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CHAPTER I.
THE WORKINGS OF FATE

‘Well, but, Flo, you must epare me a
minute. I want to talk to you seriously of
—of the future ’

Hugh S rathmore was a handsome. stal-
wart young tellow, wbo would sel-
dom bave hzd to plead in that fashion to
any other woman.

But Flora Fanshaw was on frank, sister-
ly terms with him, that suggested no par-
ticular charm in a tete-a-tete.

She was a remarkably tall girl, with an
athletically graceful figure, which just then
looked its best in the well firting boating
dress she wore.

Her handsome face was a little flushed
but her bright, dark eyes look-
ed quizzically into bis from un-
der the shadiw of thir long
lashes, as she stood poised lightly on the
top of the boat-house steps, looking like a
very modern water-nymph, an oar balanced
in her large, white, shapely hand.

‘You don’t need to detain me a whole
minute,’ she said ; ‘because I know exactly
wbat you want to say. You are going to
ask me to name our wedding-day.’

Hugh laughed, though a faint flush of
vexation crossed his face.

He was honestly fond of Flora, aud yet
there were times when he could have wished
that she was just a little Cifferent.

“That wasn’c quite what I intended to
say,’ he eaid ; ‘but it is very nesr it. You
sre going to he my wile, Flo, some duy,
are you not?

‘Ot eourse I am. Didu’t our parents
solemnly betroth us when I was three and

you were five ? and didn‘t you put this ring ‘

on my finger on my sixteenth birthday ? Be-
sides, 1 am so borribly poor. I positively
must marry you because 1 bave no otber
prospect in life.’

*And you don’t care for—for anyone else
better P Hugh asked, as he stood in a very
unlover like attitude, looking at ber, his
back agsinst the tall, straight trunk of a
willow tree, his hands deep n his pockets.
‘] know you’ll be candid with me, Flo, and
tell me if that ié the case.’

+O1 course I will,’ she returned lightly.
‘When I fall in love I will mske you my
father confessor and tell you all about it;
but in the meantime I have quite made up
my mind to be your wife. We are both so
dresdiully unsentimental that we shall be a
v:ry happy couple’

‘I bope so.” Hughsaid; ‘anybow it will
plesse toe old fo'ks, and 4

‘And you will let me hsve my own way
whenever I want it,’ Flo returned merrily.
‘As an earnest of that, you must relesse
me now. Positively the water is too tempt-
ing. 1 cannot postpone my row for the
sake of talking sentim(n® to you, though
you are a dear, good Doy and 1 love you
with all my heart.’

She laughed merrily as she spoke the
last words, and ran down the wooden steps
to enter the little skiff which was rocking
on the silver tide.

Hugh did not attempt to aid ber—h-
knew her independence too well—but re-
mained unier the willow tree while she
cast ff the moorings, and then, bending
to ber oars, eent the boat out into the mid
stresm where presently it was lost to view
beh'nd an abrupt cuve in the bank.

He stood there for quite a long time,
but presently be roused bimselt and went
slowly along the path beside the strcem,
ligting his pipe as he did so.

That’s settled anybow,’” was his some-
wbat moody reflection. ‘The pater ar-
ranged the marrisge vears ago, and since
Flo is ready to fulfil the engagement, o!
course 1 can't draw back. 1 ought to be
glad that the is eo unsentimental. I don’t
believe in love cu'side the covers ot a
novel, and yet I wish Flo was a litile diff-
erent.

“Oh, tr-am'et, 81 iz yenr way aloa’,
Siay, stay, in your onward fl ght;

Oa, lisren, for mine 18 & 8w ter 80T g,
The song of a hesrt's oelight.”

He stopped suddenly as the joyous
words came floating towards bim on the
stillcess of the sunny, summer air, and
suddenly a bot flush rose to the roots ot
his close rut trown bair.

it wasa girl’s voice than sang, sweet
and clear and musical as tbat ot the lark
overheaa, a voice which, like the larke,
sang trom tbe sheer joy of hte and living.

A moment more, and the singer herselt
came in sight, a slender ‘slip of a girl)’
with masses of golden bair clustered in
soft curls about ber temples, and sweet
blue eyes that first brightened with pleas-
ure, aud then cropped shyly as they met
Hugh Stratbmore’s glance.

‘Fsme ! be exclaimed, and his tone told
how giad he was to meet ber thus. ‘I
ought to have recogniz:d your vaice direct-
ly 1 heard it. What a dear contented little
girl you are ! though I am atraid, you bave
very little to mage your life harpy.’

l'i'e spoke in a protecting, almost a pat-
ronizing way.

He bad known her sioce she was but a
little child, and be felt himself far older
than her seventeen summers.

“You speak as 1f you were discontent-d,’
she 8aid, looking up bewitchingly trom over
the bunch of white water lihes that she
carried, to sbake ber pretty head at bim.
‘Yet I think you have everything that
could make life worth Living.’

Her eyes, perhips, told more than ber
words, tor Hugh S rathmore was ber hero
not simply because be was ths only son
and heir of rich Sir Gavin Strathmore, of
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the Towers, but because be was as well her
besu ideal of an English gentleman, the
most handsome, fascinating, delightiul per-
son her rather limited circle ot acquamnt-
ances contained.

‘Yes. I supnose I)hsve a good deal to be
thankful for,” h+ said, smiling, though his
eves were grave; ‘and vou, you poor little
girl, have very little. Your life cannot be
a very bappy one, shut up at the Vizarage,
with no compsnions but a corfirmed itvalid
like Mrs M .yfield end a well-meaning muff
like her son.’

The girl’s blue eyes overflowed with re-
proachful tears.

*You must not speak slightingly of them,’
sLe said, a touch of indignation in her clear
tones, which lent a new charm to her gentle
manner. ‘Remember I am but a poor waif.
My mother was found at the lttle railway
station yonder, lying dea), with me, a
baby, in her arme I was left absolutely
destitute wth no clue to my relations or
parentsge, and then Mr May field, Stepben’s
tather, who was the vicar here then, took
me into bis own house, and brought me up
as it ] had been his child. Sometimes I
am almost re'fish «¢nough to be glad that
Mrs Mayfield is an invalid, for now I can
be her nurse and constant attendant,
though all I can do will not prove one halt
the gratitude I feel.’

‘Y .u are hardly doing-yourself justice,’
Hugh said, and he found fresh charms each
momen® in the fair, flashed face that look
ed up now into his with the glamour of
dewy brightness in those long lashed eyte.
‘] grant Mr. Mayfield was very kind; but
then, the whole village was roused with
sympathy for you, poor Jittle forlorn babe
that you were. He had you taken to the
Vicarege, meaning to bring youup as a
sort o! bumble deperdant It was your
own charm and goodness that won his
beart and made him, instead, adopt you as
his daughter.’

She shook her head, though she knew
that what he said was true, and into ber
eyes there came a brighter, happier lLight.

Surely never through all her lite haa any
praise before then bhalf eo sweet as this
which had fallen from his lips.

‘At any rate, I know that the Mayficlds
have been my only friends,’ she said. ‘I
can never be grateful enough to them, or
love them balf so well as they deserve.’

*Not your only triends ; there are plen'y
in the village who love you besides the
Mayfields,” Hugh said, and it certainly
was as well that Flora was far superior to
any such womanly failing as j2alousy.

He bad no thougbt of being untrue to
his brilliant fiancee, but unconsciously his
eyes took a brighter light as they rested
on Esme’s face, and be found bimsell wish-
ing tbat the baby waif of years ago had
been brought to the Towers instead of
taken to the Vicarage.

It would te so sweet to bave won such
gratitude as this— gratitsde which now. he
remembered, with a thrill of unreasoning
snger, was lavished on tbe mild-mannered
vicar and bis invalid mother.

‘Everyone is good to me,’ Esme said,
with her brightest smile, yet it was an
April face she turned towards him, for
there were tears in her bonny eyes.

‘Because you deserve so much goodness,’
he said, and somehow her pretty white
hand was clasped in his sgain, and bhis
brown head was very near her golden one
a8 the blue eyes drooped shyly.

He was trying to see her tace, thinking
how fair and sweet it was, when suddenly a
sharp, sbrill cry rent theair and made them
both start.

‘It is Fio's voice,” Hugh exclaimed, and
then in the next moment h:added : ‘Merci-
ful Heaven ! Can she bave drifted on to the
mill weir P’

The same thovght was in Esme’s mind,
and breathlessly ibey ran along the river
side path, forgetting their owa oriet glam
our of romance in thuir spxiety fer Muss
Fanshaw.

For the mill weir was one of the most
dangercus reaches in the river, where many
lives had been lost.

The distance was not great, yet ere it
had been quite traversed their anxietics
were ended by the sound of Flo's laughter.

A moment more, and a sudden bent in
the path revealed that young lady hers:lt,
most unromantically drenched, tbough she
seemed otberwise little the worse for the
gccident, of which the abandoned boat, de
relict in mid strcam told eloquently.

‘Why, Flo, what has hsppened ?' Hugh
asked, as be came up, and she advanced a
few steps to meet him.

‘Ncthing very serious.’ she answered ; ‘1
bave bad a ducking, tbat's all. It would
bave been a good deal worse, though, tor
I can’t swim a stroke, if it bad not be-n tor
the beroiem of Mr. Majyfield here. Thatk
bim tor me. Hugh, for absolutely I owe my
lite to him.’

Hugh's attention was thus drawn to the
little vicar, who presented a pitiable obj:ct
in his dreuched garments.

He had pertormed a really brave act, as
Hugh well knew, for the stream was no
eary one for even the strongest swimmer,
but se far from realizing his h:roiem, the
R:verend Stepben Ma)fi Id only .ooked
very much ashamed of himself.

‘Pray don't mention it,’ the lttle man
said tremulously. ‘I real'y did nothing to
speak ot E:me, will go to the Viarage
to assure my motber I am not hurt? It
aight cause ber a shock 1t she were to see
me like this, witbout being prepared for it.

Tee girl obeyed, ot course, and sped

away on her errend, while, siter a Jew
words of congratulations and tbavks were
said, Hugh went off with Flo to the Tow-
eTe. '

He walked on in silerce, thinking of
E+me, and very much inclined to wreak
summary vengeance upon the Reverend
Stephen Mayfi 1d for having cared to ad
dress ber by her Christian name, in spite
of the fact that she was to all intents and
purposes his adopted sister.

There was rilence until they were close
to the Towers and then Flo abruptly spoke
her thoughts aloud.

‘I\’s wonderful how mistaken you may
be in anyone,’ she said, apparently irreve-
lantly. I have felt a sort of contempt for
Mr Mayfi.ld before, and now he bas
proved himself a bero. He is so modest,
too ; and waen't it good of him to tuink of
bis mother as he dic?’

‘] don’t see that he has dooe anything
very remarkable,’ Hugh retorted with un
usual illshumour, upon which Flo, who was
always quick-tempered, stamped ber foot
imp: riously, and, baving given him a piece
of her mind, went away in bigh cudgeon,
to leave him alone with kis thoughts of
Esme.

CHAPTER I1
A WEEK LATER.

Esme stood by the river side, her eyes
bent upon her own refl:ction as it was mir-
ored in the clear water, though her
thoughts were far away.

On one hand lay the little village, its
thatched roofs showing between the trees
clustered arouud the old, old church; and
there, too, was the red Vicarage—her
bhome.

On the otber side she could see the tall
towers of the great mansion which would
one day form part of Hugh's inkeritance,
and, distant though it was, its stately
grandeur seemed to press upon her like a
real burden.

Her own life story had indeed been told
in those few words which she bad exchavg
ed with Hugh.

She was a waif, a foundling, who bad
been taken from her dead mother’s arm’s
and shel ered and cared for by the old vic
ar, who was the father of the present hold-
er of the living

Who she was, or what was her real
name, none had ever known.

Oae thing, however, was evident—her
dead mother bat undoubted been a gentle
womau, though very, very poor.

It was ot the past the girl was thinking
as the stood by the river on this sunny
summer day,

A little while before, she had scen Flo
and Hugh riding side by side through the
village, and, as she bad looked at them,
and had seen the radiant smile upon the
other girls face, a sudden passion of jaal-
ousy had thrilled her gentle heart for the
fizst time in ber young life.

‘Why should this world’s goods be so
unequaily divided ?-~ she asked herself in
this new bitterness.

And then she contrasted Fio’s life with
her own.

The other girl was surrounded by
friends and admirers ; her lite was one kal
eidoscope of gaiety, and even the costly
clothes she wore had a fascination for
Esme now.though she had never cared for
them belore.

Then the thought of her own life and its
desolation, and suddenly she, who bad al-
ways been so bright and contented before
flung herselt upon the mossy bank, and
burst into a passion of bitter tears.

There came the slow tramp of a
horse’s hoots along the  grassy
path, and in a moment more
Hugh came in sight mounted on his great
grey huoter. The horse stopped abruptly,
and Hugh from bis saddle looked down at
the girl's slim form as sbe sat among the
ferns.

Her head was bent, and she was glad
that the brim of her bat must bide ber face
from him.

She bad checked her sobs by an effort,
and wanted to conceal the tears waich
trembled on her lashes still.

‘] thought I should find you here,” he
said. ‘1 came along this patn oun purposa.’

*And I tbought that here I should be
quite alone,’ she answered, with a little
laugh that cost ber a great effort, but the:e
was a quver in her voice as well, which
made him look down at her curiously. ‘I
saw you ride through the willage with
Miss Fanshaw, and believed you had gone
for a gallop on the moor’

‘It wasjast what I did intend to do,’ be
said, ‘but Flo was ia a very bad temper;
indead sh- has been in one ever tince th-
day of ber boating adventure a weck ago.
So we parted, especially as she saw May-
field going into one of the cottages, and
insisted on following bim. She wants to
talk about the new soup kitchen, 1 be.ieve,
though the ides ot Flo taking an interest
in parish work is just a little absurd.’

‘She bas never done so before,” Esme
said, and the quiver in her voice was more
pronounced than ever.

Hugh looked down with double intere:t
at the bowed bat, and toen sprang from
the saddle.

‘Why, you are crying !" he exclaimed.
‘Esme, little Esme, what is troubling you ?’

‘It is nothing,’ she said, springing to her
feet with some thought o1 taking flight;
‘only, | am silly and ungrateful enough to
feel miscrable and alone’

‘Alone—you, who have the whole neigb-
borhood to love you P’ he said, just a
little illogi ally considering his previous
condol nces.

‘I can’c belp it,’ she murmured apologet-
ically. *I don't think 1 have ever felt like
1t before ; but now—oh ! pray lec me paes,
Mr. S:rathmore. Indced, 1 would rather
be alone.’

It was not 8 very polite speech, but
Hugh S:rathmore understood the confes-
sion of womin's weakness whichit con-
tained.

She was afraid of breaking down utterly
—afraid, perhaps of him, but still more
certainly airaid of her own heart.

She turned as those last words were
said—turned to escape along the winding

river pato—but as the first movement was
made, Hugh caught her hand to stay her,
ard then—neither exactly knew how it
hippened, but she was clarped closely in
his arms, and though her tears were falling
fast tbey were now those of joy, because
she knew bis heart was beating against ber
own, and the knowledge of Lis presence
thrilled all her soul with a new and sweet
content

‘You wi ] bave to stay here with n.e for
a little while,” Hugh whispered tenderly.
‘Yon will bave to let me comfort you,
little one, because I love you—I love you
with all my heast’

She did not answer by words ; her senses
were dazed still, and ¢s yet no coherent
thought would come.

It was as though the shadows whi:h be-
fore had surrounded ber life bad becn sud-
denly banish>d by a flood «f d»zzling light,
a light #o briliiant tbhat he whole soul was
held in thrall by its glamour.

‘You must have seen my love long =go,
Esme,” Hugh wbispered presently, when
be bad waited for ber reply, and yet had
felt no words were needed. ‘You must
promise that you will never again (celalone
or unbappy while I live.’

H: was not a bad man, snd did not mean
to be false to the two woman with whom
bis hfe was tangled.

But the sight of Esme’s tears bad sud-
denly revealed the depths of bis own heart
to bim—depths whose secret had been un-
guessed betore.

In that moment be knew that he loved
her - loved this gentle, unassuming girl
with the one great passion of bis life, and,
swayea by love’s own instinct, he bad
caught her in his arms, thrusting away all
thought besides that of his love, as their
lips bad met in a long, long kiss.

As tor Flora, bis promised wite, absol-
utely, for the moment. all memory ot bher
had faded from his mind as it no such per
son ¢ xisted in the world.

Pervaps he bad never tully realized bis
engagement.

It tad been so much a matter of cour e
ever since it hso first been arranged by
their parents.

His tuture, perhaps, belonged to Flora
by right of that old arrsngement, but his
heart and lov - would all be Esme’s 8o long
as bis hite would las*.

“You love me ? Uh ! | never drcamed of
th.t.’ she whspered at last, snd faint
thougb her voice wes, its sweet. Jow tones
were ¢logquent ot tbe sucden gladness
which filled »ll ber being. ‘I never krew
there could b- bappiuess like this in < li the
wo:!d etor.’

Her tender words picrced, as it were,
his inmost beart, and suddenly he remem-
bere 1 all.

A groan that was almost a curse of him—
selt broke from his lips.

His love had lured him into this double
falsehood ; his love was doomed only to
bring her sorrow.

His arms fell from around ber, he put
her a little from bim, and took a step back
his handsome face showing grey and stern
in the summer sunshine

‘Esm-,” bhe said, and his voice was
broken as though by a sob, ‘lorgive—lor-
give ! I sbould not have told you of my
love ’

She stood a littla from him, looking into
his face with tender, innocent eyes, whose
trustful light was full of terrible reproach
for him.

The perplexity in her glance was mwore
than he could endure.

He threw himself upon the trunk of a
tallen tree which formed a rustic sest near,
and hid bis face in his hands.

At the sight ot bim in his abasement,
her own wcnder and dawning pain were
forgotten.

She thought only of him. and a great
fi>od ot wemanly sympathy filled ber neart
msking her love seem almost divine.

She made a step forward to woere he
sat, and koelt upon tae grass, laying her
clasped hands lightly on his knee

‘I thiok I understand what you mean,’
she s«id so softly s> gently, that the
wor s were veritasle coals ot fire to him.
‘] should not bave been so foolish as to
lieten to you Oi course, we must part’
for you are the son of Sir Gavn Strath-
more and I am but & nameless girl; yet
you n: ed not reproach youreelt tor having
told me toat you love ma. You will go
away and forger, but 1'—her voice sank
yet lower, and becam> thrice as swest]#i h
the tender music ot infinite joy—'‘[ shall
rememb-r as long as 1 lwe, and be h:p-
pier for the memory.’

‘Y ou must not speak like that,” he ans-
wered passionately, ‘You are a tbousand
tim.s my superior, and even it you were
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not, have you not beard that ‘Love. like
death, levels all ranks?”” Oh, Esme, Esme!
I toink that for your sake 1 could brave
any ordeal ; it would be nothing to me that
my tather might disinherit me, that we
should both be poor.’

‘Ab.yes; I had forgotten Sir Gavin’s
anger!' th: said faintly, and he knew that
she trembled at the thought, tor Sir Gavin
was a very important person in Strathmore
where he ruled with quiet feudal power. ‘I
would not have you make a sacrifice like
that for me.’

‘But it I were poorP' he could not help
asking. ‘Esme, if any freak ol destiny
made me no longer my father's heir, would
you love me stili? Would you stil! share
my fate?’

She found courage to raise herself a little
tigher, and then to clasp her loving arms

bout his neck

‘] have never been anything else but poor
+0 pov-rty would not frighten me,’ she said

0! you make me selfish; 1 could almost
wish that you were poor. too, and then—
then we need not part like this.’

A sob broke her tender voice as those
Jest words were said, and he stung by a
passion of contempt for himself, suddenly
drew himselt from her cling elasp.

*You are right I’ he said, boarsely, bit-
terly. ‘It1 were a beggar I should be
‘ree to love and marry you.’

It was not his werds, but rather his tone
which brought some knowledge of the
truth to her.

He had risen to his feet, while still she
knelt beside the fallen tree, ber innocent
child like eyes raised to his face.

‘Free!

That was all she s1id, yet there was en-
treaty as well as pain in the tone in which
the word was uttered.

*You have not heard,” he sid, yetl
thought the whole village knew the truth.
Esme, Esme, [ am a coward, a villain, to
have told you of my love. for I am engag-
ed to marry Flora Fanshaw.’

He spoke despairingly

Through all his life before, be had been
an honorable gentleman, and row for the
first time, he koew the bitterness ot shame
and self-reproach; and, asif to make his
punishment complete, he saw, while he
spoke, a change come to her fair face—the
blue eyes, which had been so sott before,
grew bard ; the tender blush, which bad
ma-e her girlish beauty almost divine, fad-
ed to leave bher white as driven snow.

Within the space of those few moments
she scemed to grow years older, to change
from a gl upon t'e verge ot chldhood
sgll, to a woman who has loved and suffer-
ed.

Sae rose to ber feet, slowly, firmly, and
siill her clear eyes looked straight iato his;
but their was a8 question in their glance—
absolutely she doubted her own senses
then.

‘Why do you say that ?’ she asked slow-
lv. ‘*Are you only trying my love, to see
it it will stand the test ? What you bave told
me cannot be the truth !’

‘It is the truth, Heaven belp me !' he an-
swered, and the flush of shame grew deeper
on his face. ‘Esme—Esme, why do you
doubt me P’

She took a slow step back, shricking from
him with a little pititul gesture, that went
to bis beart.

‘]I don't doubt you,’ she said, ‘I could
not, for I—I would as soon doubt Heaven
itself. There is some dreadful mistake—it
cannot be true—you are not eongaged to
Miss Fanshaw when you have told me that
you love me.’

‘Esme, Esme, you will break my heart,’
Hugh cried *‘Oh, my dearest, do you know
so little ot the world and its ways as never
to bave heard of a man marrying for money
or position, or a thousand other motives
besides love, and then, too late, meeting
the one woman to whom his love could be
given ?’

It was pititul to see the paleness of her
pretty face, and the shaiow, almost of des-
psir, which lay in the sweet blue eyes that
had shone with love's own light before.

Yet she was very calm now, struggling
with an heroic courage to conquer har ris-
ing tears.

“Yes; I bave heard ot such eases,” she
said, ‘but they have always seemed to me
stories of wicked men. Do not—do not
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