a gay and smiling face to
his neighbour.

‘Who that sat at the costly banquet at which
Sir Frederick Beaumorris presided, with
Colonel Bertrand as his most honoured guest,
could have believed that the first of these men
was a trickster and a forger, the second a mur-
derer and the instructor of thieves P

Surely they would have shuddered had they
known that the white and jewelled hand which
raised the wine-cup to those smiling lips was
stained by the life-blood of a helpless old man.

No one amongst them all was more ignorant
of the truth than Ellen herself.

Her husband had told her of her father's death;
of his entire forgiveness of her, and of the will,
which, in testimony of that forgiveness, left her
all his wealth.



18" THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT

She asked ;np further questions; and her
first grief for the loss of this beloved father
once past, she felt that life was now brilliant
and joyous.

Her beloved husband no longer hid his
marriage from the world in which he lived. He
no longer appeared to her as a mysterious being
with whose life some strange secret must be
connected. No; she now beheld him, courted
and admired, clasping noble hands in his, lead-
ing her amidst the highest of the land.

The guests at Beaumorris Castle were de-
lighted with Ellen’s beauty and simplicity. Her
frank and girlish manner made for her friends
wherever she went. ‘ '

“And you are happy now, Ellen?” said her
husband, as they walked up and down the
terrace before the Castle, upon a frosty winter’s
afternoon.

“Happy! yes, indeed,” she exclaimed, clasp-
ing her two little hands upon the Colonel's
arm; “more happy than I can find words
to say. So it was not a poor penniless little
girl, but a rich heiress, whom you ran away with,
after all.”

“Yes, my darling,” said the Colomel, “ but,
remember, I knew nothing of this hoarded
wealth.”

“T know, dearest Philip—ah, forgive me, I
mean Oscar,” she added, correcting herself—
“but I love the old name best, for it was that
by which I thought of you in my first love-
dreams. I know, my beloved, that no merce-
nary feeling, no caleulation of my paltry
thousands, ever led you to your poor Ellen’s side.
You loved me, did you not, Oscar? ”

“Yes, dearest; and I love you still. I am
preparing a surprise for you, Ellen, against
next summer.”’

« A surprise! Oh, pray tell me what.”

“Why, if I tell you it will be no longer a
surprise.”

““ But, indeed, you must tell me! Now you
have excited my-curiosity, do you think I could
possibly wait till the next summer for its grati-
fication? 'Why, Oscar, how little you can have
studied the fair sex!””

“The fairest of them all has little interest for
me when -you are not by, Nelly,” answered her
husband, in ‘those deep and thrilling tones
which, as much even as his handsome face,
had won her heart in the shady avenues of
Clavering Park. “You are all the world to
me, Nelly ! ”

“But the surprise, the surprise!” she cried,
looking archly up at him from under her furred
hood. “The surprise, Colonel Bertrand; all
this is only prevarication, Sir.”

“Well, then, my darling, the secret is, that I-

have sent an architectand a troop of bricklayers
down to Clavering, with orders for the restora-
tion of the Abbey. The work will last six
months, and at the end of that time you will
see the slately pile towering once more over
wood and meadow, village and common land, as
it did in its proudest day when the Claverings
were lords of the land.”

¢ Oscar, Oscar, this is indeed a surprise!”

“Yes, Ellen, it was your father’s highest
ambition, when, for your sake, he assumed the
character of a miser, that the wealth hoarded by
him would enable you to be queen again in the
once deserted chambers of Clavering. That
wish will now be fulfilled. I am making
arrangements for myself assuming your ancient
name, a8 SUCCessor, in some measure, to your
father's property. The name of Bertrand is an
aristocratic one, but I am so much an English-
man in habit that I would fain be one in name.
I shall ere long be known as Bertrand-Claver-

ng.”

“ Dearest,” exclaimed Ellen, glancing with a
look of profound affection at her husband’s
handsome face, it is for my sake and in my
honour that you do all these things ! ”

¢ Perhaps it is, Nelly,” he answered quietly,
while a scarcely perceptible smile curled his
finely-chiseled lips.

The Marquis of Willoughby was amongst the
guests who arrived at Beaumorris Castle to
share in the Christmas festivities.

He looked pale and careworn. In vain he
tried to stifle the love which he felt was hope-
less ; in vain he endeavoured to chase from his
heart the image of the woman who had reigned
there from his very boyhood. Go where he
would, do what he would, he could not forget
Lady Edith Merton.

Strange chances of this {angled web, which
we call Life! The wealthy cotton-spinner, the
merchant-prince, was once more amongst Sir
Frederick's many Christmas visitors.

He, too, had changed since the blow which
had rendered his life desolate. He, too, had
loved only to be deceived ; and a bitter spirit
had taken possession of his once generous
nature, which seemed to transform him into 8
different man.

A tale of distress no longer melted his heart
as it once had done. Might it not be false,
however seeming true? For had not ske been
falsoP She, whose every accent seemed truth
itself. He despised the lovely woman whose
flashing eyes beamed on him like rays of summer
sunlight. “ Beauty,” as the outraged husband
exclaimed, “is but & mask.” Might not they
hide beneath that dazzling mask hearts as black
as that of her who had deceived him P




THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT

119

Robert Merton looked on everything with a
jaundiced eye. What was wealth? He hated
his wealth, since with all its boasted power it
could not purchase for him the one heart which,
bad it been true, might have transformed a
garret into a palace.

Lord Willoughby bhad shunned as much as
possible the society both of the merchant and
of Colonel Oscar Bertrand. But the Austrian
never relaxed the hold which he had once
obtained over his victim. He did not loosen
that fatal grasp once.

“My dear Lionel,” he said one morning,
when he found himself alone with the Marquis,
“what in mercy's name have you been doing
with yourself? What is the meaning of the
pale cheeks and hollow eyes? When will you
" acquire the true philosophy of life, and learn to
take things easily? ”

«T have no secrets from you,” answered the
Marquis, moodily.

“Of course not, my dear boy. .There are
very few people who have any secrets from me.
I have a talent for finding the clue to the
darkest mysteries of life.”

“You ask when shall I learn to take things
easily,” continued the Marquis, fiercely. “I
tell you in reply, that I shall never learn to root
this fatal passion from my breast. I shall never
forget Edith Vandeleur.”

“You mean Edith Merton. What a good
thing her husband is not anywhere about to
hear this passionate avowal! ”

“I care not,” cried the young nobleman; “I
eare not if all the world hears it.”

“Lionel, Marquis of Willoughby,” said
Oscar Bertrand, sinking his voice to its deepest
and most solemn tones, * have I ever failed you
yet in any crisis P

“Never.”

“Two years ago, amidst the midnight revels
of a masked ball, I promised you your brother 8
wealth and title.”

“You did, you did,” cried the Marqms,
sinking into & chair, and covermg his face with
his hands.

“Within six months from my making you
that promise you were called by that title, and
you possessed that wealth. Was it not sop '’

“It was.”

n you will not doubt me now, when I
tell you that before many moons have waned
below the blue mountains of yonder Scottish
land, Edith, the widow of Robert Merton, will
be yours.”

The young man started to his feet, and falling
on his knees before the Austrian Colonel, with
his clasped hands elevated above his head, cried
wildly—

“No,no! Let there be no more crime, no
more bloodshed. Enough has already been done
to stain my soul with the blackness of death.
Let my sufferings be what they may, but do not
lift your hand again to strike for me. Demon,
I renounce my allegiance—I call upon you to
release me from my bonds!”

“Fool!” exclaimed Oscar Bertrand,” scorn-
fully ; “before the coming year is out Robert
Merton, the merchant prince, will have died a
natural death, and the fortune made in cotton-
spinning will have passed into the coffers of the
Marquis of Willoughby.”

The room in which this conversation had
taken place was an immense tapestried chamber,
which had been devoted to billiards.

As the Colonel finished speaking, a square of
the tapestry was drawn aside, and Robert Mer-
ton stepped into the room.

He was perfectly calm and self-possessed, and
looked about him with a quiet smile.

I was never aware until this moment,” he
said, politely, *that the next room was only
divided from this by a tapestried curtain. Pray,
gentlemen, have you seen the Z¥mes newspaper?
I have been looking for it in the library, but
cannot find it anywhere about.” ' .

CHAPTER XXXVI.
ME. RUPERT DE LANCY RECBIVES A VISITOR

ANTONY VERNER seemed never happier tham
when standing at the side scenes watching
Clara’s light figure gliding through the graceful
mazes of the dance.

The applause of her enthusiastic audience;
the consciousness that she excelled in her capti-
vatmg art; the inspiriting influence of the
music; the dazzling lights, and the ﬁ'lendly
smiles of the crowd, all combined to inspire her
with a wild sense of gaiety, which possessed her
while she was dancing, and which left her sad
and thoughtful when the last chord of the music
had been struck, and she returned to her quiet
corner in the crowded Green Room.

It was in vain that the young tragedian
endeavoured to become more intimately ac-
quainted with the lovely damseuse. She was
always polite, even friendly, in her manner ; she
acknowledged his respectful compliments with
a modest, deprecatory smile, but she seemed to
be utterly unconscious of the warm interest
which she had inspired in the breast of the clever
young actor.

“My mother was in the boxes last night,
Miss Melville,” he said, one evening when Clara
entered the Green Room, “ and I need scarcely
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tell you how charmed she was with your
exquisite dancing ; she begged me to prevail on
you if possible to spend a day with her this

week. Our house is a queer old place, but I
" faney you would find much to amuse you in the
rambling andjtumble-down building. Pray say
that you will come.”

“ Indeed, Mr. Verner, your invitation is so
kind that I cannot well refuse it,” said Clara ;
“but a very great shock which I experienced
last September has left my spirits so low and
variable that I scarcely dare trust myself in
society.”

“Do not say that, Miss Melville,” replied
Antony Verner, earnestly ; “ you might indeed
shun crowded assemblies in which smiling faces
are only masks assumed to deceive; in which
joy is a livery worn alike by all, and where men
grasp the hands of those at whose funeral they
would gladly attend. But with us you would
be with friends. If you forgot your sorrows,
and were gay, we wonld gladly join in your
gaiety ; if you were sad we should be too wise
to intrude upon your mournful thoughts. I
hope you will come.”

“I will, Mr. Verner,” answered Clara, hold-
ing out her hand to the young tragedian.
¢ Pray give my best thanks to your mother for
the kind invitation, and tell her that I cannot
refuse it.”

¢ A thousand thanks,” cried Antony, eagerly ;
¢ remember, Miss Melville, it is no common
interest which I take in your welfare. The
mystery of the portrait of Arthur Beaumorris is
yet to be solved. I only wish your father were
here to assist us.”

Clara’s bright blue eyes filled with tears as the
young man said this.

"¢ Alag!” she murmured, “ the most unhappy
misunderstanding has arisen between my father
and myself, and I do not even know where he
is.”

Antony Verner was silent. He had far too
much good feeling to attempt to fathom the
mystery which had separated father and daugh-
ter. :

* » * * » -

Let us introduce our readers into the
Manager's dressing-room early on the evening
after that on which the above conversation took

lace. -

P To those who have never entered this sanctum
sanctorum, the aspect of the apartment will be
something almost bewildering.

A rather large room, the walls covered with
a gay flowered paper, a pair of gas burners at
the opposite corners of the mantelpiece, and on
either side of a large glass placed against the
wall. Am immense dressing-table before this

glass is crowded with all the mysterious and
‘miscellaneous articles used in the toilette of an
actor—vermilion, black paint, Indian red, burnt
cork, false eyebrows, whiskers, beards, mous-
tachios of every shape and shade, chalk with
which to imitate the pallor of hunger, disease,
or death, vermilion for the rubicund hues of
health, scowling black eyebrows which convert
the pleasantest face into the sinister-looking
visage of a villain,

Above this dressing-table, and on either side
of the glass, hangs almost every variety of wig,
suspended on nails; fiery red, curly flaxen,
black and Howing ringlet wigs, such as were
worn when rollicking Charles the Second held
the helm of power, and drove the good ship Old
England through such perilous ways; powdered
wigs, such as those in fashion at the courts of
the Georges; in short, every variety of hair
that ever adorned the human head.

The would-be actor should remember this.
The materials of his art are numerous and ex-
pensive, and, what is more, they have to be pur-
chased out of his own slender salary; and he
must often, perhaps, deprive himself of many
comforts in order to procure them.

There are few arts so difficult as that of the
actor, and. perhaps none that, in a general way,
are so badly paid.

Let the sturdy mechanic, the thriving young
tradesman, the smart apprentice, and the rising
lawyer’s clerk bear this in mind; and whatever
talent they may have for either tragedy or
comedy, let them think twice before they aban-
don a certainty for an uncertainty.

About six o'clock on this bleak January
evening, Mr. Rupert de Lancy sat before the
dressing-table we have just described. His
valet, a very meek young man, who was so
accustomed to be sworn at by his master that
he scarcely heard, and still less heeded, the
Manager's energetic language, was standing at
Mr. de Lancy’s elbow, holding a long raven
black curling wig, which the actor was to assume
as soon as he had finished what is technically
termed “making up the face.”

This “ making up the face,” in Mr. de Lancy’s
case, comprised putting a thin coating of
vermilion over the cheeks and forehead, to
represent the bronze of a Southern sun, and
gumming an intensely black beard and mous-
tachios about his lips and chin, to say nothing
of a pair of marked black eyebrows, also gummed
upon the forehead.

The piece in which Mr. Rupert de Lancy
was about to appear was a powerful melodrama,
such as are most popular on the Surrey side of
the water. It was called, The Massacre of the
Mountain; or, Mandini's Revenge; and Mr. de
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Lancy, in common with managers in gemeral,
who do not often (as our readers may imagine)
play the worst parts, enacted the hero, a dashing
brigand, who, though living at war with society
and its laws, was beloved by every lowly moun-
taineer, as the protector of the innocent, and
the avenger of the wronged.

The Manager's toilet was nearly finished. He
wore tight breeches of emerald green silk
velvet, embroidered with gold; a snowy shirt,
the lace trimmings of which were worth a con-
siderable sum ; a scarlet silk sash with heavy
bullion fringe, and embroidered gaiters adorned
with rich bunches of satin ribbon. A high-
crowned black velvet hat, also ornamented
with gold cord, bunches of ribbons and a superb
diamond brooch stood on the table at his right
hand.

«T think the dress is rather the thing, eh,
Thomas ? * he said to his valet, as he examined
the effect of his costume in a cheval glass.

«Jt's regular 'ansome, Sir,” answered the
man ; “and it ought to be, for it cost enough.”

% So it did, Thomas; but I never wear any-
thing cheap,” answered the Manager, con-
temptuously.

At this moment one of the carpenters came
with a message from the stage-door.

“ A gentleman sent this ca,rd for Mr. de
Lancy,” said the man.

The Manager took the card from his valet's
hand.

Upon it was engraved the name of

&ir Srederick Breammnrris, Bart,
ST. JAMES'S SQUARE.

¢ Sir Frederick Beaumorris!” exclaimed
Mr. de Lancy; “I don't know the gentleman,
but I suppose he wants a box, or a season ticket,
or something of that kind, Go and ask him to
walk upstairs, Thomas.”

¢ Here, Sir?”

¢ Yes, here, of course, Look sharp, will you,
booby P”

‘We will spare our readers the oath with
which Mr. de Lancy accompanied these words.
The next moment he had settled his face into
an agreeable smile, and, throwing himself into
a luxurious velvet-covered easy-chair, took up
an evening paper, and arranged himself in an
elegant attitude for the reception of his visitor.

Mr. Rupert de Laney was a handsome man,
but, like many others possessed of a moderate
share of good looks, he was painfully conscious
of the fact. ,

He rose when his valet ushered the Baronet
into the dressing-room, and, wheeling forward a
chair, requested his visitor to be seated.

* Leave us, Thomas,” he said, with a dignified
wave of his hand, which was covered with
valuable rings. It was with this jewelled hand
that he doled out the pitiful twelve shillings
which was the weekly stipend of those ballet-
girls whose pretty faces were often the chief
ornament of the stage.

How different from another Manager, whose
distinguished name we refrain from mentioning ;
a star whose light is about too soon to be
withdrawn from the dramatic world !

“I have called on you, Mr. de Lancy,” said
Sir Frederick, “to wequest a favour, which it
is in your power to gwant.”

The Manager bowed obsequiously. -

* Anything,” he murmured, *that I can do
for Sir Frederick Beaumorris will be only too
great a pleasure.”

“You're vewy good,” said the Baronet, with
his favourite drawl—that artificial drawl which,
in moments of passion, was exchanged for the
sharp accents of vexation or rage,  you're vewy
good. Of course, any twouble I put you to will
be amply wecompensed by a cheque on my
bankers, Messrs. Wansom.”

Mr. Rupert de Lancy merely bowed. He
was not above accepting a cheque, provided it
was a sufficiently heavy one.

“ Thwee figures, of course,” said the Baronet.

The Manager bowed again.

¢ I believe you have a dansaw heaw,” said Sir
Frederick, “wather a pwetty girl, who calls
herself Clawa Melville.”

“Miss Melville is my Columbine,” replied
Mr. de Lancy; “I have engaged her at great
expense for the run of my Pantomime.”

“Deaw me!” murmured the Baronet, “a
Columbine ! Pway, what's & Columbine? I
nevaw saw any Columbines at the Opewa.”

“ A Columbine is the principal dancer in
a Pantomime,” answered Mr. Rupert de
Laney.

“A Pantomime! Ah, I think I wemember
once seeing a Pantomime. An extwaordinawy
piece of amusement that vulgawians delight in ;
a howid man who steals babies, and swallows
sausages, and jumps through shop windows. I
wemember.”

Mr. Rupert de Lancy looked rather spitefully
at his aristocratic visitor. His Pantomime,
which had cost him upwards of a thousand
pounds, and eight weeks' trouble and anxiety,
to be spoken of in this contemptuous manner.
It was too much !

¢ Now,” continued Sir Frederick Beaumorris,
¢this Miss Clawa Melville has been wemarkably
insolent to me, and I want to punish her for her
airs and gwaces. I have hit upon wather a
clevaw little plot, and I want you to assist me
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in cawying it out. I shan't fawget the cheque.
Thwee figures, you know.”

Mr. de Lancy bowed once more, and the
Baronet resumed.

But as our teaders will presently become
acquainted with the infamous scheme which was
working against an unprotected girl's peace of
mind, we will leave these two unscrupulous
gentlemen to arrange their honourable plot
between them.

It was seven o’clock when the Baronet left Mr.
de Lancy’s dressing-room. The two men shook
hands very cordially as they parted.

“You're a vewy clevaw fellaw, de Lancy,”
murmured Sir Frederick, “and you wichly
deserve to make a fortune. Aw wevoir. Thwee
figures, you know.”

In making his way from the Manager’s dress-
ing-room to the stage-door it was necessary for
Sir Frederick to pass the side scenes. In doing
80 he met Clara Melville, who had just entered
the theatre; dressed in her simple dark shawl
and straw bonnet. The young girl's cheeks
blanched to a marble whiteness as she beheld
her persecutor ; but, save by the involuntary
curl of her scornful lip, she gave no sign of her
consciousness of his presence.

The Baronet bowed with mock respect.

“ Good evening, Miss Melville,” he said; “I
am charmed to meet you once more, if it is
only to remind you of the gratitude I feel for your
polite manner of leaving my house in Normandy.:
I rarely forget these obligations, and shall not
do so in this case, believe me."”

Clara glanced at him with one brief flash of
contempt sparkling in her deep blue eyes, and
then sweeping past him, moved towards the
Green Room.

But before she could reach the door a strong
hand was laid upon her wrist, and Antony
Verner arrested her steps.

“ That man has been insulting you, Miss Mel-
ville,” he said, eagerly. -

“No, no, indeed, Mr. Verner.”

“ Remember, Clara, remember, Miss Melville,
that your foes are mine; those who insult you
insult me, and mine be the task of chastising
them ! Nay, Clara,” said Antony Verner, witha
mournful smile, as he perceived the young girl’s
embarrassment, “I ask no better right to do
this than that of one—who respects you as a
friend—who loves you—yet only dares to love
you as a brother.”

» » ] * . "

Upon the third evening after that on which
8ir Frederick Beaumorris had visited the Para-
gon Theatre, Clara Melville was summoned to
the stage door by a message from a poor woman
who wished to speak to her,

The appeals made to actors and actresses,
dancers and vocalists, by decayed members of
their own profession are numerous and dis-
tressing ; but-they are never addressed to deaf
ears.

In scarcely any other profession is such
universal sympathy between the rich and the
poor. The popular tragedian who plays Hamlet
to-day to an admiring audience is ever ready to
open his purse-strings to the broken-down old
actor who was once as popular as himself.

Clara Melville was no exception to the general
rule. She remembered the unfailing generosity
of Lolota Vizzini, to whom she owed so much,
and she would have gladly shared her last six-
pence with her poorer sisterhood.

She found a very miserable-looking ereature
waiting for her a$ the stage door. An old
woman, whose shrunken face was disfigured by
a hundred wrinkles, and whose withered form
was bent by a painful stoop. A bonnet adorned
with artificial flowers, that had once been fine,
but which were now tumbled and dirty,

"covered her grey hair, while a tattered Indisn

shawl, which, when new, must have been of
considerable value, hung about her attenuated
limbs.

Clara wished to feel nothing but pity for this
wretched object, but, in spite of herself, she
felt an instinctive shudder as she looked at ber
wrinkled face. Two great fangs protruded
from her thick and wide lips, while her chin
was garnished by a grey and bristling beard
which would have done credit to an elderly
grenadier.

T told this here old crittur that you couldn’
see her, Miss Melville,” said the door-keeper;
“and I told her that it warn't to be expected
you could come down here into this windy place,
catchin’ cold in your thin dress, but she stood
there and worritted till I let one of the men
bring you her message.”

“T am sure that Miss Melville will not refuse
to listen to a poor old woman who was once 8
popular dancer.”

¢ That old erittura popular dancer,” muttered
the door-keeper; “she’s a pretty figure for &
dancer she is! I should like to see her in the
cowchoker or a pas de ducks!”

«Yes, young lady,” continued the old
woman, “I was once a dancer as popular &
yourself.” .

« That must have been & precious long while
ago,” said the door-keeper, in the same under-
tone ; I should think it must have been when
Noah was gettin’ his ark ready.”

In vain Clara endeavoured to repress the feel-
ing of disgust and aversion with which sho
looked upon the old woman. Inspite of herself
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she drew a few paces away from her, as if afraid
that her dress should touch against the gar-
ments of the other.

“ Any assistance I can give you,” she said,
gently, ¢ is quite at your service. My purse is
upstairs in my dressing-room ; but as soon as
I have been on for my next dance I will fetch
it. Meantime, pray be good enough to sit down.
I dare say John can find you a seat.”

“ To be sure I can, Miss Melville,” answered
the door-keeper politely, and then added, under
his breath, “I'd find her a precious warm one
if I had my way; & comfortable shelf in a nice
hot oven, or an heasy-chair on a hob, bless her
ugly old mug!”

Clara was about to leave the hall, but the
applicant for charity was not quite so easily
satisfied.
¢ No, no,” she said, ““I will accept no alms
till you have investigated and proved the truth
of my story. Hearts as generous as yours are
often made the prey of clever adventurers. In
this case, at least, you shall be convinced before
you open your purse that the want you are
called on to relieve is genuine. I will not accept
8 farthing until you know more of me.”

« But I do not ask to know more than that
you are in want,” said Clara ; ““it is a happiness
to relieve the deserving, but it is a crime to
leave even the undeserving to starve, when it
is in our power to save them, perhaps, from
further sin.”

“ You are an angel, Miss,” exclaimed the old
woman ; “but you shall know at least that in
this case you are only asked to adsist the help-
less and innocent. Itis not for myself that I
have to solicit your aid, but for two dear little
children, left orphans by the early death of my
only daughter.”

¢ Indeed! How old are your grandchildren ? ”
asked Clara.

The old woman named their ages. They were
almost exactly those of little George and Jessie,
the loved brother and sister whom Clara might,
perhaps, never see again. In a moment the
dancer forgot every feeling of aversion, and
was all eagerness to know more of her appli-
cant’s distress.

¢ Poor dear children ! ” she exclaimed ; ¢ and
orphans, you say? You shall have every
farthing there is in my purse.”

¢ Not until you have seen them, young lady,”
answered the old woman, resolutely.

¢ Seen them! Are they near here? ”

“Only a few streets off. We have a wretched
garret in Morley Street, Blackfriars.”

Strange to say, it was the very street in which
Clara had once lodged ; the street in which her
little sister Jessie had lain for weeks in a fever;

the street into which Lolota Vizzini had
entered as & ministering angel.

Clara felt that it was now her turn to be the
comforter and preserver of the wretched.

“I will come and see the poor little darlings
this very night,” she said; it will only take
me a few streets out of my way.”

“Will. you really come, Miss Melville '’
asked the old woman, anxiously.

“Oh yes! you may depend upon me. Inever
break a promise. John, try and send some one
round to the refreshment saloon to get me a
great bag of oranges. My little Jessie was
always so fond of an orange.”

‘With a friendly nod to the old woman, Clara
tripped away, for she knew that it was mnearly
time for her entrance upon the stage.

The old woman curtsied, and hurried out of
the stage-door with an activity of step remark-
able in one so advanced in years.

“ How mistaken we may be in the expression
of a countenance ! ” thought Clara, as she pon-
dered over the interview above mnarrated.
“Strange to say, that old woman’s face made
me actually shiver, and yet she has noble and
refined feelings, which would well become the
proudest lady in the land. Her love for her
grandchildren, too, that alone would secure
my respect. It is a warning to me never to
judge hastily.”

Clara forgot that these natural instincts,
which inspire us sometimes with a dread of a
particular person, are the inaudibis whispers of
Providence, ever on the watch to warn ns of
the dangers which on every side assail us.

The animals, too, have these instincts, and
know their friends from their foes. Weare too
proud, in our wisdom, to heed these warnings.

Half an hour after this the pantomime was
finished, and Clara threw off her brilliant cos-
tume to assume the simple dark woollen gown
and heavy shawl in which she shrouded her
graceful figure.

Lolota had left her carriage behind for Clara’s
use, and the brougham always waited every °
evening for the tired dancer.

She gave the man the address given her by
the old woman. ) '

¢ You will not object to driving round there,
will you, Peters?” she said ; *it is only two or
three streets off, and I will not detain you ten
minutes.” .

The coachman was only too glad to oblige
Clara, whose simple and unaffected nature made
her a favourite with all who knew her.

In less than a quarter of an hour he had
threaded his way through a maze of wretched
streets, and stopped at the door of the house to
which Clara had directed him.
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It was now nearly midnight, and not a
ereature was astir in this poverty-stricken
neighbourhood. Poor souls ! the winter weather
sadly tried their powers of endurance. Often
unable to purchase either fuel or candl®, they
were glad to creep at an early hour to their
wretched beds.

Clara knocked gently at the street door,
which was opened by the old woman in
person,

“ My dear young lady,” she exclaimed, * this
is indeed noble of you. Pray step upstairs;
the boards are loose in many places, and you'll
have to tread cautiously. “I'd better go first
with the light.”

The old woman had spoken the truth. The
woodwork of the staircase was crumbling to
decay, and the banisters were broken every
here and there. The house was one of the
oldest in Blackfriars, and a great quantity of
wood had been used in its construction.

They had to ascend to the very top of the

house, but Clara’s heart yearned to the helpless
children she had come to relieve, and she
scarcely thought of whither she was going.
" ¢ Thisis the room,” said the old woman, open-
ing the door of the front attic, and standing aside
for Clara to enter the room. ¢ Walkin, Miss.”
" Clara hurried across the threshold, but sud-
denly drew back upon beholding a man, in the
dress q§a gentleman, stanting against the fire-
place, with his back turned towards her.

“This must be the wrong place," she ex-
claimed.

“Oh no, it's quite right, Miss,” answered the

" old woman, and before Clara could remonstrate
she had suddenly shut the door upon her and
locked it on the outside.

Clara Melville heard the key taken from the
lock, and the receding footsteps of the woman
upon the staircase without, and felt that she

was alone, at midnight, in a strange house, in a |

disreputable neighbourhood, and with a man
who was a stranger to her.

As this horrible thought flashed across her
brain, she heard the clocks of the City churches
strike the hour of twelve, every stroke vibrating
in the clear atmosphere of the winter’s night.

A light wind from th( tiver was blowing
towards the Kentish hills, and the sonorous
booming of the bell of St. Paul's seemed to
shake the garret in which the young girl stood.

The chamber in which Clara found herself
was a miserable-looking apartment, furnished
with only a couple of pitiful broken wooden
chairs and an old deal table, upon which stood
one candlestick, with a guttering tallow candle.

The sloping roof was supported by wooden
rafters, and the narrow window was obscured

by great beams which had been placed against
the outside of the house to preserve the attic
storey from falling.

A door leading into an inner apartment was
ajar, and Clara could see that the chamber con-
tained no other farniture than a wretched
truckle-bed, upon which lay what she took for
8 heap of old garments.

For some moments Clara stood perfectly still,
lost in the terrible stupor of horror and bewil-
derment ; then, with a wild outburst of despair,
she exclaxmed “ Whither have I been brought ?
—and what new plot has been densedto destroy
mef"” :

The gentleman standing against the. fire-
place turned round, and to her surprise and
rolief she beheld the smiling face of the Mgnager
of the Paragon Theatre.

For a moment Clara fancied that her fears
had been groundless. She had connected all
thoughts of danger with the presence of Sir
Frederick Beaumorris, and he was not there.
Alag! she little knew the villany that often
exists under the smoothest exterior.

‘“Good Heavens! Mr. de Lancy here,” she
exclaimed; ‘‘what is the meaning of all this?
But you are here, and I am at least safe.”

Rupert de Lancy smiled.

“Perfectly safe, my dear Miss Melville,
believe me,” he answered, laying his hand upon
his heart, or upon -that portion of his fashion-
able waistcoat beneath which a kindly nnd
generous heart skould have beaten.

. “But why do I find you here? Have you,
too, come upon an errand of charity?” asked
Clara.

‘“ Not precisely, perhaps,” replied Rupert de
Lancy, still smiling.

“Have I been deceived, then P Was the talo
which brought me here a false oneP."” -

¢ It was not, Miss Melville. You have indeed
been brought here on an errand of charity. But
that which you are called upon to relieve is not
the wants of the poor, but the agonies endured
by a heart which your bea.nty and grace have
subdued.”

The Manager, who was by no means too good
a husband to one of the most excellent of wives,
was well versed in the arts of gallantry, but he
had some difficulty in meeting the scornfal
glances of Clara Melville.

“Forgive me, Clara,” continied Mr. de
Lancy, “if I have decoyed you thus to this
lonely spot ; there are ears ever on the alert in
my theatre, and there I dared not address you.
You will hear me out, will you not, Clara?”

%I will hear you to the end, Mr. de Lancy,”
she answered quietly, looking the Manager full
in the face.



L0 every word.”

“And your reply—your reply!” he asked,
with well-acted impetuosity.

“My reply!” said Clara, in distinct and
measured tones, and with her eyes fixed on
Rupert de Lancy’s changing countenance, *“my
reply is this : You have learned your lesfon well,
Mr. de Lancy, and those who selected you to
execute their hateful work chose their instru-
ment wisely ; but, clever actor as you may be
on the stage, and accustomed as you are to act
off it, you are scarcely natural to-night. Asa
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them. L0 yOou Know where you are, my tine
lady?”

“I am beneath Heaven's own blue sky,”
answered Clara, resolutely, “ and I know that
He who watches over the innocent will not
suffer me to be wronged by a wretch such as
yom)’ "

“Oh, indeed, my pretty church-going miss!
Now I'll tell you where you are. You are
in one of the worst houses in the worst neigh-
bourhood of Blackfriars. You are with a man
who can repay you tenfold for every hard word
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you have said to him, and you are far away from
every friend you have in the world.”

Clara rushed to the door, and beat violently
against the lock.

“That won't do you much good,” said Mr.
de Lancy, with a sneer : “ we're locked in safe
enough: old Mother Bonner has the key, and
s I gave her the money for a bottle of gin when
¥ came in, she's not much in a state to unlock
the door, ‘even if she felt inclined.”

“I will call the neighbours,” cried Clara ;
“they at least may save me.”

“Call away,” said Mr. de Lancy : “they’re
used to screaming about here. I think they
rather like it. It's a pleasing excitement upon
& cold winter’s night.”

“Fiend !” exclaimed Clara, with & wild and
feverish energy, her blue eyes sesming to emit
sparks of fire, as she looked at Bupext de Lancy ;
“mocking and pitiless fiend ! "

“Go on, Miss Melvill,” said the Manager:
*pray don’t stand upon cepemony.”

:‘ ¥ou say that yonder door ig locked ?

¢ It is.”

“ And the key is in the posgession of gnother P ”

¢ Precisely so.”

“ She is, as you surmise, tipsyP.”

“I have not the least doubt of it.”

“And were I”to scream till I rent the sky
above us, she would scarcely hear me ? "

“ She would not heed you if by any chance
ghe did hear yous I tell you she’s used to
screams ; she rathen enjoys the fun of them.
She has her orders to unlock thjs dvor at a
certain hour, and come what mpay, she won't

_open it five minutes before.”

“Is there no other outlet from this
chamber? ” :

“ None, unless you'd like to try a jump from
the window. It's four storeys high, without
cqunting the ground floor.”

“ Then escape is impossible? ”

% Quite impossible.”
.“ Hopeless P "

¢ Utterly hopeless.” '

“Yet, stay one moment,” ecried Clara:
“degraded as you have shown yourself to-night,
you may not be utterly pitiless. Rupert de
Lancy, hear me! By the memory of your
mother, in the name of your wife, whose dis-
hon?}}r would be your degradation, spare
me!

She fell on her knees at his feet, her long
fair hair, which she had only gathered together
loosely on leaving the theatre, streaming wildly
about her shoulders, and her large blue eyes

lifted to the Manager's face. .
Rupert de Lancy shrugged his shoulders.
“Imight have spared you, Miss Melville,”

he said, “if you had been a little more civil ;
but you have said a few hard words, for which
I am determined to make you suffer. You are
quite right; I.am a tool in this business, but
you forgot to mention one thing, and that is,
that I'm extremely well paid for it.”

“Monster!” cried Clara; “then your doom
is sealed. Sinee my destruction is certain, yog,
shall perish with me.”

She snatched the flaming candle from the
table in the centre of the room, and rushing to.
the window set light to the thin calico curtains
hanging before it.

The wintry breeze, blowing from the river,
rushed in through the broken panes of glass,
and spread with fearful rapidity.

“Madwoman !” shriecked Rupert de Taney,
“you know not what you have done. The
children, your own brother and sister, are sleep-
ing in the next room.”

It was but too true. Little Jessie and George,
whom Clara had last seen in a comfortable home,
lay fast asleep upon g miserable bed in. the
adjoining apartment.

Heedless of herself, Clara rushed to the two
children, and snatching Jessie in her arms,
called to George to awake,

“ Awake, awake,” she cried; ‘“the house is
on fire ! ”

Children as they both were, there was a hor-
rible meaning in these words which they \could
nat fail to comprehend.

They knew that this cry meant terromy. de-
struction, anguish, perhaps death.

They cluug wildly about their sister,. crying

in and again—

% Save us, Clara, save us!”

¢ Save you, my precious treasures,” shrieked
the tortured girl; ‘save you, alas ! it is I who
have destroyed you ! ”’

Rupert de Lancy displayed some presence of
mind in this horrible emergency. He rushed
to the window, and showing himself amidst the
raging flames, shouted to the people below.

“Save us,” he shouted, “ save us! A thonsand
pounds to the man who saves us.”

Late as the hour was, and lonely as the neigh-
bourhood had appeared only five minutes before,
the street was already crowded with people, and
a number of men and boys rushed off to fetch
the nearest ecgine and fire-escape.

The cry circulated as if by magic amongst the

‘crowd—“a thousand pounds to the man who

saves.them.” -
The flames curled about the erazy wood-

work of the old heuse ; the terrible fire-serpent
licked the crumbling rafters with his red-hot
tongue. The red and hissing blaze mounted
to the wintry sky, while huge volumes of amoke-
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burst forth in blinding masses of black vapour
from every new chasm in the burning roof.

The screams of the agonised neighbours, the
shrieks of half-naked children awakened from
the heavy slumbers of poverty and hunger, the
terrified groans of old men and women too
feeble to fly from the danger, and the wild panic
amongst the horrified spectators in the dense
crowd below, all mingled into one great yell of
terror and despair.,

Rupert de Lancy rushed to the locked door
communicatiog with the staircase, but the fire-
fiend had been there before him; already the
flames enveloped the doorway, and crept about
the rotten woodwork of the staircase.

For one brief moment he gazed into the burn-
ing gulf below, but the heat of the fiery vapours
rose to his face and blinded him—the noxious
smoke stifled and stupefied him.

. The bad man felt that his hour had come.

Of what avail now was his wealth? Power-
less to save him from one of the pangs that
accompany 8 horrible death.

With rage and despair at his heart, and
blasphemy upon his lips, he groped his way to
the window, whence alone he could hope for
human aid or rescue. )

At this moment a loud huzza resounded
through the street. Every voice in the vast
crewd was lifted in one hoarse ory of rapture.

. The deliverers had come !

They came, those brave and valiant men, for
whom danger has no fear—for whom death has
1o terror;; whose noble lives are one long self-
sacrifice, ever ready to be laid down for the
rescue of others.

. 'What death upon the battle-field can boast of
greater glory than that of him who rushes into
the burning ruins to save the helpless ?

The trampling hoofs of the horses resounded
through the streets— the crowd parting, as by a
ebmmon instinct, made a pathway for the engine,
sad in another moment a ladder had been lifted
egainst the crumbling frontage of the house,
while volumes of water hissed against the red-
hot brickwork. '

. Another loud huzza from the excited crowd.
- The fireman had mounted the ladder.

Another and another! He reached the sum-
nit ; one of the children was in his arms; in a
moment he. had clasped the other with one
strong hand, and descending the ladder about
half way, dropped them into the open arms of
the crowd.

. They were saved !

" The moment of suspense was terrible. Clara,
with her long hair streaming in the night
breeze, and ber beautiful but terror-stricken

face illluminated by the flames, stood trembling -

upon the brink of destruction, awaiting het
fate at the hands of Providence and her de-
liverers. ’

Sublime fortitude of self-sacrificing woman !
Even in that moment of peril she could look on’
Death with ealmness. The children, her darling
brother and sister, were saved. o

A moment more, and she was clasped in a
pair of strong arms, and earried, half unconsef."
ous, down the ladder. ’
N But it was not the fireman who had rescued
er. ‘

The brave man had not saved the children
without undergoing frightful danger. His face
had been scorched by the flames, and he had’
fainted in the arms of those about him. '

In this crisis, a stranger, who had but that
moment joined the eager throng below the burn-
ing house, leapt upon the ladder and mounted,”
amongst the cheers of the populace, to the sum-
mit,

When Clara recovered her senses, she found
herself in the arms of the stranger, who was
no other than the young tragedian, Antony
Verner. ~ '

The flames were arrested by the brave efforts
of the firemen, and though the house was left
with only the shell-like walls remaining, the
neighbouring buildings were spared.

Rupert de Lancy paid the price of his infamy.
His charred and blackened corpse was found:
amongst the ruins.

A cab took Clara and the two children to
Arlington Street, where she found the servants
sitting up awaiting her return. -

The coachman had waited for about ten
minutes in Morley Street, when the old woman
had come down to him to tell him that Misk
Melville did not wish him to wait for her, as shé
meant to return in a cab. '

The young man was fresh from & country
village, where he had lived in the service of &
clergyman. He knew nothing of London life,
or he would never have left & young girl alons
at such an hour and in such a neighbourhood.

George and Jessie told Clara the history of
all that had occurred to them since their separa:
tion. The Yorkshire farmhouse, thd abduaction
by the thtee men, and their meeting with thei#
father at Hull. From Hull they had beea
brought to London, where they were giver over
into the custody of the old hag, Mother Boms
ner, who had taken them out every day to beg
with her in the streets round the Borough, but
who had never suffered them to escape from het
sight. C ' -

“ My darlings,” exclaimed Clara, clasping
them in her arms, “ never again will I abandon
you even for an hour. Poor children; we. have
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powerful enemies, who are allied against us.
My father, what may not' be his fate? But if
a danghter'’s devotion can restore him to
bappiness, he shall not long languish in
despair.”

In the papers next morning this paragraph
appeared—

-“TERRIBLE FIRE AND LOSS OF LIFE IN Moz-
LY STREET, BrAocKFRIARS.—At two O'clock this
morning one of the houses in Morley Street was
burned to the ground. Mr. Rupert de Lancy,
the Manager of the Paragon Theatre, fell a
sacrifice to the burning element, and the favour-
ite danseuse, Miss Clara Melville, who only last
night appeared as Columbine at the same
theatre, also fell a victim to the most terrible of
deaths.

“S8ome dark mystery is supposed to be con-
nected with this unhappy event. Our reporter
is on the scent, and we shall ere long be able to
furnish the fullest particulars.”

Antony Verner read this paragraph to Clara.

. “This mistake must be set right, Miss Mel-
wille,” he said.

“What does it mtter?" answered Clara;
“better that my enemies should think me
dead.”

“Not so; the day may come when this may
be of the utmost importance; nay, more than
that, Iam convinced that this very paragraph is
the work of your enemies.”

—— e

\

By

CHAPTER XXXVIL
CLARA'S PROMISE

ANTOoNY VERNER hurried to the office of the
paper which had published the statement of
Clara’s untimely death. He was received by
the Editor with the utmost politeness and atten-
tion.

. “ A foolish mistake of our reporter,” said this
gentleman; “it is to the interest of those
people to make the worst, and not the best, of
these kind of things. I will see that it is recti-
fied in our next edition.”

But the next edition appeared without a word
in its columns to contradict the false statement,
and when Antony Verner wrote an indignant
letter to the Editor, complaining of this breach
of faith, the letter was not inserted.

“ Why do you give yourself so much trouble
about all thisP” Clara said, wonderingly.
¢ Surely it can matter little,”

“I have told you before, Miss Melville,”
answered Antony, gravely; ¢ the day may come
when this false statement may be a difficulty in
.our path. I should not be thus annoyed about

it did I attribute it to the mere stupidity of a
newspaper reporter ; but I suspect the hand of
your enemies, and, above all, of your uncle, Sir
Frederick Beaumorris, in this matter.”

“ What, you really believe me to be the niece
of Sir Frederick!” said Clara, with an incredu-
lous smile.

“ Asgurely as I believe you to be the most
amiable and beautiful of women,” answered
Antony Verner; “you are the daughter of
Arthur Beaumorris, and the niece of that bad
and designing man who has laid this wicked
plot for your destruction. He must have some
very powerful motive for his persecution of
you. Some motive far more powerful than his
anger at your rejection of his infamous ad-
dresses.” '

“And yoy imagine that motive to bewe—""

“Fear! He is anxious to destroy you.
Why? Saurely not simply because you are his
niece, since you do not even attempt to obtrude
upon him the claims of that relationship. No,
Clara, he sees in you something more than a
mere relation. He dreadsin you the rightful
owner of the fortune which he now possesses.”

“You cannot mean this!” exclaimed Clara. -

“ 'What other clue can you find to his cone
duct? My uncle’s dying words spoke of & dark
and wicked secret. Of thirty long years of
fraud and injustice. He was the steward and
confidential business adviser of Sir Frederick,
and your father’s uncle. 'What more likely than
that he may have betrayed his master, at the
instigation of the base and unprincipled young
Baronet? How else account for the abduction
of your father and the two helpless children ¢
How else explain the motive of this treachery?
The keystone to the whole mystery is fear.
Men of rank and fortune do not plot to assail
the weak and helpless, whom they may spurn
into the mud beneath their feet. They only
fear those who possess some power, hidden
though it may be. You, Clara, must have this
power, and your foes know and tremble before
it, though you yourself know it not. May
the task be mine of unravelling this tanglec
skein.”

« And to release my father! Oh, Mr. 'Ver
ner, do that, and my eternal gra,ntude will be
yours.”

A crimson flush mounted to the young man’s
usually pale face; his dark grey eyes wero
illumined by one ra.pld flash of joy.

¢ Ah, Clara,” he murmured, his deep voice
trembling with emotion, ¢ gmtitude is & sweet
word; but there is one sweeter still, which I
fear I shall never hear from those lovely lips.”

¢ And that word——9 " faltered Clara, blush-

ing,
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“That word, Clara, is Love!” <

A sudden ray of enthusiasm lighted up the
voung girl's truthful countenance—a bright and
transient radiance, which gave something of
inspiration to her lovely face.

“ Antony Verner,” she said, in calm and
deliberate accents, * painful and humiliating as
may be the avowal, I will candidly own to you
that I have loved another—dearly, deeply !—
far too deeply for my peace. That other believed
my traducers rather than myself; he believed
the witness of a forged letter rather than that
of my own lips; and at the very moment in
which he revealed his love, he flung me off for
ever. Womanly pride forbade that I should do
more than I had done in the endeavour to justify
myself. I bowed to my fate, and banished the
dear and fatal dream from my heart. But the
dream for ever fled, a dreary chasm alone
remained. No other image could ever fill that
void left in my soul when his was banished
from my heart. You know now, why it is that,
good and noble, gifted and generous, as you are
—I respect—I admire—but I can never love
you!”
¢ 1 do, I do, Clara.”

¢ But life is too sacred a gift to be wasted [

upon one broken dream. Restore me to my
father; let me be once more clasped in those
dear arms ; let me be once more the comfort of
his declining years; and if this poor hand, and
the gratitude and duty of a lifetime can indeed
repay you for your noble work, they shall be
yours—yours on the day that my father’s liberty
is restored to him. Antony, will you accept
them?”

No ray of a lover's passionate enthusiasm
shone in the pale and thoughtful face of the
young tragedian. It was with grave, nay, almost
mournful accents that he replied—

“T will remember your promise, Clara, and
if your father be yet alive, I will restore him to
you.” Then drawing the trembling girl to-
wards him, he pressed his lips to her cold fore-
head.

“ My poor, poor girl,” he murmured, tenderly,
¢¢this is my first kiss, it shall be my last until
the hour when I place you in & father's arms.
Not in the arms of Jasper Melville, the outcast
and the pauper, but Arthur Beaumorris,
restored to wealth and station, friends and for-
tune.”

» » . * * » »

Two bodies were found amongst the ruins of
the house in Morley Street; but so little was
known of the wretched inmates of that haunt of
iniquity, that neither of them were identified,
and they were described in the coroner’s verdict
as two persons, names unknown. None knew

what had became of the many inhabitants of the
house, nor whether the infamous hag, Mother
Bonner, had perished among the other nctum
of the catastrophe.

The hand ‘which Clara had had in brmgmg

about this punishment upon the guilty was
known to none but herself and Antony Verner,
to whom she had told the whole truth. .
- The Paragon Theatre passed into other hands,
but Mr. Verner's engagement still continued,
and he became every night more and more
popular upon the Surrey side of the water,
while West-end managers began to “have an
eye upon.” the successful young tragedian.

Clara was too much shaken by the terrible
scenes through which she had passed, and was
also suffering too much from her anxiety about
her father, to be able to face the gay crowd and
dazzling lamps of a theatre.

She had saved money during her winter's
engagement, and she now devoted herself to her
brother and sister, only leaving them for a few
hours in the morning, during which she went
out as morning governess, thus contriving to
support herself and those dependent upon her,
without becoming & burden to Lolota Vizzini.

The children soon recovered their good looks,
and even their spirits, under Clara’s tender care.
They were too young to suffer as their elder
sister did from the painful mystery of their
father's disappearance ; too young to understand
much that was involved in the old man’s abduc-
tion.

The winter wore away. The Houses of Par.
liament were reopened. London again began
to fill with the gay crowds of rank and fashion ;
but Sir Frederick Beaumorris still remained at
his country seat, and still did the honours of a
house full of company.

Her Majesty’s Theatre opened to its brilliant
audience, and the lovely Spanish girl returned
from her Parisian triumphs to win fresh laurels
in the English metropolis.

Clara told her all that had taken place during
her absence. )

“ My poor child,” exclaimed the warm-hearted
Lolota; “what new miseries have been your
lot! So young and so friendless, but for this
good Mr. Verner, who seems to have been your
guardian angel. Ah! Clara! Clara! I fancy
that the handsome tragedian would brave the
dangers of a hundred burning houses for the
bright glances of those sweet blue eyes- Isit
not soP”

Clara blushed, but did not reply to the
Spanish dancer’s.laughing interrogatory.

“Speak ! speak | Miss Clara Melville, Isit '
not so P ”

¢ Dearest, best of friends,” exclaimed Clara,
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“ why should I have one secret from youp”
_And in a few words she told the story of her
fatal love for Reginald Falkner, and of her pro-
mise to Antony Verner. ,
© “Xam glad of this, Clara,” answered Lolota,
'earnestly “ Better, better' a thousand times
.a8 it is. I too have wasted the long hoarded
_treasures of my heart upon a phantom—upon a
dream that can never, no, never be realised. I
know, then, what these terrible delusions are—
" the slow agonies of a love that meets no return
—the wasted tortures of a passion which we
know to be hopeless, against the bondage of
which our womanly pride revolts, but whose
chains once worn must bind us until death.
And for this poor and mocking shadow we
would reject true love—true love, the beautiful
flower which blooms but once in a lifetime ; the
, sacred offering which the loveliest woman some-
times goes through life without beholding laid
upon her altar. Ob, Clara, if this man does
indeed love you—if he loves you with that pure
"and deep affection which is a stranger to the
alloy of mere animal passion, and has no thought
of self—if this be so, beware how you reject
him; beware how you cast aside a gift which
may never again be yours to refuse.”

CHAPTER XXXVIII.
THH VAULTS BELOW CLAVERING ABBEY

Eazrry in the month of April Oscar Bertrand
accompanied his young wife in a journey from
Beaumorris Castle to Clavering Abbey.

The state of Ellen’s health forbade them
"travelling otherwise than by easy stages. She
could not bear a long and fatiguing railway
journey. An heir was expected for the hoarded
- thousands of her dead father. One child had
been born during the period of Ellen’s solitary
retirement, but the helpless infant had only
opened its soft blue eyes upon the light of day
to close them again, as if in terror of the strange
aspect of this troubled world. Ellen Bertrand
had bitterly grieved at ‘the ill-concealed in-
difference of her husband to the loss of this
child.

A few cold words of consolation to the tearful
mother, a few hackneyed expressions of regret,
‘and the subject seemed to be for ever dismissed

from the mind of the brilliant Colonel. Deeply |

a8 Ellen had felt this, she was too much a
woman, and too tenderly attached to her husband,
not to make excuses for him, even to herself.

- “He is ambitious,” she pleaded; “and the
goodness of his noble heart is only alloyed by
the distractions of the world. He has no time

to think of thege things as I do. I,lfo,lq for
him one long career of tritmph.'. I eannot
blame, however I nay regret, tlns seemmg
coldness.”

But this time Ellen Bertrand had no. tensqn
for these sad reflections. Her lmaba.nd'e devo-
tion knew no bounds. He was untiring in his
attentions, indefatigable in his care of the lovely
invalid. Every guest at the Castle observed
his affectionate anxiety; some even laughed at
hLis tenderness.

They travelled from Beaumorris Castle to
Carlisle, where they stopped for & couple of
days to recruit Ellen's strength. From Carlisle
they went to Lincoln, where they again paused
in their journey, and from Lincoln they pro-
ceeded to London, where they spent 8 'week at
Mivart's Hotel. Happy in her husband’s love,
proud of his'devotion, Ellen had but one sorrow
in this journey.. The Colonel had beep attended
by his valet, but he had dismissed an honest
north-country girl, who had officiated as tem-
porary lady’s maid "during Ellen’s stay at
Beaumorris Castle. In vain had Mrs. Bertrand
pleaded for this girl who had grown wonder-
fully attached to her kind young mistress, and
had served her with a devotion often met mth
amongst these simple rustic natures.

The Austrian Colonel had laughed at his
wife's entreaties, affecting to treat her wish as
a childish fancy, wlnoh it would be folly to
indulge. '

“My darling: Ellen, he said, playfully,
“surely you would not wish to keep this rough
and hoydenish country girl in your service. Of
course, as the wife of Oscar Bertrand—whom
you have discovered, by this time, to be by no
means an unfashionable man—you must be able
to hold your place in the fashionable world ;
and how in mercy’s name will you be abié to do
80, if you entrust the cares of your toﬂecte to
this village rusticp

“But she has served me very well so far,”
remonstrated Ellen. “I am so accustomed to
wait upon myself that I needed little attendance:
But whatever help I-did require, Maggie was
quite clever enough to afford.”

4Yes, my'dear girl, that was very well in the
wilds of the North, where a white muslin dress,
with & nmple hothouse flower twisted amongst

your curls, was sufficient for the evening's

costume. But in town it will be quite a
different matter—there, and #t Clavering Abbey
too, you must shine as a star of fashion and
elegance. An aecomphehed French maid will

| be indlspensable to you, and I -will myself ﬁn&

s suitable person.”
“Poor Maggle, she m 80 fond of me, mu!~
pmred Ellen
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Y «I dare say, my dear; buf it is utterly

) lmposslble that you can keep her as your maid.

Then, aga.m, her name T Maggie! the very
_sound is abominablel” said Oscar Bertrand,
laughing.

“But if T may not keep ] her as lady’s maid,
_at least you will let me take ber with me to
Clavering Abbey? There she could be useful
‘in a hundred ways, and I shall be happy if I
know she is in the establishment.”

“ My dear Ellen,”  replied the Colonel,
reaolutely, “I cannot encoura.c'e such a silly
caprice.”

“Not even when it is the capnce of an in-
valid? ” whispered Ellen, pleadingly.

. %“No, dearest; for I -would see you above

" such childish fancies. I would see you a sensible

.woman; and, dearly as I love you, I must still
refuse what I cannot help considering a foolish
request.”

The tears rose to Ellens eyes at these
measured words, but she pleaded no further,
and on her arrival in London she was without
any attendant whatever.

One morning during their stay at Mivart's,
Oscar looked up from his paper as they sat at
breakfast, and said, carelessly: ..

¢QOh, by-the-bye, my dear Ellen, I think that
I have succeeded in securing you an accom-
plished maid to attend to the .all-important,
cares of your toilette. I saw the Countess of
C—— at the opera last night, when I left your
box for a turn in the corridors. She is going to
-redtice her establishment upon the marriage of
her daughter, Lady Adela, and Lady Adela’s
maid is at your disposal.. I belief she is a
paragon of cleverness and a model of honesty.”

“«But if she is such a desirable person, why
does not Lady Adela retain her?’’

% QOh, on account of the merest whim. She is
going through Germany for the bridal tour, and
will not take any servants with her. who do not
understand German. I am sure, from the
account I heard last night, that yon will be
delighted with the maid.”

“ As you please, dear Oscar, since I cannot
have my poor Maggie; and since you say I
must have some one, I care little who itis. I
will call upon the Countess and make inquiries
respecting this person.”

. “That will be impossible, my dear Ellen,”
replied ths Colonel, hastily ; “you must be
satisfied with the information I obtained last
night from Lady C——... We maust leave for
Hampshire by the twelve o'clock train, and I
have made an appointment for you tlns morning
with your pew maid.”. . -

“ As you please, Oscar, murmured Ellen.

“My dear, dutiful little wifel” exclaimed

the Colonel, laughing. “It is now ten,” he
added, looking at his watch; ‘““we have only
two hours for all our preparations. You will
have to avail yourself at once of the services of
your new maid, and set her to work to pack
your trunks.”

A few minutes after this one of the liveried
servants of the hotel brought Ellen a letter
upon a silver salver. This letter was written
on the thickest glazed paper, sealed with a
coronet imprinted upon cream-coloured wax,
and highly perfumed with attar of roses.

Ellen broke the seal, and read aloud as
foellows :—

“The Countess of C—=— presents her compli-
ments to Mrs. Bertrand, and begs to assure her
that the bearer of this note is worthy of her
every confidence.”

The young person is waiting below, ma’am,”
said the servant.

¢ Show her up,” replied Colonel Bertrand.

In less than five minutes the footman re-
turned, ushering in a woman of about five-and-
forty years of age.

The young naturally cling to each other with
an involuntary and instinctive sympathy, and
Ellen could not repress a feeling of disappoint-
ment on finding that her new maid was not a
girl, but a staid, matured woman. She was
dark and tall, with a hard face, whose handsome
features were unadorned by any charm of ex-
pression. It was almost a stony face—a face
which took no light whatever from the soul
within, and which, for any power it had of be-
traying emotion, might, indeed, have been hewn
from granite.

The eyes were of a pale lustreless grey; the
eyebrows black, and with a tendency to meet in
the centre of the forehead ; the mouth had a
look of determination which degenerated almost
into cruelty, and the chin was bony and promi-
nent, the teeth white and regular, and the com-
plexion sallow.

The lady’s-maid was attired in a black silk
dress, which fitted tightly to the throat, where
it . was adorned by a small linen collar. Her
plain shepherd’s plaid shawl had fallen a little
off her shoulders, but was worn with the grace
peculiar to a Frenchwoman. Her bonnet was
of white straw trimmed with black ribbon.

It was impossible to point out anything ob-
jectionable in her appearance; and yet Ellen
would have been delighted to find some objec-
tion to her.

Our likings and dislikings are not our own,
and Mrs. Bertrand felt an involuntary distrust
of this new maid.

Little as she in reality cared for any attend-
ance at her toilette, she questioned the Frenche
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woman very searchingly as to her acquirements ;
but it was in vain that she tried to find her at
fault. Rosine Rousel was evidently well ac-
quainted with all her duties.

At last Colonel Bertrand interfered.

" “Really, my dear Ellen,” he said, ¢ you are
unnecessarily particular; you have the Coun-
tess’s assurance that this person is in every way
suited to you, and yet you seem to hesitate;
pray remember we have very little time to
lose.”

Ellen looked at her husband as if she would
gladly have delayed her decision, but his brow
was set in an almost severe expression, and she
dared not hesitate longer.

“You may consider yourself engaged, then,
Rosine,” she said, coldly; “and, as I require
you to commence your duties immediately, you
had better send a cab to where you have been
staying for your luggage.”

That evening Ellen Bertrand entered the
gates of Clavering Park for the first time since
that wintry midnight on which she had fled
from the old Abbey after her secret and hasty
marriage within its ruined walls.

The two years which had elapsed since that
time seemed to her an age, when looking back
to her tranquil and eventless childhood and
youth passed ‘amid the stately avenues of the
park.

The little lodge in which Ellen and her father
had lived had been rebuilt, and was now a smart
Gothic edifice, occupied by a comely couple and
their rosy-cheeked children. '

Everywhere the hand of improvement had
been busy, and everywhere the good taste ‘of
the accomplished Austrian had left a trace. But
the restoration of the old Abbey was as yet only
half complete. A suite of apartments had been
hastily prepared for the reception of the Colonel
and his wife: these apartments consisted of a
superb chamber, with an arched roof of black
oak, which in old times had served as a refectory
for the monks of Clavering. Adjoining this
apartment (which had been richly decorated
with a Turkey carpet, massive oak furniture,
and crimson velvet hangings, and which was
now the dining-room) was an octagon library,
also of black oak, hung with crimson velvet, and
from which a carved oak winding staircase led
to an upper chamber, which was fitted as a
luxurious sleeping-room, and which communi-
cated with two dressing-rooms, a bath-room, and
a boudoir.

A well-trained groom of the chambers carried
a pair of wax lights before the Colonel and
Ellen as he ushered them through these apart-
ments.

After the two travellers had made their

toilettes they met in the white boudoir, where
an elegant little dinner awaited them. v
The hangings of this peerless chamber were
of the purest cream-coloured watered silk, with
glittering fringes of silver. The carpet was of
velvet pile ; the ground white, scattered with
peach-blossoms. The ' chimney-piece was of*
Parian marble, supported by water-nymphs,’
whose heads were crowned by wreaths of the
most valuable pink coral. The lamp which
hung from the exduisitely painted ‘domed ceil-
ing was of ground glass; shaped like a large
water lily, 'ahd surrounded by frosted silver
leaves. E \ 'vuu.?:- Coe O B : .
The cabifets were of carved ivory ; the chairs
of a polished white wood, with peach-coloured
velvet cushions. =~ -~ :
Ellen was almost bewildered with admiration
and delight. T e
¢ Tell me, dearest,” said her husband, as they
seated themselves at the dinner-table, after
dismissing the servants, whose presence was
irksome to the refined Colonel ; * tell me what
you think of all thisP” ' - : T
% Think, ‘Oscar ! exclaimed the delighted
girl; «why I can but think that you must be
possessed of the lamp of Aladdin. How elsé
could you raise such a palace as this out of the
ruins I remember playing amongst in my care-
less childhood RS v
“ Wealthi, Ellen, can do anything,” replied
the Colonel. * You know that I am rich, so rich
that your father’ thousands are less to me than

a fow pounds would be to & poorman!” -~ - %
Ellen opened her large hazel eyes with a won-
dering glance. : o

«Yes, dearest; I am 50 rich that you may
rest assured there was no mercenary feeling in
my love for you.” o

* L 2 IO JEEEE -

The weather was cold and dull, but the-hunt-
ing season was mot quite over, wnd Colonel
Bertrand found plenty of amusem. 1t in-follow+
ing the Clavering foxhoutds with the gentlemen
of thehunt, . . o

Accomplighe& in all things, and at home in all
places and amongst all people, the Austrian
officer was a bold 4nd dsring rider.  Dressed
in a dark green coat, buckskin breeches, and
polished hunting-boots reaching nearly to the
knee, his tall and elegant figure appeare'd'to the
greatest adyantage. 1t wad with'a feeling of
pride that Ellen watched her husband from her
boudoir windows as he mounted his covert hack
and galloped off to the meet in the fresh wintry
morning. . :

But in spite of the splendour of her abode,
the young wife's days seemed long and lonely.
In vain she tried to become reconciled to the

3o it v Ll T

sl
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soclety of her.maid, Rosine Rousel. ‘The French
woman inspired her with a feeling which was
almost akin to antipathy. Rosine had been ten
years in England, and spoke the language with
a precision and fluency rarely met. with even
after sg long a ‘residence. 8he seemed, how-
eyer, gilent and reserved by na and she
rareiy answered her kind young mptreu ex-
¢ept by measured monosyllables.

The Colonel’s household was not yet complete,
but there was ope of the-servants who particu-
larly attracted Ellen's attention. is man was
the butler, a person of the name of Griffiths, who
powdered his hair, and always. wore knee-
breeches and black silk stockings,

"He was also a foreigner, a Gemu, notwith-
standing ‘his: English (or rather Welsh) name.
Oscar Bertrand appeared particularly attached
to this. man, who had, as he said, lived from his
childhood npw&rds in the service of che Colonel'’s
late father.

. Griffiths oetbamly ‘bore the stamp of the old
servant of & ndblo family, His agva.nced age,
his powdered hair, and old-faslnoged costume,
all combined to give him a venerable and re-
spectable appearanee; and the siart London
servants who had been engaged o assist him in
his dutws, although they ridiculed ‘his cere-
monious manners and’ old—f&s]uoned ways, did
pot. dare- to treat h;motherwuethanmththe
nimost respect.

.. Ellen .and_her husband lw.ibeen three days
at Clavorm,g Abbey The cold sprmg twilight
was closing in on the third evemng ‘after their
arrival, and the young wife ‘éat in'a low chair
by the glittering steel fireplace in het laxurious
. houdair.,

She had hoped for -hér husband's return
before dusk, but the leaflgss woods grew dull
witheut her mdowu, and still he dxd not come.
Rosime. Rousel entered the room, and, after
drawing the mtlmg silk curtains, lighted the
lamp, which emitted a dehcwul pdtfnme as it
burned.

-. “The Colonel has not yst retumeﬂ. Rogine P
q.akad Ellen, with a faint, lingering hope that
‘QOscar might have r&et;tered t.ho hmhe unheard
by her. = , o ‘
. “.NO Madame" . Ir

4 1s 1tl&te. Rome?” o
. * Half-past ‘Madame.” ’

 Tell them'u’t,htt 1 shall not- &ne unless
Qolonql Bertrand J;etnrns You may bring me
a enp of tea here in an hour. I have a terrible
headache, and shall not sit up'lite.” -

’l‘ho Frenchwoman. curtsied and left the

,Ellen sighed heavily as she glineed round
the luxurious apartment. -

# Oscar is all goodness and generosity,” she
murmured, “and I must be indeed a sceptic
could I doubt that he loves me. And yet—and
yet—I wish that he cared more for my soclety
These long weary days and lonely evenings are
very hard to bear.”

A little after ten o'clock she summoned her
maid and retired to rest. Rosine did not utter
a word as she brushed the long chestnut-
coloured tresses of her young mistress, who had
flung herselfi intoan easy-chair before the cheval:
glass.

This evening Ellen was peculiarly sensitive
and out of spirits. The silence of the large bed-
chamber seemed almost oppressive to her. 8he
could not withdraw her gaze from the dark face
of the Frenchwoman reflected in the glass be-
fore her. At last, scarcely knowing what she
said, and as if anxious to break the spell, she
spoke.

“You must find Clavering Abbey a dull
place after the West-end of London?” she said,
carelessly.

% No, Madame.
answered Rosine.

¢ And you are happy in the oountry? "

‘ As happy in the country as in London.”

“You say that almost as if you felt little
happiness in either,” said Ellen. The woman's
manner puzzled her, and she felt her curiosity
strangely aroused by the answers of Rosine. .

¢ Perhaps, Madame, you are right. Butwhy
should you wish to know my sentiments, my
opinions, my likes and dislikes? You have
wealth, youth, beauty; a husband who, if ap-
pearances are not delusions, loves you dearly:
‘What interest can you have in a lonely wretch
like meP”

There was & tone of suppressed bitterness, of
stifled passion, in the voice of the Frenchwoman
which made Ellen shiver. The dark brow in
the cheval-glass was contracted by a convulsive
frown; the dull grey eyes flashed with an un-

I do not care for gaiety,”

| wonted fire.

“There are some,” continued Rosine, in the
same harsh and grating voice, * to whom life i8
all sunshine. Others who know nothing but
the storm-cloud and the tempest. Men won-
der that these last grow bitter—but the evil
spirits who watch life’s battle rejoice in the
darkness of these vengeful hearts. They cat
but come to fate, which is stronger than them-

_selves. But sooner or later the hand of ven-

geance must come. They are patient;. they
submit; they are silent: nay, more, they aré
almost content; they havea purpose. They wait
until that hour strikes.” -

Ellen Bertrand’s cheeks wluuued - she
listened to these strange words. -
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«“The woman is certainly insane,” she
thought. “I will tell Oscar of her strange
manner, and she shall not stay at the Abbey
another night.”

_She hurried over the rest of her toilette, and
dismissing Rosine before she retired to rest
double locked the door of her apartment.

« T will open it to no one except my husband,”
she thought.

A strange terror had taken possession of her
mind. She feared that this woman might
murder her.

™ » » » » .

It was long past eleven when Oscar Bertrand
rode into the court-yard of Clavering Abbey.
He was admitted into the hall by Griffiths, who
had dismissed all the other servants, and waited
‘up alone for the return of his master.

He held a massive silver candlestick with an
immense wax candle in his hand as he opened
the door, and led the way across the hall into
the ancient refectory.

At one end of the long dining-table a cloth
had been spread, and a cold chicken-and a
bottle of claret were laid out for the Colonel’s
supper. Griffiths placed the candle at this end
of the table, and, lighting another, wheeled
forward an easy-chair, into which the Colonel
flung himself with an air of fatigue.

¢ I have had a hard day’s work, Herman,” he
said. “I rode over to Basingstoke, caught the
ten-o'clock express; and was in the City by
twelve o'clock, and while my poor little wife
fancied that I was riding after the Clavering
foxhounds, I was up to my eyes in business at
the Central Office. Have you too been at work,
Herman?”

« T have, Captain. The mason you sent from
London was & member? *

“ He was.”

“I thought you would entrust none other
with our secrets. The man worked well and
quietly, and he has constructed a passage
leading into the vaults below the Abbey.”

“Good! But where is the entrance to this
passage P "’ asked the Colonel.

The old German smiled significantly.

““Not a dozen yards from the chair in which

you are seated, Captain,” he replied. “You
gee that ponderous black oak sideboard
yonder?”

“Ido.”

“It has two cupboards. The one on the
right is filled with valuable plate; that on the
left—"

““Ah, I can guess the rest!” exclaimed
Oscar Bertrand. ‘“You have done well, Her-
man.” '

I thought you would approve; Captain. No

one would mspect yonder sideboard. It is too.
massive a piece of furniture to be removed, and
I have taken a still further precaution by
lmvmg it fagtened to the flooring with heavy
iron screws. The door on the left opens with a
spring, which works with a double action, and
is too complicated to be discovered by any
accident. Inside the cupboard is a trap-door
communicating with the passage.”

“Good, Herman! It could not have been
betfar had I myself superintended the busi-
ness.”

“ And now, Captain, that all has been done fo
your satisfaction, may I ask your motive for
having this passage constructed ?”

“You may, Herman ; but in order to tell you
this, I must go back to some three hundred
years ago, when Clavering Abbey still belonged
to a body of ‘monks, the wealthiest order in the
South of England.”

¢ I am all attention, Captain.” -

¢ In the remotest depths of the New Forest
was a princely estate called Pierswood. It
belonged to Godwin de Piers, the eldest scion
of a noble famlly, whogé escutcheon was as
ancient as any in England, but whose annals
had been stained by so many deeds of crime,
bloodshed, rapine, and cruelty, that the sur-
rounding peasantry shrank from Piers of Piers-
wood, and all his hated race, almost as they
would have shrunk from the Evil One himself.
But orime had enriched this haughty house.
Oppression had swelled the coffers of this
dreaded family; and when Godwin de Piers
succeeded to the estate, he was one of the
wealthiest men in England.

“He was twenty-four years of age at the
death of his father, handsome and athletic, with

.a commanding figure, a face of statuesque-like
‘beauty, curling flaxen “hair, and large bright

blue eyes, _

“This was at the close of the reign of Richard
the Third.

«But handsome as Godwin de Piers was, he
rarely showed his manly form beyond the
battlements of his own castle. He never joined
the chase ; he had never been seen at a tourna-
ment or festival. Young as he was, he led the
life of a reciuse within the dark walls of Piers-
wood. ‘

“Strange rumours began to circulate in the
surrounding districts. Men whispered tha.t;
Piers of Pierswood was an idiot.

“The ecrifes of generations long passed away
had been visited on this young man.

“He had & younger brother, a dark-faced,
active youth, whose burning black eyes had a
feverish and an evil lustre, and wherever the
idiot lord was seen, Gaveston, the younger, was
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at his elbow—always on the watch, ever ready
to conceal Godwin's deﬁcxencxes, to’ gloss over
his sad infirmity.

“Men, short-sighted and shallow-pated as
they ever are, lauded the affectionate devotlon
of the younger brother. ,

Every morning at early sunrise, and every
evenmg at sunset, the two brothers walked
together upon a stone gallery which ran round
the topmost roof of the castle.

“ From this gallery to the moat below was a
distance of three hundred feet.

* One evening the brothers walked later than
usual; the sun sunk below the changing woods,
the trembhng ‘moon-rays were reflected 'in the

dark waters of the moat, the castle clock was.

on the stroke of nine, when a terrible shriek rang
through the vaulted staircases of the turret,
and Gaveston de Piers rushed into the hall
where the inmates of the castle were assembled
at their evening meal. v o

“‘My brother!’ he cried, ‘my unhappy
brothér! He has thrown himself from the roof
of the castle. He is killed !’

““It was true. They found the mangled form
of Godwin de Piers lying on the brink of the
moat, the castle walls spattered with his blood.

“ But none suspected the entire truth, Few
cared to i inquire into the matter, and none knew
until years afterwards that the unhappy idiot
had been hurled from the castle roof by the
murderous hand of his brother Gaveston.

*The assassin had little pleasure from his ill-
gotten wealth. A year after his brother’s death
he fell from his horse while following the chase,
and was lamed for life. .

“Twenty years afterwards he entered Claver-
ing Abbey, carrying with him the wealth of the
house of Piers, which on his death passed into
the possession of the monks.”

“Ah!” exclaimed Herman; “I begin to
comprehend—this wealth——""

“This wealth still exists, and to-night will
pass into the hands of the Society of the Brack
Baxnp. The reign of Henry the Eighth brought
the hand of the gpoiler upon the property of the
Church, but the monks of Clavering were too
wise to fall a prey to the robber; the whole of
the wealth appertaining to the ordér was con-
cealed in stone coffins in the vaults beneath the
Abbey. Those vaults were walled up, and for
all these years have remained unsuspected and
undmcovered they have never been opened till
now.”

“But how knew yon all this?” asked Her-
man Griffiths.

A sardonic smile curved the thin lips of
Colonel Oscar Bertrand.

“You look as if you thought I had deal-

ings with the Evil One,” he said. “No, Her-
man, I obtained my information from an old
Latin manuscript which I found among the
papers of the late Lucas Clavering, and which -
neither the miser nor his ancestors htul ever
taken the trouble to peruse.” '

R Strange," muttered the old butler.

g My star is in the ascendant, Herman; every,
day adds to the wealth of the marvellous asso- -
ciation of which I am the head. Bat there s
no time to be lost ; get a lantern, and lead the
way into the vaults. I long to reconnoitre the
spot, and. discover if I have been deceived by
the crabbed Latin syllables upon this moulder-
ing parchment.”

Herman Griffiths obeyed, and the two men
crept through the door of the oak sideboard,
and lowered themselves into the vault beneath.
A couple of pickaxes and a spade lay upon the
ground, in the close vicinity of ane of the stone
coffins of which the Colonel had spoken. Her-
man Griffiths seized one of these pickaxes, and
with a dozen vigorous strokes lifted the massive
stone coffin-lid, which fell back with & clamour
that resounded through the arched vault. Oscat
Bertrand turned the light of the lantern full
upon the contents of this coffin. "The Latir
manuscript had not deceived him. The light
shone upon a heap of glittering gold.

CHAPTER XXXIX.
THE HIDDEN DAGGER:

AN heir was born to Colonel Oscar Bertrand,
of Clavering Abbey. The bells rang joyously
from the ﬂllage church, and the happy rustics
assembled in the great oak-panelled hall, where
Herman Griffiths feasted them with good old
English cheer and strong old English ale.

But amidst all these rejoicings, a gloomy
shadow seemed to hang over the luxurious
chamber of the young mother.

Colonel Bertrand was seldom by the side of
his wife’s couch. A hurried visit in the early
part of the day was all Ellen ever saw of her
beloved husband.

He had business, he said, important business,
which obliged him to run up to London; or he
had visits to pay in the neighbourhood, or im-
provements to superintend on the estate.

Ellen was too well used to submission to
venture one murmur at this; but she did not
feel it the less deeply.

The heir of Clavering was a noble and &
thriving baby; but the young mother lay for
some weeks on a sick bed, while the bright June
sunshine stole through the narrow crevices in
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uttered by this woman, and the scene of that
lonely night, on which her heart had sunk
within her at the sight of Rosine’s vengeful
face reflected in the glass, often returned to her
in the long and monotonous hours of her ill-
ness.

She shuddered as she lifted her heavy eyelids
to see the Frenchwoman seated, gloomy and
silent, half hidden by the dark shadow of the
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child were sleeping in an inner room, separated
from Ellen’s apartment by a short corridor.
Colonel Bertrand was in London.

The invalid’s slumber had been disturbed by
fearful dreams. Sometimes she had thought
Lerself wandering alone at midnight in the dark
avenues of Clavering Park, her baby in her arms,
and her naked feet torn by the wild undergrowth
and thorny briars growing in the narrow path-
ways. Neither moon nor stars illumined the
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gloomy sky—she could scarcely see the child
clinging to her breast, but struggled blindly on,
striving to reach a place of safety, yet for ever
compelled to retrace her steps, and ever going
backward instead of onward, till, in the midst
of one of these dark pathways, she was arrested
by a man whose face was masked, who snatched
her infant from her, and as he turned to leave
her raised his mask for one brief moment, and
revealed the pale face and flashing black eyes of
her husband, Oscar Bertrand.

This was the first dream. .

In the second she was with her husband in
some strange foreign city. The streets were
crowded by an excited gnd noisy populace;
eager faces looked from every window,
from the roofs of ancient houses ; even from the
battlements and pinnacles of a vast cathedral ;
from the casements in the dizzy belfries of grey
old churches. In thecentre ofall this expectant
crowd, in the midst of a square of stone build-
ings, stood an elevated platform, on to which
Oscar Bertrand was about to ascend, to be
crowned, as he told his anxious wife, Archduke
of his native Austrian city. But suddenly,
as he mounted the wooden steps, a cloud
" obscured the bright noonday sky, sonorous
peals of thunder roared in the distance, the
city clocks struck the hour of twelve, the
voices of the populace rose in one hoarse yell
of execration, and the platform changed into a
scaffold, while two masked executioners ad-
vanced, axe in hand, on either side of the pale
Colonel.

This was the second dream.”

The third brought a change to the sleeper’s
vision. She was alone once more—alone upon
some mighty plain—some vast desert, far away
in an unknown tropical clime. The wide ex-
panse of smooth white sand stretched like the
ocean before her feet. The midnight sky was
lighted by a moon larger and brighter than she
had ever seen before—a moon that shed a
terrible blue lustre upon the hideous monotony
of the desert scene. This time, again, the young
mother carried her child in her arms, and this
time again she had the same fear for her infant's
- gafety which she had felt in her dream of the
avenues in Clavering Park. And again her
fears were not deceived. Suddenly a glittering
serpent uncoiled its shining rings from the sand
at her feet, and, rising slowly till it towered
above her, looked down upon her with strange
and evil eyes, the green light in which gradu-
ally died out, leaving them dull and lustreless as
the pale grey orbs of the Frenchwoman, Rosine
Rousel.

‘With a shriek of terror Ellen Bertrand awoke
to behold her hated attendant standing over her

with a slender blade of bright steel shining in
her uplifted hand.

Another moment and she might have bem
stabbed to the heart as she slept.

Paralysed by terror, Ellen Bertrand lay for
some few moments powerless either to speak or
move,

‘With a wonderful presence of mind the
Frenchwoman concealed the long and pointed
blade of a peculiarly-shaped dagger in the
sleeve of her black silk dress, and reseated her-
self quietly by the bedside.

Ellen caught the bell-rope hanging at the
head of the bed within the folds of the velvet
curtains, and pulled it violently.

It was past eleven o'clock, and the shil
peal of the bell vibrated through the quiet
mansion.

Rosine Rousel bit her pale lips with a savage
energy. :

“If you want anything, my lady,” she said,
in a suppressed but steady voice, * why not ask
me to procure it for you? The ringing of the
bell may disturb the infant, and there is no one
below at this hour but the old butler, Herma
Griffiths.”

Ellen Bertrand shuddered, but did not,

answer.

The Frenchwoman rose from her chair, and
crossing the room, unlocked a cabinet of jet and
Indian gold.

Ellen knew instinctively that the would-be-
murderess was concealing her weapon.

The bell was answered by the nurse and
Herman Griffiths.

“ Is anything wrong, Madam ?” the old man
asked.

“I have been disturbed by fearful dreams
Griffiths,” answered Ellen, who had by this
time partly recovered her self-possession; “I
was very foolish to ring and arouse you all, bué
as I have done s0 I will make a little changein
my arrangements. Rosine, who has been watch-
ing two or three nights running, can retire %
rest, and Mrs. Rignold will, I daresay, be good
enough to sit up with me.”

Mrs. Rignold was the nurse, a comfortable,
motherly-looking woman, who had been hired
from London to attend the invalid. .

« Ah, that I will, ma'am,” she said, “if it
was six nights instead of one, for it's a right
down pleasure to wait upon such a sweet 1ady,
that it is. And when I fail in my dooty toward
you, ma'am, why say that Sarah Jane Rignold,
as has been a monthly nurse now these thirty
years and more, ain’t fit to be trusted and don
deserve a good word said of her.” .

“You are very kind, my good Mrs. Rignold,
said Ellen. “1I shall not give you much trouble
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and you can take a comfortable nap in that
easy-chair. You hear, Rosine!” she added,
sddressing the Frenchwoman, who stood per-
fectly still, staring straight before her with the
fixed and stony gaze peculiar to her, * you hear,
Rosine, you can go!”

The lady’s-maid moved slowly to the door,
but, pausing as she was about to leave the
room, she turned round and addressed her
mistress.

“You are not satuﬁed with me, Madam? "
she said.

“I did not say so,” answered Ellen, coldly.

“But you dismiss me from' your bed-
chamber £ ” said the Frenchwoman in the same
tone of suppressed passion.

“I dismiss you because I consider you have
watched long enough, and I do not choose you
to remain any longer,” answered Ellen, firmly.

Her courage had returned, for she felt that
she had a friend in Sarah Rignold, the nurse,
and one who, woman as_she was, could defend
her stoutly.

“Can’t you take no for an answer, young
woman ? ” said the nurse, as Rosine Rousel still
hesitated ; “you furriners seem uncommon
hard of hearing. Your missus don’t want you,
and you can go about your business! That’s
plain English, ain’tit? I should think if you
can understand anything you can understand
tht ”

The Frenchwoman .did ‘not condescend to
notice this speech; she did not even appear to
be aware that the portly nurse had spoken.

“Tam to go, then, Madam ?” she said, still

| addressing herself to Ellen.

“Yes.”

“And you decline to say why you send me
from your chamber? ”

“ To-mght Ido, but to-morrow morm.ng I m]l
tell you my reasons.”

Rosine walked slowly from the room followed
by the old butler. The door had scarcely
closed upon them when Ellen beckoned the
nurse to her, and exclaimed in an agitated
whisper—

“Lock the door, Mrs. Rignold, double lock
itif you can, and come and sit close by my
side; I only look to’ you for protection for my-
self and my child. The lives of both of us are
in danger while that terrible woman remains
beneath this roof.”

Meanwhile Rosine and the old butler walked
slowly through the long corridors leading to the
part of the Abbey which had been rendered
habitable for the servants.

“80,” said Herman Griffiths, *“ s0, Mademoi-
selle Rousel, alias Lalouette, alias Merlan, alias
Perelle, alias Babincourt, alias De la Grécy,

you are at your old games, are you, tiger-cat?
You have some of the old venom left, have you,
viper? You can sting yet, can you, wild cat!
And even that poor dove up yonder is not safe
from your claws.”

“ What is she to you?” asked the Frenoh~
woman, fiercely. .

“She is & poor little helpless, innocent,
loving creature, who has fallen into a nest of
serpents ; and I will not see her harmed.”

- “You!” exclaimed Rosine, with an expres-
sion of pitiless scorn. *“ Who are you, Monsieur
Herman Griffiths, that 'you should dare to
interfere? Are you not one of us?”

“ One of the Black Band? yes, Mademoiselle.
One of the society of clever men for the appro-
priation of the misapplied wealth of fools,”
added the old man, with a sardonic tone; “but
there is no red cross against my name in the
Grand Master’s Register.”

The Frenchwoman shivered involuntarily.

A red cross was inscribed against the name of
any member who was known to be ready to
shed blood, if necessary to secure success in his
horrible calling. Two crosses for the name of
him or her whose hands had been already dyed
in human gore; and a fresh cross for every new
murder.

* * * * » »

Early the next morning Colonel Bertrand
returned to the Abbey. His first visit was to
his wife’s room.

He found the invalid in a lngh fever, but
she was not delirious, and she was able to relate
to him the whole of the events of the previous
night. -

But this time as before he treated her terrors
as childish.

“ My darling Ellen,” he said, ‘this is very
foolish. Your weak state of health, and ner-
vous temperament, make you subject to terrible
dreams. You wake from one of them and find
your servant watching you, alarmed, no doubt,
by your restless slumber. Blending your dream
with reality, you fancy you behold a dagger in
this poor girl’s hand, and cry out that you are
going to be murdered. If you were not an in-
valid, my dearest Ellen, I should really scold
you for disturbing a whole household on ac-
count of such silly delusions.”

Ellén Bertrand raised herself from her plllow
and looked’ Iong and steadily into her husband’s
face. The piercing gaze of those burning black
eyes did not flinch even beneath that earnest
scrutiny. The soul within was too deeply
steeped in crime, and had been too long familiar
with guilt, not to have become a stranger to both
remorse and terror.

¢ Qscar,” said the young wife, “thls is not
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the first time you have laughed at my fears and
ridiculed my instinctive terror of this woman.
Do not, for pity’s sake, give me reason to be-
lieve that the safety of my life is a matter of
indifference to you ; or, more terrible still, that
some fatal link binds you to this French lady's-
maid, and comp els you to be blind to heractions.
Be it as it may, I tell you that, sooner than stay
another hour beneath the same roof as that
which shelters Rosine Rousel, I will rise from
my bed, ill as I am, and walk from this house,
never again to re-enter it.”

The Colonel shrugged his shoulders, looking
at the excited speaker with a pitying smile.
«“It shall be as you wish, my poor Ellen,” he
said ; ¢ the woman shall go. 'What interest can
I have in detaining her, beyond the wish that
you should have a clever attendant ? ”

As he said this he rose from his seat by the
bedside and rang a bell. - It was answered by
Mrs. Rignold.

“Send Mrs. Bertrand’'s maid here,” he
said. :

Five minutes afterwards Rosine Rousel en-
tered the room. The Frenchwoman was deadly
pale: dark purple circles surrounded her dull
grey eyes. Her thin lips were rigidly com-
pressed above her shining white teeth—teeth
that in their glittering whiteness reminded one
of those of a wild animal.

¢ Mrs. Bertrand will dispense with your ser-
vices henceforth, Mademoiselle Rousel,” the
Colonel said, ceremoniously. * You will receive
a month’s wages, as woll as the amount already
due to you, and your travellng expenses to
town. You may, therefore, consider yourself
free from this very hour.”

“ Has Madam assigned any reason for dis-
missing me?” asked the Frenchwoman,

- ¢ She has.” _
-* And that reason ig=———"

“The caprice of an invalid. Mrs. Bertrand
had a disagreeable dream.”

“Was I connected with that dream, Mon-
sieur ? "

“Yes. My wife imagined that she saw you
bending over her with a dagger in your hand.”

The Frenchwoman laughed aloud, a hollow,
mocking laugh, that rang sharply through the
room.

“ Madam must have had the fever very badly
last night,” she said, sneeringly, *She had
very foolish dreams.”

Ellen Bertrand raised herself from her pillow,
pale with agitation, and her hazel eyes flashing
with indignant lustre.

- % 8o true were those dreams, murderess,”” she
exclaimed, *that I can point out the very spot
in which you afterwards concealed the dagger.

.

Oscar Bertrand, search yonder cabinet, and you
will find the confirmation of my words.”

The Colonel crossed the room, and threw open
the doors of the Indian cabinet to which Ellen
pointed.

It was a valuable and intricate piece of work- |
manship, with numerous drawers and shelves.

After one hasty glance at its contents, the
Austrian officer wheeled the cabinet across the
room to his wife’s bedside. ¢ Search for your-
self, my dear Ellen,” he said, quietly; “I om
see no dagger there.”

He was indeed right. Ellen examined drawer
after drawer, but could find nothing but a fow
Indian shells and feathers.

The Colonel did not choose to inform her that
the principal and most useful receptacle in this
piece of furniture was a species of trap-door in
the top, which opened with a.spring, and let
any object dropped into it fall through: a narrow
shaft communicating with the compartments
below.

The architect and the bricklayers employed
in the restoration of Clavering Abbey had, every
one of them, been members of the Black Band.
Every chamber in the old house communicated
in some mysterious way with the apartments
above, below, and surrounding it. .

A sneer of triumph curled the thin upper ip
of the Frenchwoman.

“You see that your dream was a false one,
Madam,” shesaid. *You will be more
another time how you condemn an innocent
person. Monsieur, Madam, I have the honour
to bid you good morning.” «

She curtsied to the ground, and slowly loft
the room.

“ Now, Ellen, are you convinced of the mn-
founded nature of your fears” said Oscar Ber-
trand, when the lady's-maid had retired.

“No, Oscar. 1T still fear, I still tremble.
That woman is more, even, than a murderess:
She has the cunning of a fiend !

CHAPTER XL.

THE SECRET INTERVIEW IN THE ALBANY

| WE must now change our scene to the luxurious

set of bachelor apartments occupied by Colonel
Oscar Bertrand in the Albany. .
The events of the terrible night described io
our last chapter had checked the progress of
Ellen’s recovery, and she still lay on a sick-bed,
attended by the faithful and warm-hes
monthly nurse, Sarah Rignold, who was as.slmd
in her duties by a young girl of about sixtee?
years of age, who had been hired in the village
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to take charge of the youthful heir of Clavering.

The helpless infant, unconscious of its
mother’s fears and sorrows, unconscious of the
thousands and the broad acres to which it was
the heir, slept the dreamless sleep of infancy,
heedless of all that passed around, and happy
in its young nurse’s arms.

Meanwhile Oscar Bertrand mixed once more
with the fashionable throng in the crowded
saloons of the aristocratic world, while the
meaner members of the association of which he
was master did his bidding in the dark hours
after midnight.

It was late one night when he returned to his
chambers from a dinner-party at which he had
been one of the most distinguished guests.

He had only one servant in the Albany, a
confidential man, who went about his work with
the silence and regularity of an automaton ; who
asked no questions, but who could almost guess
his master’s wishes from a look or a gesture.

The Colonel stopped in the hall to speak to
this man.

“ Has anybody called ? ” he asked.

“No one, sir.”

“ Any letters P ”

“Only one, sir.”

Colonel Bertrand entered the library, which
was lighted by a shaded lamp, and exchanging
his evening costume for a loose brocaded dress-
ing-gown, flung himself on to the downy
cushions of a morocco-cover couch. '

A little table stood at his elbow, and upon
this table lay the letter the servant had spoken
of.

It was addressed in a cramped foreign-looking
hend.

The Colonel shrugged his shoulders as he
broke the seal.

“80, she will be here to-night, she says, at
half-past eleven,” he muttered, as he threw
down the letter impatiently. ¢ She knows of
my engagement at Lord Willoughby’s, and has
chosen her time accordingly. So be it; the
woman is clever, and is useful to us. I will sce
her.”

He touched the spring of an ormolu bell on
the table at his side, and his watchful servant
appeared nnmedmtely in answer to the sum-
mons.

“A lady will call here at half-past eleven
o'clock,” said the Colone!. “ Admit her.”

The man bowed, and retired as softly as he
had entered.

About ten minutes afterwards a low double
knock sounded on the panel of the outer door.

The servant re-entered the room ushering in

the expected visitor.
‘ The lady,” he said, announcing her.

The lady lifted her veil and revealed the fea-
tures of the Frenchwoman, Rosine Rousel.

But not Rosine Rousel as the reader has
already seen her. No longer attired in her plain
and tight-fitting dress of black silk, the French
lady’s-maid was now arrayed in the height of
fashion. Costly silk flounces rustled about.her
as she moved; valuable Kracelets adorned her
wrists ; her small hands were exquisitely gloved ;
her mantle trimmed with the richest lace; her
bonnet such as a countess might have worn.

But it was not alone in costume that she was
changed. Her sallow complexion was relieved
by a faint blush of carmine, so skilfully applied
as almost to escape detection; her dull grey
eyes were lighted up by a slender line of black
drawn through the lashes; her pearl-white
tecth were contrasted by the artificial redness
of her lips.

In manner, as well as in appearance, Rosine
Rousel had undergone a complete transforma-
tion. No longer the subdued lady’s-maid, with
stiff and rigid movements and suppressed tone
of voice, she was now a dashing and elegant
Parisian, and as she glanced round the room
and flung herself carelessly upon a sofa, it was
evident that she felt more at her ease in the
Albany than she had been at Clavering Abbey
in her menial capacity.

“ Are you alone, Oscar ?” she said.

“ Quite alone.”

“You have denied yourself to me many
times,” she murmured, reproachfully.

“Yes ; because I had nothing to say to you,”
he answered, coldly.

¢ But might not I have something to say to
you?”

“ Nothing that I had any wish to hear.”

“Oscar, have you quite forgotten the past ?”

“ Forgotten !” cried the Austrian, with a
bitter laugh; “do we ever forget the past?
Does the eriminal, listening in his condemned
cell for the stroke of the clock that shall sum-
mon him to the knotted noose and the yawning
drop—does he, even in that last horrible hour
betwixt life and death, forget the past? No.
The green fields in which he played as a boy;
the rustic cottage beneath whose roof he was
born ; the face of his mother ; the voices of his
boyish playfellows; all, all are remembered !
Every hillock on the greensward, every bird's-
nest in the tangled hedge, every tree and flower,
are more distinct to him than the events of
yesterday. There is no such thing as the past.
The recollections of our youth are ever present.
‘We may kill remorse, we may smother con-
scicnce, stif s regret, pity, terror, despair;
but mEemomy still rema.ms—tkat we cannot
destroy.”
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“Then you have not forgotten, Oscar ? " asked
the Frenchwoman.

“No, Rosine. But if you would not have me
hate you, do not attempt to recall the events of
ten years back.”

An angry cloud passed over the woman's face.

“My devotion might have deserved a better
return than this,” she said, reproachfully.

¢ Your devotion!” he exclaimed, with a sneer;
“the devotion of an accomplished trickster and
cheat, who found a dupe and a tool in a young
man of noble birth, and who taught him to
become guilty as herself! Who guided the
young officer’s hand in his first forgery? Who
planned the first slender elements of that
terrible association which now overruns Europe
with its depredations? Indeed, Rosine, I have
ample reason to be grateful to you, since but for
you I should not be—~what T am!"” -

“ But for me,” said the Frenchwoman, scorn-

fully, “you might still be a sub-lieutenant in’

an Austrian regiment, without enough money in
your purse-to buy yourself a new pair of gloves.”

“But for you,” answered the Colonel, “I
might have been an honest man.”

Rosine Rousel laughed aloud.

“You an honest man !” she said. “You! No,
Oscar Bertrand ; there are some men born to be
kings, legislators, politicians, sages, poets ; and
there are others born to be great criminals.
You are one of these. Asa boy I recognised in
you the undeveloped genius which would make
you greater than Cartouche, greater than
Lacenaire. The result has proved that I was
not wrong,” ' ,

“Be it s0, then,” answered the Austrian; I
admit that I must follow my destiny, and I
blame you no longer for the share you have had
in shaping my pathway. Neither have you
cause to reproach me.”

“Have I not, Oscar? Does your own heart
not reproach you for your forgetfulness of me,
who would have died to serve youP Do you
think when you chose me as your tool in this
business, whose purport I can fathom, although
you scorned to make me your confidante—do
you think I did not suffer the tortures of
Jjealousy and despair when I beheld you wedded
to that pale-faced girl whom you have chosen
to be your wife?” )

“I had a motive for that choice,” replied
Colonel Bertrand; “you and I were never meant
to mate, Rosine. 'We are too much alike; each
has the spirit that would rule: it would have’
been a life struggle between us for the mastery.
Ellen is beautiful, affectionate, gentle : as far
as it is possible for such a man as I to love, I
love her. More than this, she is rich.”

“Very richP”

“Veryrich. Her father died possessed of an
immense fortune—a fortune that had: been
hoarded through years of penury. This wealth,
by the old man’s will, is bequeathed to his
daughter.”

“And to her alone?” asked the French-

woman, with peculiar significance. “Has the
will no other clause ? "
“It has,” replied the Colonel. * After her

death the money is to go to her children. If
she have a son, he is to assume the name of
Clavering.”

¢ And if she die childless ?”

“The money is to go to her husband.”

The Frenchwoman lifted her strongly-marked
eyebrows with a puzzled expression, as if
absorbed in deep thought; then, looking at the
Austrian with a new light in her grey eyes, she
said, with a sinister smile : )

«T know now why you wanted me at Clavering
Abbey, Oscar.”

The Colonel shrugged his shoulders.

“T wanted some one on whom I could rely,”
he said, carelessly ; ““some one in whose courage
and discretion I could alike confide. You have
failed me. Your imprudent conduct towards
my wife has ruined my scheme.”-

“ You should have trusted me sooner, Oscar,’
answered Rosine. “Do you think that I could
endure the hateful presence of the woman you
love? No, my passion carried me out of myself.
I was no longer the cold-blooded, calculating
Rosine, whom you have known and trusted for
years. I was a tigress—nay, I was something
more terrible than a tigress—I was a jealous
woman!”

“ Your jealousy has spoiled my plan, Rosine.
I must trust to meaner instruments to do my
work.”

“And your work is—deathP” gasped the
Frenchwoman, in an awful whisper.

Colonel Bertrand shook his head.

“The heir of Clavering will die!” said
Rosine.

“He will take the chances of all other heirs
of this mortal flesh,” said the Austrian, * but
neither I nor those who serve me will have any
hand in his death.” '

“What, then, is your scheme?’ asked his
accomplice.

« He will disappear!”

Rosine Rousel drew a long breath,

“Bah!” muttered the Colonel, as he per-
ceived her air of surprise. ‘Do you think
these hands are ever stained, directly or in-
directly, with unnecessary blood? It is only
your vulgar villain who wades to the accom-
plishment of his purpose through gore. No ;
death is but the last fatal instrument of the

1
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aoeomphshed cmmna.l T have little need to deal
with the poison chalice or the knife. A word, a
look, and the creature who stands in my path-
way is removed for ever, to drag out life in some
dim obseurity ; to lose his own identity; to dis-
appear from the ranks of his fellow-kind; so
that his own brother, meeting him in the street,
ghall pass him by with a shudder of loathing ;
but still to live ! ”’

“T see the drift of your scheme, Oscar,” said
Rosine, “and you may still trust me if you re-
quire my service. In the meantime, remember
that I am poor, and have need of your assist-
ance.”

“Poor! with those gewgaws about you,” re-
torted the Colonel, pointing to the gold bracelets
upon her wrists.

“Ilive amongst people who believe me to be
wealthy,” answered the Frenchwoman; it is
necessary to my interests ; nay, more—it is in-
dispensable to the interests of the Society that
they should continue so to think of me. Pshaw !
Oscar, out of your wealth you will never refuse
me a few poor hundreds?”

“A few poor hundreds ! ” echoed the Colonel,
smiling ; ““the Countess de la Grécy has not
forgotten her old ideas of splendour. No, my
dear Rosine, I will not refuse you a cheque on
my bankers,” he added, rising from his seat and
opening an escrifoire opposite to the sofa on
which Rosine was seated ; I will write you one
for & hundred pounds to begin with, and in a
few days you will hear further from me on the
subject of which we have been speaking. I can
trust you, can I not?”

“You can, Oscar.”

“You will swear to me, Rosine, that mo
jealous feeling, no hatred of this unhappy girl,
shall influence you in the matter P”

It shall not, Oscar; I swearit!”

CHAPTER XLI.
DARK DEEDS BROUGHT TO LIGHT

Lorora Vizzini had returned to London, and
had resumed her old position as Star of the
Ballet. In vain did the Spanish woman en.
deavour to persuade Clara Melville to resume
her professional duties. )

“No, dearest friend,” said the young girl;
“weary as may be the drudgery of the life of a
morning governess, I can bear it better than the
busy excitement of a theatre. My spirits fail
amidst the noisy crowds and dazzling lights of
the Opera House. I think of my poor father,
Ppining it may be in some wretched solitude ; or,
with a fate more cruel still, perhaps hunted to

death by his relentless enemies. No, Lolota, I
am not fit to wear a simulated smile and charm
a careless public.”

The Spaniard laughed bitterly.

“ Am I fit, then, to be the brilliant idol of an
hour?” she said, mournfully. ‘“ Ah! Clara, if
you only knew! But to me excitement is at
at least temporary oblivion. There is an intoxi-
cation in the lights, the musie, the hot-house
flowers, the applause. For ome brief hour I
forget.”

The children were delighted to be with their
dear Madame Vizzini once more. In vain Clara
begged her benefactress to allow them to re-
move to humbler lodgings. “ No,” said Lolota,
“while I have a roof over my head in your
English city we will share it together, sister—
friend! If your proud spirit cannot brook de-
pendence, and you insist on working yourself to
death, it shall be to save money for these little
ones; for mine is a precarious life, and I often
think will not be a very long one.”

Bat, generous as the fair Spaniard was, Clara
Melville could not bear the weight of obliga-
tions which she had little future hope of repay-
ing. She submitted quietly for a time, but
never abandoned her determination of removing
from Arlington Street at the earliest opportunity.
That opportunity presented itself when she least
expected it. She had long promised, as the
reader knows, to pay a vist to the old house by
the waterside in which Anthony Verner's uncle
had breathed his last, and which was still occu-
pied by the young man and his mother.

Clara’s obligations to the tragedian since the
fire in Morley Street were not of a nature to be
disregarded, and the young girl felt that she
should be indeed ungrateful did she hesitate to-
comply with his wishes.

One fine spring afternoon, then, beheld the
two children, George and Jessie, perched at one
of the windows in the drawing-room at Arling-
ton Street, dressed in their best, and anxiously
awaiting the cab which was to convey them to

| the house in Blaclkfriars.

‘While they were talking of the delights of a
vigit to Mr. Verner's house, Clara entered the
room, and a few moments afterwards a double
knock at the door below announced the arrival
of Antony himself, who had come to escort them
to his strange abode.

If possible Clara Melville looked prettier in
her simple straw bonnet and black silk mantle
than in the most brilliant stage costume. Hers.
was one.of those fresh and innocent faces that
need no adventitious aid of jewels or of gorgeous
dress to make them lovely. Its very sxmphclty
was its greatest charm.

‘At last, dear Clara,” said the you.ng trage-
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dian; “how delighted my mother will be fo
see and know her of whom she has heard so
muoh ; not as she has seen you on the stage,
butin your own dear, simple character. Come,
little ones, youll go with uncle Anty, won't
yau P ” - .

It pleased the young man to hear George and
Jessie call him uncle Anty, a name the children
had selected to express their regard for the kind
friend who rarely visited Arlington Street with-
out bringing them toys, or picture baoks, or
some other pleasant token of his regard. With
singular delicacy, Antony Verner had never
once alluded to the conversation between Clara
and himself the day after the fire in Morley
Street. But the young girl had not forgotten
that conversation, nor the promise then made by
her; and she felt that if ever the time should
come, she would be prepared at any sacrifice to
keep her word. .

The cabman drove through Piccadilly, the
Strand, and Fleet Street, crossed Blackfriars
" Bridge, and then began to thread his way
through the intricacies” between that and the
Borough, till suddenly turning into a narrow
street, he emerged upon the bank of the
Thames, and stopped at the house described in
one of our early chapters. The exterior of the
old mansion promised little. Gloomy and dark-
looking, it appeared what indeed it was, the
deserted habitation of some wealthy city mer-
chant. - But within it wore a far more cheerful
aspect. Since the death of the old man, Mrs.
Verner had worked the transformation which is
always to bo effected by cleanliness and order.
The stone staircase was white as snow, the
warehouses and offices on the ground-floor had
been let off to a neighbouring manufacturer,
and the rent of these alone produced a decent
little income. The first floor was the only part
of the roomy old house occupied by the mother
and son; the massive old-fashioned furniture
had been polished and repaired ; the dusty car-
pets beaten and cleaned ; the books carefully
arranged upon their oaken shelves; the old pic-
tures restored. by the simple use of soap and
water, to something like their original bright-
ness. A stand of geraniums in one of the
windows bloomed as sweetly as though they had
grown in the pure air of a country village, and
a vase of freshly-cut flowers on the centre table
whispered of distant gardens even amid the roar
of busy London life. .

George and Jessie were delighted with the
gloomy old mansion. That intense love of
novelty which seems natural to all children
made the strangeness of the place its greatest
attraction. Accustomed as they had grown
to Madame Vizzini's luxurious West-end abode,

they were lost in admiration of this dark and
dingy old-fashioned City dwelling.

‘“ How nice to see the river and all the boats!"”
cried Jessie, a8 she and her brother climbed on
the oaken window-seat and looked out on the
murky waters of the Thames, crowded with
barges, steam-packets, and almost every species
of craft. “How I should like to live here!
‘Wouldn’t you, George P

Mrs. Verner smiled at the children’s enthu-
siasm.

“You would soon grow tired of this dull old
place, my darlings,” she said; ‘“and your
sister would find it impossible to attend to her
pupils if she lived in the City.”

“Yes, indeed!” cried George, eagerly; “I
know that the little girls Clara' teaches live
somewhere in the City ; don't they, Clara?” he
added, appealing to his sister.

“Yes, dear,” answered the young girl; “my
pupils are the daughters of & rich tradesman on
Ludgate Hill. A Mr. Smithers,” she continued,
addressing herself to Mrs. Verner. A good,
kind creature, who does not consider it any
disgrace to live at his place of business, though
he is, I believe, a rich man.” -

The {mother and son exchanged glances as
Clara said this.

“ Ludgate Hill!” exclaimed Mrs. Verner;
“you must find your residence in Arlington
Street very inconvenient.”

«1 shall not stay there much longer,” replied
Clara; ‘though I should not leave on that
account; for my dearest friend, Madame
Vizzini, always insists on her brougham taking
meo backwards and forwards to my studies; but
noble and generous as she is, I cannot much
longer intrude upon her hospitality. I am more
deeply indebted to her already than a life of
gratitude could ever repay.”

“ My dear Miss Melville—s—"

“You will call me Clara, will you mnot?”
murmured the young girl, taking Mrs. Verner's
hand.

“Yes, darling, I will call you Clara, for I
feel already that I shall love you as a daughter.
My dear Clara, this is the very subject upor
which I wished to speak to you. Your residence
in Arlington Street is scarcely wise. My son
tells me that you have powerful enemies, ene-
mies who are ever on the watch. These wretches
would be always able to find you and to place
spies upon your actions in the house of Madame
Vizzini. For your interest, therefore, and for
the interest, perhaps, of your father, it would
be better for you to reside in some obscure
neighbourhood, whither your foes would be
unlikely to track you. For that purpose, 10
.place could be better than this very house.”
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“My dear Mrs. Verner!” exclaimed Clara.
“Now, my darling child, pray hear me out.
The floor above this is entirely unoccupied.
There are four rooms: three of them in excel-
lent repair and very comfortably furnished ; for
my unbappy brother was not a poor man, and
though he shut himself out from all human
sympathy, he did not deprive himself of the
comforts of life. The fourth apartment is a
lamber room ; but the three will be sufficient
.far you and the children. Come, then, dearest
Clera, and take up your abode with us. You
may have a home rent free, and yet be under no
shadow of obligation to us, since we only offer
you that which is useless to ourselves. Under
this roof you will have the safeguard of a
mother in myself, the protection of a brother in

Antony, who, I know, would shed his last drop

of blood, were it necessary, in your cause. Say
that you will come, Clara ? ”

“Yes, yes, Clara,” cried the children, simul-
taneously. “You will come—won't you? It
will be so nice ! ” :

“Have you forgotten Madame Vizzini, you
ungrateful little creatures?” said Clara, re-
proachfully.

“No, no. Madame Vizzini will come and
see us here; but it will be so nice to live in this
big house and see the boats on the river every
day.’I

“You will come, ClaraP” repeated Mrs.
Verner.

Antony was perfectly silent. He did not
attempt to sway the young girl's decision.

“I will accept your generous offer, my dear
Mrs. Verner,” exclaimed Clara, after a few
brief moments of hesitation. “This place
seems a haven of refuge. This City neighbour-
hood is far from the haunts of . my persecutor,
Sir Frederick ; that alone would make it dear
to me.”

A great deal more was said upon the subject
in the course of the evening. Clara and the
children accompanied Mrs. Verner to the
second floer to see the apartments, which
were handsome and roomy, and commanded a
foll view of the river.

Before the little party left it was arranged
that Clara should come at the end of the week
and take possession of her new abode.

Lolota Vizzini scolded her protégée heartily
when she heard what she had done.

“ My silly, noble, naughty, proud, tiresome
Clara,” she said; “I suppose you must have
your own way ; but I think it is very cruel of you
to leave me in this gaudy house, surrounded
with every senseless luxury that extravagance
can buy, and with nothing but my own dreary
thoughts to keep me company.”

‘it had belonged !

“You will not think me ungrateful, Lolota? ”
whispered Clara, tenderly. * You know how I
love you.” .

“I do, my darling. I know that you love
me far better than an impetuous, wayward,
capricious creature like me can ever deserve
to be loved. I appreciate your motive for
running away from :me. Silly little Clara! to
be afraid of such a pitiful obligation, when if
Antony Verner is right and justice is done
you, you may be one day a young lady of
fortune, and able to despise the poor "ballet-
dancer, Lolota Vizzini!"

“Despise you, Lolota! You, my benefac-
tress!" ;

“ No, no, Clara, not benefactress. That's an
ugly word. Your friend, your elder sister, if
you will.” ’

The voices of the two children gave a sound
of life and happiness to the old house by the
Thames. George and Jessie were mever tired
of playing about the large and roomy apartments
and the wide landing-place ; but the spot which
had for them greater attraction than any other
was the lumber room.

This lumber room was situated at the back of
the house, its one window looking out upon the
yard and warehouses below. It was a large,
ill-shaped room, with a low shelving ceiling, and
it was completely filled with the accumulated
rubbish of perhaps half a century.

Great wooden boxes were piled one upon the
other, slowly rotting away, till the rusty locks
dropped asunder under the decaying touch of
time. An old guitar, broken and stringless,
hung from a nail against the dusty wall. Hea-
ven knows how it had come there, or to whom
Perhaps to a fair young girl,
whom Martin Beaumorris’s guilty steward had
married fifty years before, and who had pined
and died within those darkening walls. Old
newspapers, the edges of which were gnawed
into festoon-like fringes by the sharp teeth of
the mice, lay about the floor. An old birdeage,
shattered into half a dozen pieces; piles of
mouldering rags; old garments; ironware and
broken crockery, all lay in hopeless confusion
about the untenanted chamber.

I once thought of setting all this in order,”
Mrs. Verner said, as she opened the door of the
lumber room, and allowed Clara to take a hasty
peep at its miscellaneous contents. * But the
impossibility of ever getting rid of all this
rubbish disheartened me. I shut up the room
and left it as I first found it. Here is the
key, Clara; you may as well keep it in case you
should want to stow anything away here ; and
some of this rubbish may amuse the children.”

The children were indeed amused with the
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contents of the apartment, but the very first
day they entered it they emerged so covered
with dust, and with garments so very much
disfigured by their exploring operations, that
Clara most strictly forbade their entering it again.

In order more surely to enforce their obedi-
ence she locked the door and hid the key behind
a looking-glass upon the mantelpiece in the
sitting-room. Having done this she felt
perfectly secure, and departed early the next
morning to her pupils on Ludgate Hill, after
having made both George and Jessie promise
faithfully that they would “be good” in her
absence. -

Mr. Smithers’ five children required a great
deal of tuition. They had been half educated
at a large boarding-school, where they had re-
ligiously forgotten, in the miscellaneous scraps
of learning which had to be acquired every day,
the lessons of the day before.

Clara did not pretend to teach every accom-
plishment under the sun, but what she professed
to teach she taught well, and in such a manner
as to ensure its not being easily forgotten by
her pupils.

The little Smithers had had a dozen different
teachers before, from all of whom they had
barely learned to read and write ; but they had
never had any instructress whom they liked or
respected as they did their new governess.

Young as she was, Clara’s firm manner
ensured the respect and obedience of her pupils,
while her amiable nature obtained their affection.
Mr. Smithers saw that his children were in
good hands ; he was one of those straightforward
and liberal-minded men whose motto is, *If
you require good services, you must give good
pay for them,” and he doubled Clara’s salary
immediately he perceived the improvement of
her pupils. It waslate in the afternoon when
the young governess returned to her new home.
She stopped for a few moments on her way to
buy some cakes for the children’s tea.

“Poor darlings,” she murmured, as she
hurried homewards with her purchase ; “ they
will well deserve some little treat if they have
kept their promise.” .

But, alas! for human nature, George and Jessie
had not kept their promise. Clara found them
standing at the window with very penitent
faces, and dirty hands and pinafores, waiting
for her return.

“Qh, Clara,” cried George, as his sister
entered - the room ; “ we did not see you come
in, and yet we have been watching such a long
time, and we are so hungry. We took the
dinner you left for us at one o’clock, and Mrs.
* Verner came up.to see that we were comfortable,
but that is a very long time ago.”

Clara looked very grave.

“You have broken your promise, George,”
she said. . .

“Yes, Clara, we know we have been very
naughty; but you will forgive us, please, won't
you?” pleaded (eorge. * The time was very
long, and we learned our lessons, and wrote our
copies, and did all you told-us to do, and then
at last—I couldn't help it—1I took down the key;
and Jessie and I went to play in the lumber
room. And oh! it was such fun. Justlook
here.” ‘

The boy turned up the sleeve of his little
frook, and showed his arm bruised black and
blue about the elbow.

“I don’t see how there could have been so
very much fun in your hurting your arm,
Georgy,” said his sister, smiling.

“No; it's not that, Clara, but what do you
think ? we've found something !

The little fellow's blue eyes sparkled with
triumph, as he opened them to their widest
extent. '

“ Found something ? ” exclaimed Clara.

““Yes,” repeated George and Jessie, simul-
taneously ; “ we've found something.”

« And what, pray, is this wonderful treasureP
asked Clara. '

A door,” said both the children, with the
same mysterious look of triumph. '

Clara laughed aloud. “ A door,” she said;
“I really don’t see anything very remarkable
in that discovery. Old-fashioned rooms have
generally several doors in them. This mysteri-
ous door of yours belongs to some closet, I dare-
say." .

T don't know,” answered the boy; “but I
think whoever put the things into that room
wanted to hide the door, for we should' never,
never have found it but for an accident.”

“ An accident! What accident?”

“ Why, you know that big pile of boxes, piled
up, oh, ever so high?” :

“Yes."

“Well, Jessie and I were playing at sailors,
and she was the Captain, and I was—I was—
the head man; and she told me to go up into
the maintop, and of course I wouldn't disobey
orders, or I should have been hanged at the
yard-arm; so I climbed up, and in climbing I
dragged over the top box, and it fell and bruised
my arm; bnt I didn’t much mind that, for when
it had fallen, Jessie and I could see the top of a
door.” :

¢ A door behind the boxes P ”

*Yes, will you come and look at it ? "

“No, Georgy; we have no right to disturb
the things in the lumber room, for even if they
are but rubbish they belong to Mrs. Verner,
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and not to us. After tea we'll go downstairs and
tell her of your wonderful discovery; though I
daresay she knows all about this door, and will
only laugh at us for our pains.”

Antony Verner was just about setting out for
the theatre when Clara and the children entered
his mother’s room, but he took off his hat and
stopped to hear what they had to say.

George and Jessie were in such a hurry to
tell their story that they would scarcely allow
Clara to speak.

Mrs. Verner received the intelligence very
quietly ; but Antony seemed strangely impressed
by it.

“Did you know of this door, mother?” he

asked.
. “No, Antony, indeed I did not. I never dis-
turbed any of the things in the lumber room ;
those boxes were too heavy for me to lift.
Your uncle told me, during his last illness, that
they were only filled with rubbish.”

‘¢ Strange,” cxclaimed Antony; “do you
remember, mother, that when my uncle was
endeavouring in his last moments to reveal some
secret—some guilty secret, as he said—he spoke
several times of a door, and tried to tell us
where it was. A door which was evidently con-
nected with this secret.”

“I do remember,” answered Mrs. Verner,
thoughtfully.

¢ Shortly after his death,” continued Antony,
«T made a careful examination of every door in
this house, every room, every closet, in hopes of
throwing some light upon this mystery; but
without any result, as you know. How strange
if the innocent hands of these children should be
the first to come upon a clue to this tangled
skein of darkness and guilt!”

Do you think it possible ?” exclaimed Clara.

“It seems to me more than probable,”
answered Antony, * that this very door may be
the one of which my unhappy uncle tried to
speak. These boxes, piled almost to the ceiling,
were evidently placed there to conceal it. I
dare not stop a moment longer to investigate
this matter now,” he added, looking at his
watch, “or they will have to perform the
tragedy of Hamlet with the part of Hamlet
omitted ; but, the first thing to-morrow morn-
ing we will have the boxes cleared away and
open this door, even though it should lead to
some haunted chamber, and I have to encounter
the ghost single-handed.”

In spite of herself, Clara’s mind dwelt mach
upon the mysterious doorway, and she was awake
and at breakfast before six o’clock the following
morning. , ) ,

Antony Verner knocked at her door a little
after seven,

“T hope I do not disturb you at too early an
hour, Clara,” he said, as she admitted him, ** but
I come armed for the attack. I have broughta
locksmith with me, and we are prepared to defy
bolts and bars.”

Thelittle party adjourned to the lumber room,
the children in the highest spirits, Antony pale
with excitement.

This matter was no careless jest with him; he
knew by his uncle’s confession that he had been
mixed up in some wicked transaction, and he felt
that he might soon perhaps discover the full
extent of the old man's guilt.

The locksmith, a great brawny fellow, handled
the wooden chests as if they had been made of
pasteboard, and in a few minutes the doorway
was clear. Antony Verner had not been wrong
in bringing tne man with him, for the lock of
the door was a complicated one, and it was
upwards of a quarter of an hour before the skil-
ful workman succeeded in removing it.

This quarter of an hour seemed an age to the
impatient Clara and Antony. Atlast the rusty
lock dropped to the ground and the door fell
open. It only communicated with a small closet
filled with old papers.

Antony paid the locksmith and dismissed him.

The children were cruelly disappointed.
Nothing but papers behind that mysterious
door, which, they thought, might perhaps have
led to Fairyland.

¢ Now, my darlings,” said Antony, “you can
go back to your play, and leave your sister and
me to set all this rubbish to rights. You see
there is nothing pretty here for you to look at.”

The children submitted, and Clara. and the
tragedian were left alone.

“ Now, Clara,” said the young man, earnestly,
“if, as I suspect, your fortune is involved in my
uncle’s secret, it is but just that you should
witness my efforts to discover the truth. I
firmly believe that some of the papers in that
closet will reveal the secret. Come and assist
me to examine them.”

Clara merely bent her head in concurrence.
She was too much agitated to make any reply.

She took up the papers one by one with a
trembling hand, but her search was vain: old
leases, old agreements between landlord and
tenant, all kinds of deeds relating to the pro-
perty of the late Martin Beaumorris, but nothing
in any way concerning his nephew Arthur.

As she was beginning to despair of the issue
of her investigation, she was arrested by an out-
cry from Antony. There was no mistaking the
sound : it was a cry of triumph.

He was standing on a chair examining the
upper shelves. She could not, therefore, see
his face. :
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“Come,” he said, springing to the ground;
“come over to the window, Clara, and tell me
what you think of this.”

It was a dilapidated old parcLment, wlnch had
been half torn asunder, as if by a hasty hand,
which, in the very midst of the work of
destruction, had stayed its purpose.

The ink was pale, the characters crabbed and
faded, but the sense of the docament was clear.

It was the last will and testament of Martin
Beaumorris, executed within a week of his
death, and it appointed his ¢ beloved nephew,
Arthur Beaumorris, and his children after him,”
sole heirs to the entire bulk of his fortune.

« T swore that your father's wrongs should
be brought to the light of day, Clara,” ex-
claimed Antony Verner, in an outburst of en-
thusiasm, “and I will keep my oath yet!”

CHAPIER XLIL

TUE LAWYER'S HACE.
1arLy the next morning Mr. Weldon Hawdley,
a lawyer of some eminence, attended by his con-
fidential clerk, waited upon Clara Melville, and
learned from her and Antony Verner the whole
history of her father's abduction and the new-
found will.

Mr. Hawdley looked grave when he was told
that the sole proof of Clara's identity with the
Beaumorris family consisted of her likeness to
the portrait of Arthur, and in her own assertion
that this very miniature was that of her father,
who had been only known to her as Jasper
Melville.

“This is a very peculiar case, Mr. Verner,”
said the lawyer, with a dubious shrug of the
shoulders; “ a case that very few men withmy
numerous and overwhelming engagements would
care to handle. Indeed, I must tell you can-
didly, that unless Slythe here can help me, I
cannot see my way a step.”

Slythe was a little ferret-eyed, shabbily-
dressed man, who had acccompanied the grave
und aristocratic-looking Mr. Weldon Hawdley.
fle was one of the lawyer’s numerous clerks;
but he was by no means a common clerk. No
one could exactly havetold Joshua Slythe’s actual
position in Mr. Hawdley's office, and yet every-

" body was fully aware that he was one of the
most useful men in that establishment.

He was rarely seen at a desk, his business
consisting rather in out-of-door work. Some-
times he was absent for the whole day, only
coming in just as the office was closing to make
his report to the priuncipal.

Sometimes he was running in and out every
Lalf-hour, always being admitted into his

master’s private room, whatever important busi-
ness was in hand.

The junior clerks whispered among themselves
that Joshua Slythe was u spy—an amateur
detective police-officer. Be it as it might, the
ferret-eyed little man was always employed in
cases of a critical nature—dark cases, as they
were called in the office.

“No,” repeated the dignified Mr. Weldon
Hawdley, elevating a double gold eye-glass to
his cold blue eyes, and looking with lifted
eyebrows at the torn parchment; *the case
appears to me a very weak one. Who is to
prove that this isthe genuine will of Mr. Martin
Beaumorris? Who is to eject Sir Frederick
from the estate and deprive him of the fortune
after thirty years' possession? Above all,
who is to prove that this young lady is really
the daughter of the baronet's younger brother,
Arthur, when that brother is not forthcoming to
swear to his own identity ?”

““There is little doubt in my mind, Mer.
Hawdley, that Arthur Beaumorris has been
got out of the way, on this very account, by Sir
Frederick or his agents,” said the young tra-
gedian.

The old clerk, whose sharp and restless eyes
had been shifting hither and thither during the
above conversation, looked earnestly at Antony
as he spoke.

“ May I ask your interest in this case, sir? g
he said, in a dry, grating voice.

“I am simply interested as the friend of Miss
Melville—of Miss Beaumorris, as she should
rightly be called,” replied Antony, coldly.

“Humph! You're a generous young man!
No idea of securing a fortune for the young
lady, and marrying her as soon as she gets it—
eh? No idea of hatching a nice little case out
of a sheet of waste paper you came across by
chance, eh P *’ mumbled the old clerk, chuckling
at his own wit.

Antony . Verner grew pale with suppressed
passion at this insult. -

“ Mr. Hawdley,” he said, “ will you tell your
clerk to be silent, or shall IP I should be
rather rougher than you, as I might feel tempted
to throw him downstairs.”

The lawyer waved his gold eye-glass depre-
catingly.

¢ Slythe,” he remonstrated, “ my good Slythe,
we really can’t allow this.”

““ Beg pardon!” muttered Joshua Slythe,
still chuckling. * Only an old man, sir ; rather
a sly old dog, perhaps. Eh, eh! Rather a
cunning old fox, perhaps.. Eh, eh! Don’t
mind me, sir,” he added, turning to Anfony.
“ Nobody ever minds me. No harm meant, you
know ; but Joshua Slythe likes to see what
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MR, WELDON HAWDLEY IS INTRODUCED TO CLARA

mettlea man’s made of before he gives his advice
upon a case.”

Antony bowed haughtily. “ No further
apologies, pray, Mr. Slythe,” he said. Then
turning his back upon the clerk, he added,
" addressing the lawyer, “Do you decide on
undertaking our case, Mr. Hawdley ?*

“ Haw, hum, well, I think——" said the
lawyer ; and then withdrawing a few paces from
the table, he beckoned to his clerk—* Eh,
Slythe P ”

“ Yes,” replied the old man, quietly.

Mr. Hawdley lifted his eye-glass once more,
glanced at the will, then at Antony, then at
Clara, and lastly at his clerk. He next frowned
deliberately, dropped his eye-glass, shook his
head, eoughed once or twice doubtfully, and
then, turning to Antony, said with considerable
solemnity :

No. 13. [Weekly, One Penny.]

¢¢ After due consideration, Mr. Verner, I have
decided on undertaking the management of this
case. There are very few other men in my
position who would have anything to do with
such a hopeless-looking affair; but our house
has become rather distinguished for the manage-
ment of critical matters. Come, Slythe! Good
morning, Mr. Verner. Good morning, Miss
—— hum, ah, Beau-melville. I beg pardon—
Mel-morris.”

The lawyer retired with a stately bow, and
Joshua Slythe shuffled after him, bestowing a
familiar nod upon Antony and Clara as he left
the room. Malicious people said that in spite
of Mr. Weldon Hawdley's dignified manners,
his double gold eye-glass, massive bald head,
snowy shirt-front, stately walk, and splendid
offices in Doctors’ Commons, the distinguished
lawyer was little more than a pompous fool,
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stuffed with legal knowledge that he had not
the brains to use; that the shabby, ferret-cyed
old man, Joshua Slythe, was the soul of the
business, and that Mr. Hawdley dared scarcely
say “ Good morning” to a client without asking
vemrission of his clerk.

Mr. Hawdley lived in a magnificent house at
Putney, with sloping lawns, sheltered by weep-
ing willows, whose branches dipped into the
rippling bosom of the silvery Thames. The
clerk inhabited a pitiful garret in an alley near,
Shoreditch ; but for all that, Joshua Slythe's
salary was twelve hundred a year.

- The lawyer's carriage was waiting for Mr.
Hawdley and his clerk. The principal flung
‘himself back upon the downy cushions, the
‘factotum sat on the extreme edge of the front
seat, his legs screwed up into a kind of knot
under him.

“Well, Slythe?”” said Mr. Hawdley, as they
drove across London Bridge.

“The first thing is to find the old man,”
answered the clerk.

¢ Arthur Beaumorris ? ”

“Yes.”

“I don’t see any hope of that,” said Mr.
Hawdley.

“ Of course you don't, sir,” replied the clerk,
with rather a malicious chuckle.  But that's
no reason other people shouldn’t. As we're
rather slack just now, I may as well run down
into Yorkshire by the night mail and look about
me. Arthue Beaumorris is in Yorkshire.”

“ How do you know that?P”

“ Why, the men who kidnapped him wanted
tokeep him out of the way, that's clear. For that
purpose it was as well to keep him in Yorkshire
as to bring him up to London ; and less trouble.
They were only another man’s agents so of
course they took the least trouble; agents

_ always do. The children and the old man were
parted in Hull, and it strikes me the old man
isn’t far off Hull. If he's alive I'll find him.”

““ But how are you to identify him, since you
never saw him in your life P ”

- «I'll tell you how, sir. That farmer, John
Atkinson, seems to be be an honest fellow, and
a shrewd fellow, by what I can make out of the
children’s account. I shall put my hand upon
him at once, and he'll assist in the search. You
may depend, by the old man's going there, that
this Atkinson knows something of his early life.
He may assist us in establishing the identity of
Jasper Melville with Arthur Beaumorris.”

. Mr. Weldon Hawdley stared admiringly at
_his clerk.

“ Joshua Slythe,” he said, “ you're a wonder-
ful creature.”

“No, I'm not; no, I'm not!” chuckled the

old man ; “I ain't anything miraculous. Asly
old dog, perhaps; a cunning old fox, perhaps;
but nothing more, nothing more.”

Early in the grey dawn of the following

morning Joshua Slythe entered the town of

Hull. The old clerk did not suffer much in-
convenience in travelling from a superfluity of
luggage, since all that he carried was a pocket-
comband a nightcap in one of the pockets of
his threadbare coat.

Some mualicious people said that Joshua
carricd even these two luxuries merely out of
ceremony ; tor as he never combed his hair, he
could scarcely want a comb; and as, while out
on business, he very seldom went to bed, he
might have managed without a nighteap; but
for all this Joshua was very methodical, and
whenever he went out of town the pocket-comb
and nightcap went with him ; much to the
amusement of the impertinent junior clerks,
who used to delight in watching the old man
busy “ packing up.”

Joshua Slythe did not waste much time in
Hull. He took the first train to the town of
Beresford, and walked from the station acros
the fields to Mr. Atkinson’s farm.

He found the farmer seated at a well-spresd
breakfast-table with his wife and children; and
quietly taking his place at this hospitable
board, Slythe managed to dispose of a tremen-
dous cargo of ham and eggs while he told his
business.

It was the clerk’s habit to eat when and where
he could. Sometimes for an entire day food

never crossed his lips; sometimes he took s

heavy meal ; sometimes only a crust of bresd
and glass of water to sustain life.

Eating and drinking caused a great waste of
time, he said ; and you ought always to knock
off the business when you could.

John Atkinson was up in arms when he heard
of Clara Beaumorris’s wrongs. .

“Iwas buta child when the old man came
here for a shooting-season,” he said; “but I'n
danged if I couldn’t swear before a dozenjurnes
that he’s Arthur Beaumorris and no one else.
And what's more, if I was to see the two chaps
that were hanging about this place when hews
took away, and as I think did the business, I
could swear to them too: especially the one
chooked into the dook-pond. I shan't forgethis
oogly moog in a hurry,” added the honest farme?
speaking very broad Yorkshire in his anger.

- “Then you'll help me to find him, and 0
track these men? ” asked the elerk. .

“Darned if I don’t!" cried John, slappi’é
his hand upon the table till the breakfast-tm;
rattled again. “ Darned if T don't, if I 8
the end of the world to do it.”

!
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“You will be well paid for your trouble,”
sdded Joshua.

“Paid!” roared John, growing crimson with
indignation ; “lookye here, Mr. Londoner : I've
heard my old father say, many a time, that Mr.
Arthur Beaumorris had been a good friend to
bim when crops was bad and rich landlords
hard upon a poor farmer. And before I'll take
pay for doing him a service, I'll chuck you into
the same pond where I chucked the rascal as
come here after the old gentleman. Pay! Do
you think there’s anything in an honest York-
shireman’s phiz that says he’s the chap to take
pay for doing a service to the weak and help-
less?”

“Don’t mind me,” chuckled Joshua Slythe,
“don’t mind me! Bless you, it’s only my way.
I'm a sly old dog, perhaps; a cunning old fox,
perhaps, ch, eh; and when I want a man to
help me, I like to find out the metal he’s made
of, that's all.”

*“That’s all very well,” answered John, rather
sulkily, * but I wouldn’t have you find out too
much of my metal, unless you want to find
yourself in the dook-pond.”

“John Atkinson,” exclaimed the old clerk,
grasping the farmer’s hand, “I'm an old de-
ceiver, but you're a trump, a trump, sir, and—
egad—with your help I'll find Arthur Beau-
morris before the week’s out.”

CHAPTER XLIIL
THE STAR OF HOPE SHINES ON A DARK HORIZON

Lgr us return to the solitary mountains amidst
whose granite-bound recesses the wretched wife
of Robert Merton, the Manchester merchant,
counted the lonely daysand hours. In vain had
she waited for the rescue promised by Oscar
Bertrand. Despair had not long since succeeded
hope, and she no longer thought of the Austrian
Colonel, who had, as she imagined, basely de-
ceived her. )

Edith Merton little knew the gigantic schemes
in which this man was involved, and which, with-
out him, must fall in shattered ruins to the
ground; she little thought of the sleepless
nights, the weary watches, while the master-
mind worked out its mighty problems of crime
and fraud. She only knew that he had promised
hgr freedom, and that she was still a prisoner.

She did not know that this man never forgot,
and never broke his promise.

The condition of the Earl of Horton’s daugh-
ter had been much ameliorated since the reader
last looked within the grey walls of Castle Mac-
lomond. She was no longer a prisoner in the

turret-chamber. Her husband had relented,
and though he had never looked upon his wife's
face since the night of her departure from Park
Lane, he could not endure, would-be murderess
as he knew her to be, to doom her to perpetual
misery.

“ Her own conscience must be a sufficient
punishment,” he said, little knowing that within
some guilty breasts the voice of conscience is
for ever still.,

The best rooms in the castle had been fitted
up for the merchant’s wife, the luxurious furni-
ture of her Park-lane apartments having been
conveyed into the Highlands for that purpose.

Lady Edith Merton was still a prisoner, it is
true. Martha and her two assistants still
watched night and day over their so-called
patient ; but the vigilance of the mad-house
nurses had bcen much relaxed by Robert Mer-
ton’s orders, and their chief care now was to
prevent Lady Edith leaving the Castle.

Within #s walls she was free to follow her
own pleasure.

The discovery of his daughter's guilt, or mad-
ness, had been too much for the declining years
of Lord Horton. He never entirely recovered
the fatal night in Park Lane, and in the January
after her removal to Castle Maclomond, a black-
bordered letter reached Lady Ldith, telling her
of her father’s death.

The heartless woman shed no tear. Every
thought, every feeling, was absorbed in one wild
desire—escape from Castle Maclomond—union
with Lionel, Marquis of Willoughby.

I will wear that coronet before I die,” she
said. ‘I could not rest in my grave as the wife
of a cotton-spinner.” '

Lady Edith's bed-chamber was the last of a
long suite of apartments, all of which had been
refitted with the furniture from Park Lane.
The aspect of the place was entirely changed ;
the tall canopied bed, hung with curtains of
amber satin damask; the skin of ermine spread
at the side of the couch, over the rich carpet of
velvet pile ; the ivory dressing-table, and oval
mirror framed in frosted silver; the perfume-
bottles of crystal and gold; the soft light
stealing through globes of pale rose-hued glass
—all transformed the dreary Castle; but the
old pictures still frowned from the wainscot, and
the embers still burned upon the wide hearths
of two centuries gone by.

Martha Crookman slept in a little dressing-
room opening out of Lady Edith's apartment;
she was therefore withinhearing of her patient,
but she no longer annoyed the haughty lady by
her perpetual presence.

Early’ one morning in June Lady Edith
awoke from long dreams of liberty and hope—
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awoke to see the summer sunlight shining in
upon her gilded prison.

“Alas!” exclaimed the haughty woman, as
she glanced at the costly decorations of her
apartment—* of what avail is all this wasted
splendour? The lowliest peasant-girl who
treads her native heather is happier than I, for
she at least is free.”

As she murmured this complaint her glance
wandered listlessly round the room, and rested
by chance upon the toilette.

Her eye was arrested here by an object
amidst the crystal perfume-bottles.

This object was simply a narrow slip of
puper.

Strange that such a trifle should have
brought the hot blood to the lady's cheek and
brow! Strange that her eyes dilated, and her
breathing grew short and quick, at sight of this
scrap of paper !

The reason of her agitation was this: She
knew that last night no such paper lay upon the
dressing-table.

It was evident, then, that some one had
entered her apartment during the night. Yet
how could that be, since she. had locked the
enly door of the chamber? There must be
some means of access unknown to herself—un-
known to her gaolers.

She remembered the picture of the dark
knight in the turret-chamber, and Colonel
Oscar Bertrand’s mysterious appearance.

‘With one bound Lady Edith sprang from the
bed, rushed to the dressing-table, and snatched
the paper.

It contained only two lines, written in a
peculiar eramped hand.

These lines ran thus :—~

“You have waited patiently, but you have not
waited in vain. The hour is at hand. Hope! Watch !

Bo propared. «0, B., G. M. B. B.”

Lady Edith Merton knew that these mys-
sterious letters were the initials of her deliverer’s
name and title—Oscar Bertrand, Grand Master
of the Black Band.

She folded the oblong slip of paper, and
opening a secret drawer in her jewel-case, care-
fully concealed her treasure.

“Good heavens!” she exclaimed, as she
glanced at the diamonds, rubies, and emeralds
lying on their snowy satin cushions, and flash-
ing in the morning sunlight, “is it not strange
that this one scrap of paper should be of more
value to me than all these gems?”

Her agitation was so intense that it was some
time before she could venture to summon
Martha Crookman to assist at her toilette.

Even when she did so the hectic flush of

emotion and excitement still burned upon her
cheeks—the fire of new hope still sparkled in
her eyes.

The attendant noticed this change in her
patient’s appearance.

“Lor’ a mercy on me, my lady!” she said,
“you look regular feverish this morning. I
hope you haven't been worritting of yourself
tryin’ to get out of the Castle? It would be
right down ungrateful if you did, seein’ the
liberty we let you have now.”

Lady Edith Merton laughed bitterly.

¢ Except through your room, there is but one
outlet from this chamber,” she replied, pointing
to the oriel window ; ** and the unhappy wretch
who would attempt to escape that way would
be dashed to atoms upon the stonework below.
There is no fear of my attempting to quit my
prison.”

The loud beating of her own heart contradicted
her words as she spoke; but suspicious 8
Martha Crookman was, she was reassured by
her patient’s manner,

But the long anguish of the past year had
been too much for the delicate constitution of
Edith Merton; the strain upon the mental
system had been too great for her to endure. In
the very hour when she had abandoned herself
to despair—when she had bid farewell to all
hope of ever again beholding the outer world,
and had resigned herself to the thought of
slowly sinking into the gloomy depths of the
grave, uncared for and forgotten by the man
she had loved—at this very moment, in the
darkest crisis of her life, the star of hope agsin
shone upon her.

Her enfeebled spirit could not bear its
lustre.

Throughout the day her manner continued o
be restless and agitated. She roamed from
room to room. If she took up a book, it was
only to cast it from her with an impatient
sigh. If she opened the piano, it was onlyto
strike a few brief chords. She could not rest
in one place nor occupy herself with any one
thing.

This marvellous change in her manner, from
the listlessness of resignation to the agitation
of expectancy and hope, did not escape the
sharp eyes of Martha Crookman.

The mad-house nurse had leng since dit
covered that her patient was as sane as herself.
She looked upon Lady Edith Merton as a very
clever and determined woman, and she felt that
her task was by no means an easy one.

But her wages were high, her perquisites
enormous, and she was resolved on keeping 80
good a place.

She managed to watch her patient very

\
k




THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT

153

closely without awaking Lady Edith’s sus-
picions.

The mental shock had been too great for the
overwrought brain. That night Edith Merton
was in a high fever.

The mad-house nurse watched by her through
the long silent hours of the night, listening to
every wandering word that fell from the delirious

ps.

She heard onmly brief, disjointed sentences;
broken and unintelligible words; but all hinted
alike at one object—escape.

“Yes—yes!” cried the unconscious woman ;
“at last it comes—the hope—the liberty—the
retum to life and love.”

Martha Crookman heard quite enough to
asmure her that something out of the common
bad happened on the preceding day—what she
knew not ; but prudence counselled immediate
action. She sent Donald on a Highland pony
scross the mountains to the nearest village to
summon the surgeon, whoever he might be ; but
before she did even this, she sent another mes-
senger to the railway station with a telegram
addressed to Robert Merton.

This telegram informed ‘him of his wife’s
illness, and hinted at an intended escape. The
merchant received the message in his library in
Park Lane. He threw down his books and
papers, and consulted his watch.

It was eleven o’clock in the day; but he
knew that he should have to wait many hours
for the mail to Scotland, which left King's Cross
station in the evening. Had the telegram told
of danger, the millionaire would have ordered a
special erigine to have conveyed him to the
Highlands. But Martha Crookman had care-
fully worded her message, which distinctly
stated that Lady Edith’s illness was not alarm-
ing. The merchant therefore decided on
quietly finishing his day’s work, and patiently
waiting for the evening mail.

CHAPTER XLIV.

THE STREANGE TRAVELLERS AT THE DUKE OF
ATHOLL

Twerve miles from Castle Maclomond, and
half hidden amongst the rugged mountain-tops
which overshadowed it, there was a humble
hostelry, called the Duke of Atholl. It stood
upon the rough and narrow high road leading
from one village to another, and was chiefly
frequented by drovers and shepherds, with now
tnd then a travelling hawker, who gratified the
simple villagers by bringing them the latest
tews from Aberdeen or Dundee. The rail-

way, that mighty herald of civilisation, though

it passed within a few miles of the spot, had as

yet brought no change to the Highland inn.
Four rude stono walls, a couple of chimneys,

and half-a-dozen small square windows, which
letinagreat deal of wind and rain, while admit-

ting very little light; these were the humble
elements of architecture employed in building

the Duke of Atholl. The houso was kept by an
old woman called Margery Dicks, a woman
who, a hundred and fifty years before, would

have been burnt for a witch, on the sole testi-

mony of her withered face, bent form, bristling

grey beard, and evil-looking eyes. But in these
modern times Margery Dicks was much
respected ; for those who knew her said that
she sold a mutchkin of very good whiskey,
and, what was still more, always gave honest
Ieasure. i
- The very day succeeding that upon which the
telegram from Maclomond Castle reached the
merchant prince, Margery Dicks was rather

surprised by the arrival of two travellers, who

came to her hostelry at an hour when she

rarely received customers; for the time when
the shepherds and drovers dropped into the inn

was generally when the sun was sinking behind

the heather-fringed hills, and the stars begin-
ning to peep from the calm blue arch above.

It was little past noon when the travellers
arrived, and their first question was to ask if
they could have dinner. They were told they
could have nothing but a basin of barley broth
and some oat cakes, and were forced to content
themselves with this humble fare and a liberal
allowance of whiskey. This refreshment des-
patched, the two men stretched their legs
on a couple of rude benches that were placed
on either side of the wide hearth, where, in
spite of the June weather, blazed an excellent
turf fire, and prepared themselves for a nap,
very much after the manner of people who had
been up all night.

There certainly was very little in the appear-
ance of these two travellers either to attract
admiration or to inspire confidence. Both werc
big men—both dressed in rough, coarse gar-
ments, which looked much as if their owners
were in the habit of sleeping in them ; both with
faces that indicated rather a strong predilection
for the bottle; both with a certain sinister ex-
pression lurking in the eyes and hovering about
the mouth that told of evil deeds which had
been done in the past or were to be done in the
future.

Old Margery Dicks, who was almost pur-
blind, could yet see clearly enough to perceive
that these two unexpected visitors were rather
queer customers. She determined, therefore,
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on keeping a sharp eye upon them. There was
nothing they could rob her of within the four
white-washed plaster walls of the common
parlour of the mn, and Margery was a great
deal too sharp to give them a chance of escaping
without settling her score.

Perhaps, though, she had some deeper
motive for being rather afraid of these strangers.
People whispered that Margery had saved
money during her tenancy of the Duke of
Atholl, and that, being afraid to trust her hoard
to any bank in Aberdeen, Edinburgh, or
Glasgow, she made it quite secure by hiding it
away in some nook or cranny known only to
herself.

The afternoon wore on, however, and the men
remained perfectly quiet. It was only when it
grew nearly dark, and the regular customers
began to make their appearance, that the two
travellers awoke.!

They both seemed surly fellows, and neither
of them attempted to enter into conversation
with the honest Highlanders, who stared rather
suspiciously at these silent strangers.

After ordering another measure of whiskey,
the two men drew aside into a corner of the
room and conversed in an undertone, while the
assembled company crowded round & rough deal
table, on which burned a light in a metal candle-
stick, and abandoned themselves to rather bois-
terous good fellowship.

“Will he come, do you think P " muttered one
of the strange travellers to his companion.

“ Will ke come!” answered the other, con-
temptuously. “You must be new indeed
amongst us, to ask that question. When did %e
ever fail to keep an appointment? If he had
bade us meet him at the North Pole or the
Torrid Zone, he would be there. Whenever he
fails at the appointed time, be sure that some-
thing has happened—ihat all is discovered, and
he is in the hands of justice.”

It was night. There was no moon, but the
stars shone coldly upon the distant summits of
the mountains.

The corner of the room to which the two
travellers had retired was close against an open
casement.

The man who had spoken last put out his
head and looked down the dark road before the
house,

¢ Whatis the time?” he asked, stilllooking out.

His companion consulted an old-fashioned
turnip-shaped silver watch.

“ It wants three minutes of the half-hour after
nm e 2

¢“Good!” answered the other;
minutes he will be here.”

- The man held his watch in his hand, gazing

“in three

earnestly at the dial-plate.
marked the half-hour.

At that very moment the hoofs of a horse
sounded on the mountain-road.

“T said s0,” exclaimed the man who had been
looking out, withdrawing his head and glancing
triumphantly at his companion. * The moment.
has come—and he comes with the moment,”

“He has dealings with the devil,” muttered
the other, grufly. “I don’t like such gentry.”

¢ Pshaw ! Simon ; the only devil he deals with
is shut up in his own brains. All things are
possible to genius.”

“I don’t know anything about genius,”
answered the other. I only know he's a deal
too clever for me. I'm afraid of hlm "

“Hush ! he is here.”

The horse had stopped at the door of the
Duke of Atholl, and the rider had dismounted
and flung the reins to Margery, who acted as
her own ostler.

The worthy hostess was not a little surprised
to behold a traveller of such aristocratic appear-
ance stop before her door.

“Will your lairdship rest here the nicht? ”
she asked, curtsying.

“ No, my good woman; but if you'll let any
honest Highland laddie you have about the
place wash out my horse’s mouth, and give him
a handful of corn, while you get me a noggin
of your best whiskey, I shall be obliged.”

A sandy-headed lad who hung about the
place came out of a shed in answer to Margery’s
summons, while the new arrival, who was no
other than Oscar Bertrand, entered the common
room of the hostelry.

The Austrian wore a travelling-coat with a
velvet collar, buckskin breeches, and top-
boots, and had evidently been riding some
distance.

He removed his hat as he crossed the
threshold of the inn, and bowed courteously to
the group of Highlanders, who stared at him
with open-mouthed astonishment, while a
sheep-dog crept from béneath the table and
sniffed suspiciously at the intruder. Neither of
the travellers uttered a word to the Colonel,
nor did they, by any sign whatever, acknow-
ledge his presence or appear to recognise him.

Oscar Bertrand drank a small portion of the
whiskey in silence, and then lighted & cigar and
strolled out of the house into the road. Five
minutes afterwards the two men also left the
house.

The red spark glimmering at the end of the
Colonel's cigar showed the direction he had
taken. The two men followed him, and, when
they had overtaken him, stopped respectfully,
waiting for him to address them.

The minute hand
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“Well,” said the Austrian, * you have made
inquiries P ”

“We have,” answered Simon's companion ;
“the Manchester merchant arrived at Mac-
lomond Castle this very day. He travelled by
the mail-train, but we only discovered that he
_was our fellow-passenger at Edinburgh, where
one of the men in our carriage pointed him out
as he stood on the platform.”

““ Robert Merton here!” exclaimed Oscar
Bertrand. “ This is unlucky.”

“T feared s0,” answered the man; “it was
too late to communicate with the office when we
made this discovery, as I knew that, before a
telegram could reach London, you would have
started for Scotland. We had no course,
therefore, but to push forward and obey
orders.”

“ And you were perfectly right,” answered
Bertrand ; “this Manchester cotton-spinner has
checkmated me once. It shall go hard with
him or with me if he tries to do so again. The
game is never lost when the player has genius,
courage, and experience on his side—no matter
what the cards. Small trumps win big tricks
in the hands of the skilful whist player, and,
mark my words for it, we will baffle Mr.
Merton yet. Can you sleep here to-night? ”

“Yes; they can give us'a garret and a flock
bed.”

“Good! never mind the roughness of your
quarters, men, there is work to be done. Sleep
here to-night, remain here all day to-morrow,
and I will meet you at half-past nine in the
evening. By to-morrow night Robert Merton
will have returned to London.”

« How, captain? ”

“You are surprised! Nothing more easy.
He will receive a telegram from Manchester
informing him of another conflagration, and
demanding his immediate presence on the spot.
‘We have agents in Manchester.”

He walked back to the door of the inm,
mounted his horse, and rode off at a gallop.

The two men stood staring after him, mute
with admiration.

CHAPTER XLV.
THE PLOTTERS AT WORK

Arr occurred exactly as Oscar Bertrand had
prophesied.

On reaching Maclomond Castle, Robert Mer-
ton found that Lady Edith had recovered from
the brief attack of fever that had so alarmed
Martha Crookman. The physical system of the
guilty woman had been in no way affected, and

the mind, by its innate power, recovered from
the shock which had at first prostrated it.

The brief interview between himself and his
wife was cruelly painful to the Manchester
merchant. The wounds of the past were ripped
open ; memory, vivid and undying, brought back
old feelings, and he looked with a passionate
admiration, mingled with shuddering horror,
upon the beauty which he knew was but the
mask of a fiend-like soul.

Lady Edith received her husband in the bou-
doir which had been fitted up for her, and upon
the black oak panelling of which gleamed the
broad claymores, the two-handed swords, and
sharp-edged battle-axes of the followers of Bruce
and Wallace.

The unexpected arrival of her husband had
filled her with rage and terror. What if the
coming of Robert Merton should prove 8
hindrance to those mysterious friends who
were, perhaps, at that very time planning her
escape? But intense as was her vexation, Edith
Merton was too accomplished a hypocrite to
betray what she felt. No statue could have
evinced less emotion than the merchant's wife
when Martha Crookman informed her of Robert’s
arrival,

Lady Edith was, of course, ignorant of the
fact that a telegram had summoned her husband
to Maclomond Castle. She thought that he had,
by some means or other, become informed of
the intended rescue, and that he had hurried to
the Highlands to prevent its success.

Inspired with this idea, Lady Edith Merton
resolved upon a plan of action which would,
perhaps, have occurred to none other than her-
self. .

In order to convince Robert that she was un-
concerned in any plot for escape, she resolv:ed
on affecting actual madness, and thus throwing
the merchant completely off his guard.

Early on the day after his arrival at M“Z‘
lomond Castle, Robert Merton entered his wife’s
apartment. .

He found her seated at the open Windows
looking vacantly at the wide expanse of moun-
tain and moorland that stretched before her
dreary dwelling. The aspect of his wife touched
the manly heart of the merchant. .

« Lady Edith,” he murmured, in a subdued
and tremulous voice; “Lady Edith, I comt
to——" His emotion overpowered him, 8o
he was unable to continue.

The skilful actress lifted her eyes and look«fd
at him with the wild expression rarely seen 2
the countenance of any sane being. .

“ Tt is lonely here,” she said ; * the mountaits
are cold and dreary, even in the bright summe'fi
The snow never melts upon the craggy sum®™
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of Ben Nevis; only the eagle lives upon the
peak of Ben Lomond.”

Her words had the cold, meaningless tone
peculiar to the insane.

“ The harebells and the heather are blooming
on the hills,” she continued, still gazing upon
her terrified husband with a fixed, unrecognis-
ing stare; “but I may not gather them. It is
cruel to keep me here—very, very cruel. If
you are the madhouse doctor,” she added,
changing her tone to one of feverish eagerness,
% tell them that I shall soon be better; tell
them that I may be trusted—that I shall not
harm them if they let me breathe the summer
air upon those lonely hills.”

Aghast with horror, Robert Merton retired
from the apartment, to seek an explanation of
the change in his wife from Martha Crookman.

¢ Merciful powers!” he murmured, as he
hurried through the corridors of the castle, on
his way to the room in which he had left the
nurse ; ‘““is it possible that she is indeed mad,
and that the hideous wickedness which I at-
tributed to a perverted soul was in reality the
criminal propensity of a maniac, whose vilest
actions are blameless; or has the solitude of
this place, acting on a restless and haughty
spirit, reduced the unhappy woman to the state
in which I find her?”

While Robert Merton, full of doubts like
these, hastened to seek an interview with the
madhouse nurse, Lady Edith laughed a soft,
silvery peal of triumphant laughter in the soli-
tude of her own apartment. :

¢ Fool!” she said; “poor, weak, deluded,
unseeing fool. I have thrown him completely
off his guard and he will now consider me a
harmless maniac, powerless to dream of escape
from the chains he has cast around me!
Robert Merton, we have a heavy account to
gettle, but the day may not be far distant when
my first payment shall be made.”

The merchant found Martha Crookman
seated at needlework in the housekeeper’s room.
She rose and curtsied at the entrance of her em-
ployer, but could scarcely repress an exclama-
tion of surprise upon beholding his pale face.

«You found her ladyship quite restored, I
hope, sir ?” she said.

¢ In body perhaps,” answered Robert, * but
not inmind. Lady Edith seems far worse than
when she left London last year.”

Martha Crookman looked at him with undis-
guised astonishment.

¢ We all thought her ladyship so much
better,” she said; * though, of course, by no

means sufficiently restored to leave Maclo-
mond,” she added, hurriedly, lest her employer
should think of dispensing with her services.

“You have, no doubt, become accustomed to
your patient’s manner,” answered the mer
chant, “and do mot, therefore, perceive its
strangeness. My unhappy wife is very quiet,
is she not?

“ Very quiet, sir.”

‘¢ And she never betrays any violence ?”

¢ Never.”

“You were alarmed during her brief attack
of fever by some words she dropped about
escape; but it appears to me that her only
desire; is to go more into the open air. You
have the landau which I sent from Park Lane ;
see that her ladyship has a drive every day that
the weather permits, You need not either of
you accompany her, as I wish Ler to feel herself
free, and Jervis, my old coachman, is sufficiently
trustworthy to keep guard upon her during her
airing.” Take care, too, that in all your attend-
ance upon her you leave her as much liberty as
may be consistent with her safety, and do not
attempt to restrain her in any harmless whim or
fancy.”

The nurse curtsied, and promised to obey
these directions.

“I shall only be able to spend a few days at
Maclomond,” said the merchant, as he left the
room, “for the House is sitting, and I am
wanted in London. As soon as I reach town I
shall send an experienced physician to see Lady
Edith, as a great change appears to have taken
place in her state.”

“ What do you think of this ? ” said Martha to
one of the under-servants when Robert had gone.

“Why, that she’s been shammin’, that’s what
I think. Mad, indeed! Why, she’s no more
mad than Tam! But she’sa precious deep "un,
and there’s somethin’ in the wind, depend upon
it. But he can think her as mad as a March
hare for aught I care. All we've got to do is
to keep our places. Plenty to eat and nothin’
to do—liberal wages and perkesites. You
don’t get that sort of situation every day, Mrs.
Crookman.” :

At three o'clock that afternoon Robert Mer-
ton received a telegram announcing the partial
destruction of the largest of his factories, and
summoning him immediately to Manchester.
He ordered his horse, and rode to the railway-
station in time to catch a train that passed at
five o’cldck in the afternoon.

Thus it was that when Colonel Bertrand met
the two men at the “Duke of Atholl,” at the
same hour as on the previous night, he was
able to announce to them the departure of the
cotton-spinner.

It was rather a long conversation which Oscar
Bertrand held this night with Goggle-eyed

Simon and his more polished companion. The
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three men walked for some time upon the moun-
tain road outside the humble hostelry, and when
they separated Goggle-eyed Simon's turnip-
shaped watch marked the lapse of upwards of
three-quarters of an hour.

» » » » » »

The weather was lovely on the morning suc-
ceding this rendezvous at the * Duke of Atholl,”
and Martha Crookman, in obedience to the
merchant’s directions, ordered the landau to be
got ready and the coachman in attendance at
noon. '

Lady Edith Merton evinced no surprise upon
being requested to attire herself for an airing,
‘but wrapped herself in a voluminous cloak of
cream-coloured cashmere, and put on a large
Leghorn hat, ornamented with long ostrich
feathers.

She quietly seated herself in the carriage, to
which Martha had” attended her, and the
coachman, having received some brief instruc-
tions from the nurse, drove away from Mac-
lomond Castle.

The balmy air of heaven fanned the burning
brow of the prisoner; the voices of a hundred
birds, the perfume of a thousand flowers, rose
in mingled music and sweetness on the summer
air ; but these bounteous gifts of an all-beneficent
Providence could not move the hard heart of
Lady Edith Merton. Her sole thought was
escape—rescue from her stately prison-house,
and revenge upon her husband.

Lost in a reverie like this, she took no heed of
the road by which the carriage went, and
scarcely perceived that, after driving some
miles, the character of the scenery had changed,
the roadway being sheltered by a few trees, and
lying in a valley winding by the foot of the
hills.

Here the coachman drove slowly, in order to
rest his horses, which had gone through hard
work in ascending and descending mountain
roads. By this means two men were enabled to
address Lady Edith with a petition for alms.

These men were stalwart-looking ruffians,
whose hideous countenances were disfigured by
the brand of vice and crime. Our readers will
have little difficulty in recognising in these
pretended beggars Goggle-eyed Simon and his
companion. The two men had been lurking
about the neighbourhood of Maclomond Castle
all the morning ; they had seen the departure of
the carriage, and had contrived to meet it on its
return homeward.

Goggle-eyed Simon fell back, and allowed his
comrade to address Lady Edith.

“You won't refuse a poor man a sixpence to
buy a loaf of bread, will you, beautiful lady P”

he pleaded. “We are strangers in Scotland,

and cannot get a stroke of work or a mouthful
of food. Charity, beautiful lady!”

The heart of Lady Edith Merton was not
wont to be softened by the accents of distress,
She looked at the two men with a haughty
frown.

“1 have no sympathy with tramps and
beggars,” she said. “ Drive on, Jervis.”

The coachman was about to smack his whip,

when the man laid his hand upon the door of
the carriage.
- “You may not have sympathy with common
beggars, Lady Edith Merton,” he said, *but,
for all that, you won't refuse to listen to me. I
was not always a tramp and a beggar. I wa
once servant to a wealthy Austrian colonel,
whom I think you know !"

The man laid a particular emphasis on thes
last words. Lady Edith looked at him.

“In Heaven's name, what do you mean?"”
she exclaimed, dropping her voice almost to s
whisper. “Is it possible that you come from
kim2"

“We do.”

“Give me some proof of this.”

“Your ladyship received a scrap of paper the
other morning, on which were written words
that told of hope. Shall I repeat those words?
I have a duplicate of them in my pocket.”

“It is needless,” said Lady Edith; “I see
that you are no impostor.”

¢ Thanks, good lady,” replied the man, raising
his voice 80 as to be heard by the coachman

“If your bountiful ladyship would only add
to your kindness by driving to the wretched
hut where my sick wife and starving children
lie, you will see that I have not deceived you’

¢ Is the place far?”

¢ Within three-quarters of a mile.”

Lady Edith consulted her watch; it was
nearly three o’clock. -

“ Jervis,” she said, “ I wish you to drive me
to this poor man’s cottage. He will give you
the necessary directions.”

“Straight ahead,” said the man; * you can’t
mistake the place ; it lies right in this road. My
comrade and I will be there almost as soon as
your ladyship.”

The coachman, Jervis, reflected for a moment
before complying with Lady Edith's request.
He had been told to look after her safety, it is
true, and he knew that report called her mad,
but, on the other hand, he had been desired to
obey all her reasonable commands, and there
appeared to him nothing unreasonable .in &
great lady’s wishing to visit a starving woman
on an errand of charity.

“If the two men mean any mischief,” he
muttered to himself, I shall be there to se¢
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that they act on the square, and I give them
fall leave to get the better of John Jervis in a
fair stand-up fight, big and uglyas they are.”

They reached the hut in about a quarter of
an hour. It was a lonely, half-ruined hovel,
with a broken chimney and a narrow casement,
which could not boast one entire pane of glass,
but which was so stuffed with rags and paper as
to preclude even a glimpse into the interior.

“Shall I get down and tell them your ladyship
is here?” asked the coachman, preparing to
descend from the box.

“No, Jervis; I know your horses have not
been long in harness: it would be unsafe to
leave them. I can open the carriage door
inyself.

Suiting the action to the word, Lady Edith
opened the door of the landau, and sprang lightly

to the ground. In another moment she had-

entered the hovel.

CHAPTER XLVI
THE MIDNIGHT FLIGHT

Ir was as Lady Edith expected. The sole in-
habitant of the ruined hovel was the Master of
the Black Band. He removed his hat as she
entered, and taking her gloved hand in his, raised
it to his lips.

“You expected to see me here, Lady Edith,”
he said ; ¢ you are not surprised P ”

“No; for I have seen your messengers

“ You have expected me ever since last Sep-
tember P

“At first I did so; but expectatxon died out
atlast. I thought you had forgotten me.”

“Forgotten you, Lady Edith! No! Ask

those who serve me if I ever forget a promise or
break an oath.”

" “Thank Heaven, you are come! Bless you
for remembering a wretched prisoner—bless and
thank you!”

“ Nay, Lady Edith, no thanks! You are but
one thread the more in the many-coloured fabric
of my life. You can never guess all I have
achieved, the enemies I have baffled, the schemes
I have thwarted, the victories I have won, since
that night on which I last saw you. But I will
not speak of this; we have more serious business
in hand—your escape. Your husband has left
Maclomond.”

“How did you learn that?”

“As I learned his arrival here—as I learn all
things which I wish to know. The coast is clear.
Now, Lady Edith, for the plan of action. You
received my brief scroll ?

« I dld ”

“But you could not guess by what means it
had been placed where you found it ? "

“Indeed, I could not.”

“You had locked the only door of your apart-
ment before retiring to rest? ”

I had,” replied Lady Edith.

¢ Listen, then, and I will explain the mystery.
You remember that, on my last visit to Mac-
lomond, I informed you that I was intimately
acquainted with the late noble owmer of the
castle. Hector Maclomond, who sold the place
to your husband, was a ruined man; he lived in
daily dread of his creditors, and shut himself up
in his mountain stronghold, besieged by bailiffs.
In order to avoid these gentry, he made frequent
use of the secret passages,trap-doors, and sliding
panels which abound in the castle, as they do
in all buildings that date from the feudal age.
It was thus that I, who was then on a visit to
him, became acquainted with all the mysterious
ins and outs of the edifice—amongst others, the
passage communicating with the picture of the

| black knight in the turret-chamber; and also

with another secret way, leading from the hall
of the castle, and terminating in an iron doorway
that opens into the fire-place of the very apart-
ment occupied by your ladyship.”

“ But how did your messenger obtain access
to the hall of the castle? " asked Lady Edith.

“ By the simplest possible stratagem. One of
the men whom you saw to-day, and who came to
Scotland by my directions, contrived to penetrate
into the hall on 4 begging errand. I had fully
explained to him the mystery of the secret pas-
sage. He pleaded so piteously for help, that the
old housekeeper left him, promising to bring him
a few handsful of oatmeal. On her return the
man had disappeared. He had contrived to
enter the secret passage during Mrs. Macpher-
son’s absence, and he there remained until all
had retired to rest, when he penetrated to your
ladyship’s chamber, executed his commission,
and discreetly retired.”

“It is wonderful ! " exclaimed the merchant’s
wife.

% You can understand, therefore, all that has
to be done to-night. The mail train stops at the
nearest railway station at two o'clock in the
morning. At twelve one of the men you saw
to-day will strike one faint tap upon the metal
door at the back of the fire-place. If you are
alone, and all is safe, you will reply by three
similar taps; he will then open the door; you
will creep through the aperture, and follow
where he leads. Ishall be waiting on horseback
within a hundred yards of the castle, and the
same horse will carry both of us to the station.
There is'no moon, and we are not likely to meet
a creature on the mountain-road.”
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“My preserver! My only friend !”

“Nay, Lady Edith Merton; once more, no
gratitude. I never act without a motive. The
life of Oscar Bertrand has been one long calcu-
lation, based on the weakness and wickedness
of men. One word more: you will- be dressed
in the plainest and darkest clothes you possess.
A black dress, a thick veil, and a large woollen
shawl; these will entirely disguise the elegant
Lady Edith Merton. Collect all your jewels,
and conceal them about your person. Remem-
ber, also, that you dismiss your attendants
early ; that you lock the door of your chamber,
and that you do not reply to my agent’s signal
unless you know the coast to be clear above
stairs. I will answer for the premises below,
which I shall be caused to be closely watched
from sunset.”

oo * * * » »

This time no accident occurred to mar the
scheme so well planned, even in its smallest
detail. '

As the hands of her watch pointed to the
midnight hour, Lady Edith sat in her chamber,
breathless and anxious, awaiting the expected
signal. Martha Crookman had retired at a
little before ten o'clock, when her mistress,
after partly undressing, had dismissed the
nurse. Martha had been in bed, therefore, two
hours. ' .

Five minutes before twelve, Lady Edith
softly turned the handle of the door of commu-
nication between her own apartment and the
little dressing-room occupied by her attendant.
She peeped in upon the sleeping nume.
Martha Crookman snored with the regularity
of a heavy sleeper. Tinges of crimson had
begun to illuminate the nose of the madhouse
nurse. Martha Crookman liked Scotland, and
—Scotch whisky.

Lady Edith assumed the style of dress sug-
gested by Colonel Bertrand. It was indeed
difficult to recognise the proud daughter of the
Earl of Horton in the homely costume suitable
to a domestic servant, or the wife of a small

tradesman. .

" As the principal turret vibrated with the
strokes of the clock, the promised signal met
Lady Edith’s eager ears.

She knelt upon the wide hearth, which was
large enough to admit half a dozen men, and
struck three times upon the metal doorway.

It slowly revolved upon its hinges, and a
hand—the coarse hand of a ruffian—grasped her
wrist, as if to draw her through the aperture.
For one horrible moment the cold drops of
terror burst forth upon her forehead.

‘Who was thisman? She knew not! It was
midnight: all were sleeping in that lonely

\

Highland fortress. He was about to lead her
into the black darkness of a passage of whose
windings she was ignorant. What if she was
to be entrapped there only to be murdered for
the sake, perhaps, of her jewels P ‘What did
she know of this Austrian, save that he was
linked with dark deeds of crime—save that he
had been the Mephistopheles who first taught
her to think of murder?

. These doubts occupied no longer than that
brief moment between the opening of the secret
door and the strong grasp of the agent fastening
on her wrist.

That one instant decided all. ‘

¢ Better to die in a trap like some venomous
beast,” she muttered, than to rot day by day
in this gilded gaol.” -

She crept through the aperture, the metal
door once more revolved upon its hinges, andal
was darkness. E _

The passage seemed interminable to Lady
Edith; but she patiently followed her unseen
guide, who still kept his hand upon her wrist
until they had emerged into the Castle hall.
Here, too, all was dark.

“We are saved!” exclaimed Lady Edith,
as the sliding panel, which terminated this end
of the passage, closed behind her.

“ Hush!” whispered her companion ; “nota
murmur, not a breath. The shepherds sleep in
the kitchen, only separated by a short corridor
from this hall. They have their dogs with
them. One of the men has a staghound of the
Maclomond breed. Those dogs are superhuman
in intelligence.” '

« A Maclomond deerhound!” said Lady
Edith. “I thought that Sandy's dog was
dead.” .

« Hush! He has purchased another with
his hoarded savings. The man is half 8
maniac.” .

While this brief conversation was gowg
forward, Oscar Bertrand's agent had been softly
withdrawing the bolts of the castle door, which
Mrs. Macpherson had securely fastened 86
dusk—about ten minutes after the agent b
crept into the hall, and secreted himself in his
hiding place.

The cold night air swept in upon Lady
Edith's face; in another moment she had fol-
lowed her conductor across the courtyard, out
at the gates, and to the sheltered spot where
Oscar Bertrand waited beneath the shadow of
the castle wall. Another moment, and
horse was flying across the stunted grass upon
the mountain side.

Colonel Bertrand disdained the beaten W!F:
and took a short cut across country to the rail
way station.
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His horse was a thorough-bred, swift and
sure-footed as a stag. In less than half an hour
the Colonel drew rein before the little Scottish
station ; the faithful animal, with reeking sides,
panting under his double burden. There was
no one but a solitary clerk at the station.

“There's no train passes here till the 155
up,” he said, sulkily.
~ T know that as well as you do, my good
friend,” answered the Austrian; “but as my
‘wife is going by that train, and I want to see
her safely off, perhaps you'll allow us to sit in
your office till the train stops. It is nearly one
o'clock now.”

No. 4. [Weekly, One Penny.]

,‘ THE TWO STRANGERS APPEAL TO LADY EDITH'S BENEVOLENCE

At the same time he contrived to slip a halfe
sovereign into the clerk’s hand.

The sulky functionary became immediately
more obliging. He led the Colonel’s hgrse into
a shed adjoining the station, and secured the
animal by the bridle. He then conducted the
travellers into an office about ten feet square
where there was a feeble sea-coal fire, a flicker-
ing oil lamp, a wooden bench, and the desk or
counter at which all the business of the station
was transacted. ‘

Lady Edith and her preserver seated them-
selves, and the clerk retired once more to the
room above the office, to take a brief nap hgfore
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it was time to give the passengers their tickets.

“ Now, Lady Edith,” said Oscar Bertrand,
“Jisten to me. You are free, but caution is
still necessary. I shall not go to London by
shis train, but shall start from a station twenty
miles from here by the next, which leaves six
hours hence. 'We shall thus throw our pursuers
off their guard, and render it impossible for them
to track us. Your absence from the castle will
not be discovered till to-morrow morning; you
will by that time have travelled half your
journey to London. Martha Crookman, on
finding you fled, will immediately telegraph to
London. Were your husband in town, all would
be lost, as he would meet the train at King's
Cross, and you would be a prisoner on alighting
from the railway carriage.”

“ Oh, horror ! ” exclaimed Lady Edith.

“In order to guard against this unpleasant
contingency, I have taken two precautions.
Tirst, in all probability your husband will be in
Manchester when the telegram reaches London.
Secondly, for still greater security, you will
stop at Rugby, where my agents will await you
with a carriage and post-horses that will take
you to London.”

¢ And your motive in taking all this trouble
for a wretched and friendless woman———? "

“ You will know that when we meet in town.
I work with lofty instruments as well as humble
ones, and J want you, Lady Edith Merton.”

CIIAPTER XLVII.
' THE SECRETS OF. THE DARKNESS

ArL occurred exactly as Colonel Oscar Bertrand
had foretold Lady Edith. The Austrian himself
placed his charge in a comfortable corner of
a second-class carriage, choosing this humbler
class as another method of averting suspicion.

“ If anybody questions you,” he whispered,
as he took leave of her at the window of the
carriage, “ you will say that you are a lady's-
maid, travelling to join your mistress in London.
‘Farewell, till we next meet.” .

Lady Edith found a man in a dask livery
waiting for her upon the platform at Rugby.
-He merely said that he had been sent to receive
‘her ladyship, and conducted her immediately to
‘a close carriage, which was in wailing at the
‘station-gates. ,

The carriage travelled at a good pace, stopping
often to obtain relays of horses.

It was long after the midnight following Lady
Edith’s escape from the Castle when they
-entered London, and drove through the now
silent thoroughfare on the north of the oity.

Once only in the course of this rapid posting-

goumey had Lady Edith taken any refreshment.
Midway between Rugby and London she had
consented to take a glass of sherry and water.

Her brain was dizzied with the excitement
which she had undergone.

She had escaped from her hated prison-house;
she was free—free to go whither she would.

But whither was she to go? ™

Not to the London residence of her husband;
that was no home for her. Her father was dead
—the home of her youth for ever broken up.
She had sisters, married and in lofty positions,
but they had accepted Robert Merton’s account
of her health—they believed her mad. There
had never been any sisterly love among these
proud women; each, anxious to obtain the
grandest position and the largest wealth, had
only striven to eclipse the others.

"The poorest wanderer in the streets of London
was not more homeless than Lady Edith Merton,
laden as she was with the magnificent jewels she
lhad brought from Maclomond Castle. She
must go to an hotel.

She was about to stop the carriage and order
the coachman to drive to Claridge’s, when the
man stopped of his own accord, and the servant
who had met her on the platform at Rugby,
came to the window of the vehicle.

Lady Edith perceived with a shudder that
this man now wore a mask. He carried a large
Liack silk handkerchief in his hand.

* Will your ladyship be so kind as to remove
your bonnet, and allow me to adjust this for
you? " he asked respectfully.

“ What is that?”

“ A bandage, with which it is my duty to
blindfold your ladyhip.”

“To blindfold me! Why?”

¢ Because you are going where none ever go
with their eyes uncovered.” '

A sickly faintness crept over Lady Edith’s
exhausted frame—the faintness of terror.

“ Dare I trust you? " she asked, imploringly

* Has our master everdeceived you, Madam? "

“ Never.”

“Then you may trust to him and follow us
without fear. We are but instruments.”

Edith Merton perceived that this man was no
vulgar ruffian, like him whose rough grasp she
had felt upon her wrist in the secret passage 86
Maclomond Castle. The hand which held the
silken bandage was ungloved, and she could see
that it was nearly as white as her own.

She removed her bonnet, and allowed the
man to fasten the handkerchief across her eyes:
but before she did so she looked out of the
carriage window and saw that they were station
in-the centre of a great picce of waste ground,
bordered by the backs of broken-down habitations



THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT 163

* Where are we now? ” she asked.

¢ Inthe neighbourhood of Smithficld.”

‘When the handkerchief was tied she sank
back on the cushions of the carriage and aban-
doned herself to her fate.

“ They may murder ‘me now,” she thought
“I am at their mercy.”

It was about a quarter of an hour before the
carriage stopped : then the door was softly
opened, and Lady Edith felt herself lifted on to
the pavement in the arms of two men.

She heard a door open opposite to her, She
was carried up some steps, and the same door
closed behind her with a sonorous noise as of iron.

She felt that she was in a tomb or a prison,
as it pleased her gaolers.

A soft and delicate hand was clasped upon
her wrist, and she was led through several pas-
sages—passages that seemed to wind like the
pathway of a maze.

The air, when she first entered this strange
habitation, had seemed damp and chill, now it
grew warmer with every step; and instead of
the stony paving on which she had at first
trodden, she felt that she was walking upon a
thick carpet.

Presently the hand suddenly released her
wrist. She felt that a door, hung on noiseless
hinges, or else a sliding panel, closed behind

her, and a voice, which seemed to proceed from"

somewhere above her head, exclaimed, * Re-
move the bandage from your eyes and look
about you.” She raised ber hands and dis-
covered that the bundage had been already
loosened ; in another moment it dropped from
hereyes.

The blaze of light was almost too powerful
for her dazzled gaze. She was in the inmer
chamber of the Central Office—that wonderful
chamber which coutained the books whose
mysterious pages recorded the business of the
society.

On her right hand there was the small morocco
table, with the two lamps, all their light being
directed upon her face, while behind them in
the shadow sat a man wearing a velvet mask, a
jet cross, and the running noose of crape, the
ghostly badge of the Order, fastened upou his
white and slender wrist.

Lady Edith Merton was too bewildered to
cast more than a glance at this man.

Everything in this mysterious chamber filled
her with amazement. She saw that in the
plain surface of the walls there. was no visible
mode of egress or ingress, and yet she believed
that she had heard a door close behind her.

Exactly opposite toher stood the cabinet, the
secret of which is already known to the reader.

The masked man at the table remained pex-

fectly silent. The voice overhead spoke again.

“Lady Edith Merton, you have been rescued
from the living death of perpetual imprison-
ment.”

*I bave,” faltered the trembling woman,

“For this you owe your preservers some
gratitude.”

¢ Indeed, indeed I do.”

“ You are required, therefore, as some return
for the services rendered to you, to here accept
the solemn oaths of the Order of the Black
Band, the Companions of Midnight.”

“I accept them.”

“Beware how you accept them lightly,” con-
tinued the voice; ‘those oaths are only dis-
solved by death, and death is the reward of
those who break them. On every side the
Companions of the Order are surrounded by
invisible death.”

She fell on her knees, clasping her hands in
terror.

. “You accept the oaths of the Order?”

“Ido!”

“So be'it; in the circles of which you.are a
member you are Lady Edith Merton; with us
you are known as Number Two Hundred and
Thirty seven.”

All was silent; the man at the table rose, and -

removing his mask advanced into the centre of
the room.

Lady Edith Merton uttered a shriek, and fell
senseless to the ground.

This man was Lionel, Marquis of Willoughby.

L ———

CHAPTER XLVIIL
THE SECRET MISSION

WaexN Lady Edith recovered from her swoon,
she found herself reclining upon a couch, with
the Marquis of Willoughby watching by her side.

She was no longer in the mysterious chamber,
with its secret instruments of death. -

An atmosphere of perfume pervaded the
apartment, which was a small, square chamber,
hung with crimson silk and carpeted with velvet
pile of the same glowing hue.

The subdued light which proceeded from a
large globe of ground glass was softened by a
shade of crimson silk. i

To the oerwrought brain of Lady Edith
Merton it seemed as if every object in this-
chamber wore the hue of blood. 3

This apartment was the retiring-room, sacred
to the Grand Master of the Black Band. Here, ,
stretched upon the cushions of a divan, he wove
tho intricate schemes of guilt which were aftnr-
wards executed by his instruments.
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© “Where am I?” murmured Lady Edith,
lifting her heavy eyelids, and gazing upon the
face of her lover.

¢ Safe, dea.rest, safe thh him who loves
y ou ‘ ”»

" “Tove me! Oh, Lionel, can you love a
guilty wretch like me? ”

% Guilty ! " echoed the Marquis, with a hollow
laugh. “Edith, do you remember that fatal

twentieth of December, upon which you and I
met at the masked ball? That meeting was the
turning-point of our lives. From that hour to
this I have been the slave of guilt—an unwilling
slave, it is true, but powerless to extricate-my-
self from my bonds ; but across the dark sea of
crime over which I have been dr;ven, Love has
still been my lode-star.”

% Love, Lionel, and forme ?” .

« For none other, Edith. Long ere this I
sliould have tried to save- you, though I had
risked my life in the effort ; but he who is more
powerfu.l than I bade me wait. My oath com-
pelled me to obey him, and I waited.”

¢ Lionel, tell me, who is this man?p "

T know not. Hush!"”

Lord Willoughby laid his finger on his hps,
and at the same moment a door opened behind
the silken hangings, and the Grand Master
stood before them.

« T have left you long enough alone for the
renewal of the vows of the past,” he said; “I
come now to speak to you of more serious busi-
ness.”

“We are listening,” said the Marquis.

“ You will leave England at daybreak.”

¢ So soon?”

“Yes; your passports are already proctired ;
they are made out in the names of the Marquis
of Willoughby and his widowed sister, the
Countess de Grancy. You, Lady Edith, wil
be known as the Countess de Grancy, the widow
of a French nobleman.”

. “ And our destination ? "’ said the Marquis.

“You will go at once to Paris, thence to
Marseilles, thence to Venice.”

.-%“Why Venice? "

« Because we have work for you to do there.”

“Deeper guilt?” exclaimed Lord Wil-
loughby. :

“No, my lord; the business in which I
require your aid is of a political nature.”

The Marquis drew a long breath of heartfelt
velief. He had yet to learn the crimes which
are committed in the obscure intricacies of
state policy—crimes which men dare to call
necessary.

.“Will the work: I have to do be in the
interests of England P asked Lord Willoughby.

% No, it coneerns the welfare of Austria.”

.

¢ And Edith—

¢ Lady Edith will also have her mission to
perform—one for which her-beauty and fascina-
tion eminently adapt her.”

“ When shall we receive our instructions? ”

“On your arrival at your destination. But
in the meantime, my dear Marquis, I may give’
you and your fair companion a brief outline of
my motives in sending you to Venice.” :

“T am all attention,” said Lord Willoughby,
eagerly. ‘

“Venice, as you.are aware, is beneath the
Austrian rule; but these pitiful Italians have a-
happy knack of hating their masters. With®
these fierce southern natures, hatred is mno
passive passion; it breathes its deadly fire in
vengeful words—it whispers treason in obscure
hints and dark suggestions. But words do not
for ever suffice it; it has need of deeds, and it
conspires. The dog grows weary of growling
and gnawing at his chain—he tries to bite.”

“ And the master—"  ~

“ Eaughs at the impetence of the animal’s
fury, and waits.”

“ For whatp "

¢ For the proper hour to strike, to crush, to’
destroy—to kill.”

“ Hapless Italy!" exclaimed the Marquis.

“ Ay, hapless indeed,” echoed Colonel Ber-
trand, with a vengeful light glowing in his dark
eyes; “ hapless indeed, when she would revolt
against the iron rule of Austria.”

“But" explam the mission upon which you:
would send me.’ :

“It is very simple! At Venice, ‘Naples,
Milan, Turin, and Florence, there are different'
branches of one political society. That society
is strongest in Venice. Austria requires infor-’
mation respecting the proceedings of this
society. Such information can only be obtained-
from a member.”

“Ah!” exclaimed Lord Willoughby, * a light
dawns upon me.”

“You will therefore become a member of that
society,” said the Austrian quietly.

¢« In order that I may betray it P”

“«That youwill learn hereafter. Forthe present
you have heard enough. It is now six o’clock ; -
at half-past six you wili leave here, and at seven' -
start from London Bridge for Dover. Robert
Merton will receive a telegram apprising him of.
Lady Edith’s escape; but when he does so, you
and your lovely companion will have bidden adieu-
to the whlte cliffs of Old Alblon and to Oscar '
Bertrand.

He extended his hand to Lady Edith as he-
spoke. The proud woman lifted her wondering
eyes to his face, with an earnest and searching.
glance,
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“Inexplicable being,” she murmured ; * you
have rescued me from a captivity which was far
worse than death. You have restored me to the
only man I ever loved; and yet so mysterious
’is your every act that even now I scarcely know
whether to look upon you with gratitude or
hatred. . Am I to thank you for that which you
have done for me ? "

. “No!” exclaimed the Marquis, throwing his

arm around her, and drawing her away from
Oscar Bertrand, ‘Thank him not, Edith.
The devil, to obtain possession of the souls of
his victims, tempts them with fair gifts and with
terms that seem to realise their wishes. So
does he. Yes, better for both of us that we had
never seen him—better that I had lived and
.died a penniless younger son—better that you
had perished even within the dreary walls of
Castle Maclomond.”

"The Austrian Colonel laughed a mocking
-laugh at the fiery words of the, young man,

¢ My Lionel,” he said, sea.ting himself on the
crimson cushions of the divan, and beginning
deliberately to fill the meerschaum bowl of a
long pipe, which reached from the lips of the
smoker to the velvet pile beneath his feet;
“My Lionel, it is such a pleasure to me to
serve you, and yet you accept my services so
ungraciously. There, go, foolish children, love
and liberty are yours. Go, be happy!”

The Austrian touched a,spring in the wall
behind him, a door opened, and the man who
had met Lady Edith at Rugby again appeared,
still wearing a black mask.

¢ Blindfold these members of the Association,
and conduct them to the entrance at which my
carringe waits. Thence you will accompany
them to the railway station, and you will not
leave them till they start for Dover.”

“ We are prisoners, then ? ” exclaimed Lionel,
indignantly, “We are to be followed —

‘watched !”

“No, Marquis, you are to be protected
‘There, no more delay, go!”’

In three minutes the Marquis and Lady Edith

were seated in the Colonel’s . well-appointed
brougham. The cool air of morning blew in
upon them through the open windows of the
vehicle and cooled their fevered brows.
. They reached the station ; the bandages were
removed from their eyes; the man—who was
no longer masked, but concealed his features by
a hat slouched over his forehead and a thick
handkerchief wrapped about his chin—handed
them their tickets and conducted them to a
first-class carriage. He remained on the plat-
form watching this carriage until the departing
whistle of the engine pealed through the
station.

CHAPTER XLIX.
ANTONIO VECCHI REVEALS THE PLOT

ON arriving at Veénice the Marquis and Lady
Edith found a superb suite of apartments pre-
pared for them in a palace-like building, situated
in the Square of St. Mark. The identity of
Robert Merton’s wife was entirely lost—she
was henceforth to be known only as the Countess
de Grancy, the widow of a French nobleman,
and. the sister of Lord Willoughby. :

Her only fear was that amongst the few
English residents or visitors at Venfce there
might be some whom she had known in the
fashionable world of London. ’

In order to be satisfied upon this matter, her
first care was to send for a valet de place, and
to ascertain from him the names of the nglish
in Venice. ,

She breathed a sigh of relief as the man ran
through a brief list of titles.

There was not one amongst them whose owner
was known to her. She was therefore safe—for
a time, at least.

Oscar Bertrand had, as the reader will re-
member, told Lord Willoughby and Lady Edith
that they would receive their instructions at the
end of their journey.

On arriving at Venice they waited anxiously
for the person, whoever he might be, from whom
they were to obtain those instructions.

They had not long to wait !

On the morning after their arrival, Lady Edith
reclined on a couch in a small octagonal boudoir,
the walls of which were adorned with paintings
by the old Italian masters.

A small circular table was adorned with an
elegant service of Dresden china and chiselled
gold, a basket of hot-house peaches and grapes,
a raised pie, and other costly delicacies.

This table was placed close to the couch on
which Lady Edith reclined, and on the other
side of it sat Lord Willoughby, his elbow rest-
ing upon the pale azure cushion of his arm-chair,
his head leaning upon his hand.

The breakfast, which might have tempted the
appetite of a Lucullus, was entirely untouched.

It is often in the hour of his triumph, in the
culminating moment which crowns his proudest
wishes, that man most bitterly regrets the crimes
by which he has purchased success. Blest with
wealth and rank, and with the love of her for
whom he had stained his soul, Lionel, Marquis
of Willoughby, was yet a wretched man.

He had not. the power for evil of the woman
whom he loved. - Lady Edith Merton might
have becn a Borgia, a Medici, 2 Brinvilliers, for

she could be deaf to the voice of conscience.
He could not.
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Tarn which way he would, the vision of

- his murdered brother ever rose before his
eyes! Look where he would, between him
and the sunlight appeared that frank and
noble: countenance—those mild, reproachful

- eyes !

Lady Edith perceived the traces of these
mental agonies in the face of her lover.

“This folly in another would inspire in me
nothing but scorn, Lionel,” she said; “as it is,
Ipity you; and I would have you beware of a
woman’s pity for the man she loves. Pity may
indeed be akin to love, but it is also allied to
contempt.””

“You have a soul of iron, Edith,” answered
the Marquis. :

“Ihave that which you do not possess,” she
replied coldly ; “I have the soul of a man.
What avails this perpetual whining about the
past? 'Would you be again poor, again obscure

- (for poverty is -obscurity), again despised ? No!
Then if you had the power this moment you
would not summon your brother back to life,
though one word spoken by you might restore

_him from the tomb. He fell in a duel, that is
all—a duel with another than yourself.”

“Ay, Edith, we may mock the world by the

_seeming truth : the real truth, like a serpent,
winds itself about the aching heart of the guilty
man, and gnaws at its inmost core.”

“Bah! Lionel, you are a coward. Hush,

- there is some one at the outer door. Compose
yourself, and smooth that troubled brow, for
pity’s sake.” .

Lady Edith was right. A groom of the
chambers entered the apartment furthest re-
moved from the boudoir, and came with softly
sounding footfall through the intermediate room.

" He carried a silver salver, upon which lay a
visiting card. _

Lord Willoughby took it in his hand with a
careless gesture. It was inscribed thus :=

Signme Deealf,
Aceredited by COL. OSCAR BERTRAND.

“ Admit this person,” said tho Marquis, hand-
ing the card to Lady Edith. v
We have neither seen nor heard of Signor
Antonio Vecchi since his escape from the prison
in Coldbath Fields. , }
His outer man was much improved since last
'we beheld Lim. He now wore a well-made
fashionable morning suit; but in spite of this
thange in his attire, there was a sinister expres-
tion in his dark, olive face, a cold and serpent
glance in the one stony eye, which contrasted
% strangely with its restless and shifiing fellow
~that stamped him a villain,

Lord Willoughby motioned to his visitor to-
be seated.

Signor Vecchi bowed, but declined the offered
chair.

“I am but an humble member of the mighty
association,” he said, with a studied and hypo-
critical humility. * I have been employed only
in the meaner work of the order. I would rather
remain standing.?

As the Italian spoke, the one restless eye
glanced with a rapid but searching gaze from
the Marquis to Lady Edith, from Lady Edith
back to the Marquis, while the other eye re-
mained fixed and stony as that of a corpse.

“You come from——1!" Lord Willoughby
began interrogatively.

“From the most powerful amongst us,” ane
swered Vecchi.

“You are charged with instructions, I be-
lieve?" Lady Edith said, haughtily. “ Pray,
let us have them without delay.”

*“Iobey you, Madame! ” answered the Italian.
“You have been already informed that there
exists in Venice a branch of a certain political
society, which is spreading itself throughout
Italy. Austria requires the - secrets of -this
society ; but its members are circumspect, and
nothing is more difficult than to obtain admis-
sion to the inner circles of the association. I
am not of sufficient importance to be elected a
member. There may be other reasons also for
my exclusion; enough that I am not trusted, or
the secrets would long ere this have been in the
possession of the Grand Master of the Black
Band.”

“ But you—you, who are yourself an Italian
—would you betray your own country?” ex-
claimed the Marquis.

“The poor have no country,” answered Vecchi
imperturbably ; they serve those who pay them
best.”

“You are at least candid, Signor Vecchi,”
said Lady Edith.

“Why should I be otherwise, Madame. I
tell no lies save those which lave a purpose. I
have no purpose to serve here: I have but to
deliver my instructions. You, my lord, are
required to become one of the political society
of which I have spoken. Its members call
themselves the Mountaineers. A terrible ex-
citement is now pervading Italy; for the grey-
headed chief of this society—the adinired and
venerated Count di Novaglia—was assassinated
three nights ago in the streets of Venice.”

“ Horrible!” exclaimed Lord Willoughby
“but by whom was this vile deed committed ? *

. % Nay, my lord, it is not for me to say. The

‘old man was found lying on the steps of a door-

wuy in one of the darkest streets of Venice—his
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- breast pierced with upwards of twenty stiletto
wounds. The hilt of a small dagger remained
buried in the heart when the corpse was found.
To the hilt was attached a narrow strip of parch-
ment, upon which these words were written :
¢ The bloodshed which policy prompts is not
murder ; it is necessity. Let the Mountaineers
remember this and beware!’”

“The unhappy man was, doubtless, assassi-
nated by some Austrian spy,” said Lady Edith.

““The hand of Austria might guide the dagger,
and yet not strike the blow, Signora,” replied
the Italian, with significance. *You, Lord
Willoughby,” he continued, “ will not offer
yourself as a member of this society; but you
will, this day, pay a visit to the Marquis Monte-
bello, the present chief of the Mountaineers.
You will declare yourself a devoted friend of
trampled Italy; you will proclaim also your
hatred of Austrian tyranny—your adherence to
the cause of liberty. I know the Marquis well
enough to know that the bait will answer. He
will fall into the trap—delighted by your senti-
ments, dazzled by your rank and wealth, he will
ask you to join the Mountaineers.”

“And I—p”

“You will obey the orders of the most power-
ful amongst us. You will become a member of
this secret society. To-morrow is the day
appointed for the funeral of the Count di
Novaglia; at that funeral will occur events of
some importance. You, as a trusted member of
the society, will be present. You will hear all,
and you will repeat all to me.”

Oh, Heavens, this is too horrible ! ” exclaimed
the Marquis.

“You, my lord, will be perfectly secure;
suspicion will never attach itself to yow, for your
rank will blindfold the keenest eyes. None will
dare to breathe one doubt of the Marquis of Wil-
loughby’s honour. And now, my lord, I will
bid you good morning.”

Antonio Vecchi bowed and glided from the
room. Lady Edith touched the spring of a bell,
and the groom of the chambers appeared at the
furthermost door to conduct the visitor down the
grand staircase.

Lord Willoughby breathed more freely when
the Italian was gone, but his heart sank at the
contemplation of the act of treachery he was to
zommit, '

CHAPTER L.

THE FUNERAL OF THE MURDERED CHIEP

‘Tae funeral of the murdered Count di Novaglia
‘was conducted with all the pomp and grandeur
‘peculiar to the Roman Catholic Church. The

interior of St. Mark’s was brilliantly illaminated
with the massive wax tapers which adorned. the
high altar and the smaller altars in the many
chapels of the sacred edifice. The mighty tones
of the organ reverberated through the solemn
aisles as the mass for the dead was sung by the
rich voices of the choir.

By the side of the Marquis Montebello, and
neer the velvet-covered catafalque upon which
t.c coffin was placed, stood the English noble. -
man, Lord Willoughby. 4

He had that morning taken the oaths of the
Society of Mountaineers. '

He who became a member of this society
swore to be faithful until the hour of desth
—he who betrayed his brothers was subjectto -
a fearful penalty.

The arm of the traitor was branded witha -
red-hot iron, which stamped the sign of bis -
infamy upon his quivering flesh. )

The brand thus burnt wpon the armof the
guilty brother was the initial T. )

The initiated knew that this letter signifid
the word Traditore, or traitor. - . |

‘Whenever a member of the society mets
man thus branded, it was his business to destroy
him. ;

The laws of the association knew no mery.
If a father had discovered a traitor in his only
son, that father’s duty would have been toss- |
sassinate that son. N

Lord Willoughby was told all this, yet be -
repeated the fearful oaths dictated to him. "

The mass was concluded, the !priests retired
from the altar, and the crowd slowly retreated '
from the church, until the vast edifice seemed -
almost entirely deserted.

The Marquis looked round with surprise
The ceremony was concluded, but nothing of
peculiar significance had occurred. o
“All is over, then?” he said to his com- [(‘

)

T T

o
e

panion.

“Not yet,” answered the Marquis Monte-
bello ; *wait and watch.”

It was growing dusk within the church; the .
tapers had been extinguished, except in one of -
the smaller chapels at the further end of the I‘
edifice. ’

Presently Lord Willoughby perceived, from
the shadowy recesses of the church—from
behind archways, pillars, statues, fonts, ad
tombs, dark figures, which slowly emerged from
their hiding-places, and gathered round th
Marquis de Montebello. . ;

Rich and poor were alike to be found in thst ;
motley group ; old men and women, youth an
childhood, all were there. ) .

“ You are ready, my children ?” said ‘1'” [
Italian Marquis. - ,

T

L
Iy
|
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“We are,” answered the crowd.

“ And you are all faithful ?”

“All! all! Excellenza.”

“By yonder sacred symbol?” he asked,
pointing to the jewelled cross upon the high
altar. '

“Yes! yes! Eccellenza.”

“Then follow me,” said the Marquis, taking
s lighted torch from the hand of an attendant.

At these words, five men whom ILord
Willoughby had not- before observed emerged
from the:crowd, and approached the coffin.

These five men were masked. :

They were Venetians of high rank, trusted
members of the Society of Mountaineers.

With slow and solemn steps they approached
the coffin, and, lifting it from the catafalque,
carried it in the directjon of the Novaglia chapel,
the crowd following.

The five men bore the coffin into the chapel,
aud placed it on a bier which stood ready to
receive its solemn burden.

At.the bronze gates which separated the
chapel from the body of the church of St.
Mark the crowd paused respectfully.

The Marquis Montebello placed himself upon
the threshold of the chapel.

“My children,” be said, addressing the
crowd, “you will enter one by one into the
presence of your murdered chief, and each of
you, as he passes through the gates, whisper
in my ear the password of the association. You
understand P

“Yes, Eccellenza, yes,” replied the crowd,
simultaneously.

One by one the people entered the chapel,
until they filled the edifice. When the last had
entered, the Marquis Montebello closed the
chapel gates, and locked them with a key which
he carried attached to his belt.

“We are now secure,” he said, when he had
done this; “the might of Austria cannot touch
Us now, unless we have a traitor amongst us.”

The noble Italian little dreamed that the
English patrician by his side was there only to
betray.,

One by one the five masked men advanced to
the coffin. The lid had been removed, and the
rigid face of the corpse looked calmly upwards
to the torchlight.

The five men stretched ‘forth their hands
over the chill form of clay, and in measured
accents uttered a terrible vow. It was a vow
of vengeance upon the murderers of the moble
ad generous patriot, Count Annibale di
Novaglia. . '

Itis not for us to repeat the awful terms of
that oath. Enough that the blood of the

Tavest man amongst the crowd seemed to

curdle in his veins, as he heard the measured
accents of the five masked associates.

These men were the five remaining chiefs of-
the Mountaineers. The sixth was the Prince
de C., absent amidst the heights of Calabria,
the seventh the murdered man.

These seven men represented the heads of
the association ; without their consent no step
could be taken, no member admitted. )

The crowd slowly dispersed, and the five men,
the Marquis Montebello, and Lord Willoughby,
were left alone in the ehapel.. “Alone with the
dead! :

““ We meet to-night, my lord,” said the Italian
Marquis, “at the Palazzo Montebello. You
will join us, will you not? ” .

“ Willingly,” answered Lionel.

“The present is a crisis in which English aid
will be of inestimable service to us. We are in
hopes that we have secured the help of the
mighty power which is newly arisen in France ;
but we would. have the aid of your free country
also. Remember, we meet at eleven. Until
then, farewell.”

The warm-hearted Italian grasped Lord
Willoughby’s hand, and left the church fol-
lowed by the five masked associates. That
night, in the innermost saloon of the Palazzo’
Montebello—a secret apartment, whose exist-
ence was unknown to any save the Mountaineers
—the business of the society was discussed in
the presence of the English traitor.

Lord Willoughby left the palace with a
whitened cheek to complete the work he had
begun.

He wrote a concise account of all that had
passed, folded thie paper, and secured it in an
envelope fastened with six immense seals.

In drawing up this document, the Marquis
of Willoughby took care to disguise his hand.
The seal he used, although a peculiar one, had
never been used by him before.

Early the next morning he took a gondola,
and leaving Venice some miles behind him,
threw the seal into the waters of the Adriatic.

He knew the fearful penalties to which the
traitor was subject, and he was eager to
remove the traces of his crime. Antonio
Vecchi received the packet from the hands of
the Marquis, in the presence of Lady Edith
Merton.

!

CHAPTER LI
LOLOTA'S MIDNIGHT GUEST

Ox the same night upon which the meeting of
the Mountaineers took place in the Palazzo
Montebello, the pleasure-seekers of Venice
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flocked to the Opera House, to do honour to the
first appearance of a favourite dancer, who had
newly arrived from England,

- That dancer was Lolota Vizzini.

Lovely as of old, she bounded upon the
Venetian stage amid the plaudits of her
cdmirers, who crowded the house from the
orchestra to the ceiling.

If the poor glories of a dancer’s life—if
the triumphs of success could have satisfied
the Spanish woman's proud heart, she might
indeed have been happy.

But she was not so.

She had loved—once only in her life—and
she had loved in vain. The crowd wooed and
admired ; but he—he for whom she would have
thought life too poor a sacrifice—he loved he
not. :

She little dreamed that he was at that self-
same hour in Venice.

Tired and worn out with the excitement of
her first appearance in the queen city of the
Adriatic, exhausted with her recent journey,
she was only too glad to find herself alone in
the comfortable apartments of her hotel at the
close of the performance.

Her maid had brought home the bouquets
and laurel wreaths which had been thrown to
the favourite. She had heaped them on a
table near her mistress. Lolota glanced at
them with a smile of contempt.

“Take them away, Justine,” she said ; “ their
perfume oppresses me.” b

“But I thought Madame would like to look at
them,” remonstrated the girl; * they are very
beautiful.” -

. “Perhaps so, but they are all alike. Take
them from the room, child; I don't care for
them.”

The lady’s-maid shrugged her shoalders with
a gesture of astonishment, and collecting the
fragrant exotics, carried them from the apart-
ment.

“ My poor mistress gets worse and worse
every day,” she murmured. “I'm very much
afraid she’ll go melancholy mad before she
dies. People who see her, all smiles and beauty
upon the stage, little know what she is when
alone.”

_Five minutes after this the servant re-
entered the apartment, carrying a card upon a
salver. :

*“A gentleman, Madame,” she said, “who
wishes to see you.”

Lolota looked up with considerable vexation.

“ Surely you told him that at such an hour I
could receive no one,” she exclaimed.

1 did, Madame ; but he insisted upon my
bringing you this card.”

“ Insisted ? pshaw! you knew your duty,and
should have refused.”

“ Why, so I should, Madame,” faltered the
girl ; “ but the truth is that there is something
so strange in the gentleman's look that I-I -
thought he had what the people here call the
evil eye!” : ’ ’

“The evil eye!”

“Yes, Madame, one of his eyes is glassy and
still, like the eye of a corpse, the other—"

Lolota started from her sofa. * Can it be?”
she said; “no, surely no! Give me the
card.” .

She snatched the card from the salver, and
read the name inscribed upon it.

“ Alas, alas! why am I thus persecuted?”
she murmured, and then recovering herself by
an effort, she addressed thg girl: * Admit this
man,” she said.

The girl left the apartment, and presently re-
turned ushering in Antonio Vecchi.

With a careless nod to Lolota Vizzini, the
Ttalian flung himself into one of the brocaded
easy chairs which adorned the apartment.

His manner was here nltogether different
from the humble and almost servile demeanour
he had adopted in the presence of Lady Edith
and Lord Willoughby.

Here he was insolent, defiant, self-assured.

“The clock of St. Mark’s is striking the hour
of midnight,” said Lolota, pointing to the spires
visible .in the purple atmosphere, through the
large open window ; “it is a late hour for your
visit, Signior Veechi.” .

The Italian laughed maliciously.

“There are some relationships, Madame,” bﬁ
said, “which justify a trifling breach of eti
quette.”

«Bah!" exclaimed Lolota, contemptuously.
“ Since you are here—you are doubtless herefor
one purpose. Speak, what do you require?”

“ Money! "

“You have already impoverished me!”

“ But Lolota Vizzini, the ballet-dancer, a0
earn more. Work, Madame, work. I must
have money or——""

“What if I refuse ?* o

“Your admirers in Venice, Paris, Milan
Naples, and London, shall be told -who o8
are!”

“ Enough—enough!”

. “Shall be told that the so-called Lolois-
Vizzini is the wife of a supposed murderer—2
escaped criminal—a suspected traitor. Tl}‘?
would treat you with little mercy in this"clth ‘,
Madame, did they know you to be the Wife of
Antonio Vecchil” '
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CHAPTER LIL
THE WARNING

WITHIN a week of the despatch of Lord
Wiiloughby’s communication the following
appeared in the list of deaths, in the principal
English and Continental papers:

““On the 17th inst., in London, suddenly, Antonio
Vecchi, aged 33. No. 69, G. M. B.B.”

. This advertisement was inserted in these
papers in order that all the members of the
association who were -scattered about Europe
might know that a traitor had met a traitor's
doom. To the initiated this advertisement had a
terrible meaning. The word ‘suddenly, printed
in italics, signified that the traitor had been
assassinated. The mode of his death was
known only to those who had witnessed it.

Amongst others who read this strange para-
graph was Lolota Vizzini.

The newspaper dropped from her hand, and a
dizziness came over her as she perused the bricf
line which told of her husband's death.

She was free! From her earliest youth she
had been a bondwoman, a slave, tied to a wretch
whose very name was loathsome to her. She
had been toiling for him, lavishing on his low
and degrading vices the gold won by her genius
and beauty. ’

And now in one brief moment she had become
free. The chain of iron which she had thought
to wear until the grave released her from its
cankering links was broken for ever. It had
been broken by a stronger hand than hers—the
hand of death.

“Oh, heaven!"” she exclaimed, falling on her
knees, in an agony of remorse. ‘ Mereiful
heaven! forgive me if I cannot feel a Christiau
sorrow for the death of this guilty wretch, I
am but human.”

Then, unable to conquer her agitation, she
rose from her knees and paced up and down the
apartment, with her hands clasped, and her
beautiful head bent upon her breast.

“If Lionel had but loved me!” she mur-
mured, ¢if he had only loved me!”

» - » - »

The Marquis of Willoughby sought in the
excitement of dissipation to banish those
memories which made life intolerable. '

His reputed sister, the widowed Countess de
Grancy, was not loth to take her part in the
brilliant existence for which alone she was fitted.

In the gay world Lady Edith Merton shone,
star, a goddess. By the domestic hearth she
was a proud and discontented woman; gloomy
and silent. ' '

In the palatial saloons of the Venetian nobility,

- :
the Marquis and Lady Edith were courted and
caressed. Young, handsome, distinguished,
wealthy—they were an acquisition to the society
in which they moved.

Amongst others, the grave Marquis di Mon-
tebello was fascinated by the beauty of the Ppre-
tended widow. .

Past the meridian of life, the Italian Marquis
was still a handsome man ; bis manners had all
the grace and polish natural to those who descend
from a race of princes. He was no mean cor-
quest, therefore, and Lady KEdith felt some
pride in having subdued a heart long considered
dead to the charms of beauty.

She therefore did all in her power to encourage
the attentions of the Italian Marquis. She had
another motive for this line of condact.

She had for some time been piqued by the
cold and abstracted manner of the Marquis of
Willoughby, and she wished to make him suffer
the pangs of jealousy. But her efforts were
vain.

Lionel Montfort beheld her flirtation with the
Marquis with the eye of indifference. He had
ceased to love, and jealousy can only exist where
Love holds his throne. The reader will marvel
at the suddenness of this change, and will ask
how it was that a soul-absorbing passion like
that of the young Marquis could expire like the
short-lived fancy of an hour ?

For years Lady Edith had been the lodestar
of his existence—the bright and wandering
meteor leading him through seas of guilt, in-
different whither he went in pursuit of her he
loved.

But during those past years he had only seen
her at intervals, He had beheld her the quegn
of a ballroom, the idol of a crowd—he had be-
held only her beauty and fascination, and for
these he had alone worshipped her.

Within the last few weeks he had learnt to
know her !

. He had dwelt beneath the same roof—he had
seen her day after day cast off the brilliant
mask she wore to bewitch the world. His
horror-stricken gaze had fathomed the black
depths of that callous and guilty heart: he now
knew her as shereally was, and love had changed
to loathing, ‘

He remembered that for this woman he had
steeped his soul in crime. For her sake he had
procured the murder of his brother, and caused
his mother’s heart to break ; for her sake he had
occasioned the death of the innocent girl who
loved Angus; for her sake he had joined an

-association of midnight robbers and assassins ;
- had become the bond slave of a man, half fiend,

half felon, and had betrayed the noble members
of a grand political confederacy.



172

THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT

Despairing of peace or rest upon this weary
earth, indifferent alike to every pleasure, he
still tried to drown the torments of his soul in
scenes of mirth and revelry.

Upon the evening of the very day on which
Lolota Vizzini read her husband’s death in an
Austrian paper, the Marquis and Lady Edith
for the first time visited the Opera House at
Venice.

They were accompanied by the Marquis di
DMontebello, whose box they occupied. Devoted
as the Italian nobleman was to the delights of
music, it was to the melody of Lady Edith’s
voice that he listened rather than to the har-
monious strains of the opera which was being
performed.

The opera finished, the ballet commenced, and
after two or three opening dances by inferior
performers, the star of the night, Lolota Vizzini,
bounded on to the stage.

Lord Willoughby had not looked at the pro-
gramme of the night’s performance, and he was
-utterly ignorant of Lolota’s presence in Venice.

He started at the sight of that lovely face
which had so often been uplifted to his own.
He sighed as he remembered that noble heart,
whose love had been so lavishly bestowed upon
bim, but bestowed in vain.

Neither the start nor the sigh escaped the
falcon glance of Lady Edith Merton. Absorbed
as she appeared in conversation with the
Ttalian nobleman, no look nor action of Lord
‘Willoughby was lost upon her.

She saw his start of surprise, and looking on
to the stage beheld Lolota Vizzini in all her
-glorious southern beauty. She felt that this
woman was a fitting rival even for herself, and
a thrill of jealousy convulsed her soul.

For the rest of the evening she kept an un-
failing watch upon Lord Willoughby, while
with consummate artifice she appeared solely
engrossed by the Marquis di Montebello. She
saw that Lionel’s eyes followed Lolota through
every step of the undulating dance.

The Marquis di, Montebello’s box was on the
grond tier and near the stage; so near that it
was possible for the actors to recognise those
seated in the box. ‘

As Lolota Vizzini retired, curtseying to the
ground, and laden with costly bouquets, she
raised her eyes, and looking round the house
suddenly met the eyes of Lionel Montfort.

Again Lady Edith Merton beheld the start,

the glance of surprise; but this time gladness:

mingled with the surprise.

- “This woman knows him,” she thought;
“they have met before—met, perhaps loved
-each other. Yes, yes, there was love in her
eyes as she raised them to his.”

She crushed the stems of the hothouse flowers
which compased her bouquet till the fragile '
blossoms perished beneath the pressure of her
clenched hand, but her face betrayed no emotion.
She still smiled, still listened and replied to the
gallant speeches of the Marquis.

“The dancer is very beautiful,” she said
presently in a careless tone.

“Lolota Vizzini ? * replied the Italian ; “ yes,
she is indeed lovely, and they say she is as good
as she is beautiful.” -

“ Has she ever been in London ? " asked Lady
Edith. ’

“Oh! yes, and in Paris also. She has been
the star of the Opera House in both places.
Is it possible you have never seen bher,
Madame? "

“ Never.”

Lady Edith relapsed into silence. She was
thinking that doubtless while she was a
prisoner in her husband’s dreary Scottish home
Lionel Montfort was at the feet of Lolota
Vizzini. ’

«This accounts for his indifference,” she
thought ; * this explains all. He loves another,
and time has extinguished the old passion.”

She knew not that her own infamy had alone
changed the heart of her lover.

«Of course you have seen this Spanish dageer
before to-night, Lionel ? " she said, as they were
rising to leave the box. . . )

Lord Willoughby changed colour.

“Yes,” he replied, “I have seen her often—
that is—on the stage of course.”

« And never off the stage? "

“Yes, sometimes—that is—"

“ You forget, Lionel ! ” answered Edith, with
chilling irony. “Why should I weary you
with such trifling questions? Come, Mar-
quis?” she said, taking the arm of the Italism
nobleman. )

At the door of the box they found servants
awaiting them, carrying lanterns with which to
light the way to the gondolas.

On the steps of the landing-place they paused
to bid each other adieu. The night was dark
and moonless, the place crowded. .

As the Marguis was assisting Lady Edith
into her gondola, a man stepped from amidst
the crowd, and laid his hand upon the arm of
the Italian nobleman, with the fingers placed in 8
peculiar position. This was one of the counter-
signs of the Mountaineers. The man wore the
ordinary working garb of the lower orders, and
his face was concealed by his slouched hat.

“ What is it, brother ?” asked the Marquis.

“Danger! {reason! Eccellenza! Do not
return to your house to-night.”

e Dangerln

. PR S~
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THE DEAD HAND

“Yes,” replied the man, *danger which
Menaces you, even as you stand here. Lose
not a moment, Eccellenza, if you love us. Fly
to some place of safety. We are betrayed—
Venice is filled with Austrian spies—the Five
bave been arrested within the last half-hour.”

“The Five arrested!”

“Yes, yes, my lord! I tell you we are lost!
For the love of the brotherhood fly to some
Place of concealment without a moment'’s delay!
While we linger here you may be arrested.
You will bave some chance of escaping
amongst the crowd leaving the Opera House,
but in a few moments more the quay will be
nearly clear.”

“Right, friend, right!"” exclaimed the Mar-
quis; “I will follow your advice, and seek a
hiding.place! The brotherhood will know
where to find me ! ”

No. 15. [Weekly, One Penny.]

“ Ay, Eccellenza!”

“Good night, friend, and thank you for the
warning."”

“I need no thanks for doing my duty,”
replied the unknown, as he and the Marquis
mingled with the crowd, and disappeared in the
darkness.

Meanwhile the gondola occupied by Lady
Edith and Lord Willoughby shot through the
waters of the canal. They were both absorbed
in thought.

“If this is indeed as I saspect,” “said the
haughty woman, “if he has dared to love
another, he shall pay dearly for his treachery.
A terrible revenge is in my power, and I will
not scruple to snatch it.”
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CHAPTER LIII
THE FIRST ACT IN LADY EDITH'S REVENGE

Borr Lady Edith Merton and Lord Willoughby
had read the paragraph in the foreign news-
papers which announced the death of the Italian,
Antonio Vecchi, but neither of them knew its
awful meaning.

Neither of thcm were aware of the hideous
significance of that word, suddenly, printed in
italics.

A thrill of hope vibrated through the heart of
the Marquis, as he thought that perhaps the
hand of Death-had interposed to arrest the
Ttalian ere:he delivered the papers; but the
next moment’s reflection dispelled the thought.
Was not the advertisement signed with those
terrible initials, G. M. B. B.—Grand Master of
the Black Band? The papers had, therefore,
been safely - lodged in the hands of Osear
Bertrand.

The noble Halian confederacy of the cham-
pions of liberty, whose generous members had
80 freely admitted him into their ranks—this
glorious association was betrayed, and at any
hour theiblow might fall-~the vengeful hand of
Austria- mlght be stretched forth to crush its-
foes.

N Already-he seemed to feel the burning brand
upon-his arm. Already he felt himself stamped
as a traitor—an aecursed wanderer upon the face

of the earth; a wretch whom. the.brothexhood:.

wefe :sworn to dem:oy, meet him where they
might !

The sleep -of the Marqms was haunted by
visions stich’ as these, yet on the night of his
visit to the Opera House the radiant face of
Lolota Vizzini shone like a star through the
darkness, and dispelled the blackest thoughts.
He awoke with the morning light—awoke to
think of her whose loveliness had haunted his
sleep.

He could not refram from comparing her with
that haughty and ambitious. woman whose evil
influence had worked the destruction of his
soul.

He wept bitter tears of rage and regret as he
remembered the fatal passion which had been
the one madness of his life.

He thought of the love of Lolota; pure,
fervent, disinterested, generous, devoted!

This priceless jewel had been cast at his feet,
as flowers are thrown before an idol’'s shrine—
unheeded, to wither and decay.

He thought of Edith—Edith who had coldly
told him that she loved him, yet that she
-would never be his till he had won rank and
wealth.

He had sacrificed all for this one end and
aim; and now, now that he saw her daily,
hourly—now that he dwelt beneath the same
roof with her—now he found the depth of his
delusion. The goddess he had so long wor-
shipped was an imperious and jealous-tempered
woman, who demanded every thought, every
glance of the man she loved, and was restless
and unhappy save when surrounded by admi-
ration and excitement.

But surely Le might escape from the bondage
of crime. Surely he might fly from this woman
and from Colonel Oscar Bertrand. Superhuman
and gigantic as were the operations of this man,
surely there must be some corner of the earth
where he might hide—some unfrequented spot
in which he might lose all identity !

He determined on making an attempt to
escape—even if he perished in the act; for to
remain was to remain in the thrall of a demon,
who might at any moment call upon him to
commit some new crime.

“Lolota still loves me,: he thought; “I
could see that last night in the one thrilling
glance of those dark eyes shen they met my
own. If she will join me-in my flight, to her
and to penitence I will dewote the remainder of
my days. We will seek qume lonely spot, near
enough to civilised life fo-enable us to enjoy all
its blessings; yet,  so unfrequented that-none
shall ever- discover omr:retmeat: and there, if:

‘Heaven's pity ean lull the agoniel of remorse, I
‘may yetbe happy.” ,

He determined on seeing Lolota. that wery.
morning, and ascertaining drom her  own lips
'hether she stilldoved him. -

* Lady Edith and the Marquis met at the break-
fast-table in the azure-curtained boudoir.

Lady Edith met him with her sweetest smile ;
conversed gaily on the performances of the
previous evening, and on a dozen indifferent
subjects. Determined to test him to the utter-
most, she praised Lolota’s beauty and genius;
affected an interest in the lovely Spanish woman,
and asked a great many questions about her
previous career.

She gloated over the embarrassment of Lord
‘Willoughby as he endeavoured to reply to these
questions, until at last, determined to escape
from further torture, he rose from the breakfast-
table, and prepared to leave the room.

An angry light flashed from Lady Edith’s
eyes as she saw the Marquis prepare to depart.
Every word, every action, only confirmed that
which she suspected. He no longer loved her.

* Are you going out, Lionel ? ” she asked.

“Yes.”

“May I ask whither?”

¢ J—I—have two or three visits to pay.”
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“To whom?P”

“To the Marquis
others.”

- “Shall T accompany you?”

He smiled bitterly at this question.

“Scarcely, I think,” he answered; * easy as
Continental manners may be, it can scarcely be
etiquette for a'lady to visit a gentleman who
has no ladies ‘in his household. You already
display a sufliciently marked preference for the
Marquis.”

This was the first allusion Lord Willoughby
bad ever made to Lady Edith's flirtation with
the noble Italian.

“The Marquis of Montebello amuses me,”
she said, wearily; “he is handsome, noble,
accomplished—nay, more—he s sincere. Should
you think it strange, Lionel, if I were by-and-
by tempted to return his affections ? "

The young man started. Himself unskilled
in hypocrisy, he dreamt not of the hidden
purpose of these words.

““ Lorenzo Montebello is indeed all that you
say, Edith,” he replied. ¢ His affection for you
seems earnest and intense. DBetter, perhaps,
that you returned it—better, perhaps, thatyou
and I had never met.”

‘Without waiting her reply he hurried from
the room. His last words had revealed all
which the designing woman sought to discover,
and she was not long in decldmg on her course
of action.

¢ So,” she murmured, “this is the end of all!
He no longer loves me, and his visit of to-day
is doubtless to this Spanish woman. He shall
pay dearly for his treachery.”

Lady Edith rang a bell, and ordered the
servant who answered it to send her own maid.

This maid was a Frenchwoman, who had been
recommended to her by the Grand Master of
the Black Band. She was no other than Rosine
Rousel.

The reader knows the system of Colonel
Oscar Bertrand. It was to surround those who
served him with spies, so that should they
attempt to betray him he would be the first to
Lear of their intention.

Three cays after Lady Edith’s arrival at
Venice, Rosine Rousel had presented herseif,
with a brief note of mtroducnon from the
Colonel.

This note was rather a command than & Te-
commendation. It was worded thus:

Montebello amongst

“The bearer of this is worthy of your confidence.
Employ her as your maid.--G. M. B, B.”
Edith Merton and Rosine Rousel had but to

look into each other's eyes to understand edch
other fully.

That which had filled Ellen Bertrand with s
shuddering horror and loathing was welcome
to the designing and guilty Edith. She felt
that the Frenchwoman might be useful to her.
She had as yet had no occasion for her services, but
the time had now come for her to demand them.

Rosine Rousel entered the room and, after
curtsying almost to the ground, awaited the
orders of her mistress.

For some moments Lady Edith remained
silently abstracted, ag if she had forgotten the
motive for which she had summoned her
attendant.

Rosine Rousel made no attempt to arouse her
from this abstraction.

With her cold grey eyes fixed upon Lady
Edith's gloomy face, she remained watching her
mistress; presently the lady lifted her eyes and
met the steadfast gaze of Rosine Rousel.

She saw in that one glance she had to deal

- with one whom no fine words could cajole, no

falsehood deceive.

“ Rosine,” she said, “I think we understand
each other.”

¢If Madame means that I am willing to do
my duty as her servant she is right,” answered
the Frenchwoman.

Lady Edith laughed contemptuously.

- “You are very cautious, Mademoiselle
Rousel,” she said, “and since you will not
speak plainly I must. When I say that we
understand each other, I mean that we are
both women upon whom hypocrisy would be
wasted. 'We know each other. I know that
you are treacherous, ambitious, unserupulous,
determined ; and that you are a member of a
certain brotherhood of criminals which we will
not name. You know the same of mo.”

¢ Perhaps, Madame.”

" “You are too cautious even to say yes; no
matter. I am wronged, and would be avenged
on those who have wronged me. Wil you
assist me to gain that end? ”

“ Nay, Madame, that depends—"

“Upon whether I can make it answer your
purpose to doso P ”

 Precisely, Madame.” ,

“Look here, Rosine Rousel,” said Lady
Edith, throwing back the wide open sleeve of
her loose morning robe, and displaying an arm
2s white as alabaster, and perfect as that of the
Florentine Venus. Upon this arm glittered a
bracelet of emeralds; a serpent entirely formed
of these precious stones, and bearing upon its
head a crest of diamonds.

It was a gem which many a duchess had
coveted, and which had been purchased for
Lady Edith by her adoring husband, the mer-
chant prince.

ot
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“This,” she said, pointing to the bracelet,
“ghall be yours an hour after the destruction of
those I hate. On these terms you will serve
me?"

Rosine hesitated for a moment, her cold grey
eyes fixed on the bracelet with the eager glance
of avarice.

“ One word, Madame,” she replied, * before I
answer that question. Is your enmemy Oscar
Bertrand P "

“No.” '

. And the service you demand of me involves
no treachery to the association?

“It does not.”

“Then I am yours, Madame.”

“Good!” said Lady Edith. Now listen to
me. That which I want you to do to-day is
simple. There is a certain Spanish dancer in
this place called Lolota Vizzini. You must
contrive to obtain admission into the house in
which she lives within half an hour from this
time, and ascertain if she receives any visitor
this morning.

“Yes, Madame.”

“And you will further do your best to dis-
cover what conversation may pass between
Madame Vizzini and this visitor.”

“ But, Madame, how am I to do this?”

“That I leave you to find out,” answered
Lady Edith, opening a casket and taking from
it a purse filled with notes and gold. *Money
can do much, and you nced not spare that. In-
tellect can do much, and I know you are not
deficient in that. Go, lose no time. That
which you have to do to-day is the first step
towards your reward. The rest will soon follow,
and you will win the prize easily. Go!”

The Frenchwoman curtsied and departed.
Her manner betrayed neither surprise nor
emotion. She seemed as if about to execute
some ordinary commission.

Rosine Rousel was thoroughly accomplished
in every species of treachery, and knew how to
set about her business.

She had no difficulty in finding the house in
which Lolota lodged, and at once proceeded to
the porter and wormed herself into his confi-
dence. ' She spoke Italian with fluency, and
had therefore no trouble in making herself
understood.

She told the porter that she was a lady of
rank staying at Venice with her husband; that
she had been to the opera every night to see
Lolota Vizzini dance, and that she had now but
one wish, and that was to behold her off the
stage.

As she said this she dropped a piece of gold
into the outstretched palm of the porter.

The Italian chuckled, and told her that if she

would be so gracious as to condescend to sit in
his lodge till Madame Vizzini went out in her
gondola she would obtain a full view of her.

Rosine appeared to accept this offer with
delight, and, seating herself in the chair offered
by the old man, talked to him about the dancer.

He spoke in raptures of Lolota’s beauty and
generosity. “She is lovelier off the stage than
on, Madame,” he said, “but you will see for
yourself if you will please to wait ; she always
goes out for her airing at two o’clock.”

“Two o'clock ! ” exclaimed Rosinc, looking at
her watch, “and it is now only half-past
twelve. An hour and a half to wait! I fear I
cannot waste so much time upon this silly
caprice of mine. I must abandon the hope of
seeing Madame Vizzini to-day.” She rose with
a sigh as she spoke and looked at the porter.
The old man scratched his bearded chin medita-
tively.

It is distressing—it is desolating, Madame,”
he said. “I have an ides, it is trae, but I am
almost afraid to speak of it.”

“QOh, pray tell me what it is !” exclaimed
Rosine. |

“Why,” replied the porter, “ Madame must
know that this house is very large ; there are
forty rooms at least—and, what is more, there
are three staircases. That one yonder, which
Madame may observe, is the principal; then
there is a second at the back of the house, and
a third, a small private staircase communicating
with the street by a little wooden door, and
leading directly past the door of the apartment
cccupied by Madame Vizzini.”

“ Ah!" cried Rosine, “I begin to understand ;
nothing could be better.”

“Now I was thinking that Madame and I
could creep softly up this staircase without any
one being the wiser, until we reach Madame
Vizzini’s apartments. The door of the boudoir
opens on to the stairs, and inside the door hang
thick damask curtains, in order to exclude the
draught, for the house is old and draughty. We
might therefore venture so far as to open the
door, and standing behind the curtains Madame
might safely behold Madame Vizzini. Yes!"
exclaimed the old man, with enthusiasm, *and

even hear her speak.”

“If you can do this for me,” said Rosine, “I
will double the little present I made you just
now.”

« Madameis a princess. Come, then! Yet,
stay, there is one objection.”

“ What is thatP”

«There is a visitor now with Madame
Vizzini.”

“ A visitorP”

% Yes, an English gentleman.”
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“A gentleman of rank ? " asked Rosine.

“Yes, of the highest rank. A Marquis. An
English Marquis. I forget his name.”

“8o,” thought Rosine, “it is as I expected.
I came to play the spy upon Lord Willoughby.”

The Frenchwoman easily overruled the old
porter’s objection by the gift of another piece
of gold. He led her round to the little wooden
door in a side street, and up the narrow wind-

ing stone staircase which was squeezed into an
angle of the building, and had been no doubt
used in darker ages for many a deed of crime.

The old man softly opened the door com-
municating with Lolota’s boudoir, which was
the inner apartment of a suite of rooms leading
on to the grand staircase.

Between the door and the curtains there was
a deep recess, and in this Rosine placed herself,
motioning to the porter to keep silent.

The dialogue which was going forward within
the chamber was spoken in English. The
porter had therefore no idea of its meaning,
nor of the act of treachery in which he was
playing the part of accomplice.

‘We have no occasion to repeat the con-
versation overheard by Rosine Rousel. Enough
that she discovered that Lolota had told the
Marquis of the death which had so lately freed
her from a hateful bondage, and that he won
her consent to meet him at N aples, and there
become his wife.

“ From Naples,” he said, “we will fly to a
securer retreat, dearest! In the recesses of the
Black Forest there are spots of uarivalled love-
liness, whither the foot ot man rarely penetrates.
In one of these I will build a villa, where we
may live far from all those who have a horrible
power over him who loves you. Say, my Lolota,
could you endure a life of solitude with me?”

“ Solitude with you, Lionel ! ” murmured the
Spanish woman, “you who are all the world to
me could make an Eden in a desert.”

Arrangements were made for the meeting at
Naples. Lolota was to leave Venice after that
evening's performance at the Opera Hou se, at-
tended only by her maid, Justine. Lord
Willoughby was to leave upon the following

night.

“You will wonder, my beloved,” said the
Marquis, “at all this caution and concealment ;
but I know that for my sake you will cons ent,
and will not question me as to its fatal cause.”

¢ No, Lionel ; blest by your love, I am more
than happy. You tell me that I indeed possess
this. I neither seek nor wish to know more.”

Rosine Rousel found Lady Edith awaiting her
teturn in her own apartment.

“80,” she said, when the Frenchwoman had
told her story, I did not overrate your abilities.

The first part of your work is done ; the second
is perhaps even more critical, but I think that
you will be able to accomplish it. There are
two to be destroyed, and the blows that crush
both, to be fatal, must be struck simultaneously.
As for Aim, the traitor, the regenade, I will
undertake his doom. I must trust you with
hers.”

“Ts it to be murder, MadmaeP” whispered
Rosine, in an awe-struck tone, but yet without
a shudder.

“No,"” answered Lady Edith;  diplomacy !”

She was silent for some minutes, absorbed in
thought. Then taking a newspaper from a
table near her, she searched its pages for some
particular paragraph.

“You say that this Spanish woman is to start
for Naples to-night, and she is there to await
Lord Willoughby?”

“Yes, Madame.”

‘“ Read this,” said Lady Edith, placing her
finger upon a passage in the paper.

This passage coutained only the following
lines :—

‘We are grieved to state that the fever which was so
fatal last summer has again broken out in the lower
part of the city, where several eutire families have al-
ready fallen victims to its ravages. It is a disease of a
fearfully contagious nature.”

Rosine Rousel read this passage twice over,
and then looked inquiringly at her mistress.

“You understand ? ” said Lady Edith.

¢ Scarcely, Madame.”

“Bah!” murmured her mistress, “ then you
are not as clever as I thought you. Listen!”

Rosine bent her head, and Lady Edith
whispered a few words into her ear. This time
the Frenchwoman, hardened as she was in crime,
recoiled with an exclamation of horror.

“Do you not consider the plan a good one? "
asked Lady Edith.

“Yes, yes—Madame—only—I—I—"

“You were horrified at first. A few moments’
reflection will convince you that nothing could
be more simple. She will perish, and the
cause of her death will be an accident—a
mistake. Will you do this for me, Rosine ?
Remember, the bracelet is worth three thousand
pounds.”

“T will do it, Madame.”

“Good. There is only oue steamer that goes
to Naples. You must travel therefore in the
same boat with Madame Vizzini ; and you must
form your plans so as to execute them the
momeut you land. It is a difficult task, but
to a determined mind nothing is impossible.
Meanwhile my work is to be done in Venice.”
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CHAPTER LIV.
THE LEGEND OF THE DEAD HAXKD

Tae Marquis of Willoughby and Lady Edith
were in the habit of dining together at seven
o'clock, but, upon this occasion the lady sent a
message by Rosine Rousel to say that, as she felt
slightly indisposed, she should dine alone in her
apartment. Lord Willoughby was much re-
lieved by this arrangement; he felt that he
ecould never look into the face of the woman -
whom, guilty as she was, he had sworn to love.
He consoled himself by thinking that Lady
Edith was herself inconstant; that she no
longer loved him, and had bestowed her affec-
tions upon the Marquis Montebello.

While Lord Willoughby sat at the solitary
dinner-table, Edith Merton was not unemployed.
8he wrote a brief note to the Marquis Monte-
bello, requesting to see him without delay, and
gave it to Rosine Rousel to carry to the palace
of the Italian nobleman. Rosine returned to
tell her mistress that the Marquis had not been
home since the preceding evening, but that the
letter would be conveyed to him, as he sent.a
special messenger for his letters every two or
three hours.

“Strange,” said Lady Edith ; ¢ there mustbe
some mystery in this. The Marqms evidently
has been warned of his danger.”

Eight, nine, and ten o'clock struck from the
clock of the church of St. Mark. The steamer
by which Rosine Rousel was to go to Naples
did not start till twelve. At a quarter past ten
a messenger delivered a note for the Countess
ds Graney.

Lady Edith tore it open, and read these

words :

“Dear Bignorins,

“The letter in which you express a wish to see me
reaches me in a place of eoncealment known only to a

~ faithful few. A noble society has been betrayed by a

villain—who that villain is, we know mot, but time will

" reveal his infamy. If you would indeed see one who

would give his life to serve you, follow the bearer of

" this whither he will lead you. He is !a-ith!ul, snd you

may trust him.
¢ Yours till death,

: “ Lorexzo MoNTEBELLO.”
“Tell the messenger that I will accompany

~ him,” said Lady Edith.

She wrapped herself in a large cloak, and

' took from her dressing-case a black velvet mask

with which she concealed her features,

Attired thus, in the obscurity of the night it
was impossible for her to be recognised.

At the foot of the staicase she found a man
waiting for her with a lantern.

It was the same man who had given the

timely warning to the Italian nobleman tho
previous night.

“I am prepared to follow you,” she said.

The man bent his head in silence, and led the
way to the nearest landing-place, where a
gondola awaited them.

Lady Edith took her scat in a curtained
recoss, and the boat shot rapidly away beneath
the darkness. She knew not which way they
went, but they seemed to be long in reaching
their destination. It was half-past eleven when
the gondola stopped at a dark landing-place, in
a street so narrow that the roofs of the houses
nearly touched each other, leaving only a ribbon-
like streak of sky between.

- Edith Merton had never been in that part of
Venice before.

The peasant assisted her out of the gondola,
and taking her hand in his, opened a low, arched
wooden door, and led het up a narrow stone
stair, the steps of which were worn and slippery
with age.

After ascending several flights of stairs the
man stopped and knocked at a door.

¢ Eccellenza,” he said ; “ the Signora.”

The door was opened from within, the man
fell back, and Lady Edith entered a small
circular chamber, and found herself face to face
with Lorenzo de Montebello.

“ This is indeed kind, Madame,” he said; “I
never dared to dream that you would do me
this honour.”

“Nay,” replied Edith, with her sweetest
smile, “ what honour can be too great for the
patriot who has risked all for his country’s
freedom, and—has been betrayed ? ”

A dark frown obscured the handsome face of
the Italian.

“ Aye, lady,” he said, * betrayed—but by
whom? By whom?”

«You do not know the traitor, then ? ”

« Know him,"Signora! If we knew him, think
you _that he would live to pollute the air of
heaven with his traitor-breath P ”

“You would destroy him? "

“He would meet the traitor's doom,”
answered the Marquis, with gloomy meaning.

“Yes, you would destroy him, if he were
some obscure wretch about whose fate nome
would care to inquire,” replied Lady Edith.
“ But what if his rank protected him ?

“ No .rank, however exalted, could proteci
him, Signora. Were he the highest in the land,
he should meet the vengeance of the Moun-
taineers. Have you never heard the legend
of the house of Montebello ? *

“ Never.”

“Itis called the legend of the Dead Hand

Shall I tell it to you, Signora P
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“Yes, yes.”

“You will judge then if I come of a race
that forgives its enemies.”

‘ Speak, Marquis, speak.”

“In the first half of the sixteenfh century
the Montebellos were princes in the city of
Florence. There was no more powerful family
in Italy after the Medicis, and the heads of that
haughty house mnourished a deadly jealousy
towards my ancestors. Thosé were the days of
the dagger and the poison-cup; and the chief
of the Medicis was not long in finding an in-
strument mean enough to serve his purpose.
Prince Michael de Montebello was young,
handsome, generous—newly-wedded to a lovely
girl, of a race scarcely less haughty than his
own. Victoria de Montebello adored her
husband, and when an heir was born to the
princely house, it ‘seemed as if mortal felicity
could go no further than that shared by Michael
and his wife.

““They little knew of the serpent lurking
beneath the flowers which adorned their path.

A certain poor relation, a distant kinsman
of Prince Michael's, lived in the Palace de
Montebello, and fattened on the bounty of his
generous cousin.

“This was the instrument chosen by the
Medici to serve his vile purpose. Failing all
other heirs to the title and estates of the prince,
this man would succeed to them. He had,
therefore, a double motive for his guilty work.”

*“He murdered the Prince!”

“ Ay, Signora! poisoned him at a festival
given in honour of the Medici; and Michael de
Montebello fell a corpse, clasping in his hand
the jewelled goblet which he had drained to the

health of the wretch who had prompted his’

murder.”
¢ And the Princess P ”

“They said that she died of a broken heart ; but |

there were those within the mansion who knew
better, though they dared not speak. An old
servant left a written record of the truth, hidden
m a niche of the palace-wall. Victoria de Mon-
tebello was poisoned.”

¢ And the child !—the heir? "

“You shall hear, Signora. It was the inten-
tion of the murderer to destroy the child ; but,
lest public suspicion should be aroused, he re-
solved to wait until the excitement caused by
the death of the Prince and Princess had sub-
sided before he struck the fatal blow.”

““ He was prudent.”

“ Not always, Signora. I have told you that
he was a mean villain. Avarice was his beset-
ting sin, and when on the eve of obtaining an
enormous fortune, he could not resist the temp-
tation of a smaller gain. Amongst the costly

jewellery possesssed by the Princess de Monte-
bello was a miniature of her husband, encircled
by two rows of diamouds of immense size and
purest water. With her dying breath she gave
orders that this miniature should be buried
with her; and there were faithful servants
round her bed who took care to. fulfil her
wishes."”

“ And the murderer—did he not interfere P "’

“He dared not oppose the behest of the
dying woman. The Princess was to lie in state
for two nights in the chapel of the Montebellos.
The bier on which she lay was draped with
purple velvet, emblazoned with the escutcheon
of the princely house, worked in massive em-
broideries of gold. To this chapel the murderer
stole in the dead of the night, and, admitting
himself by a key which was in his possession,
approached the bier upon which Victoria lay.”

“ He went to steal the miniature? "’

“ Yes, Signora. For the sake of the diamonds
he desecrated the sanctity of death. He took
the locket from the icy breast of the corpse,
and thrust it into his own bosom. He then
turned to leave the chapel ; but, as he turned
from the bier, the hand of the corpse was slowly
lifted, and the icy fingers of the dead grasped
him by the wrist. In vain he tried to extricate
himself from that grasp of death. A band of
iron seemed to hold him to the spot. He
shrieked aloud, but the echoes mocked the
murderer’s cry of despair. He was found the
next morning lying by the side of the bier, the
fingers of the corpse still twined about his
wrist.” '

““ He was dead P”

“No, lady ; but he was a raving maniac, and
he perished years afterwards in the cell of a
madhouse.

“The infant heir was carefully tended by those
about him, and lived to perpetuate the race of
Montebello.”;

“It is a horrible story,” said Lady Edith,
with a shudder.

““Yes, Signora, I have but told it to you to
prove that even after death the Montebellos can
avenge themselves upon a traitor ! ”

“Would you learn who has betrayed the
Mountaineers to the Austrian tyrant?”

¢ Can you ask me, Signora?”

Lady Edith laughed bitterly.

“T will tell you, then,” she said ; * the traitor
is no other than the Englishman you trusted so
implicitly. The nobleman whose truth and
honour you never dreamed of doubting. The
traitor is called Lionel Montfort, Marquis of
Willoughby !
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CHAPTER LV.
THE FEVER-STRICKEN CITY

Lotora VizziNi and her maid Justine left
Venice by the steamer which departed at mid-
night. . As the dancer took her place in the
cabin, she noticed that the berth next her own
was occupied by a woman so muffled in the
thick and heavy garments she wore that it was
impossible to distinguish either face or form.

But in the course of the voyage this woman
contrived to enter into conversation with Lolota.
She talked much of Naples, with which place
she appeared perfectly familiar, and offered her
services to Lolota, who had never been there.

“But although a stranger to the place, you
will no doubt have friends who will meet you
when the steamer arrives? " she said:

“No, indeed,” answered Lolota; * I know no
orein Naples, I have a friend who will join
me to-morrow or the next day. In the mean-
time I must go to an hotel.”

“Then allow me to be of service to you,
Madame,” said the stranger. * Naples is
terribly crowded just at present; you may
therefore have considerable difficulty in finding
a lodging, and the people you will have to
encounter are terrible cheats—they will take
Jou anywhere for the sake of a reward.”

Need we inform the reader that this woman
was Rosine Rousel, the agent of Lady Edith
Merton P

Lolota Vizzini fell an easy victim into the
trap prepared for her. Confiding and truthful,
she placed implicit confidence in the words of
this stranger, who seemed only anxious to serve
her, and when they reached Naples she placed
herself entirely in the hands of Rosine Rousel.

The Frenchwoman wished for nothing better

than this. She begged Lolota to remain on
board, while she herself landed and made
the necessary inquiries. The dancer readily
assented, and in about ten minutes Rosine re-
turned to inform her that there was not a lodg-
ing to be had for love or money in the better
part of Naples, but that in the humblest quarter
of the town she had heard of.a place where
Lolota and her maid could be accommodated.

Lolota, who was sinking with fatigue, declared
that she cared little where she went, so long as
she was with clean and honest people.

“That I will take care of,” answered the
Frenchwoman. “I know the people to whom
Ihave recommended you ; they are poor, but as
honest as—I am.”

She called a coach, and when Lolota and
Justine had taken their seats in the vehicle, she
gave some directions to the coachman,

These directions were given in an undertone,
and were evidently of considerable length ; for
Rosine was upwards of ten minutes in giving
her instructions to the man. Had Lolota been
seated where she could have perceived the
actions of the two, she might have seen the
Frenchwoman slip some money into the driver's
hand. Bat the dancer suspected nothing, and
when Rosine came to the door of the vehicle she
overwhelmed her with thanks for the trouble
she had taken.

¢ Adieu, Madame,” said the Frenchwoman.
““We shall meet again ere long, I hope.”

Lolota was about to ask the name of the
person who had been so kind to her, but before
she could do so the driver cracked his whip and
the horses trotted off.

He drove through the principal strecvs of the
city, and then plunged into the more obscure
quarters, amongst narrow and winding streets,
which seemed to lead only round to the place he
had left.

In this manner they had been driving about
for nearly an hour when Lolota let down the
window and remonstrated with the man.

He apologised, saying that he had lost his
way, but that he would make inquiries for the
place he was in search of.

He dismounted from the box, and leaving the
vehicle in charge of an idle little ragamuffin, ran
off, and turning a corner very near, disappeared
from sight.

Five, ten, fifteen minutes elapsed, and still he
did not return. Meanwhile Lolota looked from
the window of the carriage into the narrow
street. She observed that in almost all the
houses on either side of the way there were
blinds lowered and shutters closed. No chil-
dren were at play upon the door-steps—no lazy
peasants lay upon the pavement basking in the
sun. While she was observing these things a
humble funeral procession started from the door
of a house at a little distance, and passed the
carriage.

Lolota perceived to her surprise that in this
funeral procession there were three coffins.

Three deaths in one house! Crowded as
were these dwellings of the lower orders, there
seemed something terrible in the thought.

She called the boy to her, and asked him the
reason so many blinds and shutters were closed
in the street.

The lad shook his head mournfully.

“Alas! kind Signora,” he replied, * it is for
the dead.”

¢ For the dead P "

“Yes; in each of these houses there are
people lying dead of the plague.”

“ Oh, heavens! What plague?”
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“ A fever, gracious Signora. A fever which
has stricken the inhabitants of this quarter.”

Lolota was about to question the lad further,
when the driver returned, and saying that he
had obtained the necessary directions, mounted
into his seat and drove rapidly off.

They traversed several narrow streets and
alleys, which Lolota recognised as those through
which they had driven before, and at last
stopped before the door of a house in a street
very little wider or better than any of the
others.

“This is the house, Signora,” said the driver,
opening the door of the vehicle.

Lolota alighted, and, as she entered this house,
glanced back at the windows on the other side
of the way. She perceived that in almost all
of them the blinds were closely drawn. This
street, then, like the other, was chiefly tenanted
by the dead. '

Horrified at the thought, she drew back from
the threshold of the door, and asked the driver
of the coach whether the fever had not raged
terribly in this quarter.

The man stared as if unable to comprehend
her.

““The fever, Signora!” he repeated.

“Yes, the fever which is devastating Naples.
Does it not most prevail in this quarter of the
wwn ? ”

The man hesitated for a moment, and then
shrugging his shoulders replied, ‘Alas! no,
Signora, it is everywhere alike.”

Lolota still recoiled from the threshold. It
is like entering a charnel-house,” she said; “I
wish we had never left Venice; but there is no
help for us, Justine; we must remain here for
to-night, and to-morrow we will remove to the
suburbs.”

Lolota was welcomed by an old woman of
respectable appearance, who led her into. an
apartment very poorly furnished, but upparently
clean.

It was by this time nearly two hours since
Lolota and Rosine had partcd at the landing-
place. There had been, therefore, sufficient
time for the carrying out of the hideous and
diabolical scheme plotted by the subtle brain of
Lady Edith Merton. :

- Lolota Vizzini had been decoyed into the
plague-stricken quarter of Naples.

The driver had received kis orders, and had
been richly bribed to execute them. Those
orders were, to waste all the time he could in
driving backwards and forwards through the
streets of Naples, and when he could no longer
do this with safety, he was to cause a further
delay by leaving the carriage to make pretended
inquiries.

!

Meanwhile Rosine Rousel drove with all pos-
sible speed into the plague-stricken quarter.
Here she had little difficulty in finding a lodging
or the intended victim. Death had been busy
in almost every chamber; the rooms were
tenantless and deserted. She therefore speedily
found a place which suited her purpose, and
engaged the apartments for Lolota, imposing -
secrecy upon the woman who occupied them.
This done, she despatched a messenger to an
appointed spot, where he was to meet the
driver, and inform him whither to bring the
Spanish woman and her maid.

The foul plot had been concocted and carried
out with consummate art. Death had not long
been absent from that very chamber. But a few
short hours previously a corpse had lain upon
the couch on which the unconscious Lolota was
to rest.

CHAPTER LVI.
I8 HE TOO LATE?

LaTE upon the night succeeding that on which
Lolota Vizzini quitted Venice the Marquis of
Willoughby, for the first time since her depar-
ture, prepared to leave the house. During the
whole of the day he had kept his room, never
once stirring outside the door.

This disconcerted the plans of vengeance
which had been formed against him.

Lady Edith Merton trembled lest one of her
victims should escape.

She knew that the assassin, armed with his
fatal dagger, lurked in the corners of the streets,
awaiting the coming of the traitor ; and so ter-
rible was her fury against the man who had
deceived her, that every hour of delay was to
her an hour of suffering.

In the meanwhile Lionel Montfort was busied

in making preparations for his flight. He wrote
to his lawyers, ordering them to draw up a
deed, by which he should make over half his
income to Oscar Bertrand for his natural life.
The Austrian Colonel had hitherto received
half that princely income, but he had reeeived
it by no legal agreement : he had takenit as the
master might take from the slave. Henceforth
he would hold it by a lawful bond, and the
compact,between him and the Marquis would
be carried out. The Grand Master of the Black
Band would, therefore, have no motive for
pursuing his victim; he would then, surely,
suffer him to rest in peace. To Oscar Bertrand
himself the Marquis addressed the following
brief epistle :—

¢‘From this hour until my death it is scarcely likely
that either you or the world will ever hear of me again.
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1 have carried out our agreement to the letter. As soon
1s possible after the receipt of this you will receive
" from my solicitors & deed of gift making over to you the
half of my income. Riot in the wealth which has been
won by crime, but leave me unmolested, to repent of
| mysins, and, if possible for one so guiity, to win the
forgiveness of an offended Heaven. It is your trale to
ensnare souls to perdition, amongst so many you can
surely afford to lose one,
** LroNer. MONTPORT.”

This done, the next care was to provide for
the guilty woman whom he was about to aban-
don for ever.

He collected the best part of the ready money
in his possession, which amounted to a con-
siderable sum, in circular notes, and placed
these notes in a sealed packet, with a slip of
paper, on which he wrote the following words : —

“Eprra,—Farewell for ever. Better for us that we
never had met ; better to part now than plunge still
deeper into a boundless abyss of infamy.”

This was his last task before leaving his
apartment. :

He placed the two letters for his solicitors and
Oscar Bertrand in his pocket, in order to post
them before quitting Venice. The packet
addressed to Lady Edith he laid upon his desk,
where she could not fail to find it. The clocks
were striking ten as he left his chamber, and
quietly departed from the house without en-
countering any of the servants.

He proceeded at ouce to the post-office, where
he despatched his letters.

On his way thither he was too much ab-
sorbed in thought to perceive a circumstance
which might otherwise have arosed his sus-
picions. The gondola in which he was seated
was followed by another gondola, wlnch kept
close to it wherever it went.

As he was returning from the post-office to
his boat he was seized by two men, who threw
8 cord over his shoulders, and thus bound, flung
him into a gondola.

But they had to deal with no coward. The
Marquis was armed to the teeth. He carried
a pair of revolvers concealed in the bosom of
}l:s waistcoat, and a dagger hidden in his

1t.

Before the men who had seized him were
aware of his intention, he extricated his left
hand, drew the dagger from his belt, and cut
the cord with which they had bound him.

Then firing one of his revolvers at the men,
he sprang from the gondola into the canal, and
swam rapidly towards the quay.

The men in the gondola pursued him to the
landing-place, which they reached just as he had
clambered ashore.

But they were too late. An Austrian

soldier, alarmed by the report of fire-arms, had
hurried to the spot to ascertain the cause of the
explosion.

The Marquis placed himself under the pro-
tection of this man; but base as Lionel Mont-
fort had been under the coercion of Colonel
Oscar Bertrand, he felt himself now a free
agent, and he was too generous to betray the
men who had attacked him.

- He knew that these men had acted by the
directions of the chiefs of that noble society
which he had assisted to betray. He felt that
he deserved the worst at the hands of those
who had so freely trusted him.

Instead, therefore, of delivering his assailants
into the hands of justice, he told some rambling
and unintelligible story of an attack by some
assassin, who had shot at him from the bank of
the canal. This afforded the two men time for
escape. Their gondola glided away in silence,
and quickly disappeared upon the inky waters. -

Lord Willoughby then requested the
Austrian soldier to accompany him to the

.steamer, and, thus protected, he embarked in

perfect safety.
At twelve o’clock that night the Mountaineer
who had before conducted Lady Edith to the

‘hiding-place of the Marquis de Montebello,

came again to the palace with a note, request-
ing her once more to entrust herself to his
guidance. She obeyed; and disguising her-
self in a cloak and mask, as on the previous
occasion, she accompanied the man to the same
dark door, and up the same staircase, into
the obscure chamber occupied by the Italian
Marquis.

Lorenzo de Montebello was pacing up and
down the apartment in a state of intense agita-
tion.

“What has happened ?” exclaimed Lady
Edith.

“ We have been foiled, Signora ; the traitor
has escaped us, and by this time has doubtless
fled from Venice.”

«Fled from Venice!” cried Edith Merton;
“fled to join her!”

For a moment the thought filled her with a
terrible despair ; then, recovering herself, she
burst into a mocking laugh.

“Let him go as swiftly as the waters can

him,” she thought; “if Rosine has been
but faithful, he will only find a corpse to wel-
come him.”
» » » » » »

Lord Wllloughby was no stranger to Naples;
he had been there in early youth, when trrvel-
ling with his brother Angus and his tutor.

His first proceeding on landing was to hasten
to the principal hotel, where he fully expected
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to find Lolota. It wasan establishment much
frequented by English visitors, and he had
begged her, if possible, to obtain apartments
there. To his surprise he discovered that she
bad not even applied for them. He then drove
to every hotel in the city ; but at none could he
obtain any #idings of her he sought. He knew
that she had started for Naples, because he
himself had accompanied her on board the
boat, and he knew also that the boat had safely
arrived.

Where, then, was he to seek her P

He inquired at every private lodging to which
she would have been likely to go, but with no
success. So far from being crowded, the hotels
were almost empty, for the pestilence had terri-
fied all visitors, who had fled to Portici and the
suburbs.

This was the first time that Lord Willoughby
had heard of the fever. Filled with alarm for
her he loved, he made anxious inquiries as to
its dangers.

He was told that the disease was only preva-
lent in one quarter of the city, namely, that
occupied by the poorest class, and scarcely ever
visited by foreigners.

Lolota Vizzini could therefore have no pos-
sible motive for penetrating to the neighbour-
hood of the pestilence.

But he Marquis could no longer control his
alarm at not finding her. He hurried to the
head-quarters of the police, and stated his case,
offering a princely reward for the information
he desired.

On entering Naples he had taken care to
disguise himself by the aid of a long cloak, and
a black wig which overshadowed his face ‘and
gave him a foreign appearance. He spoke
Italian like a native, and therefore was not
afraid of betraying himself by an English
accent.

He knew that he was a marked man, and
that, so long as he remained upon Italian ground,
he was in danger of being scized upon by the
Society of Mountaineers.

In six hours the police succeeded in their
task, and conducted the Marquis to the almost
deserted street into which Lolota bhad been
decoyed.

The murderers bad well nigh triumphed in
their horrible’ work ; the fatal pestilence, speedy
as it was terrible, had not been slow to seize
upon its victims.

Lolota lay upon her lowly couch, unconscious,
helpless, to all appearance dying. Upon a
mattress near her lay her maid, Justine, in the
agonies of delirium.

The old woman who kept the house had died
that morning. There had been, therefore, no

one to tend the sick woman; no one to soothe
or comfort ; no one to summon medical assist-
ance. Lolota Vizzini had been left to die.

Lord Willoughby's first care was to despatch
the members of the police to seek for the best
medical aid and the most skilful sick-nurse to
be found in Naples, and, at the same time, to
order a carriage from the principal hotel to be
spread with cushions and mattresses, to con-
vey the stricken women from the infected
quarter into the purer air of the outskirts of
Naples.

Alas! Death seemed already to have laid his
withering touch upon his lovely victim; all
human care seemed worse than hopeless. When
the messengers had departed upon their several
errands, Lionel Montfort fell upon his knees
by the bed of the unconscious womsn and
prayed the prayer of the penitent and remorse-
ful man.

——

CHAPTER LVIIL
THE SECOND MAREIAGE

Lioxer MonNTFORT watched by the bed of her
whose worth he had so lately learned to know.
He had awakened from the feverish dream of
passion for a cruel and wicked enchantress to
find that he was still capable of a pure attach-
ment.

It was like emerging from the lurid light of
a volcano into the sunny atmosphere of day.

But the icy hand of Death was raised as if to
separate the lovers.

The Marquis prayed long and earnestly in
that fever-haunted chamber. He had no fear
of the infection which- had stricken her he loved.
He watched every faint flutter of that bosom ;
he counted every feeble beat of the heart which
had throbbed with love for him alone. He
knew that the beloved one hovered between
life and death, and he thought that he beheld
in this calamity the punishment of his own
sins.

The physicians summoned by the Marquis
forbade the removal of the invalid beyond the
healthy quarter of the city.

In vain Lord Willoughby endeavoured to
obtain from these men some word of hope or
comfort. They shook their heads gravely, and
told him that time alone could determine the
issue.

Lolota and the faithful girl who had attended
her were removed to one of the principal hotels.
Here airy apartments had been prepared for the
invalid, and here the Marquis watched with un-
tiring vigilance in the sick-chamber.

But the recovery was as slow as the attack
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had been rapid. Instantaneous as was the
fever-stroke that had prostrated the two women,
it was not the less crushing in its effect, and the
hope of recovery was but a slender one.

Rosine Rousel remained in Naples to watch
the effect of her infamous work. She contrived
to obtain information of all that occurred in the
lodging to which she had caused Lolota to be
conducted.

The reader may imagine her surprise on hear-
ing of the arrivel of Lord Willoughby.

The Frenchwoman was too well versed in the
workings of a guilty mind to have been deceived
in Lady Edith Merton. She knew that a woman
who could plan the hideous scheme by which

No. 16. [VFeekly, One Penny.]

Lolota Vizzini was to have been sacrificed would
hesitate at no means by which the tortures of her
vengeful and jealous heart might be appeased.

She knew therefore that Lord Willoughby
was never to have left Venice alive. His arrival
at Naples convinced her that a part of Lady
Edith's plot had failed.

If that scheme wasaltogether a failure, Rosine
knew that she would lose the emerald and
diamond bracelet—the costly gem for which she
had been ready to steep her soul in guilt. She
determined to have recourse to falsehood to ob-
tain the promised reward,and then to escape from
the anger of her employer by a flight to Paris,
where she knew herself able to elude pursuit.
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She returned to Venice, and went at once to
the palace in the square of St. Mark.

Three days had clapsed since the French-
woman and her victims had lef: Venice—three
days of anguish to the guilty soul of Lady Edith
Merton. The merchant’s wife was seated alone in
her luxurious bed-chamber when Rosine arrived.

“ At last—at last,” she said; ‘““this fever of
suspense must now be ended. Speak, girl,
speak—jyour mission——"

““ Has been successful, Madame,” answered
Rosine, her measured tones contrasting
strangely with the wild impetuosity of her
questioner.

“The Spanish woman—is she dead P

“She is.”

Lady Edith drew a long breath. Her lips
were locked together with the rigidity of iron.
In that moment she suffered—suffered from the
intensity of the mental effort by which she sup-
pressed all evidence of the demoniac joy she felt.

Rosine Rousel could read this silent struggle.

“Tell me,” exclaimed Lady Edith, *tell me
a‘ll ! ” .

The Frenchwoman related the manner in
which the guilty work had been carried out;
but she told her dupe that the fever had been
fatal to Madame Vizzini. ‘

“ And when the Marquis reached Naples he
found her—?” £ , :

“Dead!"” answered Rosine. '

Again Lady Edith was silent; but a hellish
triumph lighted up her dark eyes.

“ And, now, Madame, have I won the brace-
let P asked the Frenchwoman.

“You have, Rosine,” replied Lady Edith.
“ Give me the golden casket yonder. The reward
is yours.”

The Frenchwoman placed a casket of chased
gold before Lady Edith. She opened it with a
tiny jewelled key attached to her watch-chain,

and took out a morocco case containing the

emerald bracelet.

“Take it, Rosine: it is yours,” she said,
placing the gem in the eager hands of the
traitress ; * take it, and leave me. I shall ring
. for you by-and-by. For the present I shall
not want you. The suspense I have undergone
has elmost turned my brain, and I have need of
rest. Go!”

Rosine Rousel curtsied and left the room.

An hour afterwards she had departed from
Venice in a steamer bound for Marseilles. She
knew that the bracelet was worth three
thousand pounds, and that with such a sum
she might lead a life of splendour in Paris until
the produce of some new crime should replenish
her coffers.

Meanwhile the five chiefs of the secret society

had been released from prison. The information
obtained by Lionel Montfort, and sold by
Colonel Bertrand to Austria, enabled that
government to fix upon the conspirators, but
had afforded no clue to their designs. The
crafty policy of the Austrian government had
therefore decided upon the release of the five
prisoners.

This sceming clemency veiled a deep design.
The five men would be henceforth surrounded
by an invisible circle of spies; their every act,
their lightest word, would be recorded to the
supreme masters of Venice.

The Marquis de Montebello emerged from
his retreat after the releage of the five prisoners.

He was a constant visitor at the palace occu-
pied by Lady Edith, whom he only knew as the
Countess de Grancy.

In the very prirae of manhood, he found himself
for the first time in love—deeply and sincerely
in love with this beautiful Englishwoman.

Encouraged by Lady Edith’s smiles, and by the
pleasure which she seemed to take in his society,
he made her an offer of his hand and fortune.

That offer was promptly accepted. -

He little knew the terrible situation in which
the pretended widow found herself. With no
longer any claim upon her wealthy husband, and
deserted by Lord Willoughby, what was to be
her fate when the money left her by Lionel
should be exhausted ? )

She accepted the hand of the Italian Marquis,
reckless of the crime involved in this second
marriage. As the Countess de Graney, the
widow of a French nobleman, she thought that
she had entirely lost her identity, and that none
would discover the wife of Robert Merton, the
merchant prince, in the Italian Marchioness o
Montebello. } o

If by evil chance she could ever encounter
any of those who had known her in England,
she trusted to her own assurance to extricato
her from the dilemma.

She would defy recognition, and those Who
had known her most intimately would only
believe themselves deceived by a striking
likeness—such a likeness as has sometimes
existed between two people unconnected by a0Y
tie of relationship.

The Marquis de Montebello was delighted 86
the happy issue of his suit. He loaded his
promised bride with presents, and lavished upo2
her the boundless devotion of a generous heart.

Within & month of Lord Willoughby's de-
parture from Venice the marriage of th®
Marquis and Constance de Grancy (it was fhu’
that Lady Edith calied herself) was ‘solernnized
with great pomp and splendour in the church
of St. Mark, )
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Lady Edith hed declared herself to be a
Roman Catholic.

The vows were spoken which united Constance
de Grancy and Lorenzo de Montebello in the
holy bonds of matrimony.

The would-be-murderess added the guilt of
bigamy to her list of crimes.

CHAPTER LVII.
THE MARCHIONESS DE MONTEBELLO

A BRILLIANT crowd is assembled at the Palace
of the Marquis de Montebello. The festival of
the night is given in honour of her whom we
know as Edith Merton, but who is admired in
Venice as the newly-married Marchioness de
Montebello, the reigning queen of Venetian
society.

She has not long been the wife of the proud
and generous Marquis, and as yet he is happy.
He knows not the serpent he has taken to his
breast.

To-night the capricious beauty has chosen to
attire herself in the most simple costume. She
wears a dress of unsullied white silk, unrelieved
by ornament or jewellery. No diadem encircles
her haughty forehead, no bracelets are clasped
upon Ler slender wrists. Her heavy raven hair
is simply parted from her forehead. Her
only adornment is a necklace of classical design.

She knows that in this simple costume she
outshines the handsomest woman at herassembly,
and she glories in her power.

The rooms are crowded with aristocratic
guests; political ties unite many of the male
visitors to the Marquis. The most distinguished
of those present belong to the society of
Mountaineers.

The evening passes gaily. Amongst the
joyous and light-hearted the Marchioness is
queen. Her silvery laughter echoes through
the lofty saloons, her radiant smiles shine alike
upon all.

Yet had any very close observer kept watch
upon that beautilul face, he might have seen an
uneasiness which no smiles could conceal, a rest-
less anxiety no effort of will could entirely sub-
due. The brilliant Marchioness was wretched.

She had committed a erime—a crime which
placed her within the fell grip of the laws of
her native country; and she knew not when the
hour of discovery might come. Daring and de-
termined though she was, this thought poisoned
every moment of pleasure.

Her chief terror was that amongst some of the
English visitors to Venice she should be recog-
nised at the wife of Robert Merton. )

She listened eagerly to every name that was
announced, lest one familiar to her in her past
life should strike upon her ear.

She did not listen in vain.

Late in the evening a tall elegant-looking
man entered the principal saloon, while the
powdered lacqueys announced Colonel Bertrand.

A cold perspiration bedewed the forehead of
the Marchioness. This man of all others was
the last she wished to meet. She had hoped
that she had escaped from his toils. She had
hoped that her very identity would be lost to
him for ever.

She awaited with fear and trembling the effect
of his appearance. Would he betray her ?

To her surprise the Austrian affected not to
recognise her. She saw him introduced to the
Marquis by a busy little German Baron, who
presently approached with the Colonel towards
the spot where she herself was seated.

“ Allow me, Signorina, to present to you
Colonel Bertrand, one of the most distinguished
of my countrymen!” said the German, intro-
ducing Oscar.

The Colonel bowed with as much ceremony
ag if he had never before beheld his fair hostess.

“Believe me, Signora,” he said, with em-
phasis, “ there is no happiness I more ardently
desired than to make the acquaintance of the
beautiful Marchioness de Montebello.”

CHAPTER LVIII.
THE COMPACT

Lapy Epirx felt that the net was closing round
her.

As she recoiled involuntarily beneath the
burning eyes of Oscar Bertrand she felt and
knew that discovery and ruin had overtaken her.

The German Baron withdrew, and left the
Colonel and Edith alone together. Oscar was
the first to speak.

“Your welcome is scarcely so cordial, Mar-
chioness, as I had hoped. Do not tell me I am
unwelcome.”

“Bah,” replied Lady Edith, in a cold hard
voice, “why mock me with these courtly
speeches, the exact value of which is as well
known to me as to yourself? I am in your
power, and had hoped never to see you more.
You come, therefore, as an enemy, and as an
enemy you are unwelcome.”

“You are cruel, my dear Marchioness.
Granted that you are in my power : there you
speak the truth, and I am not hypocrite enough
to contradict you—but what if-I come as your
friend—jyour ally ?”
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¢ You my friend !” echoed Lady Edith, with
the bitterest scorn ; “you, the most mereciless of
men!”

“ Nay, dear Madame, I am only merciless to
those who oppose me. I can be generous to
those who serve me. Have you not reason to
remember me with gratitude? but for me you
might still be an inmate of your lonely Scottish
dungeon — despised — forgotten — as the mad
Lady Edith Merton. Through my agency you
were restored to liberty, reunited to the lover of
your choice. Is it my fault if Lionel Montfort
proved false P

Edith Merton felt the sting in these words.
A dark and angry cloud obscured her face.

¢ You know that, then ? ” she said.

“T know all. But once more I ask you, Lady
Edith—pardon me, Madame de Montebello—
whether I have not some claim upon your grati-
tude?”

“No!” she eried, with a sudden but sup-
pressed vehemence. ¢ No, Oscar Bertrand, you
have none. Gratitude! What gratitude can
the master-fiend ask from his slaves? Let him
be content if they do his bidding.”

The face of the Grand Master darkened as
Lady Edith spoke, but a sardonic smile curved
his pointed moustache.

“Good!” he exclaimed. “I see we shall
understand each other. I have no weak silly
woman to deal with, and shall have no sickly
sentimentality to contend against. If you will
do me the honour to accept my arm, I will con-
duct you to yonder balcony, where we can
pursue our conversation in the balmy atmosphere
of the Italian night, and where we shall not run
the risk of being overheard.”

He offered her his arm as he spoke. She
rose and obeyed him—obeyed him as submis-
sively as if she had acted under the influence of
a spell.

The marble balecony was untenanted. Above
them was the starry night, beneath them the
blue waters of the canal. All around told of
peace and beauty; the storm and the darkness
were in the bosoms of the guilty.

Edith Merton seated herself upon a low
couch that had been placed in the balcony;
Oscar Bertrand lounged upon the balustrade of
polished marble.

“Lady Edith Merton,” said the Colonel,
¢ for by whatever name you choose to call your-
self here, I will call call you by that to which
alone you have a right—Lady Edith, you spoke
the truth just now when you said that I am the
most merciless of men. I am merciless to those
who refuse to serve me. I hold them my foes,
and I crush them as I would crush a noxious
reptile beneath my feet. Do not place yourself

amongst their number. So far, you will own I
have been your friend P "

“ Friend,” she repeated, in a mocking tone.

“ At least I have served you?"”

“Ob, yes!” she answered coldly; *“I admit
that you have served me.”

“Enough,” said Oscar Bertrand; “you re-
cognise no claim of mine to your gratitude,
because you think that I have served you for
purposes of my own. So be it. I had powerful
motives, for you are the kind of woman whose
aid my schemes required. You were a treasure,
to be secured at any price—I spared mno effort
to make you mine, my colleague, my slave—and
now I call upon you to seérve me.”

“In what manner?”

“You shall hear. It has pleased you totake
a very desperate step—to commit & crime which
places you in a position of imminent peril. You
have committed bigamy in becoming the bride
of the Marquis de Montebello, but in doing 8
you have unconsciously done me a service.”

‘% A service—to you!"”

“Yes, and a service for which I, the master,
thank you, the slave. There are certain in-
portant political secrets, priceless almost in
their pecuniary value, the key to which can be
only got at through seven men. The Marqus,
your husband, is one of the seven. Now there
are few secrets which a wife cannot wring from
her husband. It must be your task, therefore,
to obtain that which I require. Do you under-
stand P

“It is some new treachery which you ask,”
said Lady Edith.

“Why call it by so ugly a nameP Let us
say, rather, it is a piece of diplomacy which I
require to be carried out, and which none cad
execute so well as a womaun.”

T scarcely understand you, yet.” Y

“Then I will put the matter more plainly,
replied the Golonel. “You have committed
bigamy. The man you have married is one of
the chiefs of a political society called the
Mountaineers ; I require to know the plans
that society—their secret places of meeting—the
hours at which they meet, their schemes, their
dreams, their hopes—all these you must extort
from your husband. Fool him as a woman
can fool the man who loves her. Fool him with
false smiles and lying caresses, and win from
him the inmost secrets of his soul. Ifat the
end of a week from to-night you have not pro-
cured for me the information I require, I8
consider you my enemy and the enemy of
the Association to which I belong, and I
shall denounce you as a bigamist. Choosé,
therefore, whether you will serye me or oppos®
me.”
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“The secret shall be yours,” answered Lady
Edith, after a brief pause.

“ At the week’s end P "

“ At the week’s end.”

The Colonel offered her his arm, and they re-
turned to the ball-room. He felt that the hand
which rested on his arm trembled convulsively,
but her face was perfectly calm.

“8he is a wonderful woman,” he muttered to
himself, as he watched her rejoin her guests,
“and she will succeed in the task. My tenth
and last fortune will be made before the month
is out, and after that one lucky stroke I will re-
tire from business for ever. The Association is
i;ll. q?nger, and its chief would be the first to

P ]

CHAPTER LIX.
THE CLUE TO THE SECRET

81x nights after that upon which the above in-
terview took place between Lady Edith Merton
and the Grand Master of the Black Band, a
man, dressed in the garb of an Italian peasant,
moored his gondola near alow doorway in one
of the most obscure quarters of Venice.

This peasant was the same man who had con-
ducted Lady Edith to the hiding-place of the
Marquis de Montebello, and the doorway at
which he now stopped communicated with the
very building in which that hiding-place was
situated. The society of Mountaineers num-
bered the noblest of the land amongst its ranks,
but it was also open to the humblest. Love of
Italy and of Freedom were the only qualifica-
tions demanded from the members of the Asso-
ciation.

This man, commonly known as Black Carlo,
was one of the most devoted of these humble
members. Rough, daring, impetuous, unscru-
pulous, it was well known that he would have
willingly given his life in the interest of the
Society. It was also known that he would
have thought little of taking the life of any
traitor to the Association.

He was half-brigand, half-peasant; his nature
almost that of a savage. He cared little for the
laws of civilisation, and his hatred was as
powerful as his love.

It was past eleven o’clock at night when he
approached the low wooden door which we have
before described. He did not knock, but
pressed Lis clumsy forefinger upon an iron
ring in the panel. The door slowly and silently
opened. Black Carlo entered the small stone
hall, but, instead of ascending the circular stair-
case leading to the hiding-place of the Marquis,
he descended a narrow flight of steps which

conducted him to a stone chamber, built upon
a level with the canal which flowed past the
house.

This chamber was lighted by an oil lamp
hanging from the ceiling. The farniture of the
apartment was heavy and cumbrous; in the
centre of the chamber, exactly below the lamp,
stood a massive oaken table covered with
papers. Before the table was a piece of furni-
ture the singularity of which was the first
thing that attracted the eye of the stranger
entering the apartment.

This object was a large covered chair, such as
those used by the porters in the halls of great
houses. It was made of ebony ornamented
with brass, and before the front of it hung
curtains of dark green silk in such a manner as
entirely to conceal the face and figure of the
person seated within, but so contrived [as
not to obscure that person’s view of others, for
as Black Carlo entered the apartment a long
thin hand was stretched forth between the
folds of the curtains, and a voice within the
chair said—

*¢Is it you, Carlo ?”

“Yes, my Prince.”

“That is well. You are faithful to your
appointment, and you are ready to serve us?”

“To the death, my Prince.”

¢ Approach, then, and I will tell you what is
required.”

The peasant obeyed, and drew nearer to the
curtained chair, in which was seated the
mysterious being of whose name he was igno-
rant, but whom he knew to be one of the chiefs
of the Association.

“You see those papers,” continued the
voice : “they contain directions for speedy
action—they contain the particulars of a great
blow which is to be struck for the freedom of
Italy. Those papers are to be distributed
among the members of the Association, but the
work must be done secretly. It must, there-
fore, be done by one whose humble station will
entirely remove him from suspicion. Will you
undertake the task, Carlo ? ”

“Willingly, my Prince.”

¢ And you will carry it out faithfully ? ”

“With the last breath of my life if need be.”

 That is brave. Take the papers. Caution
is all that is needful. These documents must
be delivered to every member of the Moun-
taineers resident in Venice before twelve o’clock
to-morrow night. You understand P

* Perfectly,” replied Carlo, gathering to-
gether the papers indicated by the long thin
hand which emerged from the silken curtains.

¢ Is there no more, my Prince? "

¢ No more.”
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The peasant bowed, and was about to retire,
when he was checked by the occupant of the
curtained chair.

“Stay,” exclaimed the voice, “there is one
more service that you can render us.”

“Name it, my Prince.”

“The Marquis de Montebello; he must be
watched.”

The Italian started.

“ Surely he is faithful, my Prince.”

“ He is faithful, but he has lately married.
Women are dangerous. Watch the Marquis
and his wife.”

“I hear only to obey,” answered Carlo,
humbly ; but it was evident that he considered
the orders of his chief unnccessary.

“ Enough. I have no more to say.”

The peasant retired, returning as quictly as
he went.

* * * * » *
8ix nights had gone by since Lady Edith’s
interview with the man whose terrible power
had subdued even her haughty soul. On the
seventh she had sworn to deliver up to him the
secrets of the Mountaineers, or abide the
alternative—exposure and disgrace.

One day and night only remained, and she
had all ‘yet to accomplish. Hitherto she had
failed signally in her endeavours to wring the
secret from her husband. Passionately as the
Marquis de Montebello loved his bride, his
honour was still dearer to him. He might
have sacrificed his life for her, but he could not
sacrifice his word.

All her efforts were therefore in vain.
Skilful actress as she was, in this she utterly
failed, She affected an intense love for Italy,
and implored her husband to win for her
admission into the ranks of the Mountaincers.
. ¢ Woman as I am,” she said, half-playfully,
vet with serious meaning, “I might be of use
to you, for at least I should be earnest—my
whole soul would be in the work. Surely.you
and your colleagues could trust me ?”

The Marquis smiled at what he thought the
ardour of an enthusiast.

¢ Nay, dearest,” he replied, * the oaths that
we take are too fearful to be spoken by such
lips as thine. The task we have to accomplish
involves danger and death. It is not for woman
even to know of our struggles, much less to
share them.” '

Defeated on every side, Lady Edith’s
despair became terrible, as the days and nights
flew by, and she was still no nearer success.

She felt assured that Oscar Bertrand would
keep his word.

Throughout those six weary nights she had
not slept. Lying in a feigned slumber, she had

listened, hoping that her husband might betray
himself and his associates by some chance
words dropped in sleep.

But she had listened in vain.

The seventh morning dawned. Lady Edith
had grown haggard with care and watching.
Her husband noticed the change in his beauti-
fal bride; but she laughed at his anxiety,
telling him that she was only exhausted with
the dissipations of Venice.

‘While they were seated at breakfast, a servant
entered, and told the Marquis that a peasant
was below who requested an audience, if only
for a few moments. .

Lady Edith's intcllect was intensified by
despair. No word, no look, no act of her
husband’s, however iusignificant, escaped her.

“I will see. him,” said the Marquis, rising
and following the servant from the room. .

“ So,” murmured Lady Edith, when she found
herself alone, “he conscnts immediately to see
this peasant. There is something out of the
common in this. What if I succeed in the
eleventh hour in gaining a clue to the secret? ”

Her face flushed crimson at the thought. She
descended the staircase, and on her way met
the servant who had announced the humble
visitor of the Marquis.

She asked the man in which room he had left
his master and the peasant, and was informed
that the Marquis had himself led his visitor to
his own dressing-room.

Lady Edith lost no time in hurrying to this
apartment. She felt now convinced that this
peasant was a member of the Association, and
that his visit was one of political importance.

She determined to go suddenly into the
Marquis' dressing-room on the chance of
surprising the man in the utterance of some
words that might enlighten her. She was pre-
pared with plenty of excuses for entering the
apartment. )

But, on trying the door, she found herself
foiled. It was locked on the inside.

She drew back silently, pale with rage.

«T will wait,” she muttered. “They did rot
hear me try the door. They will come out
engaged in conversation. I may yet overhear
something.”

The dressing-room of the Marquis opened
upon a picturc-gallery. Nothing was mcre
natural than that Lady Edith should be loun-
ging in this picture-gallery.

She took a book from a stand near by, and,
seating herself in one of the windows, waited
patiently.

In a quarter of an hour her patience was
rewarded; the Marquis opened his door and
came out, followed by the peasant. :
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The Marquis held a paper in his hand.

He started at the sight of Lady Edith, and
thrust this document hurriedly into his bosom.

«T will attend to this paper, Carlo,” he said.
«T will do my best in attending to the petition
of your fellow-fishermen.”

Carlo bowed and withdrew ; but as he left
the gallery he gazed with a protracted scrutiny
upon Lady Edith.

“ 80,” she thought, as she watched her hus-
band’s confusion, “they would deceive me; but,
in spite of them, I have obtained the clue I
want. That paper contains the secrets of the
Association. It must be mine.”

CHAPTER LX.
THE PERFUME IN THE GOLDEN BOTTLE

“Taar paper must be mine,” thought Lady
Edith; and in that moment her resolution was
taken.

She knew that the first care of the Marquis
would be to place the document under lock and
key; that once donme, it would be beyond her
power to discover the secrets contained in the
paper. Her object was, therefore, to prevent
this ; and, in order to do so, she resolved on a
desperate course. :

She approached the Marquis, and, twining
her arm lovingly in his, she led him towards
her own apartments.

“ How weary you must be, dearest Lorenzo,”
she said, ‘of such interviews as these! What,
in mercy’s name, did that tiresome peasant
want with his fishermen’s petition ? But, stay,”
she added, as she watched the Marquis’s con-
fusion, “ do not fatigue yourself in explaining
the stupid business; give me the petition to
read—it will save you the trouble of reading it
yourself.” .

She stretched her hand towards his breast, as
if about to take the paper from him. He caught
her wrist in his powerful grasp, and arrested
the movement.

“T have read it,” he said.

“My kind Lorenzo, how good you are to
these people | ” murmurcd Lady Edith, admir-
ingly. ¢ But come, I know the morning’s work
must have wearied you. Come to my room, and
let me read you to sleep with a page of your
favourite, Petrarch.”

¢ By-and-by, dearest.
to transact which——"

“ Which you shall transact after you have
rested half an hour. Come, Lorenzo, come.”

He could not resist her winning smile—her
soft, entrealing tones ; and, besides, he feared to

I have some business

arouse her suspicions respecting the nature of
the paper in his breast. He determined, there-
fore, on complying with her request and await-
ing a better opportunity of removing the docu-
ment to a place of safety.

Seated on the luxurious cushions of a couch
in his wife’s apartment, the Marquis abandoned
himself to the music of her voice, as she sat at
his feet reading to him from the pages of his
favourite poet.

The morning was sultry and oppressive, but
the atmosphere of the apartment was cool and
soothing—strangely conducive to slumber.

In spite of himself the Marquis felt his eyes
closing—the sounds of his wife's voice growing
every moment less distinct in his ears.

He made an effort to arouse himself, but with
no effect. Lady Edith ap?eared to perceive
this. ) ,

“ Come,” she said, * Lorenzo! you must not
pay my reading so poor a compliment as to fall
asleep immediately. Stay, I have some perfume
here which is sure to revive you.”

She rose from her seat, took a small bottle of
ruby glass from her dressing-table, and, remov-
ing the stopper, sprinkled the perfume upon a
cambric handkerchief, which she handed to the
Marquis.

He inhaled the essence. It was a strange
and rather sickly perfume—not exactly disagree-
able, but terribly overpowering.

Lorenzo de Montebello’s eyelids sank heavily
over his eyes, and he fell back in a stupor.

The pretended perfume given to him by Lady
Edith was CHLOROFORM.

She sprinkled the handkerchief a second time,
and, holding it before the face of the unconscious
man, she knelt down and took the paper from

his breast.

The document was brief ; but the information
it contained was of the utmost importance. It
described the whereabouts of a mountain strong-
hold in Calabria at which the associates were to
meet. It also named the date and hour of the
meeting.

Lady Edith possessed herself of the contents
of the paper with wonderful rapidity. There
was no fear of her memory failing her in a
matter which to her was one of life and death.

In less than five minutes she had refolded
the document and replaced it in the bosom of
the Marquis.

Then, taking a bottle of eau-de-Cologne from
her dressing-case, she sprinkled the fragrant
liquid about his face until his eyes slowly
opened, and he looked wonderingly about him.

“Where am I?” he murmured.

“In my dressing-room, dearest, where you
were 80 very foolish as to faint away not five
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minutes since,” replied Lady Edith. *I must
insist, my dear Lorenzo, that you take more
aare of your health in future.”

The Marguis clutched involuntarily at the
paper in his breast.

“Oh, your fishermen's petition is perfectly
wfe, I assure you,” gaid Lady Edith, laughing.
“Upon my word, if you display so much
anxiety about that document, I shall begin to
think that it is some love-letter you are con-
cealing from me.”

The Marquis smiled gravely.

“Ah, dearest,” he murmured, “ you have good
reason to know that there is but one woman
upon earth whose love I prize.” :

Late that evening the name of Colonel Ber-
trand was once more announced in the brilliant
saloons of the Marquis. The assemblage of
guests was upon this occasion a small one, and
the entrance of the Austrian officer attracted
more attention than upon the former evening ;
but after conversing with the Marquis and two
or three of his most distinguished visitors,
Oscar Bertrand contrived to withdraw to the
baleony, accompanied by Lady Edith Merton.

The sky was dark and cloudy, and the canal
below the balcony was wrapped in obscurity,
save where thereflection of some lighted window
glimmered redly upon the bosom of the water.

“Well, Lady Edith,” said the Colonel, in an
impassible voice, *“what is your decision? Are
we to be friends or foes P "

“Friends,” replied the lady, with a sneer.

* Good—then you have succeeded ? ”

“I have.”

“You have accomplished all I asked? ”

“All, and perhaps more.”

“Then you are as wonderful a woman as—as
T always believed you to be. Hush, what was
thatp "

The Austrian and his companion started, for
both had fancied they heard a splashing noise,
as of the dipping of an oar in the water beneath
them; yet on leaning over the balcony neither
boat nor boatman was to be seen.

“My ears must have deceived me,” muttered
the Colonel; * there is no one there.”

Oscar Bertrand knew not of the existence of
3 narrow archway immediately below the
balcony. A man seated in a small gondola had
shot his barque into this archway at the moment
the Austrian’s attention was attracted by the
sound of the oar.

Three minutes afterwards, the same man
emerged from the archway, and raising himself
from the gondola, clambered upon the stone-
work below the balcony in such a manner as to
be able to overhear every word spoken by those
above him,

Lady Edith repeated the contents of the
paper ; she named the appointed place of meet-
ing at the stronghold in Calabria; she named
also the date and the hour at which the associ-
ates were to meet. The date was at the expira-
tion of ten days from that night.

“You have indeed succeeded wonderfully,”
exclaimed the Austrian, as he wrote the infor-
mation he had just obtained in a leaf of his
memorandum-book; “but tell me, did- the
Marquis turn traitor—did you extort this from
his own lipsP "

The man clinging to the stonework below
listened, if possible, more intently than before.

“No,” answered Lady Edith, “all my arti-
fices could not wring one word from Lorenzo de
Montebello; you owe your information to
woman’s wit and not to man’s weakness.”

He questioned her further, and she told him
the story of the golden bottle, and the so-called
perfume which it contained.

“Bravo ! ” exclaimed the Colonel. “I myself
could not have done better. You have served
me nobly, Madame de Montebello; henceforth
I am ready to forget that there is such a person
in the world as Lady Edith Merton, the
millionaire’s runaway wife.”

Soon after the termination of this conversa-
tion Colonel Bertrand left the saloons of the
Marquis. Three hours afterwards he was on
his way to Vienna.

The man who had hung to the stonework
below the balcony throughout the brief dialogue
between the Colonel and Lady Edith dropped
back into his gondola as they retired, and rowed
away in the direction of the low doorway com:

_municating with the house in which was the

apartment occupied by the hidden chief in the
curtained chair.

CHAPTER LXI.
THE ROCK OF TERROR

TaE mght approached upon which the Moun-
taineers were to meet together in their Calabrian
stronghold.

It is needless to inform our readers that the
mountainous country in the neighbourhood of
Naples is thiokly infested with brigands. Even
now it is unsafe to go alone and unarmed upon
the country roads. Children and lads are
carried off to the mountains; men and women
are robbed, and all kinds of outrages are com-
mitted by these Italian ruffians.

It was in a rocky pass inhabited by these
brigands that the Mountaineers were to
assemble. But every one of the robbers was

T T T TR CIL A s var
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also a member of the Association, for even a
brigand may sigh for the freedom of his native
land, and revolt against the oppressor, whose
iron rule has perhaps driven him to a life of crime.

The meeting was to be held at midnight upon
the 30th July—exactly ten days after that upen
which Lady Edith had given Oscar Bertrand
the information he desired. The Austrian
Colonel had therefore ample time to visit Vienna
and to return to Naples before the assembly of
the conspirators took place.

Oscar Bertrand firmly believed that the hour
and place of this meeting were known only to
the conspirators, Lady Edith, and himself. So
far he was right. But ke did not know that the
interview between himself and the traitress had
been overheard, and that the associates knew
themselves to be betrayed. He was received
with open arms by the Austrian Minister of
Police, and was promised an enormous price for
his information should it result in the arrest of
the five chiefs.

A week before the night appointed for the
meeting all the conspirators residing in Venice
met in the underground chamber in which
Black Carlo had communicated with the hidden
chief in the curtained chair. This time the
chair was removed; the five chiefs assembled
wore black masks.

Amongst these chiefs was Lorenzo de Monte-
bello.

The Marquis heard with surprise and horror
that the Association had been betrayed, and
that the time and place of meeting were known
to one who would not fail to sell his information
to the Court of Austria.

“Good heavens!” exclaimed the Marquis,
“how can it be that, in spite of all our precau-
tions, we are betrayed at every point? Who is
the traitor who has denounced us?”

“T cannot tell you,” answered the chief who
had communicated with Black Carlo.

“What, do you not know the name of
the traitor?’”

“Yes, Marquis, I do know the name of the
person who has betrayed us.”

“ And you decline to communicate it 7 "

“Pardon me, my dear Marquis, but I am
compelled to do so.”

“ Do I know the name of the person P ”

“To the best of my belief you have never
heard the real name of our betrayer.”

¢“Indeed! The villain is some person of the
lowest grade, then—some paid spy, who dis-
guises his odious name.”

“No one can be more infamous than this
person; but you will know all soon enough,
my dear friend,” said the masked chief,

gravely.

The Marquis turned away without making
any reply to this speech. He was offended by
what he considered a want of confidence in his
associa‘e, and withdrew in silence to another
part of the chamber.

It is unnecessary for us to relate the conver-
sation which was held between the masked
chiefs at this meeting ; let us therefore at once
shift the scene of our life drama to Naples, upon
the evening of the 30th of July.

The orb of day was sinking behind the purple
waters as a party of men whose dress and
manners proclaimed them to be brigands
marched slowly upwards to the summit of a
mountainous ridge in Calabria. The ground
over which they were walking was wild in its
aspect, dark, gloomy, and terrible, yet searcely
more 80 than the men themselves, who, roughly
dressed and armed to the tecth, looked like the
harbingers of death and murder.

Amongst the foremost of these men wes
Black Carlo.

“We are nearing our destination,” said one
of the men. “Yonder frowns the Rock of
Terror.

The brigand stronghold had been called by
the Calabrians the * Rock of Terror" from the
horrible deeds which were said to have been
committed in this mountain fastness.

“Ay, comrade,” answered Black Carlo;
““we're very near the end of our journey, and
I'm not sorry for it, for time is short, the sunis
sinking, and the Austrian dogs will be stealing
a march upon us under cover of the darkness if
we’re not careful.”

The footpath along which the brigands were
now passing bordered a precipice. The travel
ler, gazing over the edge of this pathway, sa¥
nothing but a black vault, for the bottom of the
abyss was lost in darkness. Black Carlo
paused, and, looking round at his comrades
with a demoniac smile, pointed to the abys
below. .

““We may have a burial on hand to-morrov,
he said, *butwe have no need to dig a grave
The Austrian dogs will sleep soundly enough
at the bottom of yonder gulf.”

The brigands gave a fierce yell of assent:
Tyranny had transformed these men into
demons.

“It's too good a grave for a traitor,” mut-
tered one of the men; “let them rot upon the
rocks till the vultures have fed upon their vile
carcases.”

The grey shadows of the evening veiled the
lower ground as the brigands reached the-end
of their journey, but on the craggy summit of
the mountain it was still light enough to enable
the eye to distinguish every object around.
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The stronghold which had been christened
the Rock of Terror was a stony ledge, upon
which thirty men could have found standing
room. This ledge was covered with a mass of
rock, in & hollow of which a cavern had been
formed, which had often served as a hiding-
place for the band in times of danger.

This cavern was capable of containing about

twenty men. Opposite to the Rock of Terror
there was a second mass of stone almost similar
in shape to it from the first, but divided from it
by a frightful precipice. It was as if the
mountain had been split asunder in the throes
of an earthquake. The two rocks reared their
awful heads like twin giants frowning upon the
world beneath.

One of the brigands’entered the cavern in the
Bock of Terror, and drew out a long deal plank+
which he carried to the brink of the precipice
and threw across the gulf which separated the
two peaks. The whole of the party then crossed
the chasm, and the plank was withdrawn from
the abyss. The Rock of Terror was thus left
in dismal solitude.

It was night by the time this had been done.
The skies were dimly illuminated by the stars
which glimmered here and there in the heavens,
but the moon had not yet risen. .

The brigands withdrew behind the shelter of
the rock, and watched silently for the coming of
the expected foe.

“ The meeting of the brotherhood is appointed
for twelve o'clock,” said Black Carlo; * these
Austrian dogs will doubtless come early, think-
ing to be on the spot before any of our band
arrive. Hark!”

The men were silent, listening intently to an
approaching sound which broke the stillness of
the summer’s night. The sound was the
measured tramp of a small body of men.

“ They come, the Austrian dogs!” whispered
Black Carlo, as if fearful that his voice should
Penetrate the stillness, and reach the ears of
those approaching men. “They come, the
Wolves of the tyrant, little dreaming that those
they seek to destroy are here before them.
Silence, comrades, watch and listen!”

The soldiers ascended the mountain. The
little detachment consisted of only twenty men,
marshalled by an officer who spoke every now
and then, directing them which path to take.
The place was evidently familiar to this officer,
for he led his party straight to”the Rock of
Terror. .

“Santa Maria!” he muttered, as . they
Teached vhe summit, * what a weary journey !
Examine the ground carefully, and see that
none of these scoundrels are concealed behind
the rocks.”

The men obeyed, and dispersed themselves
about the crags, inspecting every crevice.

“That will do,” cried the officer at last;
“men are not mice, they can’t creep into a
crevice no broader than my little finger. But,
by our gracious lady,” he exclaimed, suddenly
dropping on his knees before the entrance to
the cavern, “here is a hiding-place big enough
to hold a dozen of them.”

One of the men was about to enter the
cavern when the officer pulled him suddenly
backwards.

“Hist!"” he whispered ; * the place may be a
trap, swarming with brigands. Fire your
carbine into it before you go yourself, man.”

The Austrian obeyed, and a bullet whistled
into the black recess. There was no sound in
reply to this challenge.

““All right!” cried the oficer: “this place
will serve us admirably : let us see what it is
like.”

One of the men produced a torch, which was
quickly lighted, and by its red glare the officer -
examined the interior of the cavern.

“ Now, listen,” he said to the men who had
gathered eagerly round him; “the conspira-
tors are to assemble at midnight, and the signal
which is to announce their arrival is the striking
of a gong. It is now close upon eleven o’clock.
Some of the brotherhood may chance to arrive
before their time; we must therefore be upon
our guard. The cavern will serve us for con-
cealment ; small as it is, we can contrive to
creep into it, and by close packing it will hold
every one of us. You understand?”’

“We do, Captain.”

“Our business will be to lie quietly in that
cavern until the gong strikes. As the gong
strikes we shall creep out, one by one, keeping
silence, and coming suddenly upon the con-
spirators. The men we are to arrest are the
five chiefs; these are marked men, and are to
be secured alive or dead.”

““We will not fail, Captain.”

The men slowly crept into the narrow mouth
of the cavern, and lying close together waited
patiently for the appointed signal.

Black Carloand his comrades had watched all
these proceedings from the opposite rock.

“Huzzah!” he whispered, with a fiendish
laugh, as the men disappeared in the cavern;
“the rats have fallen into the trap. If the
vultures knew what a feast there is in store for
them, we should have a score of the hungry
birds flapping their black wings above our heads.”

The moon had slowly risen, and was high in
the heavens, but there were dark clouds in the

sky, and the thunder rolled hoarsely in the
valley below. .
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“It is nearly midnight,” said Black Carlo,
after a long interval, during which some of the
band had slepts ‘“have you the gong ready,
Pietro? "

“Yes, it is here.”

“Keep it in readiness for the signal,”
answered his comrade. consulting a watch
which he carried concealed in his belt, no
doubt part of some recent plunder; ‘‘ and now,
Matteo Falcone, it is time to strip and prepare
for the work.”

Black Carlo suited the action to the word,
and removed his scarlet shirt, leaving his chest,
arms, and shoulders bare. His comrade. did
the same.

The aspect of the two brigands was now
doubly terrible. Their long sinewy arms and
broad chests seemed made for deeds of violence.
Their wild bair and bristling beards gave them
a savage appearance.which harmonised well
with their words and gestures.

“The swords, Matteo Falcone,” exclaimed

. Black Carlo, “ are they ready ?”

“ They are, comrade.”

Matteo Falcone threw the plank once more
across the chasm which divided the two rocks.

Pietro stood in readiness, with the gong in
his hand, waiting to give the signal.

“8tay!” said Carlo, suddenly; “you take
your dagger, Matteo Falcone I will use the
sword.”

- The two brigands crossed the plank to the
Rock of Terror. The other men remained
behind ready to rush across to the assistance
of their comrades the moment their aid was
necessary.

Carlo and Matteo placed themselves on each
side of the mouth of the cavern.

Pietro struck the gong, and the signal rever-
berated through the air.

The Austrian Captain crept cautiously from
the cavern.

Then followed a scene almost too horrible for
description.

The sword held by Black Carlo swung
through the air and descended upon the neck
of the unhappy officer, severing his head at one
blow.

The soldier who followed him met the same
fate—the next also fell; and the rocky plat-
form was scattered with gory human heads—
the ghastly trophies of the triumph of the
conspirators.

This horrible scene took place in solemn
silence. The moon was hidden by a cloud.
The hindermost soldiers having no warning
given from their slanghtered comrades, knew
nothing of the carnage which was going
forward, One by one they crept from the

cavern, and one by one their reeking heads
were severed from their bodies. In little more
than ten minutes the twenty men had been
slaughtered. Twenty headless corpses, twenty
gory heads lay in hideous confusion upon the
stony ledge of that mountain summit, only too
truly called the Rock of Terror.

“Come hither, comrades,” cried Black Carlo,
calling to the other brigands. ¢Behold the
fate of the tyrants.”

This ignorant man naturally forgot that the
murdered soldiers were innocent of the wrongs
of ill-used Italy.

The corpses were thrown hastily over into the
abyss, but the arms of the Austrians were care-
fully collected by one of the brigands and
carried off to a place of security. When this
had been done Black Carlo resumed his gar-
ments, and prepared to descend the mountain.

“ Whither are you gomg, Carlo ? ” asked one
of the men.

“I go to my chiefs,” answered the brigand,
proudly; “I go to tell them that the cause of
freedom has triumphed.”

‘Where, while this fnghtful scene was going
forward, was the prime mover of all, the arch-
demon—the schemer—traibor——plotter—thief.
Oscar Bertrand? Seated in an easy-chair in
one of the best hotels of Naples, smoking his
cigar and gazing calmly over the purple waters
of the bay. As the hour of twelve approached,
the Colonel looked up at the enamel dial of s
Parisian clock over the mantelpiece and watched
the progress of the hands.

“So,"- he exclaimed, as the silvery-tonsd
chimes rang out the hour, by this time my
lord Marquis and the brotherhood are assembled,
in five minutes more they will be my prisoners,
and to-morrow I shall be on my way to Vienns
to claim my reward from the Austrian Cabinet.
My propitious star is in the ascendant ! "

Is it 8o, Oscar Bertrand ? What if that blood-
red planet—that star of evil omen, should be
rapidly going down! What if the hour of
retribution should be near at hand ?

CHAPTER LXIL

THE DABRK JOURNEY

Lapy EpitH MERTOK sat alone in her boudoir
upon the night on which the blood of the
murdered Austridn soldiers dyed the stony
ledge of the Rock of Terror.

She had obeyed the master-fiend whose slave
her guilt had made her, and she felt secure in
the triumph of her treachery. Utterly heart-
less—dead to_the still small voice of an accusing



THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT '

197

THE UNSEEN WATCHER

eenscience, she thought of nothing but her own
prosperity. She knew not at what hour her noble
husband, the Marquis de Montebello, might be
dragged to an Austrian prison, to waste his years
in chains and darkness. She knew that in that
ease it would be easy for her to make friends with
the authorities in Vienna, and that a princely
income would be the reward of her treachery.
As the clocks of Venice struck ome Lady
Edith rose from her low easy-chair, and taking

s candle from the table by her side, lifted a

heavy silken curtain which hung across the
arched doorway of her chamber, and passed into
the adjoining apartment.
. This was the bed-chamber of the Marquis de
Montebello.

No. 17. [Weekly, One Penny.]

Lady Edith paused upon the threshold and
listened. There was no sound in the chamber
save the monotonous ticking of a timepiece and
the regular breathing of the Marquis; who lay
stretched upon the silken counterpane in the
dress in which he usually travelled.

Lady Edith was surprised to see that he wore
this costume, but she was still more astonished
to perceive that he had steel spurs upon the
heels of his high-polished leather boots.

He was evidently about to leave Venice, for
in Venice he could have no possible need of
riding boots and spurs.

But whither could he be going, and why did
he lie down thus prepared for a journey P

Lady Edith sank into the chair by the bed-
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side, and, leaning her head upon her hand, aban-
doned herself to reflection. Her cheeks blanched
at the thought that the Marquis had, perhaps,
discovered her treachery. :

But how could that be possible P Oscar
Bertrand alone was in the secret, and be, of all
others, would be the last to reveal it.

She rose, and leaning over the sleeping man,
contemplated his noble countenance.

It was as serene as the face of a nlumbermg
infant.

Lady Edith was about to withdraw from the
bed-side, when her eye was arrested by the
glitter of some object half concealed under the
Marquis’ waistcoat. She bent over the sleeper,
and looking more closely at this glittering
object, perceived that it was the hilt of a dagger,
and perceived also that the Marquis carried
a pair of pocket pistols in the bosom of his coat.

He was evidently prepared for a journey, and
he was also prepared to encounter danger of
some kind. He must therefore have received
some warning. But from whom ?

‘While these thoughts were agitating the
mind of Lady Edith, her eyes wandered to the
hand of the Marquis, which was thrown above
the pillow upon which his head reposed.

In this hand the sleeper loosely held a serap
of paper. So loose was the grasp of the sleeper,
that Lady Edith was able to remove this paper
without arousing him.

She then placed her taper upon a table near
the bed, and reseating herself in the massive
arm-cha.ir, she unfolded and examined the scrap
of paper.

The writing upon this paper was in a hand
which she did not know. It was written in
Italian.

‘A WARNING TO THE BRAVE AND TRUE, FROM ONE OF
THE WATCHERS.,

* Sleep lightly, and sleep in your travelling dress.
Wear spurs on your boots, and be ready for a long and
perilous journey. Whatever fortune you wish to keep
must be carried upon your person ; and if you would go
in safety, arm yourself to the teeth,”

“Who can have written this?” murmured
Lady Edith. “Who can it be who thus warns
him of a danger which is known only to myself
and Oscar Bertrand ? The writer of this tells
him to carry his fortune upon his person. I
wonder whether he has obeyed that injunction
as well as the others.”

- The Marquis lay upon his right side, and the
left pocket of his loose riding-coat hung over the
edge of the coverlet.

Lady Edith perceived that this pocket was
unusually bulky. With a stealthy hand she
drew out a small morocco casket, fastened with
a massive steel lock.

“This casket was of considerable weight.

“This doubtless contains bank notes and
jewels,” murmured the traitress. ¢ The dia-
monds of the Montebellos are celebrated for
their beauty and value; he has allowed me to
wear them, but he has never left them in my
possession. I remember this casket as that in
which he kept the gems. What if I were to
secure these and fly this night from Venice? I
feel a mysterious dread of approaching danger,
and a foreboding instinct tells me that there is
no safety for me in this eity.”

She took the taper from the table, and was
about to return to her own apartment, carrying
with her the casket of diamonds, when her
cautious footsteps were arrested by a rustling
sound at the other end of the room.

* This rustling sound was oceasioned by the
parting of the velvet curtains which hung before
the panelled walls.

Lady Edith turned suddenly rouad, and with
difficulty repressed a shriek of terror as she
perceived the cause of this sound. . .-

At the end of the chamber facing the bed
upon which the Marquis lay, the.:green velvet
hangings had been thrown aside, revealing an
opening in the wall, through which was to be
seen a secret stmrcase, dunly hghted by two
lanterns.

Upon the threshold of thls dpemngm the wall
stood two men, both dressed ‘in black closks
which concealed their figures, and both masked.

Ludy Edith recoiled in mute terror as she
beheld these two men. - For a‘moment she
believed them to be members of:the horrible
association to which &he hersalf belonged—
emissaries of the Mastsr of the' Black Band;
but an instant’s reﬂebttmi sssured her of her
mistake. -

In her confusion she lmd tiw ellsket of dis-
monds upon the table by the bed-side.

The two masked men advanced towards the
sleeper, but at a few paces from the bed one of
them paused. The other approached eclose to
the pillow of the Marquis, and quietly laidhis
hand upon the sleeper’s shoulder.

The Marquis started, and, lifting his head from
the pillow, looked inquiringly at the mask.

I received your warning,” he said, *and, 88
you may perceive, have obeyed it.”

The mask bent his head with a gesture of
assent.

“ Who is thatP” he asked, pointing t6 Lady
Edith, who stood horror-stricken.

«My wife,” exclaimed the Marquis. “Do
not fear to speak ; she may be trusted.” - -

The second mask had withdrawn to the other
end of the room, and was standing near the
open panel. Asthe Marquis de Montebellosaid
these words this second mask laughed aloud.
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The first mask answered— . -

“We do not fear her power fo betny us," he
said, slowly, “Rise, Marquis de Montebello,
the hour of peril has come. The Mountaineers
bave been betrayed.”

“By whomP " asked the Marquls. ,

“That you will know when you have crossed
the Italian frontier on qur way to England,”
answered the mask.

“And you have come to conduct me to a
place of safety P "

“I have.”

¢ My wife, tooP”

¢ She, too, will bo—safe,” answered the mask.
“Our business is to see her toa place of perfect
mew ”

Lady Edith Merton breathed more freely.

“ They know nothing,” she thought.

The Marquis rose from his bed, and took a
hatand riding-whip from a table near him.

“I am ready,” he said.

-“8tay!"” exclaimed the mask; . ¢ there is a
casket upon, yonder table wlneh perhaps eon-
tains spmething of value.” :

The Marquis started as his eyes followed the
bhand with which the ma.sk pomted to - the
morooeo cgsket,

“Good heavens!” he cned, “ this must be
witcheraft. I placed that casket in the pocket
of my coat before I lay down to rest.”

Lady Edith smiled inéredulously.. .. : -

“You have been dreaming, my dear
Lorenzo,” she murmured.

“No matter, dearest,” answered the Mar-
quis; ‘‘the casket is safe, and will buy ue a
happy home in & free.country, if danger forces
us to fly from this. me yourself in a cloak
dearest, for the night air will be cold.” o

Lady Edith retired into the adjoining
chamber, and returned in a few moments en-
veloped in & voluminous velvet ma.ntle, the hood
of which covered her head.

“T am ready,” she-said._ ,

“Is my wife. to- accompany meP ” 'asked the
Marquis.

“No, Signor,” answered the mask, ¢ the
journey which you are to take is too long and
fatiguing for a lady. We shall conduct the
Signora to a place of safety ata shorter distance
from Venice.”

“And she will be:able to.rejoin me in
England? ” asked the Marquis.

“ 8She will do. whatever is most in accordance
with the interests of the Society,” replied the
mask ; “as the wife of a patriot she can do no

less. - Come, Signor, we are mdy, and there is |

no time to lose.”
The mask led the way to the seoret outlet ;
the Marquis followed, conducting his wife.

As Lady Edith approached the narrow wind-
ing staircase, whose existence she had been
ignorant of. until that night, she perceived to
her surprise that it was lined with ten masked
men, two of whom held the lanterns which shed
their light upon the steep steps. -

“ Why are all these men here?” she asked,
 anxiously. - -

“To conduct you to a place of safety,
Signora,” answered the mask, who had carried

| on the dialogue which we have just related.

| The Marquis and Lady Edith descended the
stairease, guarded by the masks, who kept close
to them as if they had been prisoners of state.
*The staircase led to a small octagonal chamber,
'which Lady ‘Edith had never entered during
her residence in the Palace of the Marquis.
~ “Here,” said the mask, “you and the lady
mlj.st’part, Eccellenza. You will be conducted
in a gondola to the island of Torcello, where
tyou will be picked up at daybreak by a steamer
‘which will casry you to Marseilles. The cap-
tain is one of us, You will therefore be asked
.00 questions.?’ .

‘“And my wxfe pv exchmed the Marquis,
anxiously.” -

% She..will - a.ooompany us to Naples, where
'she will be placed in perfect safety.”

“But why to Naples? ™"

“The Associttion have decreed it,” replied
the mask, sternly. “ All that is done to-night
is done for the interests of the Association. A
good Mountaineer asks no questions—he trusts!”

«“ And I will trust,” cried the Marquis, with

_enthusiasm. “I will trust in the honour and
truth of a noble body of men, even though I
leave that which is dearer to me than my life in
their keeping. - Farewell, beloved; Heaven
‘bless and guard you.”
.He taok the traitress in his arms, and pressed
{ his lips to her icy brow. A deathly chill -came
' over-lier as-she Waw him depart with the first
: mask by a flight of steps which led down to the
| water, where two gondolas, & large and a small
| one, were: waiting.

--The Marquis and his masked companion took
 the smaller gondola. The ten other masked
" men descended the steps and placed themselves
in the larger one. ‘The remaining mask gave
| his hand to Lady Edith, and conducted her to
. a seat in this larger gondola.

The small boat shot rapidly down the canal,
and awey into the open expanse of water.

This was ‘the last that Lady Edith Merton
ever saw of the Marquis de Montebello.

:  «“Why are there so many men with me and
| only one with -him ?” asked Lady Edith of

the mask at her side, as the small gondola
disappeared.. - v




200

THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT

 Because we are anxious for your safety,
Signora,” he answered.

The large gondola followed for a little time
in the wake of the smaller upon the open
expanse of waters, but the smaller boat soon
shot away in the darkness, Lady Kdith knew
not whither.

They had been on the open water nearly an
Lour when the masked rowers plied their oars
more slowly, and Lady Edith perceived that
they were approaching a small steamer. One
of the masks hailed this steamer. A rope was
thrown out, and the gondola was drawn to the
side of the vessel.

A few minutes after this Lady Edith found
herself in a small cabin, scantily furnished, and
lighted with a lantern like those carried by the
masks. .

Nine of the masks had come on board the
steamer, the other two had remained in the
gondola.

Lady Edith felt considerable relief at this
ehange in her position.

“TIt is evident they have no hidden design
against me,” she thought, “ or they would not
place me on board this steamer, where it would
of course be easy for me to communicate with
my fellow-passengers.”

She placed her hand upon the latch of the
cabin-door as she spoke. It was locked and
bolted on the outside.

There was a little window in one side of
the cabin, but on examination she found that
this window was of the thickest glass, and
that inside the glass there was an iron
grating.

It was impossible for the person within that
cabin either to open the window, or to make his
voice heard outside.

Lady Edith groaned aloud in an agony of
terror.

“It is too clear,” she murmured; ¢ they
know all, and they have separated me.from
my husband in order to wreak some terrible
vengeance upon me. Yet they cannot mean to
kill me, or they would scarcely have brought
me here. It would have been so easy for them
to have flang me from the gondola into the
dark waters of the Adriatic.”

She knocked at the cabin door, and shook the
frail panel with her hand. A voice from with-
out asked her what she wanted.

I wish to see the stewardess,” she said.

The person without laughed mockingly.

““ We have no stewardess on board this boat ?
he answered.

“ My fellow-passengers, then. Let me see
them.”

“You have no [cllow-passcngers

“Why am I hereP” asked Lady Edith,
unable to control her terror.

“You are here in order to be cenveyed to a
place of safety.”

“To be murdered, perhaps.”

“No.”

“You do not mean to murder me ? ”

“I give you my honour that not one drop of
your blood will be shed by the brotherhood of
the Mountaineers,” answered the man.

A few moments afterwards Lady Edith
heard his measurcd step sounding upon the
deck.

The wretched woman breathed more freely.

It was broad daylight when they came within
sight of Naples, but instead of steaming into
the bay, the captain of the vessel dropped his
anchor at some distance from the shore, and
the steamer remained stationary throughout
the long and tedious day, until darkness hid the
shore from Lady Edith’s weary eyes.

She had tasted nothing throughout that
almost interminable day, except a mouthful
of bread and a glass of wine which had been
handed to her through an opening in the cabin
door.

In vain she had implored the mask to allow
her to breathe the fresh air upon the deck of
the vessel. He had turned a deaf ear to her
prayers.

It was a moonless night, and the sailors could
scarcely see the shore towards which the
steamer was carrying them when they drew-
near to their destination.

Lady Edith was conducted on shore between
two of the nine masks. The other seven
ranged themselves round her as a guard, three
walking before and three walking behind; one
apparently superintending all.

Environed thus, all thought of escape was
hopeless.

A few hundred yards from the pier at which
they had landed they found a close carriage,
drawn by two roughly-groomed horses, waiting
for them.

One of the masks handed Lady Edith mto
this vehicle. The guilty woman shuddered as
she remembered that it was in this very city
that she had plotted the destruction of her

| guiltless rival, Lolota Vizzini.

After driving for about ten minutes, the httle
procession stopped by a high wall, in which.
there was a narrow wooden door.

One of the masks uttered a low bird-like
cry, which was evidently a signal, for the door
was opened, and two strange men, also masked,

" appeared upon the threshold.

Lady Edith recoiled with horror at percelv
ing that these two men carried a burden—a
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burden which resembled a dead body in shape
and appearance.

The two men brought this ghastly load to the
door of the coach, and laid it upon the seat
opposite to Lady Edith.

“Is he deadP” she exclaimed, in a tone of
disgust.

“No, Signora,” answered one of the masks,
““he is not dead, but he is silent. Now, com-
rades,” he added, taking his place by the side of
the vehicle, “march ; and you, driver, see that
your horses go slowly. You know the road.
To the base of the mountain path which leads to
the Rock of Terror.”

CHAPTER LXIIL.
THE BURIAL OF THE LIVING

Taz dismal vehicle in which Lady Edith Mer-
ton was seated, closely guarded by one of the
masked men who sat by her side, drove slowly
onward, she knew not whither, through the
darkness.

On each side of the vehicle marched four of
the masked guards. Lady Edith locked from
the window of the carriage, but she could dis-
cover nothing but the dusky shadows of these
masked men, who looked like phantoms in the
dark obscurity.

She gazed earnestly at the burden upon the
carriage seat. It was as still as death.

“Itis the body of a man!” she murmured to
her masked companion.

“Itis,” answered the mask.

% And he is dead P "

“No,” replied the mask; “I told you just
now he is not dead ; heis only silent.”

“Heis gagged, then? ”

“No, he is silenced more surely. He will
never speak again.”

“Why not?”

“ Because he is a traitor, Signora.”

“A traitor!” cxclaimed the shuddering
Wwoman.

“Yes, a traitor. A traitor to the cause of
the champions of free and regenerated Italy. A
traitor to the Brotherhood of the Mountaineers.
You think, perhaps, that we are triflers, Signora
—that we are children; and that our dreams of
liberty are as shadowy as the fairy visions which
haunt the sleep of childhood. But you are
mistaken, Signora ; we are no children, and our
vengeance is no child’s play.”

Lady Edith tried to answer, but her parched
tongue clove to the roof of her mouth, and she
was unable to utter a word.

¢ Shall I tell you, Signora,” asked the mask,

in measured accents, “how the Association of
the Mountaineers have avenged themselves
upon that man?”

He pointed as he spoke to the muffled burden
upon the opposite seat.

Lady Edith bent her head. She was power-
less to give any other reply.

“When the sun rose yesterday,” resumed
the mask, *that man was possessed of the
intellect which can make a mighty ruler or a
master fiend. He had chosen to pervert the gift,
and had debased himself to the level of the
fiends of hell. Remorseless, unscrupulous, and
guilty, he trod the dark pathway which he had
made for himself, reckless of the end to which
that path was leading him. The plotting brain,
the murderous hand, both were his. He rose .
yesterday morning in full possession of every
power. Last nightjhe was invited to a banquet
by one whom he thought his dupe. That man
was one of our brotherhood.”

There was a pause. Lady Edith remained in
the speechless terror to which she had been
stricken.

“At the banquet to which the traitor was
invited,” continued the mask, *there were
many costly and generous wines; but there was
one flask of rock crystal, mounted with gold,
which contained a crimson liquid, brilliant in
its hues as molten rubies. The traitor's hawk-
like glance was attracted by the beauty of this
vessel and by the hue of the liquid which it
contained, and he asked the name of the wine.
His host smiled. ‘It is a nameless wine,” he
answered, ‘and it is very powerful in its effect
upon those who drink it. I would advise you
to beware how you taste it’ The traitor
laughed aloud at this warning. *I have drank
of too many vintages to be afraid of any wine
which you can offer me, my dear friend,” he
said, with contemptuous carelessness. As he
spoke he took a goblet from the table and filled
it with the brilliant fluid in the crystal flask.
He looked round at the assembled guests with a
smile of proud defiance, mockingly saluted his
host, and drained the goblet. When he lifted
that goblet he was possessed of the highest
intellectual powers which Heaven can give to
man ; when he set it down—"

The mask paused for a moment.

“What then ? ” gasped Lady Edith.

¢ He was a drivelling idiot.”

¢#Qh, horror!” murmured the wretched
traitress.

“He had drunk of a draught, the secret of
which is known only to three men—the three
greatest chemists of the age. One of these men
is & member of the brotherhood, and he it was
who prepared the ruby-tinted fluid which, in its
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appesrance, resembiés the rarest wine. That
drdught-has-power to transform, in one bnef
moment, the intellect of a ruler of nations into

the fatwity~of an “idiot. - The ‘'plotting brain,

which i could - weave ‘the intricate web of a
‘thousand sehemes, is blotted out, and a blank
slone: remains. - Memory, love, hate, all melt
tﬂy beneath the force of that hquld ﬁre, which
consuomes the brain without impairing the
strength of - the body.  The traitor lying oppo-
gite.to ns heeds not our words, hears not our
-vyoices; knows not that we are here. To him
earth is empty and the heavens a blank. The
‘most terrible death which cruelty could inflict
upon him would be an' act of charity, for it
would release him from a life of hopeless dark-
ness and silence—darker than the darkness of
the blind—more ailent than the silence of the
dumb.” »

A slnvermg motxon agltated the folds of the
cloak, and a low gurgling moan broke from
the lips of the man lymg upon the carriage
seat. .

Lady deth ah.rfed

“ Snrely he must ha.ve heard!” she ex-
claimed." :

“No,” answered the mask. *He hears
nothing. He has a dull sense of pain in his
weary head. For the drug which he has drunk
slowly rots away the brain of him who tastes it;
and the process is not painless. Now, Signora,
tell me-if you think the vengeance of the Moun-
taineers is child’s playP"”

“No!” cried Lady Edith, with a sudden
burst of energy. “Itis not child’s play; itis
sport, perhaps ; but it is the sport of fiends.”

“There is no punishment too terrible for
those who betray the cause of a struggling
nation,” answered the mask.

‘Lady Edith made no reply. She sat silent
and - motionless, her whole being absorbed in
one dreadful thought—Wlmt was to be her
fate ? -

“Listen to me,” she exclaimed suddenly.
“It is useless to pretend ignorance of your pur-
posé in ‘bringing me hither; you would be
revenged on me for some wrong which you
fancy I have done towards your Association.
Guilty or innocent, I am in your power, and
you can do with ime as you will. I have butone
request to make to you.”

« I listen,” answered the mask.

“Do with me what you will, but spare my
reason. ' Let me die if you will, but do not leave
me to wander with besotted brain upon the
darkened face of a weary earth. Promise me
M ”

¢ T promise,” said the mask.

“You will not rob me of my intelligence ? *

{ torch in his hand,

*¢ Nothing shall be done to cast one shadow
upon the brightness of your intellect, Signora,”
answered the mask. “No violent hand shall
assail you. No murderous knife shall shed one
drop of your aristocratic blood. No poisonous
compound shall be offered to you. N o rough
arm shall fling you to a watery dea

“You would not kill me, then?” exclmmed
Lady Edith.

“No, Signora.”

“ What, then, would you do to me P "

“That is a secret now, Signora; but it will
be no secret three hours hence.”

Once more there was silence. Half an hour
afterwards the voice of one of the masked
guards called * Halt ! ”

" The vehicle stopped. One of the gnards
lighted a torch, while another opened the
carriage door,

“Dismount, Signora,”
masked companion.

She descended from the vehicle, and, looking
eagerly round her in the red glare of the torch-
light, she beheld a mountainous district, wild
and lonely in its character.

8ix of the masked guards formed themselves
into a little procession, and marched towards a
narrow mountain-path with Lady Edith between
them.

“Stop!” cried the mask who had ridden with
her in the carriage. * Stop, Signora; before
you leave this place, it will be well for you to
see the traitor upon whom the vengeance of the
brotherhood has fallen.”

Lady Edith paused ; indifferent to all but the
thought of her own peril.

“You do not ask the traitor's name, Signora,”
said the mask.

“I do not care to know it,” she answered,
coldly.

“It will be best for you to discover it from
the face of the traitor himself,” said the mask ;
““ it will help the lesson you will learn to-night.
Bring hither your burden.”

Two men lifted the recumbent figure from
the carriage seat.

They placed the man upon his feet. He
staggered forward a few paces, still wrapt from
head to foot in the cloak which concealed alike
his face and!figure, and then sank in a crouching
attitude upon a block of stone which lay upon
the mountain road.

Every now and then he uttered the dreary
moaning noise which Lady Edith had heard in
the carriage. .

“ Bring your torch, Luigi,” said the mask,
‘““and you, Donato, lift the cloak.”

One of the masked guards advanced with a
His comrade bent over

said Lady Edith's
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the idiot, and lifted the cloak from his head and
face.

Lady Edith Merton looked at the face, which
stared with a dull expressionless glare at the
lurid light of the torch.

Then with one prolonged shriek of horror,
whose echoes resounded along the mountains,
she staggered back several paces, clasping her
hands before her eyes.

The idiot was Colonel Oscar Bertrand.

The handsome face of the Austrian was now
a ghastly spectacle. Every spark of intelli-
gence had fled from his once brilliant eyes.
His chin fell forward upon his breast, and his
under lip hung powerless upon his chin, while
a white foam oozed slowly from his open mouth.
His head, which, four-and-twenty hours before,
had been carried with the haughty grace of an
emperor, now trembled like that of some
wretched being in the last stage of palsy. His
hands hang loosely from his wrists, as if every

-ginew had been withered.

This was the man who had defied justice and
and laughed at danger. This was the man
whose powerful intellect had ruled the souls of
his fellow-men. This was the Mephistopheles
who had led the weak and the guilty from
petty crimes to deeds of horror and bloodshed.

“ TLeave him!" said the mask. “We have
done with him. Let him go.”

The man who had been addressed as Luigi
untied the cords with which the Austrian had
been bound.

Oscar Bertrand rose from his sitting posture
and staggered away along a winding mountain
path. Lady Edith Merton heard his idiotic
laugh grow fainter in the distance as he dis-
appeared.

“ Now, Signora,” said the mask, who was
evidently the leader of the little band, *come
with me.” )

He placed himself upon herright hand. The
man called Luigi took his place on the left.
The other masks walked in the same order as
that in which they had gone from the steamer
to the carriage.

In this order they slowly marched along the
mountain pathway by which the brigand
associates of the brotherhood had gone to the
Rock of Terror.

The first paie glimmer of the morning light
peeped over the summit of the mountain as the
little party approached the Rock of Terror.
Every object was distinctly visible in the cold
grey light, when the dismal procession halted
upon the stony ledge before the cavern in
which the Austrian soldiers had hidden.

This stony platform was disfigured by a
spreading stain of a blackish hue.

The masked captain pointed to this stain.

“Can you guess what that is, Signora ?” ho
asked.

“No,” said Lady Edith, indifferently. -

It is the blood of the enemies of Italy.” -

The terrified woman looked eagerly round
her. She thought that her masked companion
had deceived her, and that she had been brought
into this mountain stronghold to be murdered.
But, in looking searchingly at her masked
guards, she perceived that they carried no
weapons whatever, nor was there any appear-
ance of intended violence in any object near.

Worn out as she was by long watching and
lasting, her senses seemed unnaturally clear, as
if every faculty had been intensified by terror,
and no feature in the rugged scene was lost
upon her scrutinising gaze.

One object attracted her attenhon, and ﬁlled
her with wonder.

This was a niche in the rock ; a niche which
had evidently been newly hewn out of the
solid stome, for the fragments which had been
hacked out of the rock were sttewn upon the
stony ledge.

This niche, or recess, measured a.boub three
feet and a half in breadth, and six feet in height

By the side of this recess lay a heap of new
bricks, a pile of wet mortar, and a mason’t
trowel.

As Lady Edith looked at these things 8
stalwart figure emerged from the opening in the
rock, and Black Carlo appeared before the
masked leader.

“We have done our work, captain,” he sail.

“Ay,” answered the mask, ‘“and you have
done it quickly and well. The niche is neatly
made, and we have brought the statue.”

One of the masked guards laughed.

“ Come, Signora,” said the captain, *can
you guess now why we have brought you
here? "’

“To murder me ! ” exclaimed Lady Edith.

“No,” answered the mask, with horrible
deliberation; *?o bury you alive!”

The wretched woman uttered a piercing
ghriek, and flew towards the edge of the rock,
from which she would have hurled herself to
the abyss below, had not the masked captain
grasped her wrist in his strong hand.

«No, Signora,” he exclaimed, “ you do not
escape us thus. A rapid death for the brave
and noble. A lingering fate for the traitor.
Yonder niche has been hewn on purpose tor 30
fair a statue. Come, lady!”

He clasped her slender waist in his gnclrelmg
arm. Black Carlo threw a cloak over her
head, and in another moment they placed her
in a standing position in the stony recess.
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Her wild shrieks of despair rang through the
mountain air, but there were none to respond
to those cries of anguish.

One of the masked guards took the trowel,
and, with a rapid and unerring hand, fitted the
bricks into the square opening in the rock.

Rapidly and surely the wall arose which was
to shut Lady Edith Merton from a world for
whose glories she had sacrificed her soul.

When this wall had been built on a level
with the face of the traitress, the' masked
captain held up his hand.

“Stop!” he exclaimed, “let your work end
here. We will leave the fair lady with power
to see the skies and the mountain-tops. She
will live the longer, and will have more time
for repentance. Give her this.”

He handed a crucifix to the mask, who hung
it upon a craggy point of the rock, in such
a position that it could be easily secn by his
victim.

Lady Edith had now lost all power to shriek.
A deathly faintness benumbed her senses. Her
wild eyes gazed straight before her at the grey
morning sky.

¢ March, comrades,” cried the masked cap-
tain. “The work is done. The brotherhood
is revenged upon those who would have betrayed
it.”

‘With a slow and steady tramp the masked
company descended the circuitous pathway by
which they had mounted to the Rock of
Terror.

Black Carlo and his comrades disappeared in
another direction.

Alone amid the silence and solitude of
Nature—alone in the presence of the Almighty
Power whose laws she had forgotten and whose
justice she had defied, Lady Edith Merton
waited for death.

CHAPTER LXIV.
THE MEETING IN THE VALLEY

Wge left Lolota Vizzini and the Marquis of
‘Willoughby at the very moment when the life
of the lovely Spanish woman trembled in the
balance, and when it seemed as if nothing short
of a miracle could save her from the cruel fate
which Lady Edith Merton had designed for her
innocent rival.

It pleased Providence, however, to spare the
generous-hearted Lolota. The hour in. which
Lionel Montfort reached the bed of the fever-
stricken patient was the turning-point of the
disease. The prayer of the penitent man was
heard ; and Lolota reached in safety a small
village, within 8 few miles of Naples, to which

the first physicians of the Italian city advised
Lord Willoughby to convey his charge.

The young nobleman rented a small villa half-
hidden in a grove of orange-trees, and sheltered
by the mountains which screened it on every
side save one, before which stretched the sea.

The French girl who had attended Lolota,
and who had also suffered from the infamous
plot against the life of her mistress, was likewise
conveyed to this retired villa, and placed under
the care of the same skilful physician who was
attending Madame Vizzini.

Lolota Vizzini was the first to recover. When
she awoke to consciousness upon the evening of
her removal from Naples, she opened her eyes
upon & scene which was strange to her.

The bed upon which she lay was situated
opposite a wide casement, which was opened to
its fullest extent. Festoons of dark green
foliage clustered round the framework of this
casement.

Through the open space between these leafy
festoons the purple sea, gilded by the last rays
of the setting sun, greeted the gaze of the
invalid, while the low plashing murmur of the
waves sounded iike the lullaby which a mother
sings to her sleeping infant.

Lolota Vizzini closed her eyes, almost over-
powered by her sense of the tranquil loveliness
of Nature.

It was some time before she reopened her
eyes. When she did so she perceived that she
was not alone. A young man was seated near
her pillow, but his face was shrouded from her
view by the white curtains of the bed.

A little way from him sat a woman in the
garments worn by the sisters of a religious
order, whose members devote themselves to the
nursing of the sick.

Although Lolota Vizzini could not see the
face of the male watcher by her sick couch, she
felt that he was no stranger to her.

“Lionel ! she exclaimed; “is it indeed
youbp”

Lord Willoughby threw himself on his knees
by the bed-side.

“ My dearest love,” he murmured. * Heaven
has heard my prayers ; you will be restored to
me.”

The Sister of Mercy laid her hand upon the
shoulder of the Marquis.

« Pray, Signor, do not forget the physician’s
orders,” she whispered ; * the Signora is to be
guarded from every agitation, every excitement,
Let me implore you to leave the room. While
the Signora was sleeping you might watch over
her without endangering her recovery; now
that she has awakened, I must beg of you to
leave us.”



206

THE BLACK BAND; OR, THE MYSTERIES OF MIDNIGHT'

- The Marquis rose from his knees.

“You are right, Madame,” he said. “ I will
obey you to the letter. Let me but speak one
word to your patient, and then I will leave her
under your watchful care.”

He bent over the couch, and taking the
feeble and burning hand in his own, lifted it to
his lips.

“Sleep in peace, dearest; but even in your
dreams remember that I am near you.”

The large dark eyes of the Spauish woman
were suffused with tears as she lifted them to
the face of her afianced husband.

She tried to speak, but her trembling lips

refused to utter the words which her heart
prompted.
. Long after midnight, when her nurse was
sleeping peacefully in an easy-chair by the bed,
Lolota rose from her couch, weak as she was,
and knelt to offer gratitude and praise to
Heaven for happiness that seemed almost over-
whelming.

Little did she suspect that an unseen watcher

marked that suppliant attitude, that fervent
prayer.
. Lionel Montfort had found himself unable to
rest, under the agitation of his thoughts, and
had spent the silent hours between midnight and
morning wandering in the garden, and pausing
every now and then to peep through the case-
ment of the sick room.

He saw his betrothed on her knees, heard
her offering up her thanks to Heaven for the
blessings of his love, all unworthy as he was.

Three days after this, Lolota Vizzini was
pronounced by the physician to be out of
danger.
~ Her recovery was rapid; for he whom she
loved was near her, and his presence seemed to
inspire her with new life and strength.

“Iam too happy, Lionel,” she murmured;
“and I sometimes fear all this happiness must
be some dream which will melt away and leave
me to despair.”

Three weeks after their removal to the villa,
Lolota Vizzini was entirely recovered, and it
was about this time that an event occurred which
had considerable influence upon the lives of the
two lovers.

Early one morning the Marquis of Willoughby
walked out alone upon the mountain road which
wound around the lovely spot upon which the
villa was situated. His object in taking this
solitary walk was to procure his letters from the
post-office at a small village three miles from the
villa.

He reached the village, called at the post-
office, received the only letter which awaited
him~—the epistle of one of those few confidential

friends whom he had ventured to entrust with a
knowledge of his whereaboyts—and set out on
his return home.

In his eagerness to get back to the villa, he
determined upon taking an intricate pathway,
which skirted a ravine, and wound round a
portion of the base of the mountain.

The way was gloomy and sohtary, but be
cared for nothing so long as it led him more
quickly to the point w]nch he was so uppatxout
to reach.*

He had walked about a mile’ lmd a ha.lf from
the village when, to his annoyance, he dmoomed
that he had lost his way.

The steep side of the mountain ahut out the
surrounding country, and he was therefore
unable to discover where he had strayed.

He looked for some chance pedestrian. who
might be able to direct him in the nght path:
way, but for some time he looked jn vain; by
and by, however, he perceived in the distanee
the figure of a man walking along tho narrow
pathway before him.

This man appeared to be of adunced gge 3
his form was bent nearly double, and his leg.
tottered under him as he crept along. -

He was not dressed like the peusantsof the
surrounding villages. . clothes, though
tattered and mnd—sta.med, were those of ‘an
English gentleman.

Lord Willoughby had no dlﬂinnlty in over-
taking this man, whose pace was slow as it was
feeble.

“Will you be good enough to dlrect me to
the Villa Valdino? ” he said, addressing the
stranger in English,

There was no reply, the man still tottered
onwards, taking no notice whatever of . the
question.

Lord Willoughby repeated his mqmry in
Ttalian.

Again there was no answer, save a harsh
idiotic laugh, whose discordant.tones startled
the Marquis.

He laid his ha.nd upon the shoulder of the
stranger.

The man tumed a.nd ra.wng hl.mself fromlns
stooping attitude, scowled with a wol.ﬁsh glare
at the young nobleman.. .

The stranger was Oscar Bertrand. o

Lord Willoughby drew back speechleu mth
astonishment.

His old enemy, the destroyer of his. pme,
the prompter of his brothers murder, steod
before him. :

But that gtu.lty teacher Was 1o longer worthy
even of revenge. Helpless, feable, decrepit,
idiotic, he had sunk lower -than the: amluh

' that grazed in the valley below. -.
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The wretched creature burst into & loud peal
of shrill laughter, and tottosred away, gibbering
and mouthing as he went.
. The Ma.rquis forgot even his eagerness to
return home, in the astonishment which this
unlooked-for meeting had inspired. He wan-
dered slowly onwards, and half an hour after-
wards met a peasant lad who conducted him
into the right pathway.

. He was pale as death when he re-entered the
cheerful saloon in which his beloved Lolota
awaited him.
‘ ¢ Madame Vizzini was alarmed by the altered
- aspect of her lover.

‘ Something has happened, Lionel,
mured, anxiously.

“Yes, dearest,” he answered ; * the vengeu.nce
of offended Heaven has fallen upon a guilty
wretch—I have no longer an enemy. We can
return to England as soon as you are strong
enough to bear the fatigue of the journey.”

“And that will be to-morrow, Lionel, if you
wish it,” replied Lolota.

¢ Dearest one,” whispered Lionel, “I have
arranged everything with Francisco, the good
old priest at Marenna, and to-morrow he will
marry us according to the rites of the Catholic
Church. When we return to England the
marriage ceremony can be repeated by a
Protestant minister.”

Early the next morning the lovers drove to
the little village of Marenna, and accompanied
the old priest to the humble chapel which d evo-
tion had raised even in that solitary district.

The marriage ceremony was performed with
no witnesses but the physician, Lolota's faithful
maid, and a few wondering villagers, who
looked with considerable curiosity at the lovely
but tearful bride.

As the Marquis and his beautiful companion
were leaving the holy edifice, accompanied by
the priest, they were startled by the appearance
of a crowd stationed about the door of the
village inn.

The members of the crowd saluted the priest
with a respectful eagerness as he approached.

“ Ah, Padre mio,” said one of the men, ¢ you
are much wanted here; a poor creature has
just been carried into the inn. 8he seems at
the point of death, she can neither speak, nor
move ; but she still breathes, and she seems still
conscious.”

The priest hurried through the ecrowd.
Lolota and Lord Willoughby followed, impelled
by mingled curiosity and sympathy.

A strange and extremely painful sight met
their gaze.

Upon a rough litter of green branches held
by two men lay the dying woman.

" she mur-

Her . face was of a leaden hue; her large
black eyes were half starting from her head,
and had the glassy lustre of approaching death.
Her faint breath came in stifling gasps, each
gasp more painful to her than the last. The
priest knelt by her side, with the holy emblem
of Christianity in his hand. He whispered
words of cowfort to the expiring woman, but
was too late.

At the very moment that the good old priest
uttered the first syllable of the prayer for the
passing soul, the dying woman's eyes met the
face of Lord Willoughby, who had just crossed
the threshold of the room.

As she beheld that once familiar face, a pro-
longed shriek of agony burst suddenly from her
throat, and at almost the same moment a erim-
son torrent gushed from her bedabbled lips.

She had burst a blood-vessel.

In the next instant she fell back dead !

This woman was the once brilliant and beau-
tiful Lady Edith Merton.

A wandering goatherd, who had followed a
stray member of his flock to the summit of the
Rock of Terror, had been attracted by the
extraordinary apparition of a human face
looking out of a newly-built wall in the solid
stone.

He had been still more bewildered on per-
ceiving that the face was that of a living being.

‘With the aid of two of his comrades, he had
succeeded in removing the bricks, the mortar
having scarcely dried since the burial of the
living.

For four-and- twénty hours Lady Edith Merton
had remained in this horrible position when she
was rescued by the goatherds.

But it wastoo late. Life was well-nigh spent.
She survived long enough to be conveyed upon
a roughly constructed litter to the humble inn
at Marenna, which was within a mile of the
base of the Rock of Terror, but she expired on
beholding him whom she had once loved.

An inquiry was held by the Italian authorities
upon the body of Lady Edith, and it was the
Marquis of Willoughby who bore witness to
the identity of the dead woman. A purse
bearing the arms of the Vandeleur family, and
containing a letter addressed to Lady Edith
Merton, served to confirm his evidence, and an
account of the English lady’s terrible death was
published in all the Italian papers.

» * * » * »

Little more remains to be told.

Lionel and his wife live a retired but happy
life at the country seat of the young nobleman.
By deeds of benevolence, Lionel endeavours to
atone for the sins of his youth ; while in Lolota
he has ever a ministering angel, eager to lead
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him into the golden pathway whose end is peace.

The foreign newspapers conveyed to Robert
Merton the first tidings he received of the
strange and terrible death of his once idolised
wife.

Guilty as she had been, the noble-hearted
husband could not read that ghastly story with-
out a pang of pitying anguish. He hastened to
Naples and made his way to the village of
Marenna, where he ascertained the truth of the
story.

By his directions a simple stone tablet w:s
erccted in the little Italian chapel, recording

only the name and age of the deceased.
* » * »

» »

We have followed the innocent and the
guilty alike impartially through the intricate
labyrinth of life. 'We have seen the innocent
for a time oppressed—the guilty for a time
triumphant ; but we have also seen that the
wondrous balance of good and evil will infallibly
adjust itself in the end ; and that a dire and
unlooked-for vengeance will alight upon the
heads of those who defy the Power which
rules this universe, or laugh to scorn the just

laws of an All-Wise Providence. -
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