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Wild Valtie’s. 

Elopement. 

IN FOUR INSTALMENTS. ’ 

CHAPTER 1X, —Continued. 

It wes a lurid. light that flished into her 
brain all suddenly—a blighting revealing 
glare that for a moment stunned her 
senses. 

Benson, Colonel Woodford’s valet, bad 

been stabbed, and the count bad in his 

possession this sinister poniard, the blade 
- of which bore signs of having been recent- 
ly used. 

Valtie sat so though electrified, a frigid 
wildness on her blanched face, ice in her 

veine, and watched Count Lodi with frozen 
fascination, as, his tread measured and 

echoless, he crossed from his room, through 
her bouidoir, towards the door. 
From the singular, masklike passivity of 

his expression, and the swerveless gleam 
of his eyes, she knew that he wss walking 
n his sleep ! 3 
S aight past her he glided, going with 

mechanical intuition to the closed door, 
which he softly opened. 
Out into the darknes of the passage he 

stole, and his wife rose, staggering and 
g1ddy, and, securing a light from the toilet 
table, crept after him. 
Down the stairs he went, steadily as an 

automatic figure, and, looking like a little 

wan ghost in her palejwrap, Valtie followed 
him. 

Did he mean to leave the house in the 
dangerous unconsciousness of somnambu- 
lism ? 

She drew a stifled breath of relief when 
he turned into the library, remaining her- 
selt at the threshold, with the awful cer- 
tainty of finding that the guilty workings 
ot his mind would lead to some hideous 
detail in connection with bis fell secret. 
He went noiselessly to his desk, unlocked 

one of the drawers, and lifted out a cash 
box. 

Then Valtie’s dilated eyes beheld the 
glitter and sparkle of gems that bl:zed in 
the half gloom. 

Her cold limbs seemed to lose power 
when the the scintiilations of thuse fliming 
stones mocked her sight. 

She grasped the trame of the door to 
keep herself from falling. 

The room reeled, and the wild panting 
of her heart was almost fatal. 
How had those precious jewels been ob- 

tained ? 
What did he mean to do with them P 
S.ill with that uncanny precision of mo- 

tion, he selected what looked like a brooch 

from the shining mass, and deftly commen- 
«ced to extract the shimmering brilliants 
from their gold setting. 

Then he put gems and weapon carefully 
into the box, and locked them securely 
away. . 

But, as be stood up, turring his sleep 
ing face to Valtie, somethiug fell from the 

foids of his dressing gown, on to the fleecy 
fur of the hearthrug. 

It made no sound, and he walked to- 

wards his recciling wife with the same un- 
seeing s'are, as she drew shudderingly back 
going along the hall to the stairs, and as- 
cending them mechanically. 
The light flickering garisbly in her trem 

bling hand, she groped ber way to that 

twisted piece of gold, from which the dia 
monds had been wrenched. 
The cutline of a distinct monogram ré- 

mained, and the hnked letters were ‘EW. 

The awitul truth rushed upon Valtie in 
an instant. 

It wes worse & thousand times than she 
had imagined. 
A degrading horror of crime and vice, 

with no higher motive than that cf theft! 
Shame flooded her whole being—shame 

and apnguish--to thick that her love bad 
been won by so crafty a trickster. 
She tottered forward, moaniog as though 

vitally wounded, and then ull grew dark to 
her tortured brain. 

She sank to the floor insensidle. 

CHAPTER X. 

Fortunately, the light was extinguished 
by Vale's fall, or her misery might bave 
ended in a dreadful death. 
A greyish glimmer was creeping into tle 

library when she opened her eyes, and, 
recoliecting the cruel couse of ber swoon, 
as ber dim vision recogrised familiar cb- 
jects, she struggled to her feet, snl stood, 
dez d.y stivening, her icy hands pressed 
to ber clammy torehead. 

It all came rushing back to her with 
odious clearness— the robb-ry a' Colonel 
Woodtord’s wi h that {-lunious attack upon 
Berson, and the mysterious appearance ct 
the girl with the flixen bair—a girl who 
seemed to be al ways dressed for soma part, 
which the acted with marvellous sss and 
skill. 

Tue broach, betraying Count Lodi’s guilt 
bayond question, must bzve belotged to 

Etbel Woodior.’s moth r, and wis parc o! 
the stolen booty. for pos-ession ol which 
an in‘emous psn bad teen deliberately 
devised. 

Valtie wae no longer a trusting cupe of 
iniq 1itous deception. 

She slowly made her way to h:r own, 
room, and begin to dress, reolved to qt 
the roof that shelt.red criminals. 
When, she wordered, could she zeta 

train to Brookvale ? 
She must return to her home, and now 

was her chance ot escape 
To met the Count again would be ime 

possible. 
He would read in her fice her abhor- 

rence of his guilty secret, and she thought 

o! the lonely Grange, recalling, in a flash 
of horror, the image of that dead, tree 
lashed form seen m the mist veiled dawn 
of St Valentine's Day. 
Was that some mode of punishment for 

those who gave off :nse against the sinister 
rule of the evil chief of that dasterdly 
gang ? 
With a shudder, Valtie hurried on her 

out-door costume, and, stealing noiseless- 
ly from the hous?, turned in the" direction 
of the nearest station. 

It was still so early that a damp gloom 
bung over the earth, and the trees looked 
grim and gaunt, shadowed agsinst the dull 
sky 

Valtie thought of Basil who was making 
rapid strides as 8 journalist—thought of the 
scent of the violets she had scornéd, and 
her wild elation at the prospect of the bril- 
liant marriage which had ended so fatally. 

It she could only then have seen into the 
future! But her mind had been dazzled, and 
blind love bad enslaved ber reason. 
She had thought of nothing but the glory 

of being Countess Lodi 
Sbe was conscious of being out at an un 

ususl hour, and walked along with face as 
white as death. 
The rumbling of any vehicle made ber 

flinch and tremble with a thrill of dread 
that her flight had been discovered, and, 
when a cab came rattling down the road at 
a recklees speed, stopping sharply at the 
side of the pavement she was traversing, a 
great sgony of apprehension turn:d her 
cold and sick. 

Then, as someone sprang from the con- 
veyance, a speechless sort of paralysis 
scemed to fail upon her; she stood stock 
still, while a delicately-powertul hand clasp 
ed her wrist, and the veice of her husband 
said, harshly— 

‘What, in the name of mischief, is the 
meaning of this ? Where are you going my 
dear Valtie ’ 
She could not utter a sound, and her 

limbs seemed to bave lost their power; she 
felt that dreaded hand drawing her towards 
the cab, and was unable to rebel, tor once, 
with her usual wilful spirit—felt herself hat 
lifted into the vehicle, and saw, with dim 
comprehension, that she was being driven 
rapidiy back to the house near Park Lane. 

The count did not spesk once during 
those horrible minutes in which his wile sat 
as though petrified, in a stupor of despair. 

His eyes glittercd under his scowling 
brow, an: his teeth were set snarlingly ; he 
looked dangerous in his savage rage. 
He knew, on waking from the trancelike 

eleep that had followed his strange reveal- 
ment of the stolem gems, that he had be- 
trayed himself while in a state of somnam 
bulism, and he had gone in search of the 
missing posiard—o find the clue of the 
gold setting denuded of those fl shing bril 
liants, and the candelstick of chased silver 
which belonged to his wite’s boudoir. 

That she had been a witzess to the weird 
working of his crime racked mind was cut 
too eviuvent 
He had found her gone—had rushed out 

in search of her, and, kuowing intuitively 
that she: had gone in the direction of the 
pesrest station, he bad jumped ino a cab. 

She been simply dezed into s upelaction 
by his sudden advent, and was led from the 
cab into the house, unable to withetand 
the compelling force of that white, cruel 
hand. 

Pauline glided into the hall to mect her, 
2 bard, repelling look on her face, and 
fixing her grey eyes on poor Valiie, she 
said scornfully— 

“This is the result of your wld marriage ! 
Why didn't you remain in your siwple 
sphere at Brookval: P You bave become 
one of us, and you must beer the burden 
ot the mystery in which all our lives sre 
involved’ 
Val is staggered, with dim right, into the 

room to whicn the count led her, and sank 
on te a chair, nearly swooning with deatb- 
ly terror. 

Betore her mental vision k« pt rising that 
epsctral form of Si. Valentine's Day—the 
horror sbe had sen from the east room 
window of the Grange. 
She could hear the count and Madame 

D :lmout conversing together in low tones 
and som thing covvinced ier that ehe was 
the sutj- ci of their discuseion. 
For muy moments she sat there with 

swimming tran, asd then Count Lodi 
said, in tones that made ber shiver— 
*We are going to Blackwood, Valtie. 1 

thir k you will be happier there than here 
for 8 mon bh or two.’ 

Sae looked up at him, esw the irdomit 
able eternces avout the rigid lines o! his 
mouth, and spreng to ber feet with a cry 
oi fear. 

‘You must let me go, Marc! I cannot 
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stay with you now that I know the truth! 
‘You will obey me, Valtie! he said 

calmly. ‘Come, Pauline is waiting. She 
kindly volunteered to go with you’ 

‘Have pity, Marc ! I cannot look at you 
without a shudder now that I know your 
guilt, The knowledge of your ecdious sin 
has killed my love for you; I dread you 
with all my soul!” 

His eyer fl imed furiously. 
‘Erough of that I’ 
He caught ber band, roughly drawing it 

through his arm, and led her to the hall, 
and out to the brougham awaiting them. 

After that followed a long, dreary drive 
that lasted for hours. 

CHAPTER XL. 

Vltie knew that she was indeed in the 
toils with Pauline Delvont seated opposite 
her as impassively imperturbable as an im- 
age of stone. 
There was sometting to dread in the 

phosphorescent glisten that seemed to ir- 
radiate her eyes, and, when she presently 
turned their sinster light full upon ber 
shrinking prisoner, it inspired a feeling of 
acute aversion. 
Menace was in that gleam—a conscious- 

ness of having the power to destroy, if she 
could not quell. 

‘Did I not tell you that the count could 
be cruel—even to you ?’ she said, when 
the horses hed reached a quite thorough- 
fare. ‘Your own wild opposition and ob- 
stinacy have brought you to this.’ 

“To what ?' Valtie asked, in sharp tones 
of defisnce, sitting up straight, her little, 
drawn face white as a snowdrop. ‘You may 
as well relieve your malice by talking of 
the horrors in store for rebels. Am I to 
mysteriously disappear in that delightful 
place at Blackwood, over which you and 
Marc so majestically preside P’ 
Her lips curved mockingly as she utter 

ed the words. 
She had not the slightest intention of 

lettling her ill omened enemy hold her in 
terrorised subjection. 

‘You have been leriently sentenced to 
imprisonment at the Grange,’ was the 
satirical response. 
A burning iron seemed to press on Val- 

tie’s brain; there was a roarivg noise in 
her ears, and a dull palpitation of ber heart. 

But, with a queer little laugh that would 
have made Basil shudder, she tauntingly 
cried — 

‘Is that all May I not expect to be 
fated to die by one of your adroit methods? 
It you were to leave me any choice, I should 
inficitely prefer to drown !’ 

Pauline leaned forward, ber features 
like merble, but with glittering eyes 

“There is danger in your conversation!’ 
she breathed. ‘You know the penslity of 
treason, and you will not be spared it von 
allow your daring to carry you too far 

‘I am not afraid,” Valtie retaliated. 
‘Marc does not wish my death, though 
his anger may be roused against me. I 
am at your mercy, but you would not dare 
to harm me.’ 

Paulin» bad sunk back to her old posit- 
ion, calmly contemplative ind contempt- 
uous. 

She was thinking that in Valtie a daring 
«lly might be obtained, once divesied of 
her scrupies and horror of their evil crimes. 

‘Someone will have to take the place of 
N.talie when trea hery is proved to exist 
under cover of her apparent servitude, and 
why a stranger, when there is Marc's wife 
to train ? The litle vixen could well bat- 
ile an army of law if she chose ! It would 
be worth trying to induce ber to take the 
oath of allegiance’ 

Sbe looked critically at her captive, 
whose youthful face bad a careworn pallor 
in the sunny light which light with the 
carriage was how filled. 
The sheeny glare seemad to have en- 

larged the blue eyes unnaturally, and, halt 
daz3d Valtie put up her hands to shut out 
the blinding sunshine. 

‘Something will happen !" she exclaimed. 
‘I have a presentiment that there will be 
an accident belore we reach the Grange ! 

‘You must have had many presenti 
ments, dryly commented Pauline. 

Valtie did not reply. i 
Her head was whirling, and the swift 

motion of the vehicle made it throb with 
sin. 
She could not help counting th? beat 

beat of the horses’ hoots, although the ef- 
ifort wearied her insuffarably, and she long- 
ed to find case 1n sleep. 
When madame’s abominated voice once 

more disturbed ber, she let her hands fall 
to her lap, and clasped them convulsively. 
‘What is the use of this wild opposition 

to Marc P’ Pauline asked. You had much 
better accustom yourselt to his singular 
mode of lite.’ 

‘If that were possible I would rather die 
this minute I" V.lie cried, passionately 
‘Oh the shame of living to ehare bis guilt ! 
I'he tie of our marrisge ce.sed to bind me 
wh-p all the bileous truth wus revesled, 
convincing me that my husband was a felon 
ot det pest infamy I 

‘The cunt is & rerolute man,” Pauline 
said, ‘and you will never outwit him my 
dear Valtie Qace at the Grange, you 
will stay—unless you agree to my terms’ 
‘Your terms ! | know that [ shall not 

agree to th. m I" was the scathing retort. 
‘Well, I. cffcr you your treedom; you 

can take it or not, as you prefer. Be- 
come one of our vand, and you will be at 
liberty to lesve the Grange or remain—the 
restraint upon your movements will be re 
moved, and the homage of our p2opl will 
be lavished tr: ely on the wite or their 
ruler’ 

Pauline bad bent slightly forward, fix. 
ing ber glistening eyes on the face ot her 
young caj tive, and she drew back when 
Valtie sprang up. 
‘Oh ! tbe wite of a thief I" she cried. ‘Do 

you imagine that you are tempting me ? I 
am not degraded enough to buy my free- 
dom at tbe risk ot my soul. even it I bad 
any iaith in your word Tu secure your 
own safety you woul! incriminate me in 
your sinful schemiog.’ : 

Paulice's face grew terrible with the 
mocking, baneful gleam in her eyes. 
Once drawn into the meshes of our 
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league you would reign through the might 
of your very recklessness!” she hissed. 
‘That is why 1 offered you this chance.’ 

Valtie sank back to the seat, shuddering. 
Might she bave been another Natalie but 

for the influence that had surrounded her 
at home ? 

In humiliated silence she sat gazing 
drearily at the shining band of gold on ber 
lett hand. 

Slowly she drew it off her finger, and 
beld it out to madame. 

‘That is my message to Marc, she said, 
sadly. ‘You can give it to him, and he will 
know that our union is at an end.’ 

Pauline tock the ring without comment. 
The carrivge sped on, stopping once ata 

country inn to change borses, and ther 
rolled along lonely roads tili long past 
ncontide. 

But suddenly there was a violent colli 
sion, the vehicle swerved, and the plurging 
horses reared in sunoriing terror, then V.l- 
tie felt a shock that rearly rendered her 
senselees. 

CHAPTER XII 

What bad hsppened? 
Dizz ly Valtie rose trom the bank on to 

which she had been flung, and looked 
round. 

Then she saw tha! the accident bad kept 
the frightened horees trom leaping down 
into a weir of rushing water, and that the 
vehicle had turned over at the very verge 
of a steep declivity. 
Not far trom her lay the stately form of 

Paul ne, still as death. and Valtie, quite 
unhurt, would have gone to her assistance, 
but for a etsrtling discovery. 

Standing in consulation with the coach- 
man was the foe she most dreaded —the 
swartby-taced Ciro ! 
One great spasm of deadly alsrm con- 

vuleed her heart, and, turning, she fl-d 
over the springy turt, racing down the de 
clivity to a pa'h winding round the bend of 
the river. 

Whither it would lead her she neither 
knew nor cared. 
Her one idea was to put as much distance 

as possible between berselt and the man 
she so dreaded. 
She ren fl .etly as a deer, white and wide 

eyed, and crossed a little bridge that span- 
ned the weir. 

But not belore she bad been missed. 
Ciro was in pursuit of her. 
Looking back, she saw him gaining 

ground rapidly. 
A sort of frenzy made the gr.en rward 

appear like heaving biliows under her feet 
She could scarcely discern the dividing 

line of bank and river. 
€losa to ber the sails of a mill ‘were re 

volving. and she dashed towards it in trem- 
bling affright the beating of her heart al- 
most stifled by the rapidty of her fl ght. 
Ciro was now only a few paces in her 

rear. 
She would be vanquished in the chase— 

caught, and compeiled to complete the 
hideous journey to that dismal prison in 
tte crime hauated wo-d 

Fiercely she struggled to keep in ad- 
vance of ber crafty pursuer. 
But the puleation in her head seemed to 

distract ber. 
How could she evade the cruel fate from 

which this catastrophe had given ber the 
chance ot escape P 

Ciro was very close to her now. 
Her strerg h nearly failed in her despair. 
Then, as his sinewy band caught ber 

wrist, she gave a wild scream, and stood 
as though ruoted to the spot. 

‘Parcon, excellerzs,’ he ssid, with ex- 
cessive politeness ‘You mistake the way. 
It is too far to walk to Blackwood ; permit 
me to escort you ba k to madame.’ 

*So Madzme Delvont is uninjured,’ flash 
ed through Valtie's brain. ‘She is waiting 
for me— will, perbaps, come in quest of 
me.’ 
She looked into Ciro’s menacing eyes, 

and saw thar, unless she managed to dupe 
him in some way, she would be defeated 
in the contest. 

‘f{ am not going back to Medame,’ she 
said. 'Y .u had better lieve me to dis- 
sppear in my own way. I need never 
trouble Count Lodi or his associates again , 
I can be as one dead to him. Let me go, 
and [ will not betray what I know of jour 
# crets. 

‘It 1s not for me to permit your release, 
excellerz .,” Ciro answered. ‘1 must obey 
the mancate of my chiet.’ 

‘Tak: me back to ths Grange, and you 
will find it bard to keep me there. 
I will set my whole heart and 
mind on tke task of denounc- 
ing you; I will let the world know the 
mystery of all that § Leheld on St. Valen- 

tine’s Day ! Do you anticipate seeing my 
rebellion punished with eqal fiendishness.’ 
‘Why talk of punishment, excellenza P’ 

be atrked. and his eyes glittered mockingly. 
“You are not a traitress, to expect so harsh 
a doom ! 

‘No; I promise you !" cried Valtie, des- 
perately. ‘Leave me my freedom, and my 
lips shall be sealed ’ 

‘1 dare not I" he replied. ‘To offend my 
chief would be to jeopardise my own life !’ 

Valtie said nothing more. 
She suddenly bent down her face to 

Ciro’s brawny band, and dug her sharp 
little teeth into his wrist. 
He writhed in pain and fury, completely 

taken off bis guard by ber frantic ruse, and 
hie grasp upen her arm relaxed. 
Now came her chance. 
Like a dart she sprang away from him, 

running round to the other tide of the mill, 
and, as the great sail nearest to her reared 
iteelt above her head, she caught at the 
rough framework, and was lifted with it. 

Ciro, livid with rage, bad not reen that 
daring exploit of Valtie’s. 
He looked round, bis yellow teeth snar- 

lingly displayed. 
Whore was she hiding ? Was he to be 

duped and foiled by the mutinous little 
vixen, with all his cunning ? : 

She had it in her power to bring de- 
struction to the whole g ng of lawless des- 
peradoee, whose guilty secret she possessed 
and he would have flung ber into the toam- 
ing weir rather than let her live to reveal 
their infamy. 

But the huge mill sail entirely screened 
the clinging figure, and ths Italian bad, 
atter fruitless search, to recross the little 
vridge leading to the hilly side of the 
river, and returned, in the most evil of 
repressed tempers, to Pauline. 

Valtie, revolving in mid-air, horribly 
giddy and trightened, realized that death 
was 1mminent were she to be carried 
beyond a certain height—were she not to 
make & quick leap to reach the ledge of 
the lof: close to which she was being 
raised. 
Micy terror almost petrified her heart. The 
suspense was agonising, and it was getting 
so dark, with the tempestuous darkness 
preparatory to a rainy night, that soon the 
scene would be swallowed up in a contus- 
ing shroud of mist and shadow. 
The grind of the machinery grated on 

Valtic's ears like the discordant dirge of 
something ghoulish. 
What a dreadful strait she had plunged 

into, not counting the risk! 
Would she miss that one haven of safety 

awaiting her? 
It was not the time for the slightest hesi- 

tancy. 

She was opposite that opening in the loft 
and she sprang, with ba‘ed breath, towards 
it, reaching the ledge, and kneeling there 
periectly bewildered, everything round her 
reeling. 

But the overwhelming giddiness passed 
away afrer a mom:+nt or two. 

She stood up, then, bending her head, 
managed to creep through the narrow op- 
ening to the musty interior of the mill 

lo the dim, declining light, she groped 
ber way to a spiral flight of steps, descend- 
ed them, and ‘ound a door of exit, just as 
she was beginning to despair. 

* * » * * 

A drizzle of rain was falliug from black 
c'ouds when Valtie stood once more outside 
the mill. 
She gaz:d round mistrustfully, half ex- 

pecting that Ciro would spring out of the 
dusk to mock her with his insufferable pre- 
tence of courtesy, and frustrate her tever- 
ish effort to escape that impending fate of 
cruel imprisonment in the hated Grange. 
She listened, motionless, heard nothing, 

save the swish otf the water running be- 
tween the banks and felt resssured. 

Sudden'y it struck ber that she could not 
be at any great distance from Brookvale. 

If she could only fi .d her way to the dear 
old village ! 
A glow of hope thrilled ber heart she be- 

gan to walk fast, taking the path instinct 
suggested must be the right one. 
Ste went along a lonely road, heedless 

of the darkness and rain, buoyed up with 
the certainty of eventually reaching her 
native valley. 
Now and then she passed a country 

mansion, lights gleaming from the rain 
blurred windows; and she was approach- 
i g one more elaborately illuminated than 
th: rest, when a shadow darkened the path 
t eneath the glimmer shed by the lamps of 
the massive gates. 

Veltie recoiled, with a sharp intuition of 
danger. 
At t'e same instant someone barred he: 

passage—someome, whose tall figure, 
mufilad in a long coat, seemed curiously 
familiar. 
She looked up in trembling dismay, and 

then, with a frozen pallor on her face, 
cried— 

‘Marc !' 
It was unmistakably Count Lodi whose 

stern yes encountored hers from the stade 
of a slouching telt hat. In silence he took 
his wite by the shoulders, drawing her 
closer to the high. 
Wid Valtie had never looked so deplor- 

able as at this crisis, traces of dust and 
mildew oa her damp clothes, her ruddy 
hair in a tangle; and this encounter with 
the man from sh: had been rusming away 
seemed to heve stupefied her 

Shs stood stock endl ebiveriog, her 
beart hrating with a sort of dul! and 
m: fil «d irregularivy. 
‘May | ask what brings you here P’ the 

count raid, with ominous quietude 1 did 
not anticipste the joy ot meeting you 80 
soon.’ 

There was little need to put a similar 
question to him. 
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