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CHAPTER 11I.—CoNTINUED

““We are all in trouble at the Vicarage,”
she said. ‘I suppose you have heard the
news, Miss Fonshaw P’

Flo stooped somewhat.

She was trying to open her pink silk
p:rnol. and some of the delicate laces
seemed to be entangled in its fastenings.

At any rate she found some difficulty
about it.

‘No.” ske said carelessly; ‘I have heard
nothing. I hope Mrs Mayfield’s health is
not worse.’

‘It is not that,” Esme answered; ‘all
things considered she keeps wonderfully
well It is about Mr Mayficld that we are
concerned. He has decided to resign his
living, and go as a missionary to Africa.’

‘Has he ”

That was all Flo said.

She still seemed to be entirely engrossed
with her refractory parasol, and Esme felt
indignant at her coldneass.

She surely might cisplay a little more
interest, considering that, only a few days
betore, the Raeverend Stephen bad saved
her life by the display of his unexpected
heroism

*Itis very brave and good of him to go
away like that,’ Esme said warmly; ‘but
the worst of it 1s that be has never been
strong, and the climate of the Gold Coast
is almost sure to be more than he can bear.
Mrs. Mayfizld is convinced that he will be
going to his death, but nothing she can say
seems to hav: power to turn him from his
purpose.

An expression, more forcible than lady
like, broke from Flo’s lips ; but that could
only hava been connected with the parasol
for suddenly the tangled lace gave way;
there was a tearing sound, and Miss Fan-
shaw, in her anger, flung the whole affair
from her with lavish disregard of its costli-
ness, and she stood watching the silk and
lace and ivory handle float forlornly away
down the stream.

‘Mr. Mayfield must be a little mad,’ she
said contemptuously, still seeming to be
thinking most ot all of her discarded para-
sol. ‘Tell bim so from me, and say that ] 1
am quite angry with him, for if he goes off
in a hurry to preach to black men in
Africa, he will not be able to help the
bisbop at my wedding, as I meant to ask
bim to do’

Appearently she thought that was a final
shot, for she turned away as the words
were spoken and went back towards the
Towers her handsome head held very erect.

Esme looked after ber with wondering
troubled eyes.

‘How handesome she 1is,
heartless I’ ‘she thought. She does not
realiza poor S ephen’s goodoess in
devoting his life to such a purpose, and
cares nothing for the sorrow he will leave
behind. 2, surely Hugh was right- it he
could suddenly become poor, she would set
him free.”

The refl=ction brought a tresh thought of
what might have been to her mind, and she
scood there dreaming, while the sun set,
changing the silver ot the stream to ruddy
gold ; and then the clanging of the dinner
bell at the Towers came over the woodland
to her ears.

Shs started at the sound, remembering
that she had slready stayed too long from
her duties at the Vicarage, and turned
away, meaning to run home will all possible
speed.

She reached the end of the river path,
and gained the short lane that led from it
to the Vicarage garden.

As she aid so she saw a stranger stand-
rwog by the white gate, looking up at the
bhouse—a shabby-genteel man, with a red,
dissipa‘ed tace, and crumpled collar.

He seemed to be hesitating whether he
should enter the garden and go boldly to
the boute or not and Esme, from the
distance. decided that his errand was to
ask Stephen Mayficld tor charity.

Even in that remote village they had
many such visitors, for Stephen, in s
generosity, gave untbinkingly, and was con-
tinually being made the dupe of some
impostor or other.

But when this man saw the girl, he left
the gate and came down the lane to meet
ber, still in the same furtive, stealthy
manner.

As he approacbed be raised his hat with
an air of exaggerated politeness that seem
ed groterquely out of keeping with his
shahby clothes

‘Pardon me,’ he said, smiling, ‘can you
teli me it that bouse is S ratbmore Vicar-
age ?'

‘Yes, it 18,” E'me answered, rather ab-
ruptly.’

He was standing right before her in the
narrow path, and she was anxious to re-
gain her home.

‘Perbaps, too, you can reply to some
other questions,’ the stranger went on.
‘At least, you can let me know whether
the pr¢s nt incumbent is youag or old ?’

It was certsinly a strange question, and
at any other tame Esme might bave been
tempted to smile.

He is quite young,’ she said. *‘Mr
Mayfield has only been in holy orders a
few years’

He was evidently disappointed, for bis
face fell

‘I am sorry to hear that,’ he said, ‘for I
wanted to make inquiries about an event
which bappened here some years ago, and
I hoped that the vicar would have been
my informant. I wonder to whom

and yet how

else I had better apply P I want to make
enquiries about a lady—a stranger—who
came h're with a baby in her arms, and
aied while——"’

He stopped in sheer surprise, for all
Esme’s indifference bad vanished.

The girl suddenly laid ber band upon
his shabby sleeve with an eager imploring
gesture.

‘You are speaking of my mother,’ she
said brokenly tremblingly. ‘Ob! tell me
—tell me all you know of her !’

‘Your mother,” he echoed, and then, as
he looked down into her upraised face, on
which the dying sunsbhine rested, her like-
ness to the dead seemed suddenly to strike
him. and bis doubts flad. *‘Yes,’ be said,
‘I ougbt not to have needed telling who
you are.’

* Come down this lane a little way ; take
me whers I can speak to you without fesr
ot being overheard. It is Fortune herself
that has brought us face to face Now 1
know that you are alive, I can make my
own terms. I can drag Sir Gavin Strath-
more and his son down to the very dust !’

CHAPTER 1V.
A GREATER FEAR

To Esme it seemed as though the utter-
ance of those words had been but part of a
troubled dream, so wild and fantastic did
thev appear t Ler.

Mechanically she had asked for some ex-
planation, but ber companion would give
none at first.

Hs hid gone past her down the path

back to the river-side, and dreamily, still
doubting her own senses, she followed him,
thinking only of Hugh, wondering if indeed
the threat which had been expressed by
those words was true.
They reached the river side and stood
facing each other, the girl with her hands
clasped, and her eager eyes shining star
like from her white face.

‘ Tell me what you mean by those strange

words?’ she said. * You bave bewildered
me. I cannot understand.’
‘ They do seem strange, I suppose,” the
man said, and his eyes wandered to the
grey turrets of the stately mansion that
rose above the trees. “ It is a little diffi ult
to believe that I, James Kuthertord, who
am standing here without a penny in my
pocket, have the power to drag the owner
of that great house to poverty and—what
is worse to him—disgrace.’

*You can do that!' she said brokenly,
and her eves wandered in the same
direction.

But now it was only of Hugh that she
thought—of Hugh, whom she loved so well,
and over whose life this unguessed cloud
was looming.

* It’s the truth, upon my honor,” Ruther
ford answered, and something in bis tone
removed all possibility of doubt from her
mind. ¢ What may be the name by which
you are called now, I do not know; but in
reali'y you are Coralie Strathmore, and
every acre of the Strathmere land—every
coin of their wealth—is yours’

She wus stunned by the words.

It was all so wondertul that it seemed
beyond belief.

She put out her band and touched the
bough of a willow that drooped near as
though, without its slight support, she
would have fallen.

She was dazad, stupified, bewildered by
the wonder ot it all.

**While you have been living bere you
must have heard of Sir Gavin's elder
brotber, the other Hugh Strathmore,” her
ccmpanion went on. ‘‘He was the heir to
the estate, but he died suddenly, jist after
bis tather. He was killed 10 a railway ac-
cident, I fincy, and so the secret of his life
was ncver known. But by his father’s will
Hugh succeeded to everything ; nothing of
the property was entailed, and as he died
intestate, all he possessed would pass to
his child.”

“‘But he never married,” Esme exclaim-
ed eagerly. *‘J have heard of his sad
death, though it happened so long ago,and
Sir Gavin succeeded as his brother’s heir.”

‘“‘Hugh Stratbmore was married, for his
wife was my balf-sister,” wae the reply,
‘‘but because she was his inferior in birth,
he was ashamed of her. He married her
under a name not his own, and was careful
to keep his idemtity concealed, not only
from her, but from everyone else.

“In point of fact bhe led a double life,
and, atter the lapse ot so many years, it
would be impossible to prove that the John
Moore who ma ri.d my sister was the
same man as Sir Hugh Stratbmore of the
Towers—impossihle to prove it it were nol
tor these ”

He thrust his band into bis pocket and
drew out a little bundle of faded Istters,
tied round with a piecs of blue riobon.

“These letters were wntten by him to
his wite ; they are dated from the Towers,
and in them, though evidently he hardly
intended that it should be so, are the
proofs of his identity—the proots which
make you the beiress of the Towers. Now,
do vou understand P’

‘Yes,” she said slowly, but perhaps it
was hardly the truth.

Her eyes were fixed upon the gray walls
still, as they rose above the trees, and she
was thinking of Hugh, who had wished
tbat by some turn of Fortune’s wheel he
might become poor, so that he would be
free to wed her.

‘My sister was the wite of Jobn Moo:e,
otherwise Hugh Strathmore, and you are

their only child,” he continued after a
pause. ‘When her husband died, my eis-
ter guessed the truth, though these letters,
which would have proved her claim, had
been misiaid, and could not be found.
However. she brought you here. meaning
to claim the property on your behall, and
here she died, as I suppose you have heard
before her story could be told.

‘A little while later, I saw Sir Gavin in
London, and laid the whole facts before
him. He listened quietly, and then laugh-
ed at me. He did not dispute that my
sister was the wife of John Moore, he said
but be would not acknowledge that John
Moore and his brother were the saaxe; in
fact, he de¢fied me to prove my clsim, and
when [ persisted in it, he paid men to hunt
me down, to get me discharged from my
situation, to ruin me, so that I should have
no money to fight the case. It is a long,
long reckoning that I have against bim, but
I mean to pay it now, and you shall help
me to wreak my vergence on him.’

The bhatred in bhis voice was terrible;
there wae murder in his eye, and, as he
spoke, he reised his fist to shake it at the
distant maneion, as though ic had been a
living thing, and could see and understand
the menace.

But still Esme seemed unmoved; still
she could on:y think of Hugh.

‘It was only yesterday tbat in an ol cup-
board I discovered these latters,” he said,
‘the letters that give me the clue I have
sought so long. These prove beyond a
doubt that you are Hugh Strathmore’s
daughter, and the heiress to his estates;
the dates, the news they contsin, the
handwriting, will all be conclusive. Direct-
ly I discovered them I started here in
search of you. Ot course,
dead, I should bave no power, for Sir Gav
in would still be the master of the Towers ;
but now that I have found you, everything
will go well. [ shall put these letters in
the hands of a lawyer, and in the end we
are bound to gain the day.’

She put out her hand with a stiff
mechanical gesture.

Even te her own fancy she see.ed
dreaming still.

‘Give me the letters,” she said: ‘on
vour own showing, they must be mine.
I.»t me read them.’

‘I don’t mind letting you do that,’ he
said, but he spoke rather reluctantly *Of
course, for your own sake, you will take
care of them. I suppose you could not
lend me five shillings, could you ? If so,
I'll go down to the village to have some-
thing to eat, and meet you here in about
balt-ac-hour’s time. That will be long
enough for you to read the letters in, and
come to understand them.’

She put her hand into her pocket and
gave him ber purse, which he opened at
once to count its contents.

They did not reach nearly the sum he
bad named, but there seemed sufficient for
his present needs at the village hostelry,
and, muttering again that he would return
in halt-an hour, he slouched away, leaving
Esme alone to resliz: the wonderful tid-
ings he had brought her as best she could.

She did not try to read the letters that
meant so much to her.

The man’s manner had prevented the
possibility of doubtiog bis word ; she knew
that what he said was the truth.

This little bundle of faded papers that
she held bad the power to dispossess Sir
Gavin from the Towers, and make her the
ruler there in his stead.

And suddenly the stupor which had seiz
ed her passed away in a great delirious
throb of joy.

It was not for (he money that she cared ;
indeed the possibility of claiming it never
crossed her mind ; it was only that now her
love seemed to reign triumphant, that now
the barriers which betore haa surrounded
it would tall away.

In her child-like innocence, it seemed to
her that she had but to go to Hugh and tell
him everything. .

Then Flora would set him free trom his
engagement, and Sir Gsvin would consent
to his marriage with Esma, who would nev
er claim the property, and only be mistress
of Siratbmore as Hugh’s wite.

It was but a dream, a golden dream, yet
in that moment she never doubted its ab-
solute truth.

She started forward, her face glowing
with hope and happy love, and the murmur
of the river seemed the sweetest gladdest
music she hsd ever beard.

The sunset light had fad: d; it was dark
now, save for the faint shine of the crescen
moon sailing in the deep purple ether to
the night sky.

But of the flight of time she thought
nothing—she did not even remember it.

Just as she was, in her brown holland
gown, she would go to the great mansion ;
she would ask to see Hugh, and then would
tell him this wonderful story by which he
might, in bonor, be set free from the bonds
which bound his life.

Trembling and eager in her glad antici-
pations, she ran lightly along the darksome
path beside the river.

She gained the private grounds around
the great house.

As she approached it, she saw that some
carriages were before the door, and knew
tbhat lights were streaming gaily from eve:y
window.

Then she remembered that a dinner party
was being given there that right, and as
she did so she instinctively avoided the
main entrance and paused uncertain how
she was to proceed.

The light from one ot the long windows
near streamed upon her elender form, and
as she looked down at the folds of her
brown helland dress, she seemed suddenly
to realiz: anew how very shabby it was and
how utterly insignificant it made her look.

Absolutely she could not confront the
tall liveried servants who she knew were
waiting in the hall; though, even at her
own fears she ceuld have laughed aloud,
remembering that in her breast, safely
hidden, was the little bundle of letters that
made her the mistress of house, and
grounds, and all the wealth of which they
were the evidence.

Abh! bow sweet, how delightful that
thought was. - :

if you were |

8he was glad to remember her own pow-
er, simply beciuse when tke morey and
property were hers she could give it all
back to Hugh.

She drew for'h the letters from their
hiding place as she thought thus, and held
tbem in ber hand.

Shy and trembling, a little afraid of her
own happiness, she retreated still farther
from the main ¢ntrance, and went rouond
the angle ot the houe.

Here it »1l was durker and more quie’;
a mass of flowering shrubs grew close up
to the gray walls; bere, too, there was a
stone balcony, such a one as that on wtich
Juliet might bave leant in tair Verona,
when the sweetest of all lovers’ words were
said to her.

She paused irresolutely in the shadow,
wondering what she should do, and as she
did so she saw the crimson curtains that
hung at a window opposite to her suddenly
thrust apart, and through the draped ar:h
thus formed, a tall, glittering form swept
out on the balcony.

It was Flora. and if, a little while batore,
Esme bad felt her own inferiority to her
rival, th: feeling was intensified now a
thousand times.

She had never betfore seen Flora in even-
ing drese, and no other costume suited
Miss Fanshaw's stately, Junoesque form o
well 88 the one she now was we.ring

She wore all white, but it was white ve!-
vet—heavy, rich, lustreless velvet, that fell
in regal folds around ber, leaving bare ber
neck and rounded arms, and showing to
best advantage the glory ot the crimson
roses that made a spot ot brilliant color at
her breast.

Precious stones, as splendid and as radi
ant as a queen’s diadem, were twined am-
ong the raven masses of her hair

Be:utitul she always was. yet she had
never before been half s0 beautitul as then.

It wae not her stately garments alone
which bad made the change, tor a subtle
alteration had come to her fsce as well.

There was & ceeper flush upon her checks
her red lips quiver«d, and the bright, cark
eyes that bad gencrally shorne so tearlessly
acd bold were strangely sottened now by a
miat of unshed tears

Esme looked at her as though fascinated
wondering at the change, snd yet by wom-
an's instinct understencing it.

For she knew that it was Lovc’s own
magic which had been at work ; Love which
bad come with its enchantment to make
Fanshaw all the more a woman, though she
was none the less a queen.

A moment more, and Esme saw that
Flora was not alone.

Another figure had come through the
archway and was standing now close by her
side upon the balcony.

It was that of Hugh S:ratmore himself,
looking very flushea and handsome in bis
evening dress, with a great glad light shin-
ing in his elcquent eyes.

‘Flo,” he whispered, as he joined her,
and softly as the words were spoken they

reached (Esme's ears all too plain-
ly. She knew that he had caught
coth the other girl’s hands in bis

own clasp, and that Flora was standing
with her proud head a little drooped, her
bright eyes upon the ground, as though a
new shyuess prompted her to hide the
love light glowing in their depths. ‘You
are sure, yon are quite sure, that you have
told me the truth ?

She lifted ber head with some touch of
her old defiance in the gesture, but taougb
she tried to laugh, there was a new soft-
nesss in her tones, and 1ears did not seem
very far from the brilliance of her fl ‘shing
eyes.

‘Huve I ever told you anything but the
truth? she asked. ‘Whatever my faults
may be, Hugh, I am not a coquette, and 1
should not deceive you in this.’

A cry, inarticulate, but eloquent of a
great giadness, broke from bis lips, and
suddenly he drew her closer towards him,
and bending kissed tbe fair radiant face
which was upturned to bis

‘Heaven bless you, Flo! he said; ‘I
always knew you were a good, true woman
at beart, but I never guessed how fond I
really was of you until now. Do you
know that you have made me the happiest
man in all the wide wide world ¥’

She lsughed aloud then—a joyous, ring
ing laugh that pierced poor Esme’s aching
heart; and it was with those glad tones
ringing in her ears that the girl turned
and fled—flad through the shadows of the
night, with the ache of dead hopes and
rvined dreams lying heavy in her breast,
not daring to look back to where her rival
stood, with the diamonds gleaming in ber
raven bair and Hugh Strathmore triumph-
ant and bapyy by ber side.

CHAPTER V.

FOR HIS DEAR SAKE

Back through the grounds, back to the
riverside, Esme went, her heart dully
throbbing, her brain dazad.

Everything was confused to her except
that it seemed clear that through it all sne
had deceived herself, or had been de-
ceived

For Hugh S:rathmore bad had no love
to lavish upon her; his love was given
where his troth was plighted, to the rad
iant, handeome girl who was his promised
wite.

He bad been false, since the protest:=
tions which had seemed so real to her could
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have been but the words ot an empty flirta.
tion after all.

There was untold bitterness in the
thought, even though she tried to make
excuses for him to hereself.

She tried to think it was not he who was
to blame

Fiora was beautiful, so stately, it was no
wonder that he loved her and not a poor
little insignificant girl who had no friends
or money. hardly even a nsme which she
might call her own.

*No, no. he is not to blame,’ she thought
and then, in spite of all her self control,
she beat her band+ together as a passion-
ate cry broke from her lips against her will.
‘Yet 1 loved him—1I loved him. 1 could
vear anything but this; and surely now my
heart is broken ’

Sbhe went on mechanically along the
riverside, and then saw that she must have
been away longer than she had thought,
for the man, James Rutherford, was at
their trytsing place, awaiting her return
with evident impati. nce.

‘I am glad ycu have come at last,” he
said. ‘I feared that something bad hap-
pened to you when I saw you were not
here. So much depends upon those let-
ters.’

She put her band into the folds of her
dress and drew them from their hiding-
place, to which she had restored them ere
flseing from the Strathmore grounds.

‘1 had forgorten them,’ »ha said, and he
st.red at her in wooder as he heard the
words ‘You are sure, quite sure, that it
taeir contents were made Enown they would
prove that I was Miss Strathmore, the
heiress of the Towers?’

‘Qite rure.’ he answered ; *1'Il swear it
it y. u like. You bave only to think tor a
few moments, and you must understand
exactly how the cate stands’

She was but human, and for one moment
her hand closed convuleively over the little
packet as she thought of the revenge that
was thus witbin ber grasp.

Ske could prove herselt more than
Hugh's equsl ; she could claim for herself
the wealth that he now thought was his,
and, more than that, she could eee his
proud old father convicted of a mean and
cowardly action and dispossessed ot all he
thought his own.

Ana then, even as the triumph thrilled
tbrough every vein, a new and nobler
thought came.

It Hugo scorned her love, she would
still be true to him, she would, at any cost
to herself, insure his happiness with the
women he loved, though he would never
know of the sacrifi:e she made.

‘Tell me again,” she said slowly; * it
these letters were destroyed I should never
be able to prove my claim, should I?
Tuoen Sir Gavin and—and his son would be
undisputed masters ot the Towers ?’

¢ _Ot' course,” he answered, somewhat
surlilv, as it his recent meal had not im-
prevad his temper. * Come, give the letters
back to me it you have read them. They’ll
be safer in my keeping, and I know a
lawyer who will manage the affair tor us.
You won’c forget me altogether when you
are a lady of property, will you?’

He stretched out his hand with a
trembling, eager gesture, his long, thin
fiogers working with eerie eag-rness to
grasp his treasure again, and as Esme
looked into his flushed tace and bloodshot
eyes she saw that he bad been drinking.

Here, then, was another peril.

This man wanted to make her rich in
order that he, by right of his distant
relationship, might share her wealth

He would not let her quixotically throw
away her inheritance 1t he bad the the
power to prevent it.

‘Tais thought fl.shed through her mind
with lightning speed, and as she looked at
bim there came upon her a thrill of tear so
great that it almost conquered the ache of
her beart.

_ She was tempted to give the little packet
into the greedy band that was outstretch®.
to grasp it

But the thought of Hugh—of |Hugh, to
whom it would bring rain—restrained her,
and instead she took a step back.

‘What are you waiting tor  Rutherford
asked roughbly. ‘Come ! the letters, I say.
Give them back to me.’

‘They are mine,’ she said, speaking in a

[CoNTINUED oN PAGE FIFTEEN.]
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