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CHAPTER 1
THE LOVERS

“ OERALDINE, listen- I love you! T have loved you
for months, but have never dared to tell you, because
you were so beautiful, so delicate, so far above me.
You have been brought up in luxury, while [—onlyv a
few yecars ago I was working in a dark, grimy Lancashire
town, where 1 was born, and where my parents lived
and worked humbly before me.  But those dark factory
towns breed hearts as true as ever came out of palaces;
and, Geraldine, with all my true heart 1 love you.”

The man who spoke these passionate words, and the
girl to whom they were addressed, were standing in one
of the conservatories of Fenton Court, the large and
picturesque gabled house in Hampstead that was the
home of Mr. Christopher Lucas, the rich city merchant.
There was o hall at his house that night, at which his
motherless daughter, Geraldine, reiened both as hostess
and as belle; and so much was she sought after,
8o eagerly did men compete for the honour and
dolight of a word, a look, a sumile, from her, that it was
only with difficulty that Laurence Gray had led her
apart for a moment from the brilliant erowd into
the stillness and shadow of the farthe3t conservatory.

She stood there now among the waving palms and
massed azaleas, one of the loveliest women, surely,
that ever graced this earth. Her eves were of that
rare velvely violet that is as if a heart s-ease had been
set under the blue-veined, satin lid, and the soft masses
of her hair glistened like gold. The skin of her bare
arms and shoulders gleamed pure, white, and smooth
ixs marble against the shadowy background of dark
eaves,

Her figure was tall, and its beautiful curves were
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clearly shown by the exquisite dress of faintest primrose
silk, that fell about her in a mystery of subtle folds,
and trailed 1n shining billows behind her on the mosaio
floor. F£he was, as yel, scarcely nineteen, but she had
the ripened dignity and grace of a young princess.

The man who stood hefore her, v aitmg for her veply,
looked worthy of any woman's love. His face, glowing
now with the ardour of a passion and tenderness inexpies-
sible in words, was at once refined and strong. His
handsome brown eyes looked out, {earlesly, from under
straight dark brows, and the noble forchead above was,
crowned with thick curling hair of a rieh dark brown.

There needed but one glance at those frauk cyes to
know that his nature was hrave and loyal, and his heart
a prize of vhose winning even the hest of women might
be proud.

‘“ Qeraldino,” he pleaded, as the delayed to speak,
“ won’t you answer wme ¢ *

She looked up then, half tenderly, half shyly.

*T will give you your answer to-moriow,” she said.
“Come in the evening. I am too hurried now.
cannot think in all this movement, and music, and glare,
and thiy question that you have a<ked me is a question
that T dare not answer lightly.” She paused a moment.
Then she said, in a changed tone : *‘ Take me back to
my guesis, Laurence. e have been Lere long enough.
Father will be wondering whete T an1.”

Laurence! She had never called hun by this name
before. Thnilled with a stionger hope, he did as she
wished, and led her back to the noiyy, laughing crowd.
Alrcady, before they had left the conservatory, the
Harmonious beat of the music reached them, and the
rhythm of the dancers’ feet. He thought her hand
trembled on his axm. But she said nothing.

Everyone looked at them as they re-entered the ha'l-
room; all eyes seemed to be searching their faces,
trying to read what had occurred between them.

Mr. Lucas himself, a short, stout, kind-looking old

tleman, with white hair, hurried up to them, accom-
peniod by a dark-bearded young man, who bore the naine
of Ralph Vickers. This Mr. Vickers addressed Geraldine
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Lucas familiarly, as one who knew her well, and it was
noticeable that she, who was all sweotness and gentle-
ness, turned from him coldly and with few words.
while the smile that had hovered like flecting sunshine
about her lovely mouth died suddenly away.

CHAPTER II
LAURENCE QRAY TELLS HIS STORY

It was cight o'clock on the following evening when
Laurence Gray rang at the entrance of Fenton Court,
and was shown into the familiar gold and white drawing-
room. Geraldine Lucas was there alone, waiting for him.
She was in her dinner-dress, and its dark purple rich-
ness set off her wonderful beauty better even than the
tender primrose silk had done on the night before.
Her face was changed a little, too; it was softer, sweeter.
more radiant. As soon as he met her eyes Laurence
knew what answer she would give.

“ Dearest ! oh, myv dcarest !’ he exclaimed, in his
sudden, uncontrollable gladness and thankfulness.

She let him clasp her in his arms and hold her close
against his breast.

*“ I knew last night that I loved you,” she whispered,
““ only I could not tell you then. Tt was too sudden.”

“ My darling,” he said, in a low, broken voice, * oh,
what have I ever done that such happiness should he
given to me ; that this world, so dark for others, should
be made for me a paraclise of sunshine ¢ *’

“You have been brave, and true, and noble,
Laurence,” she answered, drawing back her head sg
that he might see the proud light of admiration shining
in her eyes.,, * You have been hettor than other men ™

*“ No, no,” he interrupted, stopping with a kiss the
torrent of tender praise that flowed from her shyly
smiling lips, Then, with his arm about her waisi. he
led her to a seat, and sat down by her &ide.

‘* Geraldine,” he began, bending forward so that ke

t watch the expression of her face, ‘“ before yoa
A¥ )

N



4 CONVICT 99

pledge yourself to me, before I can accept, with a free
conscience, tho treasure of your love, I must tell you
something about myself. With your beauty and wealth
you might marry a man very high up in the social scale.
Your position is far befter than mine, you know. If
you marry me the world will say you have stooped too
low, have thrown yourself away. Perhaps, even, your
father will think that I have cntrapped your love—
that T am mercenary and presumptuous——"’

“ Don’t be unjust to papa, Laurence,” ehe broke in,
emiling. ‘I have alrcady told him that 1 love you, and
he is glad.”

**He is glad!” exclaimed Laurence Gray joyfully,
*“ ow good heis! As kind a father as he is a friend.
He thinks more of your happiness Geraldine, than of
all the wealth and state in the world ; it must be so if
he allows you even to think of marrying me. But,
dearest,” he bent his serious face down close to hers,
* did he tell you all that he has done for inc—how, ever
since I was a child, he has helped and protected me 2’

The beautiful girl loohed up with wondering eyes.

“No,” she said slonly, “ he has told me nothing of
that. But I should like to hear it.”

“You shall hear it, dailing,” returned Laurence
resolutely, “you shall hear it now from me. You
only know me as I am here in Lendon, as manager in
your father’s office. But there have been days in
Lancashire when have nearly starved. It would not
be right for 1ne to marry you—you so dainty, so delicate
—without telling you of those days.”

* Where is the shame in having been poor ?”’ the
zirl asked, smiling. ““ My father was poor, too, when he
began life.”

* I know, dearest , I never thought there was shame
in it. ¥ only want to tell you everything, so that you
may know what man it is that you are taking for your
husband. You have never seen any but heauntiful places
open to the sunlight, and made pleasant by wealth.
You have no idea of a town where the walls and strects
are grimy, and hundreds of high, black chimneys pour
forth dense cleuds of black smoke that veil the sky.
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It was in a place like that that I was born—in Blackburn.
My father was a weaver, but I don't remember him very .
well. He died when [ was three years old, leaving my
Eoor mother to support herself and me. She was the

andsomest woman 1 had ey er seen until I first saw you.
Our Lancashire towns can boast vastly pretty women,
in spite of their grime and dirt.” .

“Have you a picture of your mother, Laurence ?**
Geraldine asked eagerly.

““ Yes, dearest. If you would like to see it, I'll bring
it with me the next {ime I come. But your father
could tell you how pretty my mother was before her
bitter struggles made her face too sad.”

¢ Oh,” cried Geraldine, ¢ did he see her 2

“ Yes, he had business in Blackburn, and used often
to come there, and somchow—1 think it was through
the master of our factory—he got to know my mother,
and used to help her. She was in delicate health, and
could not work much— not always enough to kecp
us both, and when she was ill, it was your father who
kept us from starving. That was when I was too young
to work. Afterwards, when I was old enough, I went
into the factory. I was a weaver for a long time, and
then I rose to be a cut looker. I worked very hard.
My darling, although I didn’t know it, I was working
for you, to bring mj«elf into a position in which I should
meet you, and love you, and win you ™

*“ Did you ever think of love, then Laurence ?

“Yes, dearest. Men and women think of love in
all places, and in all classes of life. I thought of it as
a great blessing that might one duy be mine, and I tried
to make myself worthy of it. In the evenings T used
to go to the Free Library and rcad and think : and your
father, when he came to Blackburn, brcught me bouks.
At last, when I was twenty-three, he got me promoted
to be an overseer at the fuctory. But soon after that
my mother died. I was alone in the world.”

Geraldine laid her delicate hand on his shoulder.

** Poor Laurence ! ”’ she said.

And the tender sympathy in her face made the colour
deepen in his handsome one.
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“ Then your father came to me,” he went on, holding
her hand captive against hus breast * He offered to
give me & place 11 s own office in London  There was
nothing .0 keep me in Blackburn any longer, my mother
hemg dead, and I accepted his offer gladly  You know
how 1t has been with me since—how 1 have tned by
hard and faithful work to show him some gratitude for
his life long hindness to me Dearest, but for his help
my mothcr must have dicd years before, and I, a poor
httle orphan boy, would have bcen left dependent
wpon pubhe charitv  Whereas now 1 b e strencth
and a position, and—oh, greatest of all 11ches '—you
My daihng, when I think of how beautifu! and how
sweeb vorare all that I am, all that T have, scems as
nothng to offer you What can 1 do tn prove to you
the arcatness of my tove 7 1f vou will bend down to
me, and t1) to teich me how to go even a hittle way
towards becoming vour equal [ will worship, be farthful
to vou alw v« .

¢ As T will e farthful to you > she Inoke m solemnly

He scarted 1t the seriousness of het tone

‘Getaldine what his changed vou s> suddenly ?
You look qurte sad ?

‘1t wiws an old feelmg thiu came over me,” she
answered, her eyes growing troubled ¢ A vresentiment
that we should necd all our faithfulness —that our love
fo cach other would he put to 1 ternble and batter teat
It can’t be so, can 1, Lamence ¢ Nothing can come
h {ween us now t”

‘No—nn” He spoke gulv pressing her hand eloscr
avunst lus breast ¢ You must not let such fancies
¢ me mnto your head Why -look, dear '—is not that
your father stealing away on tiptoe—there i the
o nservatory ? "

Hr was 1ght, as her laug" instantly told hm The
ki1dly old man had come to take a peep at the lovers
from the curtamned archway that led from the drawing-
roomn into the consorvatory. At the sound of his
d wighter’s recalln voice, he turned and came towards
the hLalf embarrassed pair.
¢ '“So I'm to have you for a son-in-law, mr ¥ Well,

<
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well, it’s not quite unexpected. You’ve been a good

fellow, and 1've long thought of making you a junior

partner, and we’ll get along famously. I’ve known

irou from your childhood, and, after all, I'd sooner trust
er with you than with any other man I've met.”

‘1 will deserve your confidence, Mr. Lucas,” replied
Laurence, in a voice that shook a little with happiness
and emotion. ** Before God, T will'”

The old merchant looked at him with a glistening
eve—looked at them both, and saw how well fitted
they were for each other; he so handsomo and frank
of face, she 80 fair and swect.

* Will you play us something, Geraldine t * he asked
presently.

She went to the piano and began to play, as requested.
But instead of the joy-song, the outburst of melodie
gladness that both father and lover had expected,
there came from under her graceful fingers a slow mourn-
ful refrain, sounds as of subdued wailing that presently
rose and swelled into a wild passionate lameant, a flood
of heart-breaking sorrow. Suddenly, abruptly, the
music ceased, and the player burst into tears.

““ Geraldine ! ” exclaimed her father anxiously,
“ what is this ¢ '

mSﬂhe looked up, dashed aside her tears, and tried to
smile.

“ I am very foohsh, I know,” she said apologetically,
“ but it seemed as if myv happiness wero too great to
last. I tried to play something joyful, but the notes
wouldn’t come, while those horrible strains of sadnese
secemed to form themselves under my hands.”

“ Dearest, you must not imacine such things,” said
Laurence, with tender reproach. ‘I could almos.
say that it is unkind of you so to spoil our first hapy,s
hours.”

“Poor girl!” smiled Mr. Lucas playfully. *“I
suspeat the excitement of this evening has disturbed
her nerves. Too much gladness is sometimes as bad
as grief in its effects upon the mind.”

urence glanced at the clock.
s It is time for me to go,” he said regrettully. * But
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I must not regret even that. I know I am the happiest
man anywhere on earth to-night.”

“ What it is to be young and in love I”” laughed Mr.
Lucas.

“ By the way,” said Laurence, “ as I was coming
here this evening, I met Ralph Vickers, and he asked
to be remembered to you, Geraldine.”

“Did he?” cried the old merchant, with an
approving nod. “ A very worthy young fellow is
Vickers—a very worthy young fellow indeed.”

“I think so, too,” rejoined Laurence. ‘‘We get along
welltogether in the office. He’s a smart man of business.”

““ ¥ dislike and mistrust him,” interposed Geraldine.

** Do you, dear ? ”’ said her father, surprised. “ QOdd
what prejudices women have! Why, I’'m sure you
oughtn’t to dislike him, for he likes you exceedingly
well—rather too well for his peace, I think, now that
young Gray here has got the better of him with you.”

Laurence joined in the old gentleman’s laugh.

“I’'m sorry for bim,” he said earnestly. “‘ It must
be a very bitter thing to have loved and lost you,
Geraldine.”

He took her hand to bid her good-night. At this
moment Mr. Lucas considerately rose and strolled out
of the room.

‘ Good-night, my darling—my beloved-—-my queen !
There is no word tender enough to express what my
heart would call you, Geraldine.”

** Good-night,” she whispered in return. * This has
been the swectest evening of my life. And yet,

_somehow, I am afraid—I am afraid—"

 Afraid of what, swcetheart 7

*“ That there is evil coming to you. I am sure of it.
T feel it in the air about me,” she said ; as she spoke
she glanced half-shudderingly round the large, brigl};tly-
lighted room. -

* Darling, it is nothing.”” He wondered at her mood.
“¥ou are over-excited. You will sleep all those fancies
away, and to-morrow we will laugh at them together.”

“ It ‘may be s0,” she retu doubtfully. I pray

_that it may be s0.” :
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“It will be so,” he said, with a reassuring smile.
* And now, good-night.”

* Good-night.”

He bent down and laid his lips on hers, clasping her
closely the while. For one long, delicious, sacred moment
they stood thus. Then he gently freed her, and, with
many backward glances, left the room.

Mr. Lucas was waiting for him in the hall.

*‘ Good- night, Laurcnce,” he said, in his kindly hearty
voice.

They shook hands, and Laurence Gray then went out.

The night was clear and starlit, and the air on thoss
northern heights of London pure and strong. The
night wind blew on his flushed face, cooling it ; but no
outward cold could lessen the wild fever of rapture
that was burning in his heart. Oh, to possess at last
the love of the woman he had for so long adored, how
sweet it was | His very veins were afire with the jOﬂ of it.

He looked up at the stars—those golden scintillating
stars, that shone as gloriously over London on this
night as ever they could have shone over lovely southern
Verona on the night when Romeo waited in the fragrant
gardens to speak with Juliet. If, indeed, as men of
science said, those myriad shining worlds were peopled,
could therc be in them all onc creature as happy, as
blessed as he-—Laurence Gray—was now on this lower
earth ¢ .

He felt there could not be.

Ho looked before him, and out of the clear deep air
Geraldine’s face seemed to start—her face, tender,
lustrous, radiant with a beanly whose possession a
king well might envy. And then he saw in fancy the
long sweet ycars of the future, in which they would be
together. Ilow he would work for her! Everything
he did, everything he thought, should be consecrated
to her service. ¥or her sake his labour in the world
should be tho best that a man could do. And so he
would rise higher and higher, until at last his name
should be known and honoured of all men, and she
would own that, even in a worldly senge, she had done
well to trust to the promise that was in him.
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Oh, beautiful face, shining out against the night
shadows, leading him on. What could it not spur a
man to do—a face like that in his house, at his side for
sver ?

Suddenly the vision faded, and in its stead a dark
form, all too real, all too prosaic, advanced from the
gloom towards him. A lantern hight flashed in his face.
G“I’ })eg your pardon, sir; are you Mr. Laurence

m ? 1

Izurence, astonished, stared at the man who accosted
him. The light from a neighbouring lamp-post showed
bim to be an utter stranger.

* Laurence Gray is my name,” he answered quietly.
* What is it you want with me ? I don’t know you.”

“1 daresay not, sir. But you’ll find out all about
it if you’ll just step down to the police-station with us.
Jim,” he added, turning to & man who stood behind in
the shadow. *‘ It's all right. Come on.”

Laurence Gray drew back half-angrily

* Why should I go with you? There is some mistake
herd,” he cried.

“ No mistake at all, sir,” relorted the stranger drxly.
*We've been looking for you all the evening. And
we're two of us, so it's no good your making any
resistance.”

*¢ 1 shall not attempt to resist you, if it comes to that,”
rejoined Laurence quietly. “ But I think that before
1go with you I have a right to understand what authority
you have for interfering with me.”

*“You’ll learn that soon enongh,” said the man who
had accosted him. * Come on, and no more parleying.
We can’t stand here talking all night.”

Laurence reflected,

“Very well,” he decided gresently. “Tll come.
Fortunately it is not far from here to the station, and
the sooner I go with you, the sooner this mystery will
be cleared up.”

Thoy were then at the top of the Hampsatead High
Btreot, and ten o’clock was striking from the church
clock close by.

. Laurence Gray hastened his pace. The two men
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walked on either side of him. Within a few minutes
the police-station was reached.

* Now,” said Laurence, when they had entered it,
* what am I wanted for 2"’

One of the men answered giimly :

* You are arrested.”

 Arrested! Your what ? On what charge 1"

The answer came as grimly as before :

** Wiltul murder.”

“ Murder!” Laurence echoed the word in startled
horror.

“Yes,” said the second man, who had not before
spoken. “ Here's the warrant for your amest. You
are arrested on suspicion of having wilfully murdered
Charles Kesteven.

CHAPTER III
THE GOSPEL OAK TRAGEDY

WiTH o firm step Laurence Gray entered the prisoner’s
dock in the sombre hall of the Central Criminal Court,
indicted for the wilful murder of Charles Kesteven.
He pleaded * Not Gulty ”

The few weeks that had passed since the night of
his nrrest in Hampstead—that all too happy night
of bis bethrothai to the beautiful Miss Lucas—had
been 1o him as years of pamful anguish The reading
of the wartant—to him so imcompiehensible—at the
verv moment when his joy was at 1ts fullest ; his first
weary night m custody ; his removal m the dismal
prison-van from the police-station to the coury in
which was held the inquest on the body of the man he
was presumed to have killed, and his {ranslerence thence
to the gloomy old House of Detention, all appeaired as
a horrible dream. Next had come the tedium and the
more public disgrace of the magisterial inquiry. He
had felt confident that the evidonce given at this incui
would substantiate his innocence, and bring about his
discharge. After the blow of the verdict of wilful
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murder here returned against him, he had been con-
signed to a thick-walled cell in Newgate, where
the long dreary days and nights, filled with harrowing
doubts and anxieties concerning the result of his trial,
had been as terrible to endure as any bodily torture.

But the crucial hour had come at last. He stood
before the tribunal of his fellow-countrymen, and con-
scious of his absolute guiltlessness, and innocence,
of the horrible crime with which he was charged, he
felt certain that the truth must now inevitably be made
known, and that very soon he would again lift his head
proudly among men—scatheless, stainless, and free.

He looked straight before him at the judge, keenly,
unwaveringly. His lordship was a broad-shouldered,
comfortable man, whose judicial wig covered a full
round head, and whose ruddy countenance appeared
to be that of a kindly, well-to-do country gentleman.
Laurence Gray read leniency in the blue eyes that
surveyed him from over a pair of gold-rimmed eye-
glasses, and his hope rose higher. His cstimate of the
twelve jurymen, who sat in a double row at his left,
was less rapidly made. The forerman was a black-
browed furrier of Cheapside, whose severe aspect was
not encouraging.

From the jury he looked inlo the body of the court
at the numervus gentlemen in wigs, busily conning their
briefs, or sitting with heads together whispering. In
the reporters’ bench, directly opposite the jury box,
sat a pinch-nosed, grey-haired veteran, calmly inserting
his sheets of carbon paper between the leaves of his
blank “ flimsies.”

The prisoner was himself the centre towards which all
other eyes were directed. From tho little gallery above
his head a wave of whisper reached him, as those of
the public who had succeeded in gaining admission
leaned over the rail, that they might see at least the
curly brown hair and the candid white forehead of
the man whose life, perhaps, depended upon the issue
of that day’s trial.

Wearing the same neat frock-coat and derk check
trousers that he had worn on the night when be had
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id his last visit to the home of the woman he loved,
e still looked the honest and handsome Lancashire
lad of whom his beloved had said :

“You have been brave and {rue, Laurence. You
have been better than other men.”

But his cheeks were thinner and paler now than they
had been in that hour of his supreme joy, and his clear
brown eyes had lost some of their lustre.

But they regained it for a moment when he saw his

betrothed enter the court, conducted by his own
solicitor. Eagerly he scanned her face as she turned
it towards him. It was pale, but its pallor hardly
lessened her uncommon loveliness, making her sorrowful
eyes look larger and more luminous even than their
wont. The gaze of the whole court was upon her, as,
wrapped in a long fur-trimmed grey velvet cloak, she
g)assed to her seat behind the jury box. Laurence
olt his heart beat quicker as he watched her. She
had not changed towards him. Even across the distance
those tender eyes of hers told him she trusted him and
bade him have no fear.

The leading counsel for the prosecution—a tall man,
whose black beard contrasted strangely with his white
wig—rose to open the case for the Crown. A deep
silence, broken only by the speakor's sonorous voice,
and the scratching of many pens, fell upon the court.

He said that the prisoner was charged with the wil-
ful murder of Charles Kesteven on the cvening of Wed-
nesday, February 15th. He thounght, he said, that the
evidence would very clearly show that the murder,
by whomsoever committed, had been a premeditated
one, and the circumstances under which the crime had
been perpetrated would in evidence clearly connect
thomselves with the prisoner.

The deceased gentleman, who was forty-five years
of age, was a respeoted and prosperous accountant,
having offices in the City of London, and living in a
suburban villa of his own in Hampstead. Evidence
would be adduced proving that in the course of his
professional work he had been engaged for the two or
three days prior to the time of his murder in auditing
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the commercial ¥ accounts of Messrs. Christopher
Luocas and Co., of which well-known firm the prisoner
was the business manager. In this connection it would
be shown that the prisoner had a very distinct motive
for arresting the completion of that audit. He was
in love with the daughter of his employer. On the very
evening of the murder he was present at a ball at Fenton
Court, the residence of Mr. Christovher Lucas in Hamp-
slead. On the night of his arrest he had asked for the
band of his m-sster’s daughter in marriage. It was,
therefore, to his personal interest that the condition
of the accounts under his charge should not he dis-
covered. Even had the present proceedings beon
uncalled for, it was probable that the prisoner would
have been brought up charged with a different crime,

Coming to the murder itself, counsel stated that the
decoased, on the evening on which he met his death,
quitted his office at an unusually early hour, leavin
the City by the North London train, whioh start
from Broad Street Station at 4 27. The carriage in
which he travelled was a first-class one, and on arriving
at Gospel Oak, twenty minutes afterwards, it contained
three oocupants —Angus Macintyre, who would be called
as o witness, Charles Kesteven himself, and the prisoner.
Macintyre who resided in Highgate had alighted from
the train at Gospel Oak Station. The night was foggy.
* Here the learned counsel paused, and %ooked fixedly
at Laurence Gray. Then, drawing up his silk gown
about his shoulders, and placing his right hand upon
his open brief, he contmued :

“ At the noxt station—namely, Hampstead Heath,
which was reached at 4.52, the train being three minutes
late—the prisoner was secn hurriedly leaving the plat-
form. Ten mnutes afterwerds he was at his lodgmgs
in Well Lane. Again, three hours later, he appeared at
the ball at Fenton Court. The faotboard of tge railway
oarriage he had so hurriedly left was found to be
spattered with blood. In the carriage itself there were
more blood-stains, also a gold cuff-link. The cuff-link
will be identified as having belonged to the'deceased.

“*In $he meanwhile, Charles Kesteven, who had bee
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invited to the ball at Fenton Court, did not arrive.
His family, believing him to havegone to the ball straight
from town, were not alarmed by the fact that he had
not returned home before midnight. But on discoverin
that his evening dress clothes had not been remov
from the drawer of Lis wardrobo, they caused inquiries
to be made. On the following mcining, the fug having
cleared, his dead body was found lymng on the em-
bankment of the down line, midway between the stations
©of Gospel Oak and Hampsitrad Heath. In his Lreast,
enetrating the left lung, there was a very formidable
ong-hladed dagyer.

“That dagger would be identified as the property
of the prisoner.

** When arrested. the prisoner steadfastly denied all
knowledge of the crme. It remained for the jury
to consider the evidence, which would now be set
before them, and so give their verdict accordingly.”

Laurence Gray stepped back 1n the dock once again,
utterly amazed at the array of staithng, apparently
conclusive faots that had heen so dexterously mar-
shallcl against him. He sank into a chair that stoud
near lam. His hram whitled in 1ts perpleuty  He looked
across at Geraldine. What dul ¢he think now ¢

As the tusi witness for the prusecution was called,
he wgain stoud up. He 1ead no sympathy now in the
eyes of the speclators, but only cold. unpitying curiosity.

The vcteran reporter laxd down his writing-style, and
twined to his companion of the Fles! Stieet G (veite.

* How was 1t you didi’t turn up lost ni ht at the
Cheshire Chcesn, Jack ¢’ Le said.

* Too busv,” was the reply, “ I had to gu ucress
an do that bloomin’ firo in the Old Ikent Rcad. Wrote
a full column, and then hlest if the sub-elitor didn’t
out 1t down to a two-inch par! "

“ Ay. it's always the way. Well "—when the witness
had beon sworn—** at it again ”

The first witness stated that he was the head clerk in
the office of the deceased accountant 1 ntil after his
master'sdeath he had taken no partinauditing the huoks
of Mesars. Lhristopheg Tuogs and Cp.  But he under-
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stood that in going over the accounts Mr. Kesteven
bad discovered some serious discrepancies. There
was a total deficiency to the amount of £758 ; the last
embezzlement had occurred on December 3rd, and was
to the extent of £224. Mr. Kesteven had at once
communicated these facts to the prisoner, who, as
manager of Mr. Lucas’s firm, might, ho believed, Le
able to explain the matter.

“ Had all the books been examined when that com-
munication was made ? ” asked the counsel.

“No. Those of the manager himself had not vet
been seen. They were stated to be in constant use,
and could not then be 1emoved. On the afternoon of
February 15th—the date of the murder—the prisoner
camo to our office and had an interview with my master.
What took place between them I do not know. But
I heard the prisoner protesting.”

“ What did he say ¢  Give his exact words as you
remember them.”

* He said : ¢ It is impossible, Kesteven. You must
have made some oversight. You can’t surely, imagine
that there has been an embezzloment 7’ 'Tlen the de-
ceased said : ¢ That’s exaclly what I do imagine, Mr.
Gray. And when I see the other bonks, I think 1 shall
be able to put my finger on the guilty party.”

“ What follow ed after that ¢’

“The prisoner and tho deceased went out. I heard
the prisoner mention something about talking it over
in the train.”

* You swear to that ? /

“Tdo.”

The witness went on to say that after the death of
his master he had recerved instructions from Mr. Lucas
to continue the examination of the books. Three days
afterwards, he made h.s full statement of the accounts,
showing that the defalcations occurred in the books
which had heen kept by the prisoner. There were
marks of erasure in several instances in the money
columns. Cerlain figures had been altered, with entries
which did not appear in the other books.

The books in question were produced in court for the
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inspection of his lordship and the jury, who appeared
to agree as to the correctness of the witness’s statements.

Mr. Christopher Lucas was then called.

“ I have known the prisoner,” he said. “ since he was
a mere child. I trusted him as I would have trusted
a son. I never suspected him of any wrong-doing.
Indeed, so greatly did 1 Lonour his integrity, that on
the evening of February 16th last, in censenting {o hiy
marriage with my daughter, I also promised to make
him a partner in my business.  Until the events occurred
which have led to this trial, I knew absolutely nothing
agaiust him.”

“'Then these events have alfered jour opinion re-
garding the prisoner ¢ >’

** With regard to the alleged emhes7lements perhaps.”

“If you hid known ot them cailier, would you have
permitted his engacement to your daughter ¢

“ I should have hesitated without proof of his inno-
cence

* Ara von salisfied that the embezzlements referred
to were the act of the prisoner 17 .

Mr. Lueas tutned s exesin tle direction of the dock.
Laurence Gray met them unflinchingly. But the facts
werce against .

“T 1egret to say that. since ex umining the books,
that is my impression.”™

The accused man 1ecoled with an exclamation of
dismay.

* On the evening of the hall at your house, or on the
evening following that one, d'd you observe any thing
unusual in the prisoner’s daneanour ¢

“ Nothing beyond the very natmal excitement of
mind which a young man may he exjected to exhibit
on being accepted by tlie woman he loves. In other
respects ho was exactlyus T had alwaysknown him to he.”

* On that second evening did the prisoner mention
anything in your presence concernmg the finding of
the body of the deceased ¢

‘ It was mentioned for an instant ; but as my daughter
was present I did not wish the subject to be pursued.”

Angus Macintyre was the next witness examined.
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*“On the afternoon in question,” he said, with a
distinctly northern accent, “I startit from Broad
Street by the twenty-seeven meemits past four tram.
In the same ocarriage were two 1ther passengers, who
got oot at Camden Toon. From Camden Toon to
Gospel Oak there were the decoased gentleman, the
preesoner, and mysel’. T took nae notice of what they
were speakin’ aboot, but that it was something of thewr
accoonts that had gone agley. There was naething that
might lead a body to suppose that there was any 11l will
between them. They sat 1n opposeete corners at the
platform side of the compartment ”

“ You swear that the prisoner was the man you saw 2

“Yes Hesat with his back to the engine. Thenight
was just as foggy as 1t could be and I was in a hurty to
get oot at Gospel Oak, for my man Geordie was waitin’
me with the machine, and your London fogs are good
for nerther body nor beast "

“ The machine 2 What's that ?

 Ibolhieve that 1s a Scotticism—meaning his carriage,”
observed the judge.

The learnod counsel acknowledged the information
with a bow, and continued his examination.

“You 1dentified the body of the deceased at the
time of the coroner’s inquest, I think, and recogrsed
1t as that of the man who had sat in the same carmage
with yourself and the prisoner? "

*“ Kxactly. Yes?”

‘ In ahghting from the train you had to pass between
them 2

({3 Yes",

‘ Leaving them both in their seats ? ”

“To the best of my belief , but I did not turmn to
observe if either of them alighted.”

Hore Laurence Gray leaned forward as if about
to speak. A glance from his solicitor restrained him.

“This is an mmportant pomnt,” said the counsel.
“ Do lyguks;ves,r that the prisoner did not get out at

& »

“T cannot swear to what I do not know. I was

one of the first to step upon the platform whea the
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train stopped, and, the first-class carriages being in the
middle of the train, the pass-gate was immediately
opposeete me. 1 was not on the platform more than
aboot half & meenit.”

A ticket-collector was then examined, and he stated
that, on the Wednesday in quection, at 452 p.m,,
the prisoner, who was a season ticket holder, passed
him at the barrier at Hampstead Heath Station. He
auppeared to be in a great hurry. The witness would
probably not have noticed him on that evening but for
the fact that the prisoner had arrived by an earlier
train than was usual with him. He knew the prisoner
well, as he had frequontly received tips from him.

The superintendent of the police-station, who had
taken charge on the night of Laurence Giay’s arrest,
gave evidence to the effect that on asking the prisoner
a few questions relative to the murder of which he
wa3 aocused, the prisoner had stated emphatically
that he had left the deceased alive and well in the
railvay carriage at Gospel Oak Stetion, and that his
own purpose in leaving the carriage was to look in one
of the other compartments for a friend whom he helieved
Lo be in that same train. Not finding L before the
train started, he had jumped into a second-class carrage
a8 the train began to move.

The rame witness, in continuing his evidence, stated
that in searching the prisoner he had found in the
inside pocket of his overcoat a fragment of a wlute
«ilk neckeloth. The neckeloth was ~tamed with blood.
At the sight of this artiole the prisoner had paled. He
declared that he knew nothing about 1t, bvt refused to
make any further explanations.

The fragment of silk was produced in court. The
judge and jury examined it, and shook ther heads
wisely. It was identified by the ne<t witness, the
widow of the deceased, and, together with the cuff-link
that had been found in the railway carriage, it was
deelared by her to be the property of her late husband.
The neckeloth from which the fragment had heen
torn had not been found.

Four other witnesses for the prosecution remained
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yet to be examincd. These were a platelayer, who had
discovered the body of the murdered man ; the surgeon
who had made the post-mortem examination ; a rail-
way official, who deposed to having seen the blood upon
the carriage footboard ; and an office-hoy.

The deceased had been found on the morning after
the murder lying at the bottom of the railway em-
bankment, midway between the two stations. The
body was much shattered by the fall from the train.
Sticking in the breast there was a large knife, the blade

enetrating the left lung. The weapon was produced.
t was observed that Laurence Gray was strangely
agitated at the sight of it. He looked astonished,
perplexed.

James Stinchcombe, an office-hoy in the employ of
Mr. Christopher Lucas, was then called.

The examining counsel asked him to describe the
desk in the private office of the prisoncr.

“Twere a meyorginy desk, sir,” said the boy, *“ with
twisty-twirly legs, and a shiny top wot yer could see
yer faice in. There were a hink-pot and ever so many
pens and sealin’-waxes, and a paiper-knife,”

 ("an you deseribe the paper-hnife ¢

“Yas; 'tweren’t a hordinary paiper-knife, though
Mr. Gray he used it as sich. If ye arst me, it were
one of them thore knives wot yer read of in ¢ Dare-
devil Dick, or the Boy Chief of the Rocky Mountains.’
You know, sir, don’t yer ¢’

“ Perhaps the witness means a bowic-knife,” remarked
the learned judge.

“Yag,” said the witness; ‘ right you are, sir; a
bowie-knife. And Mr. Gray he ses to me one arter-
noon : ‘James,” ses he, ‘ yer take a great hinteres” in
that ’ere knife of mine, it seems.” ‘Yas,’ says I;
‘it’s a scalpin’ knife, ain’t it, sir ? Leactway<, it might .
be, on’y it ain’t ’arf <horp enough.” So 'e told me as
‘tweren’t that at a'l, but on’y a sham ’un as ’ad bin
used in a theayter.” -

*“ Would you recognise the knife if you saw it 2 "

“ Arst yerself the question! Didn't I ’ave it in my
’and every mornin’ w'en I were a dustin’ of the desk 1
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The weapon was then handed to the witness, who
took it in his hand and turned it over.

* That’s the very knife.” said he. Then in surprise :
“ W'y, some ochap’s bin a-sharj cnin’ of it ' ”

* You swear to the fact that it was not in its present
state when you last saw it ¢

“That 1 do ; for the last time I seen it were on the
day before the murder, w'en Mr. Vickers were in the
manager’s office. Mr. Vickers. ’e weee talkin’ to Mr. Gray
about a letter as I were to take to the accountant’s.
And as ’e stood by the desk ’e ’eld the knife in ’i3z two
’ands, and were a-resting « £ ’is chin on the ’andle. The

int of the knife were ou the ¢ vorginy desk. Thinks

: “1t’s a good thing as the point of that ’cre knife
’ain’t sharper, or it would cut a sciatch on the desk,
and oo’d git the blime fer damscn’ of the guv’nor’s
property. W'y, I would.””

“ When dud you mias this kuife trom its usual place
on the prisoner’s desk ¢

“ On the Wednesday arternoon, w'en I were puttin’
away Mr. Gray’s ledgers. Mr. Vickeis were in the
roowm at the time, copyving of a reference 1a the day-book.
I told ‘im as the knife were gone, and ses ’e : © All right,
James ; no doubt Mr. Gray hnows w’ere it is. Took
smart and put his books away. He's goin’ out to a
party to-night, and 'e’ll be leavin’ early. Get the place
cleared before e comes in.'

* The prisoner was then out at the accountant's, you
sy ¢ At what time did he return ¢ 7

*“ About four o’clock. Mr. Kesteven were with ’im
and they went away together. 1 didn’t say anythin’
more about the kmfe bein’ missin’, and Mr. Vickers
w’en ’e went out a bit arter, ’e told me not to bother
myself.” C ¢

“ Did you see Mr. Vickers in the office again that
evening ? 7

“Yes. 'E were kept busy on the Exchange that
arternoon, an’ when ’e came back ‘¢ ’ad some letters to
write. ’E didn’t gi’ me the keys till near eight o’clock.
Then I carried ’is portmantle to 'is club, w’ere 'e went to
dress for theball at the guvernor's—at Mr. Lucas's'ouge.”
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This concluded the case for the prosecution, and the
Court adjourned. Laurence Gray was then conducted
to his cell. )

“ Woll, Jack, how's this affair going to end ¢’ remarked
the veteran reporier, gathoring up his papers.

* Guity, of course,’” said the representative of the
Fleet Street Gazelte

“Not a hit of it my boy. I've seen more murder
trials than any man m London. I lay Gray's as 1a-
nocent as you cr me  He'll be acqmtted.”

CHAPTER 1V
THE BLACK CAP

Ox the following morning Laurence Gray entered the
dock less finalv than ho had done on the first dav of
the trial. The naturc of the evidenrce, so directly
against lum 1n 1ts connecling chaing of circumstance,
had appalle 1 lum. Hishageard fare hetiayed theanxiety
that he had endured in the seclusion of his cell. He
looked round tne court, and swiltly brouyht his eyes
to bear upon the <1t that Geraldie Luoas had occupied
on thoe previous dav. She was thore, looking paler and
more trouhled. bu. her 30ft, violet oyes met lus own with
brave, truo love shming in them. A thrill of joy
fassed through him Sh, ot Teast, did not doubt hum.
n tho gladners of this Inowlodge the fear that had
op'pxe-;sod him j as~ed wholly away.

The leasling counsel for tho defence opened his case
with a fow introductory words, and his first witness
was oalled.

This was Lautonco Gray’s landlady, Mr3. Howarth,
a homely, swect-faced woman of middle age, who, haing
been sworn, turned to look at Laurence with anexpression
of motherly pity,

She gave ovideuce to the effect that tho prisoner
had oceupied rooms in her house in Well Lane, Hamp-
stead, for five years ; that he had regularly paid his rent
and that he was of very steady habits. On the evening
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of Wednesdoy, February 16th, Le had come home,
as in the morning he had said he would do, at a few
minutes after five o’clock. He used his latch-key
in entering, and went straight to his bedroom. Knowing
that he was going to Fenton Court that night, she had
asked him, as he passed through the ball, if Le would
have hot water upstairs. He =sail, ' XNo, thank
you, Mrs. Howarth. I'll have a cup of v a presently,
and dress afterwards.”

“Was there any unsteadiness in his vofie when he
spoke to you ¢’

‘“ None whatever.”

** Was he in any way esvited or navous~ fuiried 27

‘“No. 1 gave him a letter that had come by pust.
In taking it his hand was peifcetly <tcady., It was
thr same afterwards when he was taking his tea.”

Geraldine looked gratefully at Mis. lowaith, but
waited amaiously for the neat question

** You swear that he bore no outwaid <1ons of having
been in a strggle 37

[ I do.l’

““ When be had dresced and gone wut, dit you cater
his room 1”’

*Idid. And {saw by the vatious cohens that he had
not heen too nervous to shave bimself.”

* Did you sce any blood-marks ab ut che elothes or
linen he had taken off ¢

** None."”

*“Now, as to the prisener’s finandial Condition. Dud
it, at any time, appear to you that e wa- in mony
difficullies 270

* On the contiary, he was, I helinve. in receipt of
an excellenv salmy, and that he always hol plunty of
money was proved to me in many ways.”

** Give me an instance, please.”

* At the cnd uf last year he started my son i business,
lending him the moncy that he nceded.”

A juryman hero asked for the eaact date of this
transaction and the amount of the sum arlvanced.

“ Mr. Qray gave my son a cheque for two hundred
pounds on Deoember 5th.”
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The jurymen and several of the barristers made &
note of this ; the defending counsel bit his lips. After
some cross examination, the witness was dismissed.

Ralph Vickers was thon called. Laurence Gray
drew closer to the bars of the dock, trying to meet the
witness’s eyes.’ QGeraldine Lucas moved restlessly in
her seat, and secmed to await the next pieoo of evidenge
with considerable nervousness.

Ralph Vickers was a man of about ninc-and-twenty,
handsome, beyond a doubt, with a well-trimmed black
beard, and large dark eyes of a somewhat languid
expression. His nose was of that Grecian type that
sculptors give to their antique gods. His well-knit
figure was revealed under this tight-fitting overcoat.
His hands, as he raised the book to hfs lips in taking
the oath, were lang rather than broad.

“You were present,” said the examining counsel,
after some introductory questions had been replied to
—* you were a guest at Fenton Court*on the night of
February 15th 2 At what time did you arrive there ?

‘“ Between nine and ten o’clock.”

“Did you go home to dress after leaving the city
on that evening.” ,

““ No ; I dressed at my club in Lombard Street.”

““ At what time did you leave your office ? ”

“ At about a quarter to eight.”

" ¢ At what time did the prisoner leave ? ”’

‘“ As near as possible, four o’clock.”

Counsel hesitated. Ralph Vickers raised his eyes,
and slowly turned them towards the dock. At sight
of Laurencc Gray he grew suddenly nervous. He
thrust his trembling hands into his overcoat pocketa.

“My God !r” he said to himself, * what will the next
question be ¥_- How shall I answer it 7

A huzzing sound seemed to fill his ears.

““ What were your movements during that interval ¢ »’

The witness grew visibly paler, but, nevertheless,
answered in a steady voice :

“ From half-past four to six o’clock I was occupied
at the Exchange. At six I returned to the office, and
wrote letters until nearly eight.”
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This false alibi passed unquestioned.

Vickers was then asked to identify the knife. He
did not touch it, but simply looked at it hurriedly as
it was held near him in the hands of a court official.
Ho swore to its being the knife that Laurcnce Gray was
accustomed to use as a paper-cutter, and stated that
he had first noticed its absence from the desk on! his
attention being drawn to that fact by the office boy.

‘“ You swear that it was not taken up by the prisoner
immediately before he left the office 7

“Yes. Iobserved that it was missing before he came
in from calling upon the accountant.”

At the next question Ralph Vickers breathed more
freely. The one fatal point that would have made all
the difference in the result of the trial was passed over.
Had he been cross-questioned as to his own whereabouts
between a quarter-past four and six o’clock, the jury
would probably have arrived at a very different verdict,
But the defending counsel was more eager to prove
Lanrence Gray innocent than to seek to discover the
man who was really guilty.

Questions relating to what took place at Fenton Court
elicited evidence that was neither favourable nor unfav-
ourable to the accused man.

As to the mauner of the emhezzlement, Ralph Vickers
was inwardly assurc! that suspicion was already well
fixed upon the rival whom he hated. His own books
had, happily for himsclf, been skilfully enough
manipulated. He had, so far, cleverly succeeded in
escaping all suspicion, and, knowing that Geraldine
Lucas was in court, he adroitly saved himself from ber
possible displeasure by appearing to defend her accepted
but unfortunate lover, while admitting nothing that
might either incriminate himself or palliatc the apparent
guilt of Laurcnce Gray.

The counsel for the prosecution, in summning up the
evidence, contended that a strong motive had been
shown for the commission of the crime by the prisoner.
It had been shown that the accused had practised for
‘many months a system of embezzlement. To cover
his numerous defalcations, and in order that their
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discovery might not destroy his chance of winning his
master’s daughter, he had cooked his accounts. Finding
that his false entries could not escape the lynx eye of
the deceased—who was admitted to be one of the most
expert accountants in the metropolis—he had endea-
voured to arrest the discovery of one crime by committing
a much darker one.

It had been clearly proved that the fatal weapon
was one which was well known to belong to him. He
had been seen in the railway carriage alone with his
victim, at the station beyond which the murder was
coramitted. IIc had also been seen leaving the station
most immediately contiguous to the scene of the crime,
More convineing than all this, a blood-stained fragment
of his victim's neckcloth had been found in his overcoat
pocket. The evidence which had been adduced pointed
to one conclusion only—namely, that the prisoner was
the person who had pcx(‘ipetrated the crime.

The counsel for the defence then addressed the jury.
He pointed out that what they had to consider was
whether the chain of circumstantial evidence in this
case was sufficiently strong to justify them in coming
to a conclusion adverse io the priconer. Reviewing
the evidence, he said that there were material diserep-
ancics warranting their pausing before returning a
verdict of ** Guil y” He argred that it had not been
clearly proved tia the weapon had been taken from
the office Ly the prisoner, no witness had shown that
the prisoner had been seen with that weapon in his

ossession outside of his office on the day in questign.
g’he evidence of Angus Macintyre as to the accused
travelling beyond Gospel Oak in company with the
deceased was purely negative, and negative evidence
was not conclusive. fle laid great stress upon flLe
prisoner’s emphatic assertion before the pelice superin-
tondent that he had changed carriages at Gosyel Oak.
Who could say that no other person had entered in his
place into the earriage with the deceased ? The
ahsence of all signs of the prisoner having engaged in _
such a physical struggle, as must have been necesu&,
before the deceased could have been stabbed aud
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body been thrown out of the carringe, was strongly in
his favour.

On arrival at his home, within twelve minutes of the
murder, the prisoner was calm, unruffled. steady of
hand. And could they, for a moment, believe that a
man of such gentle and sincere aspect as the prisoner
at the bar could go almost red-hended from such a
deed and_offer himself in marriage to the beautiful
woman he loved, the woman whose father—who was
also his own benefactor—he is alleged to have systema-
tically robbed ? The assumption was moustrous !

As to the motive for the crime imputed to the prisoner,
was it at all likely that any man would, as hinted by
the prosecution, rob his master of £200, for no selfish
reason, but in order to launch the son of his landlady
in business ? 'The idea was ridiculous.

The correspondence of the date of the lust embezzle-
ment with that of the loan to the landlady’s <on was a
mere coincidence. In the second plice, was it at all

robable that, having manpulated his accounts, he
would brutully take the life of the accountant, who, as
far as he knew, had not definitely tracel the defalcations
to their source § If the prisoner was indecd guilty of
these embezzlements, where was the reason in his first
manipuliting his accounts and then murdering the
accountant before those manipulations had stood the
test of the accountant’s scrutiny ¢

Counsel pointed out to the jury the danger of relying,
in a case like thav, upon circumstantial evideuce entirely,
and to pause before thoy came to the devcision that the

risoner’s was the hand which took the murdered man's
ife, 1f they cntertained any doubt as to whether
he was, either by himself, or with others, a party to the
murder, they ought to acquit him.

The judge, having summed up the evidenrce and
reviewed it in all its details, entreated tho jury not
to found their verdict upon speculative theories and
visionary ideas, but to test, and try, and weigh—and
accurately weigh—every particle of the evidence—real,
solid, cogent evidence—before they came to a vcrdict
antagonistjo to this man.
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The jury then retired, and were absent for half an
hour. In that interval, Geraldine Lucas, her heart
beating furiously in its terrible suspense, crept down
from her seat, and, almost unobserved by anyone other
than Laurence Gray, stood close underneath thedock. She
heard the jury return to their seats ; she heard the Clerk
of Arraigns ask if they had agreed upon their verdiet ;
and then, as though a knife had pierced her heart, she
started back with the terrible words ringing in her ears :

“ We find him guilty ! ”

Then, when the judge had asked Laurence Gray the
usual question as to whether he had anything to say
why sentence should not be passed upon him, she heard
the voice of her lover sounding clear and resolute as he
held up his hand :

*“I am innocent. Before God 1 declare that I am
innocent ! ” )

The judge placed upon his head a little square piece
of black velvet, and, with a solemn voice, and amid
the awful silence of the court, he said :

 Laurence Gray, you have been found guilty, after
a most patient trial, and a most able defence, and I
must say that I feel it to bhe absolutely impossible to
conceive that the death of Charles Kesteven would
have taken place without your having been an active
instrument towards that death. I do not wish to
add to the pangs which you must feel by saying much
to you, but I cannot hold out to you any hope whatever
that within a very short time you will not cease to live
as an inmate of this our world. You will have a certain
time for preparation. God grant that you may use
that time for your eternal welfare.” You will be kindly
dealt with and kindly ministered to ; and I trust you will
use your short time upon earth in preparing yourself
for another world. The sentence of the Court is that
you shall be taken from the place where you now are
to the place of your execution, and hanged by the neck
until you are dead ; and God have mercy on your soul | ”

Geralline Lucas gave a piteous cry, and rapidly
stepped towards the bar of the dock, stretching hLer
trembling hands towards her lover, and looking up into
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his agonised face. Laurence bent over and caught her
hands convulsively.

*“ Laurence, dear Laurence,” she cried, passionately
pressing her lips to his fingers, 1 do not doubt your
innocence. Though all men be against you—though
all the world be against you—my heart will be true
to you still !

CHAPTER V
IN THE SHKADOW OF DEATH

Dazep, with a sudden numbuess of the brain that in
that first hour of horror saved him perhaps from mad-
ness, Laurence Gray was conducted back to his cell
in Newuate prison. It was not the some cell as that
which he had hitherto occupied, but one on a higher
storey.

In-all other respeets it exactly resembled the old one.
There were the sanme white-washed walls. fiawlessly elean,
the same bright-polished, asphalt toor, tho sume shelves,
small flap-table and solitary wooden stool.  Above all,
there was the same intense cold. In this Litter winter
weather those bare walls and asphalt tloor struck a
deathly chill even into the hot full veins of youth.

1t was the cold that first roused Laurence Gray from
the torpor into which he had fallen. Memory awoke
in him, and with that awakening came an anguish that
made him inseusible to all bodily discowforts, fixing
his whole soul on one horrible thought; he was a
condemned man !

Condemned-—doomed to die ignominiously at the
gallows for a crime that he had not committed! to
perish in his bright youth, in the fulness of his joy,
in that supremest time of blessedness when love smiled
on him, and the future seemed opening before him in a
dazzling glory of golden light |

He groaned aloud in his great agony. Surely no
criminal, no red-handed murderer justly cut off from
life, had ever lost so much as he, an innocent man,
was losing now.
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And she, Geraldine, his beloved, whose loyal heart
had not been afraid to show its loyalty when all others
turned away, what suffering, what reflected dishonour
her love for him had brought upon her! She had said
she would be true. Great Heavens! true to what ¢
In o little while he would be dead. Would she, dared
she, be true to the memory of one branded as a criminal,
a man hanged for murder ? N

His limbs quivered, his brain seemed filled with fire.
For & moment he felt that madness was surely coming
upon him ; and to ealm himself, to get rclief, he began
to pace the narrow cell. To and fro, like a caged
animal, he strode, with his hands locked convulsively.
His handsome face was distorted in his despair. His
eyes were wild, and a cold perspiration beaded his
forohead and damped his thick brown hair.

“ Geraldine, Geraldine!” he murmured to himself
at times. And then again imploringly, as if his beloved
could help him, “ Geraldine ! ™

Oh, bitterest of all. bitterer even than coming
death was it that she—she for whose sake he would have
striven to be the noblest man on earth—szhould see him
thus abased, thus powerless to clear himself from the
cloud of shame that bad fallen upon him ! She believed
in his innocence now while her love was strong, while
yet the seal of his betrothal kiss lingered upon her lips ;
but by and by, when he was dead, when his body had
the courtyard of the gaol for its infamous sepulchre,
would she believe in him then ? ~ ;

A lew deep cry broke from him as he paced. He
stopped suddenly, sat down on the wooden stool, and,
hiding his face in his hands, burst into tearless sobs.

He sat there so for hours. At last the door of his
cell opened, and a warder asked if he required anything.
Prisoncrs under sentence of death are not allowed
luxurious dict, but a certain laxity is* permitted.
Laurence replied that he wanted nothing. The warder
retired, but presently returned bringing some food,
which the prisoner might eat or leave, as he chose.
Laurence was then told to make his bed, and given
instructions how to do it ; after which he was left alone
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for the night. Unknown to him, howover, the eye
of the warder was-fiequently upon him through the
wire-gauze spy-hole in the d.or.

He did not go to bed. The whole ni,ht through he
paced his cell, save when in moments of ¢ treme ex.haus
tion he sank down for a while on the httl» <t 0l

In those quiet hours the noses of the sticet trafie
came up {o him ; gradually the mufflcd mumu, mew
duller and duller with advancing latcness, 1 nt1l at last
it almost dicd away. Oh, that murmur of the strccts,
unheeded by free men, how livmg, how foer "Iv 1t 1
to those for whom crime or misfortune has made Liberty
and right to tread those stones as far awy and unat-
tamable as the mmost beart of Africa <1 the jet
undiscover pole !

The hours of the long, hitterly cold nicht werr marked
by the bells of St Paul s and St Sepulchre  Pamfully,
terribly distinet they wounded 1in Lamience Gray’s cars

Their 1ron tones 1ang haishly m the deep stillucss,
snlemn as strokes of'doem Laurence <] uddered as he
crossed the e cold asphalt, orsat hal ficzen ¢ nthe stool.

Twice the door of hrw cell was o need, and the flash
of a warder s Lwnlern dlumined the dashiess e could
not hcar whetier the waraa went avay al me tl e eallery,
or wheiher he remoundd outsi e the docy, for the offic1al
on night duty wore slipmeas (thae ware nowsd s as the
stealthy foou of o cat.

At last the chwaing of a preat Ladl proelami d that it
was time to 11ce,  Por Lamenco no 11 me was needed
gince *he had not heen to bed. Haggard, (xhausted,
well-nigh insane in his overwhelming e spair, he sat with
his head buried m his hands, and his limLs nuanh vith
the intense celd ¢ Breakfast waa sc1ved to him, bug e
took no heed, He wanted neither food nor dink.  Me
wag disturbed at last by the entiance of a warder,
who peremptorily ordered him to prepare for chapel.

Mindless, feolingless as an automaton. Le was marched
into the large hall where stands the glass consuliing-
room that presently—could he have foreseen it—was to
be the scene of a new birth of peace in his oppressed heart .

From here he was taken up a dark winding staitway
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to the chapel, which was a large room, square and high.
It had two large divisions, shut off with iron bars,
like immense cages, in one of which were fifteen or sixteen
cropped and shaven prisoners who had been tried and
sentenced, and were waiting to be drafted off to the
various convict prisons at which they were to serve
out their sentences. The other barred-off space
contained those who were committed for trial, while
prisoners who were mercely remanded sat on open
benches between.

Laurence Cray was conducted by his warder to a
chair immediately below the pulpit, the distinetive seat

- of prisoners waiting death. The warder sat on another
chair beside him.

How true, how vivid were the words of prayer
resounding in that asscrablage of the vicicus and the
broken-hearted ! How vivid above all to the one among
them before whose eyes the phantom of approaching
death stood menacing and ghastly! They fell like
balm on his despairing heart, lifting up his strength,
bidding him prove himself worthy of his manhood,
worthy of the conscious innocence that should make
his steps to the scaffold as fearless and firm as if they
had led him to the marriage altar. Geraldine, too, would
wish him to be brave. No man who was not brave
was worthy of her pure strong love, her noble constancy.

When he left the chapel after service was ended, his
natural spirit had revived, and although the shadow
was not lifted from him, and his agony of mind was not
less keen, yet he walked with his head erect and his
features calm, as a man should, who knows that within
himself there is no guil.

An hour or two later he was summoned from his cell
to see a visitor who, he was told, had obtained by order
the privilege of an interview with him in the glass-
room—where he had already held consultations with
his solicitor—instead of at the more public grating.

His heart gave a great bound. Could it be Geraldine ?
It was she, lovely as ever, but white and frail as a lily,
with the brown circles of grief and sleeplessness be-
neath her heavenly eyes. For a moment he swayed
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in his walk,overcome by loveand shame and joy together.
Then he rushed to her, and caught her outstretched hands
convulsively.

They stood thus for some moments, looking at each
other, but speechless with emotion. Besides, looks
were safer there than words, for the door of the glass-
room was open, and warders were stationed outside,
not only to keep them in sight, but alsc to hear what
they said. Yet words came at last. It was Laurcnce
who spoke first.

“ Oh, my darling, my darling! Heaven bless you
for coming to me!”’

And she, who had been scanning his dear face, noting
its pallor and the lines that told of terrible, unspeakable
suffering, answered passionately :

“ Did you think 1 should not come ¢ Did you think
I believed in you less 2 Laurence ! if an angel came to
me,a.nd told me you were guilty, I would not belicve
it.’

 Geraldine ! ”” his voice trembled, *“ if I have in any
way deserved this shame and somow, it must be by
having been too happy. Just to have been loved by
you is joy enough for one man’s life. It was wrong in
me to expeci more.”

““ Ah, but you will have more,” she cried eagerly,
trying to make herself believe in what she said. ™ Yon
must be brave, be hopeful.”

“I will be brave,” Laurcnce said solemnly, looking
down tenderly into her tearful eyes. ** 1 prumise you
that, my own, my dearest. But I cannot he hopeful.
In a very little while now I shall be dead.”

She burst into passionate sobs.

“ No, no ! God will not let it be.”

“It will be,” he rcturned quictly. ““We cannot
tell how it was that circumstances were against me so,
but they were against me blackly, and the sentence
has gone forth. We cannot fight against the law.”
And then he took her hands again and bent his face
nearer to hers. ‘“ Geraldine, tell me, will you love
my name, my memory, after I am gone, even though
I—oh, Heaven! how shall I say it 2—even though J

)
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have died a criminal’s death ¥ Other people will no$
believe me innocent. They will say I have disgraced
you, have wilfully mixed up your spotless name with
the blackness of my guilt. Will you be able to hear
all that, and not wish that you had never seen me ?

With an effort she calmed herself sufficiently to
speak. Her eyes, dimmed now, looked up with all
her heart shininy through them.

‘ Laurence,” she said gravely, “if I cculd I would
walk by your side as you go to the scaffold, and there,
before all those present, 1 would say, ‘T love him,’
and I would say it with pride. But you will not die ;
you sball not! Nomething will happen; the true
criminal will be discovered. Whoever he iy, he will
confess ; he will not let an innocent man die.”

Tt is too late,” Laurence answcred gently, shaking
his head. ‘““1f he had mecant to confess, he would .
have done so beforc now. No, Geraldine, this is the
last time.”

He felt her hand trembling in his. Her eyes had a
wilkl look of anguislh:.

“ Geraldine,” he murmured, “1I was a coward last
night ; 1 gave way weakly, like a child, But I have
done with cowardice now ; for your suhe I am going
to be brave ; and, darling, you must he brave for mine.
Hereafter, in the other world, I shall have no shame.
I shall be with the innocent, and you will come to me.”

She gave a low moan, as of bodily pain. I{ was time
for them to part. A warler came 1o conduct the
condemned prisoner away. .

 Laurence ! 4 Laurence!” cried the heart-broken
girl, clasping his arm sc that he might not go.

He gently freed himself from her hold. He put her
from him and looked at her—for the last time—in her
exquisite, flower-likc beauty, that was sweetened, not
spoiled, by grief. And,as he looked, he norved himsclf for

. the final wrench—the awful sacrifice of her and of his joy.

“ Good-hye, my beloved one,” he faltered. * God
bless you all through your life.”

And then he suffered himself to be led from the room.
But at the door he turned and looked back. .



THE NEWSPAPER 35

““ Tt is this that is death,” he muttered, as he staggered
away. ‘ Not the killing of the body that is to comc by
and by. This—this is the worst. From this moment
I have died ! ”

CHAPTER V1
THE NEWSPAPER

WHATEVER Geraldine Lucas thought concerning the
terrible sentence pronounced upon the man she so
deeply loved, there was one by whom the result of that
trial was received with intense satisfaction.

Ralph Vickers made an outward show of commisera-
ting Laurence (Gray, but consisiently maintained that
the verdict wag the only possil.le one.

Poor Giay, he said, had been tempted to take a few
pounds of his governor’s cash—who could say what
little expenses a young man might not have suddenly
tomcet ? He had known all along that Gray was pinched
for money, though it was no business of his to expose
his own manager.

ray had squared his accounts ‘cutely ; but he was
a simpletor to suppose that Kesteven would fail to
discover the defalcations. Guilly? Why, of course
he was guilty. Who could question it ¥  As to that
knife, that was where Gray had tripped. He might
have known that the weapon would be identified.

But there you are, you see ; the man was no doubt
impelled to take the first weapon at hand, and so he
left a loophole, as so many criminals do.

*“1I always thought,” added Vickers, ““that Gray
was a villain at heart. Anyway, he’ll get his just
sunishment now, and Miss Lucas will be spaied the

isgrace of marrying a criminal.”
ese were Ralph Vickers's arguments. 'But in
his breast he nursed a gloating satisfaction that the
jury had been so blinded by the evidence of circumstance.
'he evidence of the motive, of the journcy in the train,
of the weapon—every coincidence had becn convincing
and conclusive.
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Laurence Gray was to be hanged | He would have
no chance now of defending himself or setting the law
upon the trail of the real assassin. The arm of justice
was sure and prompt, and dead men could tell no tales.

That last phrase echoed as a familiar harmony in
Ralph Vickers’s brain, repeating and asserting itself
hour by hour. Dead men tell no tales! Decad men
tell no tales! It had first formed itself in his mind in
connection with Charles Kesteven, at the time when
that sharp-eyed accountant had first discovered the
doubtfulentriesin the books of Christopher Lucas and Co.

It had rung in his brain at the ball at Fenton Court,
attuning itsclf to the regular swing of the waltz music,
on that foggy night in February, when Ralph Vickers,
alone among men, knew that Charles Kesteven lay dead
upon the railway embankment, with Laurcnce Gray’s
knife sticking in his breast.

The phrasc repeated itself again with quickened mean-
ing when the solemn words of the judge declared the
awful doom of an innocent man. The few short days
that were to elapse between that sentence and its ful-
filment would soon pass by, and then—decad men tell
no tales !

Thus Ralph Vickers comforted himself. His nerves
were steadier now than they had been picvious to the
terrible ordeal of his own brief cxamination in court.
None who heard his straightforward evidence could
possibly have dreamt of the awful fears that were as
red-hot brands of steel about his brow—fcars that by
the dropping of one incautious word, his own’ guilt
might B& Wdiscovered, and Laurence Gray set free.
The ordcal was over now ; he breathed more freely.
But not until the scaffold had claimed its victim would
the danger of discovery be cntirely passed.

Vickers.carefully read the press reports. of the trial.
Especially did he study the comments upon the case in
the leading articles. But here there was nothing to
cause him uneasiness.

.. About a fortnight after the delivery of the verdict,
‘however, the office-boy, James Stinchcombe, came
into the room where Vickers was writing.
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“'Yere'sa bit o’ noos as’ll interest yer, Mr. Vickers,”
said the lad. “ It’s all abart Mr. Gray.” .

And he pulled out from his trouser’s pocket three
tightly folded journals, two of them illustrated and
very much pocket-worn. " The third was an evening
edition of the Flcet Street Gazeite. .

“Noose ¢ Mr. Gray?” echoed Vickers, with a
sardonic smile. - ““ What has Mr. Gray got to do with a
noose ¥ His time forthat will come on Monday morning.”

“Qo’re yer gettin’ at, sir ¢’ gaid James. ‘‘ I didn’t
say moose, I said noos. Just you read wot it says in
this yer piper, sir. I’ve bin a-readin’ of it.”

“Youare notsupposed to read newspayers when you’re
sent on a message, James,”’ said Vickers reprovingly,
“ Go into the outer office and copy the letters I've put
on your desk—the type-written ones.”

“ Right, sir,” said James, returning the still unopened
Gazette to his side-pocket.

“No, you can leave the paper here, James., Tl
just glance at it presently,” said Vickers carclessly.

* Wot, in the guv'nor’s time, sir ? ”’ returned the lad,
winking knowingly. “ Well,that ain’t "ar{ bad,that ain’t.””

The office-boy had not closed the door a moment,
when Ralph Vickers grabbed at the paper James had
left on his desk, and nervously opened it.  His eyes fell
upon a front page leaderette, headed © A Legal Murder ”’;
they caught sight of the name of Laurence Gray. He
spread out the paper nervously and began to veadl.

“We are progressing,” the article began. ‘° After
legal wobbery comes the consummation of the act of
legal murder by the exccution of Laurence Gray. The
unfortunate prisoner, now lying under the death
sentence in Newgate, will be hanged on Monday. This
is convenient for the presecution, for the ghosts of
the legally mnurdered never haunt the corridors of the
Home Office.”

Vickers looked round to assurc himsclf that he wae
alone. He continued to read :

“The Home Secrctary, we are told this morning,
is still delibcrating upon the case. We are glad to
hear it. But so far he has omitted to do one thing,
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and that is to hear full evidenee on Gray’s side, Laurence
Gray has not been heard, nor has Laurence Gray’s
lawyer. We are assured by the prisoner’s solicitor
that the judge, whose summing-up sent the accused
man t® the gallows, is himself no longer convinced that
the evidence of his guilt 18 so strong as 1t appeared to
him at the Old Bailey »The opposing hypothesis was
not adequately presented by the counsel for the defence.

*“It 1s ternble to think of the poswubihty of that
hypothesis being correct. ILife is a sacred thing, and
the Home Secietary might well shudder at the thought
of sending to the gallows one who is not only innocent,
but who 13 probably the only witncss by whom the
ciime may vet be brought home to the actual murderer.’

Ralph Vichcis drew a deop gasping breath. He
scarcely dared to read farther.

“The sand 1n the glass is rapidly 1unming out. But
there 18 yet tume for the Prine Mmuster to insist upon s
respite for at lcast anuither week to give opportumty
of fully and completely sifting the evidence.

“ Let the Home bceretary listen to the ~tory of the
condemned wman him<clf Let him carcsolly follow
the cvidence concerning the abstiaciion nf the fatal
weapon from the offico of Mr Chiistopher Lucas., Let
him discover where and by whom that knife was st.ai p-
encd for 1ts bloody work.

% Let him assure hiuself that at Gospel Oak station,
op the njght of the murder, no person or persons other
than the conccmned man entered the compaiiment
in whié¢h Clarles Kesteven met his death  Above all,
let the Home Secretary investigate the supposed motive
of the crime, and determine whether the defaleations
discovercd by the deceased accountant were the defal-
bations of Laurence Giay, and of Laurence Gray alone.”

[Vickers, seemng how closely the con cctures of the
newspaper writer approached the actual truth, clenched

is long hands in impotent misgiving and wrath. What
business had these journalists to meddle with the affair,
to stir up doubts, to incite people to further search ?
trial was over, the sentence pronounced; why
ouldn’t they hold their peace and let the law take its
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courss I Why oouldn’t thoy forget that hated man—
at this point Vickers ground his teeth—who was waiting
for hiy end far enough out of their sighbt. ?

Then slowly his anger passed into terror. What if
this agitation should bring about a reprieve ?

The thought appellid him. He grew deadly pale,
and ran his fingers nervously thiough his Llack hair.
If Gray should remain alive, his own secrer guilt might
st any time be revealed to the werld. He started and
gazed at the duor, as if even at that mcment he dicaded
lest some cmissamy of the law should enter the office
where he sat and should demand his seciet.

CHAPTER VII

A MESBAQGE OF 11}V

-

IT was on the forenoon of a Suncay that the wiiom
news reacked Luutence Giay. On tle jieviois nicht
he Lad faintly heard fiom a distance the fi*.t prepata-
tinn  of the carpenters 1 the shed wlere the awful
scaffcId was to e <iected, Tormble ‘Liouerh the sound
was it dul not Irscen Lis conrage. Already hie Leait’s
life was oves. Why, then, should he diea! the mere
passing of iste fiom the body ?

His fecelings as he sat in the chajel on the Sunday
morning wete those of brave resignation. The short
addrrss of the }rison chaplain brousbt i1m cowning
comfort and peace. Never had he prayed moe fervently;
never’had divine service wheresoever he Lad joined in
it appealed to him with more sacred meaning than on
this day that he belicved would be hig la-t on earth.

Calin still, he returned to his cell. But scarcely
had he entered when the door was thinz opeu, and the
governor of the prison came in, follywed by the chaplain,
They came to inform him that he w s not to die.

He heard them blankly at first, doubting still. When
at lagt the glad truth dawned on his brain, he gave a
cry of thanksgiving. The shadows that had closed
about him vanished, and in their place a rush of gloriows
light flooded his soul. Lifc was his again, life made &
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thou<and times decarer by the near risk of its loss. For
a few moments he imagined that he was to be restored to
liberty also. But soon he realiscd that the conmu-
tation of his sentence still meant that he was to spend
the rest of his young days as a miserable conyict inpenal
servitude. For twenty years—he fclt that clemency
might come then—for twenty long and bitler years
he was to be a piisoner, exiled from the woild he loved
50 well ; with no other associates than biutal criminals
and harsh prison officials ; with no other home than the
bare whitewalls of his cell. Oh,how could he live through
all that weary time 2 He would he almost an old man
in twenly years.

And Geraldine—would she wait for him? Would
she be true to him all that time ?  Ah no, he dared not
think of her in that way now. Defore, when the sombre
shadow of death hung over him, he yet had hoped to
meet her again in the biight woild beyond the grave.

But in twenty years? What would he be then ?
A degraded man, with the marks of his tc111ble servitude
upon him, depraved and sullied, perhaps,hy infimate asso-
ciation with criminals whose impusonment was the
just punishment for the evil work they had done—men
who were in many cases little above the beasts.

Not long did Laurence Gray receive the temporary
leniency that is accorded a condemned man. On the
following morning—the Monday morning—he was
taken from his ccll, and marched with other convicts
to the prison bath. Therc, in the presence of warders and
prisoners, he was ordered to stiip and wash Himself
in a large tank of not over-clean water. His own clothes
of freedom were then forfeited, and in their place he
was supplied with a coarse, blue-striped shirt, a rough
grey short jacket, trousers, and vest, and a greasy littlo
cap, a pair of darned stockings, and thick shoes.

He thanked God that Geraldine coull not see him
in that hidcous guise. But later on he was submitted
to a yet more degrading process. An evil-looking prison
orderly came into his cell, and at once proceeded to shave
%ﬁ the little moustache, which Laurence had held sacred.
‘Then his brown curls were clipped and clipped with a
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Emr of ol,umsi shears, until there was not a hair upon
is head that his fingers could take hold of.

Thus shorn and clothed as a convict, he felt his
degradation complete. But there was more to follow.
Every morning he was obliged to go down on his knees
in his cell, and with two hard brushes, polish the asphalt
floor. Already it so shone that he could almost see his
face in it.

Then his copper wash-basin and tin utensils, bis table,
stool, and, indecd, every article in the ccll, had also to
be scoured or polished by him. Spotless cleanliness
is one of the prime regulations of Her Majcsty’s prisons.

After breakfast of gruel and bread, some picces of
hard tar rope were thrown in to him, together with an
instrument called by prisoners a “ fiddle,” consisting
of a nail and a piece of cord. With the aid of this in-
strument, he was required to divide the strands of the
tar rope, and with his fingers reduco them to what is
everywhere known as oakum, :

Four pounds of oakum is the quantity demanded of
cach healthy prisoner as a day’s work. Dut it was not
for many days that Laurence succceded in his task.
The rope was hard as wood, and his fingers, since the
old working days in the Lancashire factory, had become
soft and unaccustomed to labour.

In that ccld and comfortless cell, and with his mind
still terribly oppressed, his first days of durance passed
like long weeks. Alrcady he was beginning to feel
the awful monotony of prison life—the work, the exer-
cise im the bigh-walled yard, the morning visits of the
governor, the fussy officialism, the food, never varied.

As to the food itself, Laurence ate little of it. It
was not appetising. For breakfast, the nauseous
skilly and dry bread ; for dinner a few soapy potatoes,
and twoor three ounces of ill-cooked meat, or soup made
of the liquor the meat had been beiled in the day before ;
for supper,cocoa and bread. Thiswas theunvarying fare.

Laurence Gray was among the first of the prisoners
that session to be drafted off to a convict station.
Handouffed, he was conducted to the dismal prison
van, pushed into a narrow compartment, and there.



42 CONVICT 99 .

lodked in. The Black Maria was driven off through
the noisy streets of London, he knew not whither.

His neighbours on either side of him kept up a
lively conversation throughout the journey. They
were ovidently old birds.

‘‘ Wot cher, Darkio ? *’ began one.

* ’Kllo, Nipper, yer there, eh ? Whore are we barned
for this journey—the Scrubs ? » ’

* Ay, I reckon that's the crib. "Tain’t such a dusty
lace. 1'd sooner be 1n there than the Bank any day.
oung Lacy’s one o' the screws at the Scrubs, don’t yer

know ? ’Im as were at Wands’orth last time me and you
done a laggin’together. Wot’s yer lot this time, mate?”

*“Two years ’ard.”

“Oh, that’ll soon parss. Mine’s five stretches.
But the cove wot’s between us, ’e’s a lifer, ain’t e ?

“ Ay ; it’s 'imasdone that little job at Gospel Qak ? »’
Laurence did not understand the prison slang these
men used, but he gathered that the destination was
Wormwood Serubs Prison, and so 1t proved to be.

On entering the prison gates he was 1elieved of his
handeuffs. Documents giving full particulars of his
name, weight, measurements, case, and sentence,
were examined and verified. After the customary
bath, he was furnished with other clothes of a yet more
distinctly convict type than those worn at Newgate,
and a ciroular badge that was sewn upon his left sleeve

-bore the letter ¢ L,” signifying that he wasa life convict,
and also the letter ** R,” indicating the year, and the
number ‘99, ! by which distinctive number he. was
afterwards to be known, his name being sunk.

During the probationary imprisonment at Wormwood
Borubs he was kept in solitary confinement. His cell,
however, was provided with a wooden floor. His ocou-
pation was the monotonous one of pioking oakum. But
saving this, his hardships were not more severo than he
expected. The prion was a new one, and its governor
and warders were inclined to lenienoy,

The food, though it differed a little from that of New-

te, was yet not unwholesome. Had the whole term of

penal servitude been as free from painful
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discomfort, the misery of his own mind would ha;‘q )

been his greatest trouble. .

But Laurence QGray little dreamt of the terrible
anguish, the torture, the degradation, that were in
store for him in other and more distant scenes, to
which he was soon to be removed.

On a certain rainy night Ralph Vickers took up his
post, waiting, anxiously watching at one of the plat-
forms of the Great Western Railway terminus. 1n the
mail train near which he stood, smoking a cigar, there
was a large third-class carriage that had evidently
becn specially reserved.

At last the expected vehicle arrived—a prison van.
Vickers went towards it, keeping in the shadow. A
prison warder sprang from his seut at tho back, and was
joined by several other officials in uniform similar to
his own, and armed with swords and loaded revolvers.

One by one twelve men alighted. Their chains
rattled as they stepped upon the pavement. They
were all in prison garb—short loose jachets, haggy
hnickerbockers of drab tweed with wide black stripes,
blue woollen stockings ringed with red, grey, and red
worsted caps. Each convict wore handeuffs, and a long
rupning chain conuected him with his neighbour by a
Joop through the left handeuff.

They crossed the platform, guarded by their warders,
and stood by the carriagereserved for them inthe train.
Some of the twelve laughed and joked as they begged
tobacco from the crowd who watched them. But
the last man ot the gang walked with his handsome head
erect, and with his oyes fixed steadily before him. There
was a look of hard determinntion in hix haggard shaven
face, as he stood in the light of one of the gas-lamps.

Tialph Vickers had little difficulty in recognising him.
Despite the cropped hair, the shaven lip, the convict
dress, Laurence Gray was yet as a prince among those
low-browed, crime-stained men. Vickers, still keeping
in the shadows, looked searchinyly at the badge on
Gray’s left arm. He drew nearer.

** L. R. Ninety-nine,”” he murmured half aloud.

But at the sound of that voice Laurence looked round.

1
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At the sudden recognition, Vickers sprang forward
with open hands outstretched, as in true friendship and
sympathy.

‘“ Gray,” he said, ‘“be brave. She sent me here.
She sent mo here to tell you that— "

But one of the warders brushed him roughly aside
and hurried the men into the carriage. Vickers drew
back and disappeared among the crowd.

““ At last T have discovered him,” he muttered between
his teeth. * Conviet 99. Grimley Prison. Good. I
shall not forget. My way is clear.”

And with another look at the man he had wronged,
the man who wa< now hearing the burden of his guilt,
Ralph Vickers sauntered quictly away, meditating yet
another crime.

CHAPTER VLI
A PENAL SETTLEMENT

“SHE sent mo here,” Vickers had said ; “she sent me
to tell you that—

That what? Oh, what had been the purport of
those unspoken words? Oh, cruel, taunting fate that
had caused them to be left unheard, unknown! She,
Geraldine, had sent Ralph Vickers to deliver some
kindly message that might give her imprisoned lover
hope and comfort in his abject misery. Little did the
officious warder, who so roughly pushed Vickers aside,
dream of the tempest of anguish and disappointinent
that now raged in the prisoner’s hreast. at would
Laurence not have given —what increaso of bodily
suffering would he not have willingly endured if he could
but have heard the message to its end ?

*“ Be brave, Gray : she sent mo hore.” That was all
Laurcnce had heard. But even these fow words made
his dead hoeart leap with a strong, new vigour as he
repeated them. Thoy gave him solace for many a long
and torturing hour,

When, with his fellow-conviols, he had stepped from
the prison van and enterod the railway station, he
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hadbeenoverwhelmed by a sense of the terrible possibility
of being observed by someone who had known him in the
free world—ashamed to be seen there in that public
place, with his hands fettered by the horrible chains
of slavery, and wearing that hideous prison garb bearing
the unsightly marks of the broad arrow. He had hoped
that the darkness would shield him from recognition.
But he had been recognised ; Ralph Vickers had seen
him. It was comforting, ncvertheless, to know that
Vickers was a friend—a true friend, who did not despise
him or mock at him in his shame, but who had streiched
forth his hands in sympathy.

Ah, Laurence (iray, you did not know that those
seeming friendly hands had done the very deed whose
bitter punishiment you were now bearing ! that it was
they that had thrust you into the ranks of the outcast !
You did not know that the very reason of Vickers coming
thus to behold you was only that he might have it in his
power to push you down yet deeperinto the abyss of
misery. Neither did you dream that the words which
gave you comfort were no words of Geraldine Lucas,
but only the utterance of a false and cunning schemer,
who made them the excuse of approaching you, that
he might see the number on your convict’s badge, and
thereby know better how to mark you out for tyranny
and cruclty, such as only the worst of your desperate
companions would have to endure.

During that long night journey Laurcnce, buoyed
up by the thought of that message, wondering, too,
how (eraldine had contrived to learn that he was to be
changing from one prison to another on that particular
night, rested his head against the back of the seat and
closed his eyes. The rattling of the railway carriages
was an agrceable contrast to the terrible silence of
the cell he had lcft. He could not slecp. The steel
of his handcuffs rasped his wrists at every movement
of the chain, and his companions, despite the inter-
ferenccof the warders, took advantageof their temporary
frcedom from strict discipline, and kept up a coarse
conversation that made him wish be could close his
ears as well as his eyes.
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The train had not long started when one of the
warders, sniffing the air suspiciously, flashed his lantern-
light on Laurence.

‘ Ninety-nine,” he growled, ‘‘ you've got some to-
bacco there. I can smell it. Out with it. T saw that
swell give it you on the platform. Come, out with it.”

“ You mistake, sir : I have no tobacco,” said Laurence.

‘ Open your mouth, you liar.” .

Laurence obeyed. With a long pencil the warder
probed under his tongue and about ihe inside of his
cheeks, but finding that the teeth and breath were
above suspicion he passed to the next convict, a youth
of about niueteen, and one of the noiwest of the gang.

Shott a3 had been their time upon the railway plat-
form, this yonth had managed to get hold of some
tobacco from oue of the onlovkers.  Not being able
to smoke 1t. he had stuffed it into his mouth and was
now chewing 1t Fearing liscovery, he had been swallow-
ing the juice. Long ahstinence had probably lessened
his power of reJisting the chemical propertiesof nicutine.
There was no nced for the watder wo «carck him. His
pale face betrayed him.

Laurence did not seek to enter imo conversation,
Ho Lad abeady learned that theie is little to be gained
from intaxcourse with the crimmal class.

In the oxercive yard at Wormwood Serubs, where
talking, though forhidden, was sunreptitiously indulged
in, he had attempted to relieve his oppressed mind by
listening to the woeas of others.

He was not one of those who haughtily look *down
upon men of a lower social grade than thcir own. His
early association with the working-men of the Lan-
caghire factories had taught him that honest hearts and
pure and noble lives are not matters of caste distinction.

Bud-he soon discovered that & convict prison is not
the where intellcctual or high-minded conversa-
tion be expected. Among his companions there
were, indeed, some who had held enviable social posi-
tions, and who, if their crimes had been undiscovered
and unpunished, would probably have scorned to hold
discourse with a Blackburn weaver.
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But a convict prison levels all social distinctions, and
the wealthy banker who has committed a felony, or the
olergyman who has fraudulently appropriated the funds
of charity, finds himiself no better treated and no more
respected than the rough who has half-murdered his
wife, or the burglar who has robbed a duchess of her
diamonds. All are criminals.

The large number of those who were with him in the
train happened, as Laurence gathered, to be criminals
of the baser sort. The youth beside him had attempted
to cut his sweetheart's throat ; two of those opposite
were seamen who had headed a mutiny ; another was
an Italian, of Saffron Hill, who had stabled a police-
man ; and a fourth was a low-browed burglar, on whose
face were written the traces of his manifold crimes.

Daybreak enabled Laurence to turn his attention to
the passing country.

How grateful to him was the sight of the green
fields and the whkite-walled cottages with the rosy
light of the rising sun upon them. Not again would his
eyes rest upon such peaceful scenes. lle soon was
leaving the outer world, it might be for ever ; for who
could tell if e woald survive the long years of his
servitude, even if by good conduct he carncd the remis-
sion of a portion of the dreadful tertm ¢  Ag the train
entercd the more hilly country, he looked anxiously
out for the signs which should tell him that they
were nearing their destination.

At last the station ncavest to Grimley was reached.
Here the arrival of a gang of conviets excited no great
interest. Two prison vans waited outside. In these
the fettered men were conveyed several miles beyond
the town.OThe laboured tread of the horses indicated
that the rcads were steep. At length the prisoners were
ordered to alight and travel on foot. L

The first thing that impressed Laurence was.theéclear
fresh air that blew upon his face, carrying wi@yﬁt the
faint, sweet, nutty odour of gorse-blossom.

He heard & lark singing in the blue sky ; from a neigh-
bouring copse a cuckoo called. Around and about
on every side stretched a wide undulating moor, that
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rose into high hills towards the north. Here and there
the gorse shone in the sunlight like a meadow of gold,
and through the lower valley a wide river gleamed.

It was all like a beautiful dream. DBut the clanking
of the chain at his wrist, the voices of the officers, and
the sight of his companions, brought him rudely back
to hideous reality.

On the summit of a high hill in the blue distance stood
the gloomy walls of his future home. Laurence could
only vaguely conjecture what this wild wilderness would
be like in a winter storm.

He had a further presentiment of coming hardship
when, on a closer approach to the prison, he saw the
pickets of the civil guard—soldicrs most of them, and
all armed with rifles and bayonets—forming a cordon
round the prison, and its outdoor gangs of convicts.
Here he saw a party of bogmen engaged in turf-cutting,
there another gang digging trenches, and yct others
employed in some agricultural work.

The large number of warders in their midst indicated
how careful a watch was kept. He looked about for
the stone-quarries he had heard of in the train, but
they were on the further reaches of the hill.

Presently they passed through a sort of village of
neat cottages—the dwellings of the officials and their.
families—with a few small shops and a public-house.
Then came the ponderous gateway of the prison itself,
of heavy granite, set in the high wall surrounding the
buildings of the penal scttlement. At one side of the

ate was the governor’s residence, at the other that of
gis deputy.

. Thenew arrivals weremarched into thereceiving-ward,

vfere their shackles were removed. They were then
taken by two warders down a glass-roofed passage to
the bathing-house. Here there were some thirty stone
baths divided off with boards. Ten minutes were allowed
for undressing, bathing, and dressing again. The warders.
paraded the length of the baths to prohibit all talking,and
to watch that the men made themselves properly clecan.

After the bathing, they returned to the outer passage,
where dinner was served—mutton soup, with potatces
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and vegetables. Still remaining in the passage, they
were told to take off their shoes and stockings, jackets,
vest, and knickerbockers, and to place them in a row,
each man’s suit apart.

This done, they were marched into an office, where
sat the deputy governor, the chief warder, and the
doctor. The twelve new prisoners were then ordered
to strip naked, that all marks on their bodics might
be recorded and checked by the reports forwarded by
the authorities of Wormwood Serubs Prison.

Chafing at this indignity, Laurcnce Gray nevertheless
quietly submitted to the medical examination, as he
had submitted to all other prison rules.

When he had passed the survey of the doctor, and
been pronounced in perfect health, he was dirccted to
take clean underclothing from a bundle near the window.
In the meantime, his outer clothing had been carefully
searched. Even a crooked pin that he had picked up
in the railway carriage, had been taken outof his jacket.

Having dresscd again, he was provided with an extra
pair of heavy boots, and a snit of coarse working clothes,
including a slop jacket of blue-and-red striped canvas,
such as he had scen worn by some of the gangs outside
the prison. He judged by this that he was to be an
outdoor worker.

When, a little later, his hair having been cropped,
he was being taken with his companions out of the
receiving-ward, he heard the measured tramp of meany
feet. The outdoor gangs were returning from work,
for it* was Saturday afternoon, when vprisoners are
occupied within the cells, cleaning up for Sunday.

Fach gang marched past in military order, double
file, attended by its ofticers, who, as they passed the
gate, reported to the chief warder the number of men
under their charge. These numbers were verified by
the entries of the morning. Every oflicer as he cameo
in delivered to the armourers his rifle, bayonct, belt,
and cartridge-box. The gangs numbered in all some
four hundred men. They were followed by the civil
guard, who marched in with fixed bayonets.

When the gates were closed, Laurence and his fellows
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were conducted to their respective cells in various
galleries of the building.

Left alone in his cell Laurence stood still, while the
slamming of the heavy iron door echoed repeatedly
in his hcart. A sense of unutterable loneliness over-
came him. His misery was increased by the deep

loom of his cell—a gloom which, in the parts farthest
rom the little window, amounted almost to darkness.
A long time passed before his eyes grew sufficiently
accustomed to this obscurity to enable him to take a
survey of his surroundings.

The apartment was seven feet long, four feet broad,and
about eight feet high. The walls were of corrugated iron,
the floor was of thick slate slabs. The window, a very
narrow onc of coarse plate-glass, looked inward near the
heavy door. Under this window was a small flap-table,
and at this spot only was there enough light to read by.

A shelf was crected ahove the door, where the con-
vict’s spare boots and cleaning rags were to be kept.
There was another wider shelf at the inner end, a few
feet above the floor. Here was his bedding, rolled up in a
neat compact bundle, éogether with a tin plate, a candle-
stick, a tin pint cup, a tin knife, a wooden spoon, a
woodensalt-cellar, and an ordinaryschool slatean pencil.

Under this shelf was his hammock, strapped against
the wall. In the middle of the floor stood a low wooden
stool and a wooden bucket, and in one of the corners
were a hand-broom and a scrubbing-brush, with a
flannel and a piece of soap.

While he was making this mental inventory one
of the warders ran along the gallery into which the cells
opened, taking the roll. This was done by counting
fot the men hut their brooms, which were thrust oub
under the gap of the doorway of each cell. Laurence
was roughly bidden to thrust his broom out also.

For the rest of that afternoon he was engaged in
oleaning his utensils. His warder supplied him with
clean sheets, new soap, salt, and a candle, instructed
him where he was to keep each article, and also how his
hammock was to be slung. ;

This warder’s name was Gannaway. He was power-
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fully built and soldierly-looking, with a florid complexion
and small keen eyes. He looked at Laurence searchingly
asif trying to discover what sort of a man his new charge
might be.

* When you hear ¢ Beds down ’ called out,” he said,
‘* you must fix your hammock 80 ; but not before then,
mind you.”

“ What work am I to be put to, sir ?"’ ILaurence
ventured to ask.

““What do you say? What's your ‘graft’tobe? Wait
till Monday and yon'll see. You needn’t expect to be
playing billiards and lawn-tennis here, my lord. You’re
one of them gentlemen lags, I can sce. We've got no
¢ graft ’ for swells here. H’m, strikes me you want a new
strap to this hammock. The lag that was here before
youwas one of the right sort. He was no gent, hewasn't.”

Laurence watched the man go out. His first im-
pression of him was not such as Warder Gannaway
would have been proud of.

On Sunday the getting-up bell did not ring until
reven o'clock.  After breakfast—cocoa and bread—
there was an hour’s exercise in the halls. Laurence
was approached by one or two of the long-sentence
convicts, whe asked him furtively for news of the outer
world. Newspapers were ncver allowed within the
prison walls, and new arrivals are the only mecans by
which iantelligence of a public nature can ever by any
covert chance reach a prisoner.

After exercise, church parade. After church, the
usual Sunday’s dinrer of bread and cheese was served.
From afternoon service until bedtime a prisoner of good
conduct may have a book to read.

Laurence Gray thanked Heaven for this privilege.
The blessed printed words took his mind for a while
from the cankering grief and bitter humiliation that
were driving him to melancholy.

There was another privilege for which he daily waited
and prayed—the permission to write to his beloved.
Every time a convict is removed from one prison to

- another he is allowed to write a letter within one month
of the change. His relatives receive no other intimation
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of his removal, and if the prisoner has lost his class, or
is ill-behaved, the privilege of writing is denied him.

How passionately Laurence longed for the hour in
which he might pen that first sad letter! It was not
long as yet since Geraldine had heard of him ; not many
weeks had passed since his cutting-off from the bright
living world of freedom and light and love.

Indeed, according to ordinary prison laws, he should
now have been passing his nine months’ probation of
silence and solitary confinement in Wormwood Scrubs.

But the crowding of that prison, owing to the recent
closing of Millbank, -had necessitated a premature
drafting of several gangs of convicts to the country penal
settlements, and he had been among those chosen to go.

All day now he dreamed of what he should say in
that letter to Geraldine. The true, strong, heart-wrung
words he should put in it made themselves into a tune
in his head, a sweet tune to which his labouring arms
kept time. e worked desperately hard in order
to win commendation, and thereby bring the yearned-for
time of writing nearer. For the same reason he forced
himself to bear patiently and silently the keenest
indignities, the most stinging humiliations, the
eryellest abuse. To send that letter one day sooner
to his beloved one he would have suffered torture.

A% last came the prayed-for time. On one evening in

each woek thereis school forsuch of the convicts as cannot
read or write properly, or who have not mastered arith-
metic. Laurence,beingwelleducated,did notneedinstruc-
tion,and might employ the schoolhour in reading ar doing
nothing, On the second school evening after his arrival
at Grimley, he was allowed to write his letter « home.”
» Poor orphan fellow ! he had no homse, except where
Geraldine was. But the prison chaplain’s words, that
he might write *“ home,” set him thinking of the Lan-
cashire days, and the little house in Blackburn, that
had been his home when he was a child. .

He covered his face with his hands at the thought of
what his dear, dead mother would have felt could she
have known that hewas here—a wrongfully-branded man,
a conviot, thrust in among the blood-stained and the evil.



A PENAL SETTLEMENT 53

Desperately he drew towards him the pen, ink, and
paper, with which he had been supplied. Orphaned,
alone in the world as he was, he felt that if Geraldine’s
love had forsaken him, he should surely have gone mad.

It was but a poor ghost of a letter that he could write.
The paper was regulation paper, on which was already
written his name, his register number, and the date.
There were lines of printed directions as to rules he was
not toinfringe. He was to keep his writ'ng on the lines,
and neither write between them nor cross his letter.

He was not to say anything about any other prisoner,
or give any prison news ; neither was ho to use any
improper language, nor write to any improper person.

Both the governor and the chaplain read and initial
the prisoners’ letters, those received as well as those
sent. Anything infringing the rules, or considered im-
proper for a prisoner to know ormakeknown.is struck out.

There was a nolice on the back of Laurence’s sheet
of paper, informing the recipient that a reply was to
be %mited to strictly private and personal matters.
Any allusion to public affairs—any itemn of general
news—would be obliterated, or the letter containing
it would be returned.

Thus trammelled by regulations, Laurence wrote
his letter. Tliere was much that he could not say—-
heart-cries of love that he had to repress because other
eyes than Geraldine’s would read them.

But every word that was written was deep with mean-
ing, glowed with a whole life's carncstness. And when
the lefter was done and sent away, a new hope rose in
him, and, for the first time since his condemnation, the
sleep that came to him that night was sleep indeed
—rest{ul, and long, and deep.

CHAPTER IX
THE MASK OF FRIENDSHIP

ON a certain evening when, as he well knew, Mr. Chris-
topher Lucas would be away from home, Ralph Vickers
called at Fenton Court and asked to see Geraldine.
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As he was by no means sure that under ordinary
circumstances she would consent to receive him, he
told the footman to say that he had called on very
important business. He was shown into the drawing
room to wait for her.

He sat down on a divan and looked about the familiar
room with ever fresh appreciation of its luxury and
beauty. C(ortainly. after the dark foggy streets, it
was like fairyland; the soft tones of the rich carpet,
the delicate silk of the hangings, the terra-cotta brocade
of the couches and divans, the tall palms rising in
shady corners, and over all the tender ylow of the stately
gentinel Jamps—all combined to form a harmonious
picture that pleared his artistic seuse.

For thie evil-natured Ralph Vickers bad as keen a love
of beauty in cutward thigsashad Laurence Gray himself,

Even now. as his satisfied eye dwelt cn the scene
about him, the thought flashed across his mind that
not the least ainc ng his hated vietim's sufferings mnust
be the contrast hetween the luxury he Lad left and the
bare and hidcous surroundings of the hell upon earth
where, runk deep amid the seething infausy of vilest
criminals, he dragged out his innocent days.

Ralph Vickers smiled complocently at tile comparison.
As he smiled he said to himeel with cruel satisfaction
that most likely- indecd certainly, if he could have
any hand in tiie matter—Laurence Gray would not
live long to suffer from these altored conditions For
though the law did net now will his death, yet his
merciless enemy did. And Ralph Vickers’s ‘enquity
was more to be dreaded than the law.

Scarcely had that cvil smile died from Vickers’s lips
when (e door of the room opened and Geraldine Lucas
entered slowly. There was a cold dignity in her step
and bearing, *showing plainly that she was not
glad to greet this man whom from the vory first she
had instinctively distrusted. She advanced towards him
with the stateliness of a young queen, bowed coldly as
ifshe had not seen his proffered hand, and, seating herself,
waited for him to state the *“ very important busineas
that alone had induced her to grant him an interview.
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- Her haughty coldness only fanned the flame of his
assion for her. He thought such a manner suited her
eauty well—her wonderful beauty that to-night was
enhanced by the delicate tint of her dress, a faint,
tender green as of the lilac leaf, into whose silken fabric
scattered sprays of rosy-shaded apple-hblossom were
exquisitely woven. Abhove these hues her fair head
shone with an added lustre, and her pure skin seemed
white as the petals of a lily.

The sight of her loveliness made Ralph Vickers's
hatred for bis rival yet more bitter. He would have
liked to tell her at once of his love for her. and ask her
passionately how she could allow herself to think
any more of Laurence Gray—a convict whom the gailows
had reluctantly spared. But he dared not de this yet.
He must wait. He must dissimulate.

“T have come,” he said in a sympathetic voice,
“ to speak of one who is dear to both of us—+io me an
a friend, to you in an infinitely greater degrce. You
know whom I mean ?”

¢ Laurence Gray ?

[ ch"l

¢« T prefer that you should not speak of him." she said
quickly, overborne by her dislike of the man before her.

Then she canght her breath suddenly. Could it be
that this manreally knew anything coneerniag laurence
that was worth her hearing ¥ 1t so, she must not let
personal prejudice prevent him from speaking it.

Meanwhile Vickers’s handsome face had assumed a
pained® expression. He leaned towards her. his fas-
cinating eyes full of appealing softness.

i Why do you doubt me, Miss Lucas 2 No, don’t deny
it. I can read in your face that you doubt me, I can
hear it in your voice.» You wrong me very crueliy, when
my only wish is to sympathise with you and hkelp you.”

Geraldine rose, partly to hide her embarizssment,

.and slowly crossed the room to the hearth, wherc she
stood looking at the burning logs.

““ Won'’t you believe in my sincerity and irust me ?”
proceeded Vickers insinuatingly.

" The besutiful girl, influenced by bhis voice, and
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desperately in need of a triend, turned suddenly and held
out her hand.

“Yes,” she said impetuously, “I will trust you
absolutely. And now say what you are going to
say about Laurence.”’

She little drecamed what anguish that newly-given
trust would cost her lover.

Ralph Vickers saw how the mention of Gray’s name
sent a sudden flush to warm the whiteness of her cheeks,
and a hot jealous anger sprang up in him. Neverthe-
less, his voice was quite calm as he rejoined :

‘1 belicve as firmly as you do that Gray is innocent.
I have never once doubted it, in spite of the facts looking
so dark against him. I believe his innocence will be

roved before long, by some means or other; but, mean-
while, I think that those who care for him should do
their best to lessen the hardships of his lot. For this
means I place mysclf at your disposal. I will do any-
thing for him—both for his sake and for yours.”

Geraldine moved towards him, her c¢yes shining, her

whole face suddenly radiunt.

-+* Do you think it possible to help him now ?* she
asked eagerly. “ Is it in any way possible. Oh, if
it were ’—she clasped her hands in her carnestness
“1 would give anything, all I have, to sparc him one
moment’s suffering ! ”’

She said this to the man who would have sold his own
soul to cheat Laurence Gray out of & moment’s joy.

‘I am sure it is possible,”” Vickers replied decidedly.
“ Laurence himself cannot be reached, of course; but
his warders may be got at, and money given to them
would securc him as much kindness and comfort as

“a prisoner can have. I have found out where he is.”

« T also know,” interrupted Geraldine, in a tone
that thrilled with gladness.

Vickers started to his feet.

*“ You know ? “How 2"’

*“T have had a letter from him ; I will read you some
of it.”

Vickers sat aghast, until suddenly it occurred to him
that at stated intervals prisoners were allowed to write
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to their relatives and friends. He cursed in his heart
the laxity that permitted them this privilege.

Geraldine did not see the change upon his face. She
had moved away towards the conservatory entrance, and
was standing there in the shadow with her back to him.

‘“ She’s taking that letter from her breast,” he said
to himself. The thought made his blood boil. He
clenched his hands convulsively, but instantly relaxed
them again as Geraldine turned and came back across
the long room with Laurence’s letter in her hand.

‘ He 18 at Grimley,” she said in a voice that was tremu-
lous with unshed tears, and then she bent her mist-
filled eyes upon the coarse prison paper. ‘‘ They don’t
let him tell much—nothing about his daily life. But
he is well, and does not scem despairing ; and for both
these blessings I thank God ! ”

The tears escaped, and rolled down her checks like
falling pearls. But to Ralph Vickers they were as drops
of gall whose very sight poisoned his blood.

‘*Can you write back to him % he asked in a stifled
voice. i
“I have written already,” answered Geraldine,.
smiling brightly through her tears. ‘“But it was
according to the prison rules printed on the back of
this letter. They let one say so little. 1t nearly broke
my heart to write such a miserable little note. But I
said that my love for him, and my trust in him, were
just the same, that they would always be the same.
That assurance will help him to bear the long, hard
days uniil the truth comes out, and he is released.”

She stopped a mowment, and stood looking doubtfully
at Vgckers, as if wondering whether she had said too
much.

“ 1 speak freely to you, Mr. Vickers,” she added,
“ because you arc my father’s friend, and you have
assured me that you are Laurence’s and mine. I know
lI;pl;‘rlen’c’e was friendly towards you. Me estecimed you

ighly.

%\‘oytab of self-reproach or remorse wounded Vickers’s
treacherous heart at these words. He answered with
feigned earnestness :
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“And I will repay his esteem by devoting myself
now to his service and yours. To grove to you how
much I have been trying to help you, I will tell you this :
I did not expect he would be able to write and I made
great efforts to find out where he was going to. I
succeeded so far that I was on the railway platform
when his gang startcd from London—

‘“ And you saw him ? ”’ cried (eraldine.

1 saw him and spoke to him. [ tried to tell him how
true you were, and hopeful; but before I could get
out all the words, a warder pushed me away.”

Geraldine walked to and fro with her hands clasped
in eagerncss.

¢‘How good you were ! ” she murmuited. Her tone
sent a thrill through Vickers’s passion-fevered veina.

“* What did he look like ? ” she asked next. * Was
he pale? Was he altered $ 7

*So altered that even you might not have recognised
him. He was cropped and shaven. and ashy pale;
very thin, too, and in chains.”

‘“In chains 7

‘¢ He had handcuffs on, and was chained to the rest
of the gang by a long chain.”

Vickers was delighted thus 1o paint the degraded
aspect of his rival. Geraldine—the beautiful, wealthy
girl, bred in luxury, to whom all hardships seemed doubly
crucl-—gave a short, sharp cry of indignation and grief.

‘“And I cannot save him—cannot redeem him!”
she wailed, walking over the thick, soft carpet. She
looked around the room. ‘‘ What right have I to be
here—in comfort, in warmth, in guarded safety—while
he is outcast and wretched, with his good name falsely
blighted, and his hopes—our hopes—destroyed ? But
Iwill helphum!”  She stopped, and turned to Vickers.
“Did you say that the prison warders might take
money ¢ I will give them anythinq——everything I
have—if only th&y will be kind {0 him.’

 They will probably take money,” said Ralph Vickers
reassuringly, ¢ although it may be risky to tempt them.
I can go down to Grimley and find out the warder who
has most charge over Laurence. Mosat of the officials
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L]
of Grimley, I understand, have their homes outside the
prison, and I would try to arrange with him to treat
Laurence as well as is possible under prison regime.
And as I have found out that a convict’s life may be
made bearable or unbearable, according to the kindness
or cruelty of the warders he is placed under, I have no
doubt that our bribe would effect a most happy result.”

« Bribe | >’ repeated Geraldine, recoiling, and the ugly
word sounded strange from her pure lips. “ Would it be
that 2 Would it be dishonourable—brecaking the law ?

Vickers smiled. He saw that he must be careful
of this noble-minded girl’s delicacy. He wondered
what she would think if she saw his naked soul with
its black record of treachery and crime.

« It is not exactly what the law would approve of,”
he answered. ‘ But you want to save him from needless
suffering that perhaps might lead to madness.”

¢« Madness ! > Her golden head was thrown back, and
her face lifted, white with horror. ‘ Oh, Hecaven'!
Might it drive him to that ¢

‘“It might. But we must prevent it. I will take
all the money I have »

“No, no,” she interrupted silencing him with a

esture. “I will find the money. 1t is my duty;
it is the one thing that I can do now to show how dearly
I love him, and that I am waiting for him still. Will
you go soon ? How much money will you want ?

“ Agreatdeal, Iamafraid. Butatfirstthirty pounds will
do. I may have to pay my way to a hearing, you sea.”

“Yes, you must not spare money. I will get the
thirty pounds now. When will you go ?”

“ As soon as [ can get away. That depends on your
father. By the way, is he to know of this ¢

Geraldine paused on her way to the door.

T think not—not yet,” she said slowly. ‘ He is
the dearest of fathers, the kindest of men : but he does
not love Laurence as I do; and he n‘iight not see that
good may come of our action in this matter.”

Vickers smiled softly to show that he understood.
But when the door closed behihd her his smile assumed
a different expression.
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Almost immediately he heard the light sound of her
returning footsteps, and the soft rustle of her dress. He
thought that the room grew brighter as she re-entered it.

She handed him the money she brought—blessed
money, that might perhaps buy some little ease and
peace for her beloved—and then asked when she should
see him again.

** Before I start,” he said ; ““ as soon as my plans are
fully made.” .

“Then T need not wish you God-speed to-night,”
she rejoined.

He held out his hand with pleading in his smile.

“Will you take my hand now ?” he asked softly.
His voice, his dark persuasive eyes, his whole manner
had a fascination that was poweriul even over those
who doubted him. And Geraldine doubted him no
longer.

‘I have been unjust to you, Mr. Vickers,” she said.

And then, bidding him good-night, she touched with
hers that right hand that had driven the knife into
Charles Kesteven’s breast. Alas! why did not an

. avenging Fate make the accusing blood-spots re-appear
ins¢hat dark moment on the smooth white skin whose
outward cleanliness was a lie ?

CHAPTER X
THE RIVAL’'S TREACHERY

«Yws,” said Warder Gannaway, as he lizhted kis pipe
by the gas-jet in the little public-house that Laurence
Gray had noticed outside the boundary of Grimley
Prison ; *“ yes, you may say as you like, mate; but if
there’s one sort of a lag I hate more’n another, it’s a
gentloman lag. A chap that’s in for faking the broads,
or doing a crack, or anything of that sort—a good out-
and-outer—I canfkeep him under pretty tidy. But a
gent—one of your ’ristocratic, lawn-tennis gentlemen
lags—why, I hates the very sight of them.”

““Och! you're too hard upon the poor gintlemen
entirely, Mister Gannaway,” said another warder, whose
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name was O'Reilly. ‘ Now let me ax you what objiction
yez have to the lag yez were spakin’ of the other day %
Now, you know the boy I mane—what’s this his number
is again ? Arrah ! was there iver such a hcad as mine
for figures? Him as came up from London wid the
last gang. Sure, it was ‘ ninety-nine’ wasn’t it 2 and
that’s an aisy enough number to remimber any way.
Well, is there anything distasteful to yez in that boy
atall,at all?” .

Gannaway did not answer at once. The aroma of a
cigar caused him to look round the partition, behind
which a stranger in a tourist suit sat reading a newspaper.

““ Well, as to that chap,” he now said, ‘ he’s not so
bad as I expected when I first saw him in his cell
He’s not so chiecky as some. He's an out-and-out green
hand and not up to the graft yet. But he’s a lifer,
and 1 bet T’ll make suramat out of him before I've done
with him.” Here he nudged his companion’s elbow,
and added in a half-whisper: * Who's this bloke in
the next bax, Jerry 2

“ Faith, I don’t know He's been there for the last
hour and more—some gintleman on a walking tower,
mavbe. Hello! time’s nearly up, begorra! Well,
good-night to yez.”

Warder O'Reilly went out, wiping scme drops of
“Trish” from his beard. Warder Gannaway pre-
sently followed. but had not gone far in the direction
of his cottage when some one touched him on the arm.

“ Can you tell me if I could get a room for the night
in one of these cobtages, oflicer ¢ ” asked Ralph Vickers.

“ Well,” said tho warder, “if so be you're not par-
ticular as to its size, I believe my missis wouldn’t mind
taking you in. If you'll come along I'll see about it, sir.””

Gannaway was on day duty, and bhis evening was free.
An hour or so afterwards he was sitting at his hearth
smoking one of Vickers's cigars. Vickers sat opposite
to him. Mrs. Gannaway had just one out on her
Saturday’s shopping. Already Vickers had gathered
& good deal of information regarding prison rules and
discipline, but he had not yet achieved his object.

“ Now as to this Convict 99. You say that's not his
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registered number in Grimley. Never mind. We'll
refer to him as *99.” Of course you know he’s in for
the brutal murder of Kesteven, the London accountant 2*’

“T don’t know what his crime is, sir. But if so be
he’s a friend of yours— *’

¢ Friend ? - No, not a friend. I don’t mind telling
you that I have a grudge against him. It’s not enough
for me that he’s simply in penal servitude.”

‘“That’s a diffcrent matter, sir. Well, what might
you want to know about him ? I can’t break the bye-
laws, you know.”

¢ Of course not,” smiled Vickers. ‘ That is, unless
you are well paid—very well paid.”

“H’m! a man must live, sir; and with a wife and
gix children— *’

“ Look here,” said Vickers, jumping to the point
and speaking with all the insinuation he could com-
mand, ‘the man is in your power. You can do as
you like with him. You can make him very uncom-
fortable ; give him harder work, deprive him of privileges.
You can contrive that he shall write no more letters.”

““ Wait a bit, sir,” interrupted the warder. * Before
you go any further, what about the pieces? What
about the risk I should run? You want me to make
it hard for him. Well, I could do that easily enough
but not without—ah, now, that looks like business ! ”’

This last interjection was called forth by the sight
of a dozen bright sovereigns. Vickers added two or
three more, and passed them over to Mr. Gannaway,
who spat upon them, and slipped them into his pocket.

““ Now,” continued Vickers, ‘ you can make ﬂm life
a hell. Never mind what he suflers. You can drive
‘him to anything—anything, do you Lear ? even to
killing himself. He’s a curse to his family, and they’d
be glad enough to hear that he was under ground.”

Warder Gannaway whistled, and jingled the golden
coins in his pocked.

“Whew! That’s how the wind blows, eh ? But
it’s risky, sir. If I was to get dropped on, you see— >

‘“Have no fear. I'll give you a name and address
that will ind me, and you shall not want for another
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supply of money when you satisfy me. Send me a news-
paper by post, and I shall know by that that you are
doing your best to make his life hard. And when you
let me know that he is dead—dead mind you—whether
by suicide, or by hard work, I'll pay you five, six, ay,
ten times the amount 1’ve now given you. By the way,
what happens if a convict tries to escape ?

“You may well say tries, sir. ’'Tisn’t often a lag
succeeds in doing more at Grimley. What happens ¢
Why, if he’s not caught in any other way, he gets a bullet
in him. That's what happens, sir.”

Vickers’s eyer glanced meaningly at Warder Ganna-
way, and Warder Gannaway seemed to understand.

The carly hours of the next day saw the beginning
of the terrible work thus villainously planned.

CHAPTER XI
IN THE EXFERCISE YARD

It was earlier in the ciening on that same Saturday
of Ralph Vickers’s journey to Grimley and interview
with Warder Gannaway, and Laurence Gray sat in
his cell re-reading for the twentieth time the lctter
that Geraldine had lately sent him in answer to his own.

Hoe was very tired. Tle had laboured hard all day
at the stone quarry, and since his rcturn he had been
busy with the preparations for Sunday—being cropped,
Eltting on the clean clothes supplied to him, oiling

is heavy working boots, tuking in and arranging his
weekly store of soap, candles, salt. cleaning-rags, and
other necessaries, and washing the flags in front of his
cell door.

All these things had taken a long time, so that he
had but a féw minutes of freedom before the signal,
““ Beds down,” would be given. Eut the interval,
short though it was, was long enough to give him the
delight of feasting his eyes once again on the written
words of that lotter already learned by heart—the
letter from his beloved, the only thing of his own that
he was allowed to retain in his cell.
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He had brought his hard wooden stool close by the
little flap-table where his candle stood. The flickering
light of the little yellow flame shone on the lines of
the dear message. It was short, and the words were
chosen with some restraint, for Geraldine could not
pour out her heart freely in a letter that must pass
under strangers’ eyes. But she had said enough to
comfort her and sustain the weary, yearning spirit of
ber lover.

“You must not doubt me, Laurence,” she wrote.
“ You must not tremble because there is no bond be-
tween us ; because, a8 you say, you have nothing to hold
me by.  Dearest, there is a bond between; us—the
bond of love and faith. That in my eyes is as close as
the ties between parents and children, sisters and
brothers. , To' you, who but for me are alone in the
world, 1 want to be not lover only, but mother and
sister too, and best, truest friend. I cannot write much
lLiere, but again I implore you to be hopeful. You have
your life, and 1 am so overwhelmed with thankfulness
for that great relief that I cannot despair of the rest.
Be patient, dearest, and hope.”

He kissed the letter passionately. Yes, he would hope.
Why not 2  He was innocent——innocent ! Tt could not
be that he would have to languish all the bright years
of his life in penal servitude. Why, it might be that
this was the last Saturday that would see him in prison.
The last ¢ Oh, Heaven, that it might be so!

The retiring signal came. There was a shock through-
out the whole building, a reverberation, as the hundreds
of prisoners let down the straps of their hammocks at
once. Laurence prepared his sheets and blankel, and
then, with many another kiss, laid his beloved’s letter
tenderly away between the leaves of his prison Bible.
Finally, he blew out the sickly candle flame, leaving the
cell in darkness sgve for the two little streams of light
that came in throligh the window and beneath tho door
from the nearest gas-burner on the landing.

Scarcely had he got into his hammock when the bell
for the change of warders rang through the prison.
The day warders left, and the night warders came on
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duty. Presently Laurence, lying thinking in his
hammock, was conscious of a flash of light across his
face. It was the lantern of Jerry O’Reiily, the night
watch, going his first round of the cells.

Laurence little guessed that at that moment his bitter
enemy—the man who hated him as evil men always
hate the stainless and noble-——was close by him, almost
within a stone’s throw of his prison walls. plotting for hin
increased suffering, and sccking to compass his death.

On the following morning, while the prisoners of
his particular landing were at exercise in the yard,
Warder Gannaway took an opportunity of closely
observing the man whom he had enzaged sceretly to
torture. Previous to his interview with Ralph Vickers
he had paid no more personal notice to Convict 99 than
to any other well-behaved prisoner under his charge.
He had simply classed him among the ** gentlemen
lags,” whom he regarded as his natural enemies and
possible victims. Himnself an ignorant man—formerly a
private in an infantry regiment, and now glorying in
his authority over a few score of eriminals-—Gannaway
felt himself at a disadvantage in dealing with such as
were oducated men, whose quick recognition of an
injustice and readiness to resent an undue severity
on the part of their warders kept him in constant check.
Prisoners of the brutal sori, the seasined lags, were
inclined to the belief that a warder possessed unlimited
power, and they submiited to whatever cruelty was
imposed upon them without rnnning the risk of further
incensihg the *‘ screw ’ against them by reporting him.
Men of better education very well knew that a warder is
bound by the prison bye-laws no loss than themselves,
and that a prisoncr may report a breach of discipline
and appeal to the governor in eases wherein a warder
has overstepped the limit of his aathority. Tf ever
a prisoner reported Warder Gannaway to his chief, it
was ten chances to one that it wek a gentleman lag
who did so.

Of course the mere reporting a:fected him very little.
He wassecure in the consciousness that Captain Podmore,
the governor of Grimley, regarded all convicts as
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dogs, and that the word of a prisoner was never listened
to in opposition to that of an official. Gannaway’s
principle, however, was to avoid doing anything that
might be construed as an act of personal spite, and
he was now meditating by what means he could fulfil
his engagemecunt with Ralph Vickers without the risk
of Convict 99 discovering his intentions.

He watched Laurence Gray from a distance. The
lag with whom Laurcnce was walking wore the blue
braid facings that indicated he was a prisoner of the
first class, working the last few months of his five years’
sentence. His hair had been allowed to grow, and he
was being fattencd up for his release, so that his wife,
if she were «till alive, might imagine that he had been
fed like a lord in pricon. Lanurence appeared to be
talking with him with unusual interest. It was a
small chance, but Warder Gannaway took advantage
of it. He went towards the two men.

** None of that chattering there ! ” he growled. * Here
Ninety-nine, fall back to the rcar. I can see what
you're up to. I know your tricks, getting alongside
of a man that’s going to be released. You'’re sending
some message by him to your swell friends. Fall back
to the rear. By the left, close up the files, there.”

Laurence, thus separated from a man whose conver-
sation had given him a few moments’ surcease from the
bittcrness of gnawing regret, found himself placed with
an old grey-haired man who was a stranger to him.

It was not long before his new companion spoke.

‘“Not much chance of choosing one’s companions
here, mate, is there ? ”’ he said under his breath.

‘‘ No,” said Laurence. * But I see no earthly reason
why I should have been separated from that man. I'm
rather vexed, as he happens to be from my own part of
the country.”

‘*“ Oh, yes.. Thousand is a Lancashire man.
Rather a sad case;*his. Do you know the circumstances ?”

*“No. I respect the etiquette of not asking a man
anything about his misfortune,” said Laurence.

‘ Exactly. Quite right. But that man’s case is
peculiarly sad.  His offence against the law was
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this : It happened that his child was ill with a quinsy,
and she wanted some ripe fruit to eat. The father
went out to a neighbouring orchard to buy a pound
or two of jennet pears that grew there. The orchard-
man and his family were all out, and the house was
empty. So our friend thought he would go to the pear-
tree and take what fruit he wanted and pay for it another
day. He was picking a few pears and pocketing them
when the owner of the orchard returned, caught him
and gave him into custody. He was too poor to afford
counsel ; his plea that he really meant to pay for the
gcars was not listened to, and it was proved that he had

een unfortunate once before. The case went against
him. His first offence, for which he served two months,
was that his dog had killed somec partridges in the
preserves of the magistrate who tried him. For his
second offence, the supposcd stealing of four ripe pears,
the same considerate representative of the law sentenced
him to five years’ penal servitude.”

¢ It i3 monstrous !’ cried Laurence.

«“To this day,” continued the old man, * your Lan-
cashire friend does not know if his child recovered from
her illness, or if his wife has been able to keep out of
the workhouse.”

“Hasn’t he written or received letters?’ asked
Laurence.

“No. Unfortunatcly he lost his marks, and was
denied the privilege of writing. Until his release he
will know nothing of his family, nor they of him. A
good deal may happen in five years, you know. Ah,
talking of those ripe pears always makes my mouth
water. But there you are, mate; if we break our
country’s laws we must suffer the penalty. I broke them.
Heaven knows 1 was guilty, and my crime is being
justly punished.. I shall die a convict, for I can’t
outlive my sentence. There is hopg for a strong young
man like you. As for me—well, I shall have a name-

less grave, I who have mixed with the best society in
England.”

Laurence looked down at the man’s badge and saw

that his sentence was similar to his own—life. He

a*
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gathered in further conversation that his companion had
been a medical man with a large practice in Mayfair.

CHAPTER XII
MISHAP OK MURDER ?

LAURENCE GrAY had heard many a sad life-history
during the hours of exercise on Sundays, when the rigid
rule against talking was somewhat relaxed. But the
story of tho Lancashire inn—Conviet 2,000—remained
in his mind. 1t was & story which reminded him that,
unhappy as was his own lot. there were othors among
his companions who endured an injustice not less
hard. It was probable that this particular convict
had lost his privilege of writing to his wife through his
own misconducet or insubordination, but this made his
case no less pitiable to Laurence, who had Geraldine’s
letter to comfort him. What would he have done
without that token of her love ? His knowledge that
it was safe within the leaves of his Bible made even his
dismal ccll seem to him like a home that he could go
back to with pleasure. He determined to keep a strict
watch over his conduct, and to preserve his precious
privilege of again writing to (eraldine six months hence.
That was a long time to wait, but it was comforting to
have even this far-off pleasure to look forward to during
the long days of torturing regularity of prison life.

The influences that now surrounded him wer8 those
of a ceascless monotony and depression. His days
were utterly jovless, hopeless, unbeautiful. His oceu-
pations weré unmarked by a single deviation from the
routine of & machine-like discipline.

Awakened at five o’clock in the morning, he washed
in his bucket of water. No sooner was he dressed than
s warder came round asking if he wished to see the
doctor or the governor. The warder was followed bv
one of the convict orderlies, who handed into his cell
a little brown loaf—the day’s allowance of bread. Then
came the breakfast of a pint of gruel, sweetened with
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treacle—a nauseating mixture that he had difficulty in
cating, but which he usually managed to force down.

After brealfast came coll-clianing. He washed
the slate floor with the water Lie hud himself used. At
a quarter to soven he was marched with his neighbours in
single file to chapel for morning prayers, which were read
by one of the school orderlies. At seven the various
working gengs were formed in parties on the narade
ground. IEvery man was then carefully searched by
the warders, and if any contraband articles were found
concealed about his clothing-—ncedles, pins. fragments
of string or paper, indeed anything except the oue
article he was allowed to cuarry, his handkerchief—
they were taken from him. Nothing escaped the
scarchers’ eyes, and woc betide the prisoner who was
found in possession of the merest fragment of tobacco !

After this first search cf the day. the outdoor gangs
were marched out, attended by their armed warders
and the civil guard. Those having work inside the
prison, such as tailors, shocmakers, laundeymen, and
stocking-kpitters, remained in the yard for an hour’s
walking exercise.

At cleven all returned to the purade-ground to be
again scarched, and half an lhour later dinner was
served in the cells.

The dinner on three days of the week consisted of
three ounces of fat mutton, or the same quantity of
boiled meat resembling indiarubber, with a few potatoes.
On two other days it was a pint of soup, thickened wilL
vegetables. On Thursdays a pound of solid suet-pudding
took the place of meat, and on Sundays bread and cheese.

A rest of forty minutes was allowed after dinuer,
during which Laurence was glad to read a few pages
of his library book. The literature of the prison is,
like the suct-pudding, heavy. After dinner the third
search of the day was made. Thgn tvo work again,
until a quarter-past five, when the prisoners, being
previously searched for a fourth time, were taken back
to their respective cells for their supper of a pint of cocoa
with the remains of their day’s loaf of bread.

Every night, as the various gangs kaocked off worlk,
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a party of thirty or forty men were selected without
previous notice and marched off to the bath-house.
With this one exception, the routine of every day was
invariable. The work, the food, the whole surroundings
week by week, never varied. All was weary, monotonous
regularity. .

But for Laurence Gray a change was imminent.

On the first working day after he had made the
adquaintance of Convict 2,000, he noticed that Warder
Gannaway was unusually strict and watchful. Laurence,
unaccustomed as yet to heavy labour, had suffered
many severe pains in his limbs after wheeling about
his barrow of large stones in the cuttings of the quarry.
On this day the sun was very hot, and the perspiration
poured in streams down his bronzed face. Every
time he returned with his empty barrow to the cutting,
he looked about for the water-carrier, gasping for a few
drops of the precious liquid to relieve the burning dryness
of his parched throat. By a singular coincidence, the
water-can was at those times empty. Twice when he
was about to ask for a drink he found the can in the
bhands of Warder Gannaway,

** All right, Ninety-pine,” said Gannaway. * It'sall
gone this time. Wait till you come back again.”

But when Ninety-nine returned it was just as before
—there was no water for him. ,

*“ None of your grumbling now,” said Gannaway
gruffly, when Laurence, for the fifth time of his dis-
appointment, ventured a remark. “If youre not
satisfied with your job, come here, into the shade and
help get down these stones from the top of the slope.”

. “ Do you mean that T am to leave my barrow, sir ?
asked Laurence.

““Yes. Go up to the top of the incline there, and move
down those larger blocks.” .

Laurence obeyed, wondering at this change in his
work. Climbing the slope, he put his hands to a heavy
block of unhewn stone, and, clearing the debris from
around it, worked it labotously down, inch by inch,
to the level ground, whero the empty barrows waited
for their loads. The work was hm;1 for his hands, but
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it was a change from wheeling the loads in the hob sun-
shine, and he was not ill-pleased. Besides, he did
manage at last to get the water for which he craved.

He had been at his new occupation about an hour,
and in another forty minutes or so it would be leaving-
off time. He had attacked a very heavy bluck of stone
that was difficalt to dislodge. Warder Gannaway
now stood above him at the top of the height.

‘¢ Get below the stone, man, and pull 1t over from the
to%” ordered the warder.

aurence followed his instructions. and, exerting all
his strength, moved the stone and balanced it on one
of its jagged points previously to turning it gently over.
Suddenly, as he stood bearing the weight up with his
strong arms, on which the strained sinews stood out
like knotted cords, he thought he saw the warder’s
foot rest on the top of the stone and give it a violent
?ush. The great block swayed for an instant ; Laurence
elt his strength give way beneath its overwhelming
im?otus.

“‘Look out below, there!” he cried. springing aside
and falling over. The heavy block of stone came down
upon his left hand. He felt the bones of his fingers
crunch and crack. Then, as the stone plunged down the
steeg{iqcline, he heard a fearful ery of agony.

‘ Help ! help ! ” shouted several of the convicts.

Laurence rose to his knees and looked down the slope.
He saw the block lying on the prostrate hody of one of
his fellow-prisoners. He slipped down the incline, and
with his uninjured hand helped two other men to raise
the weight from where it had fallen. Then he looked
into the face of the man who had been struck down. ¢

“ It’s that lag as was near the end of his time,” said
one of the convicts at his elbow.

Aund Laurence recognised the man who was in prison
for stealing the pears. He was quith dead.

Warder Gannaway had missed his mark.
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CHAPTER XII1
THE. PURSUING TYRANNY

By the time that the dead man had been raised into
an empty wheelbarrow, the great bell of Grimley prison
rang out across the intervening stretch of moorland,
and the quarry gang left their work, and fell into march-
ing lines.

Laurcnee Gray, his hand blecding and giving him
agonising pain, walked in the ranks, thinking over
the dreadful sight he had just witnessed. Warder
Gannaway walked on in front as though nothing un-
usual had happened ; but at the prison gate he waited
until Laurence was pas-ing him.

*“Thank your stars that you're not in that man’s
place,” he said grufily. Tt was all through your
carelessnoss that the accident happened. Well, what's
done can’t be helped. You had better go into the
hospital ward and get your hand dressed.”

* Thank you, sir,” said Lavrence. too much distressed
in mind to think of accusing the warder of having been
the real causc of the terrible ¢alamity.

One of the assistant-warders then conducted him
into the hospital ward, where the body of Convict
2,000 had already hecn carried.  Laurence sat down
on the first prison stool he came to and waited for the
doctor. Trom where he sat he could see two of the
hospital orderlies undressing the dead body. The blood-
stained clothes were carricd away 1o be clearted, so
that they might serve again for anollier wearer. Pre-
seatly the doctor entered, followed by the governor and
the chaplain.

Captain Podmore was a typical prison governor,
stern, unbending, soldierly, and somewhat fierce of
aspect. He was s¢rupulously neat and even dandified
in his attire, and had the air of one who was not to
be trifled with. .

He walked' at once to the body over which the doctor
was bending.

‘“Is he dead ¥ " he asked.
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* Quite dead,” replied the doctor. “ His chest
is completely crushed.”

Here Laurence came forward, volunteering a detailed
account of the affair. But the govern r cut him short,

« Never mind details. 'fhe thing's done now, and ean’t
be undoue. Confounded carelessness on somebod: s
part, that’s clear.”

* What are yon doing here, my mau?” asked tno
chaplain kindly of Laurence.

Laurence expliined about his injnred hand. Mean
while the governor had tnumed again to the doctor,

“ Better get the inquest ever wnd the fellow put
underground at once,” he gaid. ** Can’t have bim kent
this hot weather.”

Laurcnce was presentlv or'arcl Lo slep further Into
the ward, and he found himself 1n a [hree reom surrounded
by iron gratings, behind which hie saw several beds with
the sick prisoners lying upon them. The doctor gave
him some water to drink, aud procceded to dress his
hand with splints and  bandages. The operation
occnupied the best part of an hour, The final bandage-
were being sewn on when the chailam. who had gone
out. returned again, carryving a enp of hot tea.

* Here, drink this, my mau.” he said, laying the cup
and saucer upon a little table.

** You are very kind, sir.” said Lanrence gratefully.

For reply, the chaplain smiled kindly as he went
away.

¢ There,” saicl the doctor: ¢ thar will do. Come
to me again to-morrow morning. You will b2 saved
from work for a week or two.”

“ Thank you, sir.” \

As Laurence was going oub of ihe ward, his passage
was barred by the men who were attending to the body
of the dead convict. Beside it stood o long wooden
shell, resembling a packing-case, together with another
box filled with dirty sawdust. On the wnplaned lic
of the larger box & warder was chalking the number.
¢ 2,000.” This was to be the decewed man’s ouly
epitaph. The naked body was laid in the box, whick:
would be filled up with the sawdust by and by when ti.e
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inquest should have satisfied all proper requirements
in the matter of formality. Then the lid would be
nailed on and the curious casket of humanity deposited
in the bare and lonely prison cemetery. Laurence
foresaw all this with sickness at his heart. In looking
round, he did not fail to notice that these ghastly
preparations for burial were taking place within the
view of several of the infirmary patients. -

An assistant-warder reconducted Laurence to his
cell. After the horror of that quarry death, and of
the sccne he had just witnessed, so{'itudo seemed a
blessing, an unutterable relicf. He thought of the
poor man who was dead—killed, when, after nearly
five years of wnjust, or at least extreme, punishment,
he was on the.very brink of frcedom | He had been full
of joy at the prospect of returning to his home, clasping
his loved wife again to his breast, learning whether
or not the little child, for whose sake he had taken the
fateful pcars, had dicd. And now, he was dead—
suddenly, by a horrible death—and the humble home
would never sec his return. His unshrouded body
would soon be thrust into a nameless grave, and no
one—not even his nearest and dearest—would ever
learn the truth concerning his fate.

And all for the taking of a few poor pears to ease the
throat of his suffering child !

At the thought of the pity and the sadness of it,
Laurence gave a great sob—dry, tearless, but laden
with his whole soul’s agonised protest. In his utter
loneliness, in his great need for comfort, he sought
Geraldine’s letter. That fragile sheet of paper was
liky a living thing to him, a perpetual well-spring of
‘human love and sympathy in the parched desert of
his present bitter lot. Kagerly he sought it in its
sacred place between the leaves of the Bible. It was
strangely difficult fo find this time.- He opened the
Bible feverishly, turning the thin pages with his un-
injured hand, while drops of dread came out upon his
forehead. At last he staggered backward with a hoarse

ery.
The letter was gone |
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CHAPTER XIV
(HE SERPENT AND THE DOVH

No one meeing Ralph Vickers as he walked down
Regent Street on a certain July morning would have
imagined thathe was inany way preoccupied or perplexed.
His handsome dark face was unclouded, and his step
was light and free. With his faultless clothes and easy
distinguished bearing, he looked aristooratic to the
finger-tips ; and more than one girl, as she glanced at
him in passing, thought what an ideal lover he would
make, and perhaps carried his image mirrvred for a
time in her mind.

But inwardly he was much disturbed. Since his
journey to Grimley he had been revelling in the
thought that Laurence Gray was tortured, crushed,
doomed. OQccasional newspapers sent by Warder
Gannaway tacitly informed him that his wishes re-
garding Convict 99 were being carrvied out. So far,
this was satisfactory. But now Gannaway had asked
him for more money. The dishonest warder’s appli-
cation was inconveniently speedy ; but it could not be
disregarded. He must be satisfied somehow.

Vickers was just thinking that he must ask Geraldine
Lucas for the necessary money, when his eyes were
attracted by a victoria that was approaching up the
handsome thoroughfare. There was one lady seated
in it, and he knew in an instant that it was Geraldine
herselp. No other woman had that faultless poise of
the head, that charming dignity and grace of attitude.
As the carriage drew ncar, he stepped forward so t}at
she might see him. The carriage drew up beside the kerb.

* T am so glad to have met you,” said Geraldine, after
responding to his courteous greetings. “ I wanted to
speak to you.” 1y

She glanced towards the coachman, and Vickers
understood. She wanted to speak to himn about Laurence
Gray, and was wondering if the servant would overhcar.
For a moment a cold,snake-like anger rose up in Vickers’s
heart at the thought that but for Laurence Gray she.
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would have driven past him with the merest cold salute.
But he crushed the resentful feelings, and called a
seduclive smilc to his lips as she turned her violet-
grey eves again upon him.

“I think we can talk here, safely, if we speak low,”
she said.

The fuller revelation of her stately grace as she moved
on her cushions in order to lean closer towards him
made his passion-thrilied blood run quicker in his veins,
Hor lony fawn-coloured cloak showed the perfect
moulding of her figure, and ahove it her proud, fair
head and flower-like face rose with a rare poetie heauty
that caught and held the eyes of all who passed her.

Vickers noted. too. how the sweet summer air had
brought gn added richness to her cheeks, a tender
transparency to her fair skin. Oh, what delight. what
triamph it wonld be to win this lovely woman for his
own, to share with her her wealth, and to know that
the man whe disputed her with him was dead !

““I told you in my letter,” he began, * how I got on
ab Grimley.”

Bhe nodded.

“Yes. But I want to know more. A letter does
not satisfy ~n eager heart like mine.” She smiled,
and went on: ‘“ You said you saw the warder; what
kind of & manishe 2 ”

“ A very good fellow. Not as honest as he migbt be,
perhaps, or he wouldn’t let us get over him so. But
he’s the sort of man who can he trusted, if only for the
monoy s sake. to do evervthing hie promises to dos’

“ And he promised to be good to Laurence—to be
ki/id?”

“To be as Kind as he dared be.”

Geraldine clasped ber hands under the folds of her
cloak.

- *“Oh, T thank Heaven that we have been able to
do this ! ”” she breathed.

Then she fixed her beautiful serions eyes on Vickers’s
face. -

« You are sure that the plan is succeeding ¢

“ Quitc sure,” Vickers answered. '‘I have had
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several assurances from the warder that things are
going on very well indeed. And only rhis morning 1
had a letter from him-- 1 was thinkine of it as 1 was
walking down here, before T saw yoi - whis i he suys
that Laurence is ®eing so wdll treated the L hnasclf
noticed the change, and made a 1emarh whout it. The
warder told him- as 1 had duacored him to 1o -~that
it was through a lady’s infetces 1on ”

A licht like the breaking of diwn over « Lair lund-
seape came upon Geraldine s tacs

*"So he knows !’ <he erert wr i enbeined gladness.
** Ho has proof of my contimed Ine!

“The best proof,”» replied Vukers Yo have
beconie to bima a proteciins ancel

Vickerg’s command of Lis vore and feitwes was
wonderful.  No one studvin: Les eapre~ 1. row would
have doubted that he spoke truth.

“ Have you that Ietter with vou ? * Geralime asked
suddenly. T shoukl fike 1o ~cot”

Vickers was momentardy  taken sback., He kad
nol cxpected this.  But he answerad amediately, with
an assumed reeret ;- —

©Tam verysorey tosay that T have buint i Tthought
it prudent ‘o do so. as there vould be durer in its
falling by any accident into vooone han 1v wetc ospecially
ax it coentained an application for et oy

Geraldine was«ispreased  She voey w tiradly thought,
that Vickers had acted strangely m for ettine her ight
to see a letter concermine Lowance v 1w £ to this
mattef in which she was the princim g ane Viekors only
the instrument. She aceepted lus oxe ceovowever, 'Kle
joy of hearing that Laurcnoe was hey pnor was more thm
enough to ecovera thousand jretts grisvangos cuch as this.

*“You say there was an apphoninmn tor money 27
she proceeded, just as Vichers was traming his own
request for the gold wherewith to car oul his treachery.
<1 will send you some more this evemag. You shall
have all that is nceessary, even if 1 have to sacrifice my
jewellery. You have comforted me exceedingly.” she
added, as she gave him her hand. “ 1 don’t fecl now
that Laurence is far away, although, indeed, I never have
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felt that. He is so constantly in my heart that I some-
times fancy he is himself beside me. Even this morning
I was thinking of him so that he seemed to be actually
here sitting with me ”

Ralph Vickers smiled an answer to her smile, but
he bit his lip sharply as her carriage drove away.

CHAPTER XV
RENEWED MISTRUST

THAT evening, at Fenton Court, as Geraldine and her
father were at dinner together, Mr. Lucas said, not
unkindly :

“1 grieve to tell you, my child, that my opinion of
Laurence Gray is changing. The examination of our
books between the January audit and the date of
Laurence’s arrest shows further embezzlements amount-
ing to a considerable sum , while since his removal from
the office the accounts have been absolutely correct.
These facts speak volumes, Geraldine.”

“ There must be some mistake, father,” answered
the true-hearted gitl firmly: *“I would stake my life
that Laurence is as innocent of these thefts as he
is of the crime for which he is now suffering unjust
punishment.”

Mr. Lucas looked at her with tender sadness.

“ For your sake, my child, T would like to believe
so too. A little while ago my faith in Laurence was
as strong as yours; but the facts are too clear hgainst
h'yn. Kven Mr. Vickers has bheen obliged to accept
h¥s guilt at last, although for friendship’s sake he put
off conviction as long as he could.”

Geraldine started and grew pale.

‘“ Mr. Vickers believed that Laurence embezzled ?”
she cried. ¢

* Certainly,” replied her father; ‘it was he who
pointed the matter out to me. He seemed greatly dis-
tressed about it. He had doubted, he said, as long as
it was possible to doubt, but certainty at last was
unavoidable. Heiga very good fellow, is Ralph Vickers.
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I must say, my dear child, that I wish it had been he
who had won your affection instead of the other one.”

Mr. Lucas sighed. Geraldine was silent, strugglin,
with the bitter knowledge that even her dear father h.
forsaken her in her grief, and that henceforth her battle
against fate for love and happiness must be fought alone.

*“T have to-day made Vickers manager,” procceded
Mr. Lucas presently. “The man who had taken
Gray’s place did not suit, and I am glad of the chance
of showing young Ralph how thoroughly I appreciate
his upright and manly character.”

Geraldine made no remark of either approval or
disapproval ;& but she felt the old vague distrust of
Ralph Vickers spring up again in her mind.

This feeling was increased by something that happened
on the following morning. As she was going out alone
for an early walk, she encountered James Stinchcombe,
the office-boy, who had been sent with & message to Mr.
Lucas.

‘“ Please, miss,” said James, *“I've got a message
for you.”

*“ For me ? ”* said Geraldine.

“Yass. Mr. Vickers, ‘e ses to me, ¢ James, if yer sces
Miss Lucas abart Fent'n Court, tell ’er as the letter’s
been sent orf all right.” ”’

*“ What letter ? ” asked Geraldine, perplexed at first.

*“Oh, I d’now,” said the boy. *‘I reckoned as ‘ow
yow'd know all abart it. Mr. Vickers, ’e’s fond o
sending of messages as is like riddles. But if you arst me,
miss, why, I thinks as p’raps a letter as ’e 'id under 'is
ledger yasterd’y arternoon I were in ’is orffice when the
gov’'nor—when Mr. Lucas call'd "im art all of a sudddn.
Mr. Vickers sent me art before ’im, but when ’e were In
the gov’ner’s room I goes back, don’t yer know, and
looks wot it was ’e’d shoved away so sudden. I didn’t
mean no offence to you miss. I dif¥in’t know as you'd
bin a-givin’ 'im letters to send to ’im wot’s—you know
—+to Mr. Gray.”

*“ Mr. Gray |’ exclaimed Geraldine. ‘ What do you
mean, boy'? Do you say that Mr. Vickers had a letter
of mine—in my writing 1
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“ Well, lcastways, it were in a lady's handwriting,
and the piper 'ad ¢ Fenton Court, "Ampstead,’ printed
in blue on1t No oflence, miss, I an't a-goin’ to say
anythm’ abart 1t, and [ asks yer pardon »

But Geraldine interrupted, startled at the boy’s
incomprehensble mformation.

“You say that the letter you saw was addressed to
Mr. Gray ¢

““Yass,” and even he felt a httle shyness as he
answered © ‘1t began ‘ My dearest Laurence.” ”

“ Do jou thinh you could maniee to get that letter
by some mcans and bing 1t to me ?

“ But Mr Vickers ’ave sent 1t away, miss.”

“No, 1t was not that one,” said Geraldine ¢ Try
to get the one you saw 1 my handwniting, and post 1%
to me here. T will rteward you well for 1t »’

* Right you are, miss, I'll ’ave a try for it. If T sits
up ‘arf the mght a planmn’ of o’'w I'm to git it, git it
I will, miss  Mr Vickers 1s tly, 'e 13: but ’e am’t more
fly than me, I lay °’

Two days latcr Geraldine recerved a letter in a boy’s
hand. Tv was trom .James Stinchcombe and 1t stated
that though be had tnied in all manner of ways he had
not succecded i finding the lett(r he had mentioned.
He bebieved 1t had been destroyed. But he added that
he could swear he had seen 1t

Geraldine was restless with doubt and suspense. If
the boy spoke truth, as she half believed, what part was
Ralph Vickere playing ¢ What could be the meaning
of s possersing the letter that she had written to
Laurence Gray ¢

(‘HAPTER XVI
CHECKMATE !

Ravrra Vicerrs was in high spirits. He was dining at
Fenton Court, and Mr. Lucas was showing him a degree
of attention that plainly marked the great advanco he
had lately made in his employer’s esteem. It was true
that Geraldine was colder to him than usual, but thag
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did not greatly lessen the satisfaction he felt in having
so thoroughly secured her father’s favour. He imagined
that Geraldine’s coldness proceeded only from her wish
that her father should not suspect her secret com-
munication with him on Laurence Gray’s behalf. ™

Mr. Lucas, meanwhile, was privatcly thinking that
his daughter did not show cnough cordiality to this
handsome man who talked so charmingly, and looked
at her with adoration in his cyes. The cheery old
gentleman fancied that Lis own prescnce was a stum-
bling-block betwcen them.  Perbags, if he left them
alone for a little while, Vickeas would be able with his
clever tongue to stir Geraldine to interest and warmth.

So, shortly after coffee had been served, the well-
intentioned father announced that he had a letter to
write in his study, and, making his cxcuses, he left the
drawing-room.

This was an opportunity that Vickers had hoped for,
yet scarcely dared to expect. His dark face glowed
with satisfaction as he crossed the room to where Geral-
dine sat in a low chair near the now fireless and fern-
filled hearth. To be alone with her made his pulses
throb. And yet he did not scruple to deceive her.

“I am glud of this chance of speaking to you,” he
began softly. I wanted to tell vou that there is good
news of Laurence—-that your protection is still ensuring
him comfort and kind treatment.”

* Have you had a letter ?”” asked (ieraldine quickly.

‘“ No,” was Vickers’s suave reply. He remembered
that oh the last oceasion of his appeal for money she
had wanted to sec the leiter. He must guard against
such a request this time. \

““ No, not a letter,” he went on, ~ only a newspaper.
I told the warder that unless he had anything very
particular to say he was to commuuicate with me by
means of signs on newspapers. Th¥ time he informs
me that Laurence is in good health and spirits. He
also puts the red ink cross—a sign that he expects
more money. Considering the risk he runs, I suppose he
deserves it.”

« Certainly he deserves it,” said Geraldine; *“‘and
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if you will give me his name and address outside the
prison, I will give it to him.”

Vickers started at these unexpected words.

« You—give it to him !’ he exclaimed lightly, and
yet with a faint thrill of anxiety in his tone.

““Yes,” she replied.. “I am going down to Grimley
to see Laurence in a fow days’ time.” ’ .
An inward trembling shook Ralph Vickers’s nerves,
and the blood gbbed away from his face. He had not
counted on such a move as this. It must be prevented
somehow. And yct she must not see that he dreaded it.

He controlled himself to meet the searching of those
lovely eyes of hers, that had for him now the coldness
of gems rather than the tender softness of the violet.
Something in their look told him that her old doubt
and dislike of him had revived, and a resentful disappoint-
ment filled him with bitterness. But he braced himself
to fight against the threatened danger.

“ I am afraid you will find it impossible to see him,”
he said, with assumed regret.

¢ T have obtained an order to do so,” she returned.
‘¢ Prisoners are permitted to receive visitors at certain
intervals. In any case, I am determined to make the
attempt.”

* Does Mr. Lucas approve ?” Vickers asked, with a
fleeting gleam of malignity in his sombre eyes.

She looked at him over the edge of her dainty fan.

« That is a matter entirely between my father and
myself,” she answered, with dignity.

Rage sent the dark red blood in a torrent to his cheeks

d brow. But sceret dread clutched like a vulture at
V:s heart. Nevertheless, he kept his soft seductive smile.

‘“ You are cruel to Laurence. Passionately though he
must long for a sight of your face, he cannot wish to be
seen by you as he is now—close-shaven, degraded, with
the broad-arrow riark upon his rough prison clothes.”

She smiled coldly.

“ Do not be disturbed on his account. He will soon
know how little T care for those outward things. It is
enough for me that he has not the broad-arrow mark
on his heart, as many have whom we meet day by day.”
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She rose in all the dignity of her graceful beauty, and
moved across the room towards the conservatory, where
the air was cooler. Without turning his head, Vickers
listened to the soft susurrus of her skirts of creamy silk
and billowing lacc. He hated her and worshipped her
at once.

The broad-arrow mark on the hcart? What did
she mean by that ? What did she suspect ¢ Surely
not the truth about the crime ?

A cold perspiration started out upon his delicate white
brow. But in the next moment he had recovered him-
self, and was smiling at his own fears. She had meant
nothing, suspected nothing; the words had only been
chance ones. It was his secret guilt, not her intention,
that had given them their peculiar fitness.

The soft murmur of her skirts came again. She was
re-crossing the room towards him. He rose and stood
before her, with his subtle fascination of look and
manner, that might well have enthralled the heart of
any woman not stecled against him by another love.

“ Kindly give me the warder's name and address,”
she said, with an imperiousness that made the request
a command ; “ then I shall not trouble you for any
further help.” ”

‘“In what have I bcen so unfortunate as to offersd
you ?*’ asked Vickers, with assumed humility.

‘“We will not discuss that,” rejoined Geraldine.
¢ Give me the address I ask for.”

He shook his head, with a kind of tender regret.

¢ I cannot.”

Geraldine recoiled a few steps.

“You are afraid ?”’ she cried, in mingled scorn a.“l
indignation.

* I am afraid for what may come of it,” Vickers said
oolly. ‘I promised the warder that no living soul
ut myself should ever know his namain connection with

this affair, and I must keep my word. It is a dangerous
business for him at the best, and it would be doubly
dangerous if you were to persist in your intention of
taking an active part in it. I can disguise myself,
and can penetrate into places where your sex and your
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delicacy would never permit you to go—places where,
even if you should overcome all scruples and venture
into them, your beauty and fine clothing would make
you too conspicuous. I am better fitted for acting
in this matter than you. And I am sure that if Mr.
Lucas knew the facts he would uphold me in what I say.”

Geraldine looked at him closely.

“You are sheltering yourself behind my father’s
authority,” she said suspiciously. ““ And what if I
promise you that 1 will never seek this warder at
Grimley, but will only write to him from here—would
you tell me his name then ¢ 7

Again Vickers shook his head.

« T told you I promised him never to reveal it.”

Geraldine smiled at him --a smile of unbelief that
goaded him to inward fear and fury.

“ You doubt me ?  he cried reproachfully.

I do,” she answered, with calm truthfulness. ¢There
is no reason why you should withhold that name from
me. It is I who am the principal in this matter,not you.”

She moved to and fro over the luxurious carpet,
thinking. Then again she stopped before the undetected
murderer, who was keeping his place among honest men
at the cost of her lover’s anguish.”

¢« Listen, Mr. Vickers,” she said. “I am going to
Grimley, as I have told you, to visit Laurence. That
will be in three days’ time. When I have seen Laurence
and heard from his own lips that his condition has been
improved by your intercession, then I will give you
more money to transmit to the warder in the usual
wgy. Until then I must refuse to trust you.”

Jﬁalph Vickers paled with rage and secret terror.

e felt, that, had he dared, he could have killed her
as she stood there before him—ay, killed her as cruelly
and as swiftly as he had killed Charles Kesteven. And
yet her beauty ddzzled him, overcame his malignant
hatred, made him covet her as the only thing in all
the world that he cared to win.

‘Later in the evening he walked home from Fenton
Court, baffled, perplexed, fear-stricken. @Was his
treachery about to be discovered ? ,
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For a moment he thought of using his influence with
Mr. Lucas to prevent him from taking his daughter
to Grimley. But he soon realised that this hope was
vain. His word carried weight with the Kind-hearted
old merchant, but the wishes of his dear child would be
weightier still.

Then suddenly an idea flashed on Vickers, bringing
certain relief. I{ Laurence Gray had been ill-treated
as Warder Gannaway averred, and had rebelled in
consequence, he must have lost all privileges, and as a
result would not be permitted to see any visitors what-
soever. If Geraldine went to Grimley she would go in
vain! The very persecution of which Liwurence had to
complain cut him off from opportunity of complaing.

Vickers, on reaching bis room, gathered together what
money he had and sent it to (Gannaway with a letter,
in which he commanded him not to relax for a single
day his harshness towards Convict 9. The letter was
type-written. Viekers was far too elever to risk possible
detection by handwriting.

He had now but one more difiiculty to {ace. But that
was a sorious one. Where should he get money where-
with to continue the bribery ? CGeraldine would give
him no more unless he gave her prool of the fuithfulness
of his trust. And he would need a large sum by and
by as the reward for Laurcnce Giray’s premature death.

CHAPTER XNVII

TIHE CROWNING SORROW

O the night after the disappearance of his treasurkd
letter, Laurence Gray did not slecp a single instant.
It was partly the pain from his wounded hand that kept
him awake ; but more than all, it was bitter mental
anguish. When Gunnaway had serded himn his supper,
Laurence had accused him of taking the lettcr, to which
the warder had replied with a savage and abusive denial.
In the morning Laurence had put his broom outside
his door as a sign that he wanted to see the governor,
and on the governor’s atrival he had complained to
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him of the theft of his letter, and stated his suspicions
of the warder. But in reply to Captain Podmore’s
questioning Gannaway had stoutly denied having
touched the *‘ precious document,” or even known
where it was kept. As a prisoner’s word is never, under
any circumstances, taken against an official’s, the
governor had merelv shrugged his shoulders, and turned
away, remarking drily that No. 99 must have swallowed
his letter himself.

Little did Laurence dream that almost at that same
moment his missing trcasurc—QGeralline’s cherished
message—sent by (lannaway, was being delivered by
the first post to Ralph Vickers.

His hand was now daily getting better. Once a day
the doctor, accompanied by the apothecary, came round
to see him in his cell. Their visit always took place
during the dinncr-hour, and whatever medicine was
given had to be taken at once, between mouthfuls of
hisfood. Somectimes. unless he had prepared something
to receive it, the evil-smelling ointment given him by
the hurrying doctor would be dabbed down on the
side of his tin dinner-plate. Then Laursnce, accus-
tomed as he had been to refinement ana cleanliness,
would turn sick, and conld eat no more. .

Meanwhile, the persecutions of the warder continued.
While Laurence's hand was bad, and he could not get
out with thequarry-gang, Gannaway was perforce baffled
during the day. But in the evening and the early
morning he made Laurence pay the penalty of this
respite. His ingenious system of conscant worrying

1st have cost him a good deal of planning.. Every

tty torment that the low cunning of an ignorant and
greedy man could devise he inflicted on his innocent
victim, whose gentlemanhood held him patient under
tyranny that would have goaded an ordinary convict
to furious self-defence. Laurence might have acted
differently had he suspected tho warder of personal ill-
will against him—had he guessed that Gannaway was
the hired tool of an outside enemy. But as it was, he
thought ho was being treated only as the rest of the
conviots were treated—strictly in accordance with the
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prison rules—and he submitted to these cruelties as a
necessary part of the great affliction which Fate had
dealt out to him.

But worse was yet to come. One morning, when
Laurence was cleaning his cell, he found, stuck in under
the flaps of his little table, a sharp and formidable-
looking weapon of steel, which he quickly recognised
to be ono of the blades of a pair of large shears, such as
those used in the tailors’ shop of the prison He
started back in astonishment, gazing at the blade.
How came it there ? Who had brought it and hidden
it so between the joints of the table / He could have
sworn it was not there on the day before.

Although at imminent risk of being disturbed, since
now was the time for the cell doors to be flung open, and
for the prisoners to commence washing their portion
of the gallery floor, Laurence stood with the blade in
his hand. A suspicion entered his brain that it had
been placed in his cell with the deliberate object of
tempting him to suicide. 1t had been newly sharpened
at the point, and it offered an ecasy decath, such as many
a convict whom he had spoken to hourly longed for.
Many a poor wretch, who was planning to cut short
his life with the edge of a button sharpened on his cell
floor, or with a rusty nail, would have leapt at such a
chance as was offered by this weapon. As by a flash,
Laurence nowremembered how often Gannaway’sabusive
talk to him had contained suggestions of suicide, such
as *“ If this ’ere life isn’t good cnough for the likes of you,

- why d’you keep going on in it 2’ or, " If I was such
a mjserable wretch as you, I'd kill myself, that I would !

But Laurence would not kill himsclf, ;Not for a singﬂ_’.
instant had the hideous thought lingered in his mind.
Self-murder might be well enough for the cowardly and
the guilty; but not for a brave man whose honour
and conscience were stainless, and who, if there were
]'ustice in either heaven or earth, would assuredly ere
ong be free. To kill himself-—while Geraldine lived
and loved him! Such an act would be madness;
and even had there been no Geraldine, if the whole
world were as dark for him as was the inside of those



88 CONVICT 99

prison walls, yet the memory of his mother would have
stayed his despairing hand, and the Lancashire endurance
in him would have borne him through until God sent
the end of His own will.

What was he to do with the dangerous implement ?
The discovery of it in his cell by any of the warders
meant that he would have to pay a bitler penalty. To
give it up voluntanly to Gannaway would be as danger-
ous as keeping it concealed, for Gannaway had never
yet believed him. He resolved to wait till dinner-time,
and then ask for the governor, and explain the facts
to him. Meanwhile he carefully hid the blade again
in the place where he had found it, and went out to
the light work that had lately been allotted him of
attending to tho stove in the tailors’ shop. He little
dreamed what that delay would cost him.

At dinner-time, when he returned 1o his cell, the blade
was gone. Searcely had he recovered from his surprise
at this discovery, when a warder-—mot Gannaway—
summoned him to the governor's presence.

The governor was seated in a little room like an
office, with the chief warder at his right hand, and Warder
Gannaway standing defercntially ncar by. Laurence
was placed in a kind of cage, a space divided off from the
rest of the room by thick iron bars. He saw the missing
shear-blade lying on the table before the guvernor.

¢ Number-Ninety-nine,” said the governor, liftin
the weapon, * this blade has been found in your cell.
You know that tho possession of such a thing as this
is an offenco against the bye-laws of the prison, aud

nders you liahle to severe punishment.”

P, “ If you please, sir,” cried laurence, ** [ had nothing
to do with the bringing of that blade iuto my cell. T
found it there this moming when I got up, and I left it
there, meaning to give it to you at the dinner hour,
But it seems that/while I was out of my cell the man
who put it there took it away again.”

The governor’s fierco moustaches seemed fo bristle
in contemptuous disbelief.

“Pooh! pooh!” he retorted sharply. “I’ve heard
that sort of tale before. Who do you think is likely
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to hide anything in your cell ? I think it far more
probable that what Warder Gannaway suspeets is true—
that you secreted this weapon in order to make a das-
tardly attack upon him. liver since your ridiculous
suspicions about the taking of your letter, your conduet
towards him has been violent, and your language abusive.
I sentence you to seven days in a dark cell, and the loss
of forty-cight marks.”

Laurence caught desperately at the bars in front of
him. The dark cells! Prisoners who had Leen in them
said that hell itself could scarcely be worse.

Oh, the agony of those seven days! The agony of
darkness—a darkness so thick as to be almost palpuable
—horrible, suftocating . the agony of solizude, of utter
desolation and abandonment such as muke the strongest
mind rock in the balance between sanity and madness,
and force from out the bravest heart wild prayers for
death ! And lastly, the agony of time—of moments
that are dragginz hours, of hours that stretch to centuries.

Stripped of his outer clothing, and deprived of every
article or utensil that might aid him ju a pussible attempt
at seli-murder, Laurence heard the heavy door clang to,
and found hiraself in a darkness that was us the dark-
ness of the tomb. His fect that were covered only by
his socks at once felt the damp coldness of the stone,
floor. The cell was empty of furniture saving only a
stool and a plank bed.

At first he neither ate nor drank the bread and
water that were given to him, but foughs with his des-
pair, tdrning and tossing throughout the night on his
hard plank bed of pumishment. his head throbbin
his brain fevered and his weary limbs stiff with cold
under the miserable coverlets, for although it was
still summer-time the cell was like a refrigerator.

The only dict allowed him for the first three days
was half a pound of dry bread moriing and evening,
with as much cold water as he wished to take. On the
fourth day a dish of thin gruel was added. The opening
of the trap-door for the passing in of this food formed
the sole diversion that was permitted For the rest

. of the time Laurence could only lie upon his plank, pace
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the few feet of the floor, or crouch, motionless, in a
corner, thinking, - A man must have a wonderfully
well-balanced and cultivated mind who can find
resource in the pleasures of fancy under such conditions.

Laurence Gray, undistracted by outward light,
saw inward things more clearly. He went over all
the incidents of Charles Kesteven’s murder as he re-
membered them, striving to find a clue, a suggestion
that should lead him to the truth. Ho assured himself
passionately that if he were only free he would certainly
discover and track down the perpetrator of the crime
whose bitter weight of punishment had fallen unjustly
upon himself.

He was a changed man when he came forth from
the dark cell. The semi-starvation had thinned him,
weakened the splendid fibre of his limbs, and the slow,
numbing torture of blackness and solitude had brought
a wild look into his eyes. His face was marble-like in
its deadly pallor, but it had not even yet lost its nobility.

It was at dinner-time when he was taken back to
his old cell. He was eating his portion of fat boiled
mutton when his door opened and the prison chaplain
entecred. Laurence was glod to see his reverend face.
There was something of comfort in the presence of
this good old clergyman.

Laurence rosc and offered his wooden stool but
the chaplain declined it.

“ No, no,” he said kindly, “ sit down. You look weak
and ill. I will stand.” Then he added with sorrowful
tenderness: “I was deeply grieved to hear bf your
funishment.”

“ It was wrongfully given,” cried Laurence passion-
ately. “I knew nothing of the thing they accused
me of having hidden. Somebody else must have brought
it into my cell.” .

The chaplain Jooked perplexed and troubled. It
was not often that a convict’s protestations of innocence
were worthy of belief, and yet, in spite of himself, he
felt inclined to believe Laurence now. :

“If that is s0,” he said gravely, “ pray to God for’
strength to forgive the man who wronged you. Ask.
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God to forgive him, too ; for his guilt is heavier with all
the weight of your suffering. And guilt without punish-
ment is harder far, could we but seé things truly, than
punishment without guilt. The man whosc soul is stain-
less is only ennobled and purified by unjust sulfering.”

The wild look died out of Laurence’s cyes. He drew
a deep breath of relief.

© The worst of such punishment is that it sometimes
brings severer ones in its train,”” pursued the chaplain.
** You lose your marks, and consequently your privileges.

»For instance, yesterday a visitor called with an order
to see you. But, because of your temporary loss of
good-conduct marks, she had to be sent away again.”

Laurence sprang up, letting his dinner-tin fall on the
bare slate floor.

“She! Wasita lady ? 7 he cried.

(3 Yes.’,

*“ And she was sent away —told that I could not see her
because I was undergoing puni-hment for ill-conduct ?

“I am afraid so.”

“Oh! oh!” cried Laurence, swaying for a moment
uncertainly, as though a physical blow had been dealt
him. He locked his hands togcther hard, and then
flung them wiidly above his head. * Oh, my God,
have pity on me ! have pity onme! ”

He fell on his knees on the bare floor, and, flinging
his arms across the stool, leaned his head upon them
and sobbed bitterly—dry, tearless, convulsive sobs
that shook his whole frame.

Tears came into the white-haired chaplain’s eyes.
It was terrible and pitiful to see that strong man in h’s
prison clothes, with the hideous black arrow marked
upon them, kneeling there, shaking like a leaf with
violent grief.

Laurence had forgotten that he was not alone. But
presently he found the chaplain kneeling at his side,
and heard his comforting voice.

*“ Ask God for help to bear. He will help you. No
suffering human creature ever yet called to Him in
vain.”

“ Ah, you do not know,” sobbed Laurence brokenly.
D
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‘“ She was all I had in the world—all, all! No father,
no mother—no one but her. And she loved me, trusted
me through it all. Ten years in that dark cell would
not have hurt me so much as this—that she should
come o sce me, and should hear that T was in disgrace.”

* Pray (od to sct it right,” murmured the chaplain.
“ He can and He will ™

“ At least,” ericd Laurence, *“ I can write to her. It
will soon be six months <ince I wrote the last letger.
I can write. What! does my punishment take away
that privilege, too ¢

e had read the an-wer in the good elergy man's face.
With a dull ery he sank down upon the floor, and lay
there sobbing. The bell for the return to work resounded
through the echoing irou walls.

CHAPTER XVIII
DEADLY NIGUTSHADE

ONE evening when Laurence was suftering from an
unusually bitter instance of Gamnaway's tyranny,
Warder O'Reilly looked in upon hun.

** My bhoy, look here.” he said, *‘it’s meself that
believes that Gannaway’s just being paid by some-
body outside the prison to put the secrew on yez. He
niver treated any one so devilish bad before, at all, at
all. Ay, and it’s amazin’ flush of the rhino he’s boen
ever since vez came to live wid us at Grimley, me bhoy.
Don’t say nowtl about it, ye mind now ; but Kape yer
dyc on him, and yez'll see.  Waith, and it’s just bribed

che’s been.”

These words swnk deep in Laurence’s mind. He
pondered over them day and night. Since he had
heard of Geralding's fruitless visit, his character scemed
to have altered. Deadened to all outward things by his
gnawing heart-anguish, he had grown reckless, and had

iven (fannaway many an opportunity for getting him
into trouble. So meorciless was the warder now become,
that but for the ministrations of the good chaplain
Laurence’s life in prison would have been unbearable.
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But this sufgestion of O’'Reilly’s made him his former
self again. It threw a sudden light upon his path,
whero before all had been darkness. Iverything that
had happencd to him, viewed by this light took a
new aspect, and pointed clearly to an outside enemy.
But who wus that enemy ? -

He asked himself first who had any motive for injuring
him. There was but onc man possible, and tlfat was
Ralph Vickers, whose openly-declared love for Geraldine
made it likely that he would rejoice at the degradation
of his successful rival. Yet even Vickers had becen his
friend! Laurcnce remembered now how often he
bad playfully rebuked Geraldine {cr her groundless
mistrust of him. But that mistrust of hers weighed
with him now. He saw it no longer as feiuinine caprice,
but as true insight, & Heaven-sent warning against
the villain who was to wreck her happiness.

The embezzlements mnust have been done by Viekers,
And, great Heaven! was it possible that the crime
also had been committed by him to cover those em-
bezzlements—to silence the voice of Charles Kesteven,
who was about to make the disclosure of the office
accounts ? And, this done, was it Viekers who had
falsified the accounts, transferring the deficiencies from
his own books to those of his innceent friend ?

These quesiionings, which, ever since ilbe time
of his first examination by the magistrate, had been
vaguely haunting him, now beecame vivid probabilities.
His former doubts amounted now almost to certainties.

Frome the moment when this comviction presented
itself, Laurence Gray resolved to make Lis escape frog
Grimley. The consciousness of his own innocence took
away all wrong from the act. He might fuil; but the"
attempt was worth trying. If he did {ail. bisx hardships
could scarcely be increased. If he su.cceedm!, he would
Elr,:ve his innocence and that other’s guilt, would redeem

is life, rcdeem Geraldine—oh, the sweetness of that
last hope !

Unceasingly, day and night, he pondered how his
escape should be made. He saw with his own eyes,
a8 well as heard from what the other lags told him, how
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terribly difficult a thing it was to get away from a convict
prison. Even to venture the attempt required a
degree of daring of which only the most desperate
and determined man could be capable.

Laurence quickly saw that cscape from inside the
})rison was absolutely impossible. His only chance
ay in profiting by a moment in which the guards’
eyes might be off him during the outdoor work, and
then trusting to his swiftness of foot. .o

On account of the lingering weakness of his hand
he had for a time been occupied in the tailors’ shop,
minding the pressing-irons at the stove, but when his
hand was well he was to be sent again to outdoor
labour. He asked to be put with a clearing gang instead
of with the quarrymen, and his request was granted.
He had hoped by this chance to avoid Gannaway, but
he soon learned that his enemy had followed him even
here. His new gang was engaged in cle&ril:ﬁ a tract
of waste land previous to bringing it under cultivation.
This piece of land was at a considerable distance from
the prison, for year by year the ponal- colony thrust its
reclaiming hands farther out into the desolate wilds
that lay around it. Here it was a far-stretching waste
of tangled brambles, with patches of coarse grass, and
about a quarter of a mile below was the river, narrow
at this point, but deep.

Every day when he went out, Laurence carefully,
but furtively, reconnoitred the ground. Covert talk
about escape is frequent among convicts, and an old
lag had once told him that some years before & convict
vorking at gardening farther up by the prison had
at a happy moment made a run for it, and would have
got clean off if he had been a swimmer, but the river
stopped him, and while he was searching for a fording-
place he was recaptured.

Laurence almost smiled to himself now as he thought
that the river would have no power to stop him.
had been a clever swimmer from his boyhood. He readily
resolved that should he ever have the chance he would
swim along with the stream, and not attempt to cross
direct, and if the warders’ bullets should be sent after



DEADLY NIGHTSHADE 95

him, he would swim under water and so escape them.
His greatest danger, however, lay in his prison clothing
and his cropged head. These make it well-nigh im-
possible for a convict to escape very far, and there is a
standing reward of £3 for the capture of an escaping
prisoncr. To this the prison governor often adds
a liberal gratuity, as he has to forfeit £500 for every
man who escapes.  Consequently the whole countryside
is always on the outlook for men with cropped heads
and the broad-arrow mark.

Laurence knew this, and was tormented with the fear
of final recapture. But tiere was no help for it. He
must be bold and trust to his fate. ITe was resolved
now, and he bided his time, waiting for his chance.

One morning, while his gang were at work, the man
next him—a middle-aged man, doing five years for
burglary—carelessly picked some berries that were
growing among the tangled furze, and was about to
put them in his mouth, when an old convict, whom
Laurence recognised as his acquaintance, the ex-doctor
from Mayfair, caught his hand, seying cxcitedly :

“ What are you up to, maa? Those berries are
rank poison—the alropa belladonna—one of the dead-
liest poisons in the world.”

*“Ugh!” muttered the ex-burglar, flinging the black
berries away. ‘“Poison, ¢h ¢ Well, T don’t want
to kick the bucket yet, mate. Got a few more cribs
to crack before then,” and he went on with his work.

Laurence observed that the attention of another of
the gang had been arrested by the mention of poison,
a young lag who was in for twenty years for mat-
slaughter. The young man stepped forward to examing
the berries that his companion had thrown away, and
day after day he continued to hover near the bush from
which they had been gathered. .

Laurence Gray was too deeply absorbed in his own
%la.ns to seek to penetrate his fellow-prisoner’s intentions.

e did not dream that the fulfilment of those intentions
would bring him the opportunity he himself waited for.
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CHAPTER XIX
FOR LIBERTY AND LOVE

THE sixth morning after the five-year man’s careless
picking of the dcadly nightshade berries dawned foggy,
and it was at first thought that the outdoor gangs would
not be allowed to go beyond the prison walls. But
after a while the fog clearcd away, and they went out
as usual. Only a slizht ground mist lingered in the
raw air, clinging to the undualations of the desolate land.
But cven this slight mist was enough to help one
of the convicts to the death he desired. Unseen by
the warders or the civil guards, unnoticed also by
Laurence Gray, the young lag who was doing his twenty
years for manslaughter crept up to the brambles over
which the belladonna trailed, and began to eat the fatal
black berrics with a wild eagerness that would have
been terrible for any human eye to behold. When he
had eaten a large guantity of them, he went back to
the rest of the gang with a strange smile on his face.
Soon afterwards Laurence observed—although with-
out suspeeting the dreadful cause of it—that he was
working with remarkable speed and vigour. His eyes
had a glassy brightness, two red spots burned in his
cheeks, and his whole body seemed to have been suddenly
endowed with marvellous strength. He laboured on
the hard ground with herculean force. The over-
looking warders approved, and the rest of the gang
ondered, little thinking that it was the last time he
ould work among them.

# The fog, which had been rolling up again, hegan to
thicken ominously.  Laurence glanced about him.
Presently, if the fog continued, he might make his
long-meditated attempt at escape.  But he must
wait for a favourable moment. His heart sank a little
as he obscrved the civil guard were gradually closing
in around the prisoners.

Ho worked on unceasingly, yet with his whole atten-
tion concentrated upon the movements of the warders.
Onoe, on looking up, he caught Gannaway’s eye fixed
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curiously wpon him. A thrill ran through his veins.
Did the tyrannous warder suspect anything. Could
he read his thoughts ?

He little guessed that Gannaway would even have
sugaested escape to him if he only dared, in order that
he might shoot him down and win his reward from
Ralph Vickers.

The fog grew denser. Laurence dreaded at cvery
moment 10 Lear the great bell of the prison ringing to
call the convicts in. The warders pressed in about the
gangs. But suddenly there wus a commotion ; shriek
after shriek rent the heavy air.

The man who had caten the deadly nightshade was
in the convulsions of death !

Warders and coavicts alike were scized with con-
sternation. Now was the time for escape.

Laurence gave a look around. assured himself that
even Gannaway had turned aside. Stealthily he erept
away from the ranks, looked round again to make sure
that Le was not being watched, and then darted
off towards the river.

Away—away, over the wild waste land, down into
the valley he ran with all his speed, making a zigzag
course, lest any of the guards. sceing him, should fire
their rifles. Some of the convicts had secen him start
off, but they said no word. And in the very instant
of his flight the prison-bell clanged out its summons to
return.

But scarcely had its first harsh note rung through the
ever-thfckening air when Laurence, running madly down
the slope, heard a wardoer’s shrill wiiistle.  His flight had
been discovered; the whistle was the sound of the alarm!

He trusted to the fog to screen him. But already he'
oould hear the footsteps of his pursuers. The fog would
not screen him trom them. "

A moment later a shot whizzed through the aijr,
striking him sharply. He stumbled and fell. The
footsteps came nearer and nearer to him. He heard
Gannaway’s voice, and then darkness closed over his
quivering senses.

- On the following day Ralph Vickers received a letter
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from Warder Gannaway containing this announcement :

** Shot in trying to escape.”

Below these words was a red ink cross.

Vickers, never doubting that his victim was dead,
leel!.]p¥d back in his chair with a deep-drawn breath of
relief.

« T am safe at last,” he muttered to himself trium-
phantly. ‘‘Safe at la~t!”

CHAPTER XX
THL INFIRMARY WARD

WaEN Laurcnce Giay recovered consciousness he
found himself lying upon a stretcher in the prison
infirmary. He felt o dull aching in his side and back.
He was faint from loss of blood, but he quickly realised
that he had been trying to escape, and that his attempt
had failed. Despair crept over him at the recollection.
He knew that his condition, even if he should recover
from the shot-wound that he had reccived, would now
be worse than ever, that his punishment would he far
more terrible than had becn all the tyranny of Ganna-
way, and all the mental and physical torture that he had
hitherto endured.

Two of the infirmary orderlics were undressing him.
The doctor meanwhile was examining the dead convict
who had eaten the poisonous berries, but finding that
the suicide was beyond medical aid, he now came to
Laurence, and, turning him over, made an examination
of his wound.t ‘Gannaway’s bullet had entered his
left side. Fortunately for Laurcnce it had glanced
aside after striking one of the ribs, and no vital organ
was seriously injured. But Warder Gannaway, on
seeing the doctoy probing the wound,-did not for a
moment doubt that Convict 99 was done for. He
remained no longer in the hospital, but hurried out
to his gallery, took the roll of the prisoners under his
charge, and was not sorry when the bell rang for the
change of warders.

That night he sent off his letter to Mr. John Hardy
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—+the name by which Ralph Vickers was known to him
—announcing what had happened, and demanding
his blood-money. He had not waited to learn if Gray
was really dead ; indeed, so far as his own share in the
transaction was concerned, he did not care. It was
sufficient for him to know that he had obeyed Vickers’s
diabolical orders, and had seized the first chance of
shooting Laurence Gray. He was heartily glad of
being able thus to bring to a climax the risky business
that he had been engaged in. He had lived in constant
fear of being discovered taking bribes, and he now saw
his opportunity of ending his danger by claiming the
final lump sum that had been promised bim as his
reward for Gray’s death. Already his special harsh-
ness to Gray had been noticed by the other warders,
and Jerry O’Reilly in particular had dropped some
very pregnant hints on the matter.

«“ Bedad !”’ the Irish warder had said one evening
in the public house where they were wont to mecet,
“it’s mortal strange, me boy, that yez can affoord to
trate us like this, and you wid a wife and childer to kecp.
It’s little a Government officer like you an’ me can earn
on the top of his wages ; and what's twinty-one shillings
a week, at all, at all ? But so flush of the rhino as ye
are, Misther Gannaway, I'd just like to be afther askin’
how yez manage it ? ”’

“ I've nothing but my wages, Jerrv; 1 swear it,”
said Gannaway.

“What ¥ And wasn’t it five shillings that yez spent
here onl the drink only last Saturday night?  Arrah!
be careful, boy, be careful now.” °

“ Well, if you must know,” returned Gannaway,
¢« T had a fow quid left me by my old aunt that died a»
few months ago.”

“ Well, well, then, me boy, if thgt’s the way of it,
all right. But, d'ye see, it’s mighty suspicious-lookin’
when a man has such a full pocket ; and it was just meself
that was remimbering about the lag that was put into
chokey last week for having the tobacco in his cell.
Of course we all know fine that the weed couldn’t get
inside the walls of its own accord. Many’s the pretty

¥
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bribe I might have pocketed meself for smuggling in a
taste of it to a lag. But it wouldn’t do, me boy; no,
faith! 1’d sooner send in me resignation to her Majosty
at wans.”

“ You make a mistal.e if you think I've been taking
in tobacco to any lag,” sad Gannaway. “I wouldn’t
run the risk.”

“ No, yours 18 a safer game, eh ¢ What about No.
99, now ¢ Ah, 1t’s divilish hard yez are on the poor
boy. Shute, 1t’s a decent well-hehaved gintleman that
he is, if he's only lett 1lone  What s the good of puttin’
the screw on hin <o muihtv hud? Why don't yez
pocket the bube and Luv¢ hun alone 2

Gannaway made a sullen retort He knew very
well that his hash conduct towards Gray was becom-
ing the talk of the whole prvon, and he was in terror
lest the cause of his severity should reach the ears of
the Principal Accordingly, the climax that had nw
arrived gave him supreme sitisfaction. He determined
that when he received the exper ted reward from London
he would quictly mahe the money socure, and as soon
as possible applv for reranval to another station.

Until his levter of appheation to Vickers was actually
posted he believed that Gray was beyond the doctor’s
skill ; and 1t was only on the next morning, when he
was called apon to attcnd the perfunetory inquest upon
the body of the suiciule, that he heard that Convict 99
was alive and progressing well.

This discovery made no difference to him, however.
Vickers would never know any better. '

¢ But if there’s anv particular rcason why he wants

him out of the way,” G wnnaway said to himself, * why,

“be’ll be just as comfortable believing he’s underground
as if he really was there.”

Laurence Gray was badly wounded, and his loss of
blood weakened him tcrribly. But the shot had been
extracted, and the doctor, who was a humane man,
had given Laurence an early hint that he was out of
danger The comfort and the better food of the infirmary
watg were welcome to him, as they always must be toa
wietched and half-starved convict.
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Among the Grimley prisoners every conceivable
device was resorted to in order to gain admission to
the hospital, and the pains taken by convicts to sham an
illness were unending. - Many, while at work, would
deliberately maim themselves, or they would eat soap,
and, foaming at the mouth, make pretence of having
fits. They would even chew glass so that they might
spit blood and wversuade the doctor that they had

ulmonary hemorrhage. Fainting fits were frequent ;

ub in order to test the realily of the illuess, both real
and sham invalids were treated alike. A great bucket-
ful of cold water was thrown over them, and the process,
though hard upon the genmincly sick prisoner, was a
specdy mecans of exposing a moalingerer. IKvery one
who complains of illness in prison is regarded with
suspicion. Many a man among his fellow-convicts
would have willingly changed places with Lourence
Gray for the sake of the daily glass of port, the beef-tea,
and other luxuries with which he was indulged.

But Laurence had not been long upon his sick-bed
before he learned that the bitter penalties that he
had foreseen were all too surcly threatening him. The
prison governor was furious. The fine of £360 exacted
by Governni.ent on the successful escape of a prizoner
had been so nearly forfeited that Captain Podmore
now looked upon Convict 99 as his personal enemy,
and he determinad to punish him to the fullest extent
in his power.

No more now—not for years—could Laurence hope
to hol® communication with the ousside world that for
lﬁ@m ﬁle&nt only Geraldine Lucas, his beloved, his friengl,

is all.

CHAPTER XXI
FATHER AND CHIL®

‘ An, yes. Ralph Vickers is a fine fullow—a thorough
business man, and at the same time a thorough gentle-
man, upright and honourable. He’s come to be my right
hand in the ofice I think. of making him my junior

partner.”
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Mr. Lucas made these remarks at the close of a
little speech on business matters as he sat at break:
fast with his daughter one morning in late autumn.

Geraldine did not answer. But her father saw that
she did not look pleased, and he sighed as he leaned
back in his chair.

«T wish you liked him better, my dear,” he said.
¢« T wish that every day.” s

¢ Why, father ¢’ asked Geraldine, with a sudden fear
at her heart.

«“Well, in the first place, because he deservesit. And,
secondly, because I should be very well pleased if
you could reward him for his long devotion to you.”

¢« Father!”

Geraldine had started violently and grown pale. Mr.
Lucas bent forward with an eainest look in his kindly
blue eyes. But before he spoke again his gaze dwelt
anxiously on her delicate face, dead-white as a narcissus
petal above the dark heliotrope colour of her dress.

¢« You are getting pale and thin, Geraldine,” he said
tenderly. * You fret too much. This will never do.
If it goes on T shall have youll.”

« It is nothing,” she returned, smiling. But her
father shook his head.

« It is very hard for me to see you sacrificing your
health and happiness and beauty to the memory of a
bad man, my dear.”

Instantly her too coloutless cheeks were flooded
with vivid erimson. vy

« Oh, father, can you speak so ?” she exclaimed,
in bitter reproach. *‘ Launrence is not a bad man. Have
you- —you ! —turncd utterly against him now 2

#  Mr. Lucas’s cheery face clouded at sight of her pain.

« It is right that we should be merciful, my child,”
he said gently. ‘I, as you know, have never been quick
to condemn any man. But we must not be blind. I
loved Laurence Gray almost as my own son, and it
has been hard for me to withdraw my trust from him.
I fought against the facts as long as I could. But now
I am convinced that he is an embezzler, and in all
probability a murderer. His bad conduct in prison,
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too, makes his guilt certain. guch a man, Geraldine,
has no right to a place in your pure heart; and if he
had loved you, would he have acted so as to forfeit the
privilege of writing to you, let alone seeing you ? No,
no, my child. He’s bad ; irretrievably bad ! »

The flush had faded again from QGeraldine’s face,
leaving her deadly white as before.

*“ More than that,” continuned her father warmly,
‘* you don’t think it, and can’t help it, but it is a dis-
grace for you to have been engaged to a man who is now
i penal servitude, branded for lifc. People talk of
it a great deal—that you, my good, beautiful girl, who
hardly knew what crime meant should be hetrothed to
a convict! It is a great grief to me, Geraldine—a very
great grief.” .

And the old merchant’s eyes filled with tears.

“ It will all come right in time, father,” said Geraldine,
rising and putting her arms lovingly around his neck.
“But you must not ask me to give up my faith in
Laurence. Icannot. I believein him still, as strongly as
ever. That report of his prison offences made me waver
a little—for a time—but now I am convinced that there
is some terrible mistake—if not somecthing worse—
at the bottom of it all. Every day since then I have
been thinking over it, trying to find a clue to the mystery.
What about these investigations you told Laurence’s
solicitor to make ? Have they resulted in nothing ? ”

“They are abandoned,” answered Mr. Lucas sadly.
¢ T saw that it would be of no use to continue thom.”

She 8rew away from him quickly. A rush of sudden
tears blinded her beautiful eyes. »

“T don’t ask you to lose faith in Gray, Ueraldine,”
gaid her father, turning towards her, ** but I think ite
right that you should give up all personal connection
with him. Why should you hesitafc ? His own acts
have broken the engagement between you. Besides,
what is the good of keeping it up ? He will not come
out of prison until his time is finished.: He will be
dead to the world for at least twenty years. Indeed,
young Vickers said he thought it very likely he would
never come out at all, considering the terrible hardships
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of tho life, especially if he continues to behave badly,
and so bring upon himsclf these cxtraordinary punish-
ments 2

“ Ralph Vickers said that ?” interrupled Geraldine,
stopping suddenlv in her walk to and fro.

*Yes,” replie | MIr Lucas, not noticing the passionate
meaning that underlav the quietness of her tone—not
knowing, either, b every word of his was stabbing her
young heart. * Ile »aid so some time ago, and T mus
say 1 aagree with him. Tt grieves me very deeply to
reflect that (iruwv's behaviour in prison has been such as
to draw upon hru punishment that is ouly given to
the worst pri~oners.”

Geraldine did not speak. She was pacing the room
again, slowly. full of inward tumult. .

“ T am gelting oli,” continued her father, with a little
sigh.” and [ .hould like to s ce you scttled in cage anything
should happen to m». 1 want to sec you safe in the care
of a husband who loves you and will devote his life to
you —one in whom. after long trial, T can repose perfect
confidence. Ralph Vickersissuchaman, Geraldine —open-
hearted, noble to the core, aud deeply in love with youn.”

“ Did he tell you he was in love with me 2 adked
Geraldine gui hly.

“ [have seen it for o long time.” answered her father,
with a saga~i ms <mile.  © But vesterday T taxed him
with it, and he conlessed it. [ promised to speak to
you on the snbject, and his face showed his gratitude.
I should certainly be olul, my child, if you could set
aside yonr prejudices avainst him and see hiin a's he is.
I'am growing attached to him, and could receive him
very hcartily as mv son. I should lik¢ to be assured that

’my wealth and business would pass into the hands of
one who would well look after them.”

Mr. Lucas lookel at his daughter appealingly. To*
his surprise her whole face was aglow with burning scorn. *

‘* Wather,” she cried vehemently, ‘‘ I would not marry
Ralph Vickers if there were not another man in all the
world ! You praise him, you think he is good ; but he
is only deceiving you as he deceives others. He is
cunning and heartless—a false friend, a hypocrite, and
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a scoundrel! I warn you against him. Scarcely a
word of truth ever comes from his lips.”

Mr. Lucas looked shocked and grieved.

* Geraldine, those are hard things to say of a man,
who, I believe, would lay his life down for you—hard
things to say of any man without real cause and proof.”

“ Ralph Vickers is the cort of man to take care that
there never shall be any open cause or proof,” she
returned earnestly. ‘ He does hix ill work in sceret.
If I were in your place. he should not remain in the
office another day. [ am convineed that he is danger-
ous, that cvery kindness you do him now will turn
back upon you and stab yvou at some future time.”

*“ At any role, he cun't treat me worse than the other
one did,” said her father bitierly. ' Ani I must say,
Geraldine, it seemns very stranze to me that vou, who
refused to believe strong cvidence euninst CGray, should
speak so uncharitably of Viekers witleut any cause
whatever. It is all prejudice, nothing more. But it
makes me very unhappy.”

And with that Mr. Lucas left the room.

CHAPTER XXT'7
BLOOD MONEY

FroM the very moment in which he had reccived Warder
Gannaway’s significant message. " Shot in trying to
escape,” Ralph Vickers had been a changed man. A
weightehad been liited from his mind. .\nxicty and
terror, that for months had stalked with him unsegp,
fled, and in their place came smiline sclf-confidence. His
youth was rencwed ; the premature lines of care dis-y
appeared from his face. Now, as he looked at himself
;ro! the glass, ho felt more worthy to he Geraldine Lucas’s

Ver,

It did not oceur to him thut the insertion of the word
““dead ” in Gannaway’s hurriedly-written sentence
would have made the announcement more satisfactory
—+that, in short, & man might be shot without
being killed. He never doubted that Laurence Gray
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was really dead. His belief was supported, too, by
Gannaway’s demand for the reward money, a demand
that had since been repeated more plainly in a second
message. 1If doubts had troubled him, he had only to
go round to the office of the Director of Convict Prisons
in Parliament Strect and there verify the warder’s
information ; but he would have shrunk from doing this
lest it should somehow dircet suspicion against him.
Probably Gannaway had counted upon his caution
in this respect, otherwise he could scarcely have hoped
that his decciving report would bring him the money
he so impatiently awaited.

Meanwhile, the necessity of immediately providing
that reward moneyv was the only difliculty that re-
mained to harass Vickers. The sum he had promised
Gannaway was a Jarge one, and he must pay it. But
where was it to come from ?

He had not got it himself. Neither could he now
get it from Geraldme, although he knew that she had not
been able to confirm her suspicions of his dishonesty,
and that she suffered acutely from the doubt as to
whether she was injuring Laurcuce (Uray by thus with-
holding the money that might bave lightened his hard-
ships. The failure of her attempt to get an interview
with her lover had left her as perplexed as before with
regard to Vickers’s conduct. She did not know whether
to consider Laurence’s priton offences and punishment
as proof that nothing had ever been done to relieve his
condition, or as the bitter result of her own sudden
withdrawal of help. She inclined, however, to & deeper
distrust of Vickers, especially as, at the time of her visit

.to Grimley, the warder's money had only been due
-two days. . She had taken it with her to the prison,
intending to pay it herself, despite the risk. * But her
failure to see Laugence, and by any means to discover
the warder’s name, had made that course impossible,
She was utterly powerless, and it was the anxiety of this
forcedinaction that was preying on her health and spirits.

Vickers knew well cnough that no plea he could
invent would now be plausible enough to induce her
to give him the money he required. Otherwise it
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would have inspired him with a kind of fiendish pleasuer
that she should unwittingly pay the price of her lover s
blood. The thought of this made his tongue itch to
tell her that Gray was dead. But he must not—he
dared not. No one must suppose that he had any
private communication with Grimley Prison, any private
source of information concerning Laurence Gray.
Geraldine herself mnst not think that he had received
any news from the prison since ceasing to act on her
behalf. No, no. He must wait. He knew that the
prison authorities would not notify the death. A
convict dies like a dog, and is buried like one.

He must wait patiently, satisfied in the consciousness
of his own safety. His heavy debt of guilt had heen
paid by Laurence Gray. Now that Gray was silenced
for ever, none other would seck to drag that past crime
of the killing of Charles Kesteven out of the obseurity
into which it had sunk.

It was probable that Geraldine would only learn
of her lover's death when letter-writing time came
round. There would be no letter from him, and in
her suspense she would implore her father to write
to the authorities in Parliament Street. Then the truth
would be known. .

The blow would half kill her, of course, but Vickers
trusted in the recuperative powers of youth, and the
healing effect of time. After an interval she would
consent to marry him in obedience to her father’s wishes,
So would his triumph be secured.

He flattered himsclf that he had by this time thor-
oughly worked his way into Mr. Lucas's confidenge.
He was now well-nigh indispensable to the old mer-
chant, and his personal fascination had helped to win,
for him what he had schemed for—an influence over
Geraldine's father second only to that of Geraldine
herself. ¢

Now in his perplexity about Gannaway’s reward
ho thought of Mr. Lucas. He must borrow the money
from him. It would seem only like an advance wpon
his salary. He had thought first of a possible embezzle-
ment, but that would not do now. ith wealth, love
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and honour within his reach, he would be afool to com-
mit an act of petty dishonesty. It would be much
better to go openly to his employer and ask him for
the money. le would not be required to state what
he was going to do with it. Even if he were asked, his
invention would not be at fault for a lie.

He waited in his room in the office for Mr. Lucas to
comein. Itwaslater than the usual time of his arrival,
What could be detaining him ?  Vickers wondered a
little, impatiently. He had a letter to write—to
Gannaway. IHe was obliged Lo write it at the office
because of lLaving no typewriter at home. Hand-
writing, even in o disguised style, would have been
too risky, although his communications were always
short and his statements adroitly veiled.  Sometimes
they were uncigned, but usually they were signed “ John
Hardy ’-—that being the only name by which he was
known to Warder Gannaway.

He refleeied, now, while waiting for Mr. Lucas, that the
moment was opportune for writing this letter—the one
that was to accompany the reward money, and the last
that he intended to send.

The typewriter was on his table. and he began to
work at it.  There was no danger of interruption except
from the arrival of Mr. Lucas. and he was of all men
the least to Le feared. Derfectly candid himself, he
suspected no one of sccrecy. 'T'wenty letters might
have lain about, open, and he would not think of prying
into their contents.

As it happencd, after having waited so long before
beginning, Vickers had hardly composed half-a-dozen
lines of his letter when Mr. Lucas made his appearance.
#e grected his favourite as warmly as ever, but Vickers
noticed at once that he was unlike his usual self. He
looked older, and kis florid, kindly face had a cloud
upon it.

“ Something has disturbed you ?” Vickers asked
quickly, moving his chairmeanwhile so as partly to screen
the typewriter, in which was still the ha.lf-ﬁnis{ed letter.

“ Yes,”” nodded Mr. Lucas, sinking into & chair, *“ I've
bad a talk with Geraldine this morning.”
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And then he told what had been said, omitting only
the strongest parts of her passionate condemnation
of the young manager. Vickers listened with a grave
face and eyes slightly drooped.

“8o there’s no hope for me 2 ke said, when the
account of the interview was ended.

“Not just now, it appears,” reluctantly answered
Mr. Lucas. © She’s bitterly unjust to you, Viekers.
I can’t understandd it. But you must forgive her.
She’s blinded by her grief about Gray. 1 believe she’d
hate any man who wanted to cupersede him.  We can
only look to time to aiter her mind. DBnut meanwhile
she’s growing very frail and white.” 1le shook his
bead sadly. “1t grieves me to see it. 'm  afraid
she’ll get ill unless something can be done.”

“Something mnst be done.” suid Viekers almost
fiercely. ¢ She must be made to forvet that man.
Heavens ! he exclaimed hotly, “it’s a shame, a «in, that
she should fret about o worthless blackeuard like that.”

At the end of this outburst he sighed bitterly. At
the same moment he cast a quick glance backward at
the machine upon his table to assure himsclf that his
letter was safe.  Mr. Lucas siched too.

“T know it. Vickers: 1 fecl the same. I is painfel
to me to see her sulfering for the sake of o man who
was never worth a thonght of her heart.  But women
are made so. We can't help it.”

“Why not take her away for a change of scene 2”
Vickers suggested. * Somewhere  abroad—te  the
south ©f France. for instence. Tor her own sake,
perhaps, she might not consent to go, but if you urge
it upon her for your sake, she would yicld.”

*“Formy sake 2 .

“Yes. You have not been well lately. You need
change badly. Take it—-at least fgr a short time I
will look after everything here.”

“ A good idea,” said Mr. Lucas, his countenance
brightening. “ A very good idea, indeed. 1 will talk
to Geraldine about it.”

“THen when she comes back perhaps she will hate
me less,” murmured Vickers with another sigh.
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There was a tap at the door. The office-boy entered
with a telegram, which he handed to his master. Mr.
Lucas, after reading it, sprang up in haste.

‘It is from Rivers. I must go at once,” he said.
¢ Good-morning, Vickers.” ’

And the money subject that had yet to be broached !

Vickers rose in alarm, inwardly cursing that business
telegram. He must make sure of Gannaway’s money
to-day. If he lost this opportunity he might not readily
get another. 1In his cagerness he followed Mr. Lucas
through the outer office.

Meanwhile, Stinchcombe, the office-boy, who had
loitered behind, looked round the manager’s room.

His sharp eyes caught sight of the half-composed lotter
in the typewriter. He bent over to look at it, observ-
ing that it was not the ordinary office paper. Vickers
was an expert typewriter, and James Stinchcombe,
who was learning, was interested in Vickers’s work.
He now went to pry into it with no other object but
that of admiration. But, as he read the few lines that
were visible, he gave a low whistle.

¢ Strike me lucky ! ”’ he exclaimed.

He slipped out just in time to cscape observation
from Vickers, who was returning with an open cheque
on which Mr. Lucas’s signaturc was still wet. Vickers

roceeded to finish the letter, never reflecting that he
Ea.d acted with less than his usual caution in leaving
it thus for a moment exposed.

On the evening of the following day Warder Clanna-
way duly received his expected letter with its erttlosure
of bank notes.

CHAPTER XXITII
TH” ABYSS OF DESPAIR

It was well into the month of November before Laurence
Gray was strong enough to be removed from his bed
in the infirmary to undergo his trial on the charge of
attempting to escape from prison. The surgeon de-
muyred at the removal of his patient at a time when
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to disturb him might cause a relapse, but his remon-
strances passed unheeded. One of the directors of
convict prisons was then making his periodical visit
to Grimley, and Captain Podmorc demanded that Con-
viet 99 should be brought up for examination. The
governor of a convict prison has great power, but
that power, nevertheless, has its limits. .He has authority
toact as judge in all cases of offence against tho bye-laws
of the prison, but he may not order any man corporal
punishment. 1In cases where flogging is necessary, the
offender i3 remanded to await the next monthly visit
of the dircctor.

On being summoned, Laurence, wearing only his
under-flannels, with a blanket thrown over him, was
taken out of the warm infirmary by an assistant warder,
and conducted to No. 1 ward, which is a prison within
a prison. As he passed out of the doorway to cross the
infirmary exercise-yard, a blast of cold, wintry wind and
sleet met him, and sent a chill through his whole frame.

He was thrust into one of the separatc cells to await
his turn. This time, as he was an invalid, he was spared
the discomfort and indignity of being stripped and
searched, but the cold of that cell was terrible, and he
felt how very much his illness had pulled him down.
Happily he had not to wait very long. 'Trials in prison
are conducted with surprising speced. A large number
of convjcts on remand were to be brought before the
director, but only onc of these prceeded Laurence.
It was one of the carpet-makers, a brutal ruffian, who
had m#de a murderous attack upon one of the warders.
Laurence passed him at the entrance to the governows
room, and noticed his pale and terror-stricken face. The
man had just bcen sentenced to two dozen lashes of «
the “‘ cat.”

On entering the room Laurence fqund himself in the
same caged compartment whercin he had been onco
before, when he was reported by Gannaway for havin,
the scissors-blade in his cell. He stood against the raiﬁ
fronting the table at which the director sat side by
side with Governor Podmore and the chief warder.
The director was looking over the report upon which
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the convict was now brought up, and having read this,
he referred to a large volume, in which was entered a
full and minute history of the prisoner, with particulars
of his original crime, his conduct since his arrest, and
all reports made against him. The director was thus
enabled to see at a glince what sort of a man he had
before him, and the offences alleged against Gray wero
grave and numerous.

In responsc to some low-spoken remarks of the
governor, the director, a severe looking-military man,
nodded, believing, no doubt, that the convict, Laurence
Gray, was worse even than the brutal wretch who had
just been deservedly ordered a flogging.

Warder Gannaway was out with his gang. The charge
against Convict 99 was, however, supported by one
of the principals who had been present on the oceasion
of the atiempted escape. He bricfly described how
the prisoner had taken advantage of the fog, and made
away from his gang towards the river.

“ And you say he was shot ? ”” asked the director.

“Yes, sir,” said the principal. ** Warder Gannaway
promptiy fired at him.”

 Quite right, too,” mntiered the governor. “ Pity
the oificer was not a bit wore sure in his aim.”

* Where did the shot strike 2’ asked the director.
“ 1t was only a flesh wound, I suppose 27

“Yes, sir,” was the reply, and the director turned
coolly to the report. ¢

Laurence heard this reply with suppressed indignation.
Only a flesh wound! Why the shot had gone*within
half an inch of killing him.

‘ And the man is coniinually losing his marks—he is

tinsubordinate ? ”* .

“Very insubordinate. The officers of his ward are
continually havinggdrouble with him.”

The governor turned to his superior and made some
remarks in commendation of Warder Gannaway. Then
addressing Laurence again, he asked :

“ Number 99, what have you to say in excuse for the
very serious offence that you are charged, with %

“I have nothing to say, sir,” replied Laurence,
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« exce}i:; that my lifc here was unbearable. I believe
that the day warder of my gang—(Gannaway-—has
been bribed by someone outside to act towards me
with unnecessary cruelty. Others. Loo, have suspected it.”

* lmpossible—utterly impos:ible ! angrily retorted
the governor.

*“ I observe an entry here,” said the director, turning
to the book, “referring to a visit of a Mr. and Miss
Lucas. Did either of these have any communication
with the warder ¢

“No,” said Captain Podmore; “ they saw no one
but myself and the chaplain.  They came in a carriage,
and drove away again at once. 'The piisoner was in
the punishment cells at the time, and, of course, could
not be seen.”

“ Quite so. I can sce he's one of the worst of the men,
although I should not have thourht so from his face,”
said the director.  Let him be tlogged. Give him
three dozen.”

The governor then addressed Laurence. who had grown
deadly pale.

 For the offence you have comnmitted the punishment
must be severe. On vour disinissal {frem  the infirmary
you will be taken to the punishment eelis for a month.
Youwill have threedozen lnshesaud sixmonthsinchains.”

The signal being given, the essistant warder led the
prisoner away.

Stunned in bruin as if from a heavy physical blow,
Laurence walked dumbly back to the iniinnary ward.
It was strange that he did not eollide with the walls
and doors on the way, for he moved like a sleepwalker,
sceing nothing, hearing nothing. FEven the bitter cold
could not rouse him to cousciousness. QOnee or twice,®
from sheer hodily weakness, he swayed, and would have
fallen but for the support of the warder at his side.
He was put into bed. [For howrs he lay in the same
torpor, spccchless and motionless. But when night
came his dazed spirit awoke. Agony filled his soul
—agony mingled of bodily pain and of bitter, intoler-
able humiliation and indignation. He turned on his
pillow with a sharp, fierce cry.
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The night warder came to his bedside, but, finding
that he wanted nothing, went away again, muttering
a reproach. Laurence did not heed him, but lay with
close-clenched fingers and fevered brain. He was
terribly near to madncss just then.

The lash—for him !

His whole body revolted—not from cowardice, for he
was no coward. It was not the physical pain that he
most dreaded. 1t was the stinging shame, the branding
outrage to his manhood. He writhed as the thought
of it burned into his brain. Was there no escape ?

A lurid idea came to him. There was death! He
was burning and shivering at once from the dangerous
chill that his journey across the cold exercise-yard
had given him. He would refuse to eat. He would
tear open again his half-healed wound. His fingers
moved with the intention, when a sudden thought
restrained him. ‘

There was Geraldine. If he were to die he would
be separated from her for ever. No, he would recover.
Hope and love of life sprang up again within him, though
still the words that had stunned him rang in his ear.

““The lash! The lash! The lash!”

CHAPTER XXI1V
THE TYPEWRITTEN LETTER

‘*“ A, James, you here ? I want to ask you something.
Come into the library.” .
¢* Yaas, miss,” said the office-boy, who had been
sent that morning to Fenton Court with a message
from Ralph Vickers to his master. The boy followed
Geraldine into the large warm room. He stood near
the door, twirling his hat nervously between his fingers.
** Have you discovered anything more about that letter -
in my handwriting that you mentioned some time ago ? *
** W’y, no, miss, I dunno as I ave. I never seen it
agen, not that sime one. But—”
“But what?” interrupted Geraldine, observing &
change in his expression. * Have you seen another ? *
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‘““Not in your ’andwritin’, miss. But I were just
a-wonderin’ if & letter as Mr. Vickers were a-writin’
of the other d’y was anythin’ as would interess yer.
‘Twere a typewritten letter, yer know. Mr. Vickers,
’e’s a dab ’and at that ’ere writin’ machine. ’Is words
is just the sime as if they was printed.”

“ Tell me about it,”” said Geraldine encouragingly.

“Well, miss, the letter asIwerea-speakin’ of, itweren’t
on the hordinary horfice paper; and 1 puts my eye onit
w'en he went artside wi’ Mr. Lucas. ’i18'd ’ave bin in
a rare state if ’e’d a-knowed as I secn it, I reckon.”

‘“ Why, do you mean that the letter was not a busi-
ness one—that Mr. Vickers had some reason for not
wishing it to be seen ? > Geraldine asked.

“ That’s just abart the size of i, miss. You see Mr.
Vickers, ’e’s a ’cute un, ’e, is, w'en ’e wants to do any-
thin’ for hisself.”

‘“ Well, and you recad the letter 27

“W’y, no, I didn’t read it all, coz w'y, it weren’t all
finished don’t yer know. Wot 1 did sec were somethin’
abart a ’undred pounds as Mr. Vickers—no; I'm a-
tellin’ yer wrong, ‘tweren't Mr. Vickers as were a-sendin’
of the money, but Mr. John ’Ardy, w'ich, if yer arst
me‘__ ”

The boy hesitated. Geraldine moved impatiently.

¢ Who is Mr. John Hardy ? >’ she asked.

“That’s just the wery question as I was a’arstin’
of myself, miss. ’E ain’t got nothin’ to do wi’ the
orfice ; I knows that much, anyway, scz I; and bein’
as thesletter said as Mr. John ’Ardy scnds ‘erewith a
undred pounds in Bank of England notes and will be
obliged by your sendin’ of a noospiper acknowledg-
ment o’ the sime, in the usual way, I were a bit puzzled,.
miss. But two or three days afterwards I got a idea '00
this yere Mr. ’Ardy was. Mr. Vickers were a-lookin’
at a noospiper wot ’e took out of *is little black bag,
and as ’e were a-foldin’ of it in ’is ’and, I scen a address
written on it. The name as it were sent to was the sime
Mr. John ’Ardy, at Mr. Vickers's lodgings, where there
ain’t no such person a-livin’. And then, miss, I guessed
as 'ow this yere chap was Mr. Vickers hisself.”
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‘“ Ah !’ murmured Geraldine

She dismissed him, and then walked to and fro, tor-
tured with perplexity. The boy’s information meant
more to her than he guessed. That mention of sondmg
a newspaper acknowledgment “in the usual way,”
was especially suspicious in her eves. During the time
of their joint scheme for relieving Taurence Gray’s
sufferings Vickers had told her that the Grimley warder
acknowledged receipt of the bribes by means of news-
papers. Was he continuing to do so unknown to her ?

If so, it ¢ould not be for good. Ralph Vickers was
not the man to spend his money secretly for another’s
benefit—and that other his rival. "Then. too, why did
he screen himself under o false name ¢ If his purpose
was to do good, there would be no need for this diguise,
since the risk Iy upon the warder’s side.

Geraldine stopped, disturhbed and anxious, and leaned
her hot forchcad against the cold marlle edge of the
mantelpiece. Her great distrust of Vickers made any-
thing scem possible and yet there was not a single thing
she could accnse hira of. She could not even questlon
him about this letter that James Stinchcombe had seen,
since to do so would get the office-boy into trouble.

She was torn with doubt, and vet hcr hands were tied.
She was like one groping blindly in the dark. She
felt that in some way Laurence nceded her help, and
yet she could not tell how to give it. This powerless-
ness oppressed her, caused her continual heartache.
One thought alone gave her comfort, and that was
the Dbelief that Laurence, in his prison, securt under
Government charge, must be as much beyond tho reach
of Vickers's power to harm as of her own power to

. help. She could scarcely imagine it possible that a
warder might be bribed to injure a prisoner as easily
as to favour him.

Meanwhile, her desire to know the name of Laurence’s
warder had not diminished. But she could only learn
it from Vickers. If, by any means, Vickers could hsve
been got to réeveal lt “she would have lost no time in
resuming, on her own account, the communication with
Grimley Prison which she had bidden him break off.
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CHAPTER XXV
A BOLD APPEAL

GERALDINE was sitling in the drawinz-room alone
that evening, leaning back in an ecasy-choir cloge by
the bright log fire, when Pearse, the footman, entered,
with the announcement that Mr. Vickers desired to
see Mr. Lucas. .

Geraldine started.

“ Your master has gone {o bed, Pearse. 1e is not
very well.” Then suddenly she ad'cd. a3 the man
was turning away : ** Wait ; show Mr. Viekers in here,
I will see him.”

Pearse departed, and her face, ar <he weited, vssumed
a cold, haughty look, very different {front the expression
of mingled trouble and vearning that it had worn a few
moments before.  Her whole form seemed {6 straighten
into dignity.

Vickers entered, and she rose to cveet him. He
stopped by the door. and stood gazine at hicr, at once
faseinated and startled. The fasciuntion was the effect of
her beauty, which he had not for months been privileged
to look upon. The shock was caused by the change in
her—by her waxen palencss and the inereased slightness
that made her seem taller even {han she was. ller
dinner-dress of cashunere andd laee eluny rovmd Ler tigure,
showing its slender curves.

She, on her side. contemplated him.  tie had altered
for the’ better. 1le looked younwer. his colour was
richer, and his whole face was gayer, lighter, as though
a shadow had passcid from it.  She little guessed of
what unexpiated guilt that vanished shadow had been
the outward token. She did not offer him her hand
or ask him to be scated. She remagned ~tanding and
spoke in a cold, calm tone.

“1 am sorry to say my father is not at all well this
evening. He has gone to bed.”

** So Pearse told me,” answered Vickers. “ Iam very
grieved to hear it. But you—you wanted to seeme 2>’

He came forward slowly as he spoke, flushed and
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smiling in a way that showed his white and regular
tecth under his black moustache. But her face did
not soften at his smile.

“I merely wanted to ask you,” she said meeting his
oyes, “if you have held any communication with
Grimley Prison since our joint connection with it
ceaswl ?

For an instant the suddenness of the question made
him hesitate. He thought of the lately-heard news of
Gray’s death. But he dared not tell it.

““No,” he answered. ‘' Certainly not.”
“You arc sure ?’’ she persisted, looking at him
keenly.

‘“ Perfectly sure. It grieves me very much that you
should doubt my word,”” he added, with a sigh.

Geraldine slowly walked back towards the fire.
She stood with her elbow resting on the mantelpiece,
and her hand partly supporting her head. Her eyes,
looking larger because of her paleness, were fixed on
Vickers’s facc.

“ My asking this was the result of a chance thought,”
she said, still coldly. ‘** My father casually mentioned
that he had advanced you a hundred pounds and it
occurred to me that possibly you might have required
the money to send to the warder.”

Her eyes searchced his intently, and Vickers was con-
scious that he paled. DBut the change of colour might
beattributed to a fecling that was reallyin part aceount-
able for it—a feeling of shame that she should know he
had borrowed money from her father.
¢ ““No,” he said steadily. ‘“‘I needed that hundred
pounds to send to a poor relation in the country—a
11:11;,11 who had failed in business and applied to me for

e p.’!

(13 Ah ! ” )

The explanation did not wholly satisfy her. And
yet her heart, eager for comfort, leapt at the thought
that perhapsit was his habit tocommunicate with people
by newspapers—that he might as naturally have re-
quested a newspaper acknowledgment from one of
his own friends as from the prison, warder. Still this
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tale of a poor relation did not explain the false name—
John Hardy. She was on the point of mentioning this,
but restrained herself for James Stinchcombe’s sake.
Her knowledge of this fact would instantly betray
that someone had been spying.

““ What is your relative’s name ?*’ she asked sud-
denly. But directly she had spoken she remembered
that the question was one she had no right to ask.

‘1t is no one that you would know,” replied Vickers
evasively. ‘‘ Only a cousin whom 1 have not seen for
years.”

“You are quite right not to tell me,” she rejoined,
with cold dignity. ‘I ask your pardon for inquiring.
Your relations can never have the slightest possible
interest for me.”

Her proud aloofness stung Ralph Vickers sharply.
The hot blood mounted to his face, dycing it a deep red.

*“ How cruel you always are to me!” lLe exclaimed,
pa&ssiogately. ““You care no more for me than if I were
a dog.

A sudden light sprang into Geraldine’s eyes. She
turned upon him quickly.

** That reminds me that I have another question to
ask you,” she said. * A short time ago my father
informed me that it would pleasc Lhim if 1 would consent
to marry you, and told me that he had your authority
for stating that you loved me and desired marriage with
me. Can that be true ! T do not doubt my father’s
word,” she added hurriedly, " but I think he must
have misunderstood—

* No, no,” Vickers interrupted ; ' it is so indeed. 1
loveyou. It is the hope of mylife that I may marryyou.”

A dcep flush of anger rose in Geraldine's face.

“ You have been trying to undermine my fidelity to
the man to whom I am betrothed,’ she said sternly,
“trying, 0o, to make my father ‘an instrument in
breaking his daughter’s heart. Will you tell me how
you reconcile this conduct with your pretended devotion
to Laurence Gray ? If, as you have sworn to me, you
are his friend, how can- you seek to betray him—to
make me false to him ?
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Thus confronted with his dishonourable conduect,
Vickers gave way to the passion that at sight of her
had revived with renewed intensity. Then, too, he
thought, what did it matter what he said since Gray
was dead and buriecd ¢ He would 1.0t tell her that her
lover was no more : but he could act upon the knowledge.

* Beeause | love you,” he cried hotly ; “ and my love
overcame me. 1 loved you long hefore Gray did, but
I hid it until it was too late, and wfterwards I stifled
it for his sake. I’ve been his friend as long as I could,
but lately I’ve heen asking myself what is the use of
further self-sacritice. It is impossible that Gray can
ever marry you. He iy imprisoned for life. It is as
if he were dead and buried—dead and buried— >’

Vickers stopped so that theso last words might fix
themselves en Ueraldine’s heart. Her look of indigna-
tion spurred hin to resentment. His [ace glowed as he
talked, and his black eyes had the brilliance of strong
excitemenu.

 He canunot escape,” he went on feverishly. * Escape
from such a prison as Grimley is impossible, and even
if he lives and thrives and is so well-Lehaved that he
gains a remission of his full sentence, he eannot come out
for twenty years. Do you ever think what he will
be like then? Those vears of coarse and scanty feod
will have wasted his strength and robbed him of all
outward refinement. Hard work and a hued life will
have distorted his features--spoiled all the handsome-
ness you admire so much. The illnesses that come of
privation will have shrink his body, and long-associa-
tion with the vilest reprobates will have ruined his
soul. He will be broken down, prematurely old, changed
beyond recagmition. Will such a man be worth your
fidelity—you, a beautiful poetic woman, whose youth
should be crowned with love and happiness, not spent
in weary waiting ¢

*“You forget that Laurence is an inmocent man,”
she said, motioning him back from her. * He cannot
remain a convict twenty years.”

“So you still cling to that delusion as to his inno-
cence ?”’ said Vickers. And he laughed mockingly,
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““ Who is to prove him innocent ? He cannot do it
himself.”

“No,” returned Geraldine quietly; “T will do it.
I have advanced a step towards it to-day.””

A shade of anxiety crossed Vickers’s face.

“ Advanced a step ? How 7?7

“ [ have sct a solicitor to work in the matter.”

Vickers’s eyes flashed.

* Neither you nor any man, nor God himself, could
prove Gray’s innocence,” he revorted. ™ for the suflicient
reason that he is guilty. As surcly as we stond here
now, ho is the murderer of Kesfesen.,™

Yet, with all his boldness, a shudder van through
Vickers as he dared to utter thore words. The cold
thrill even shook him outwardiy. Bat Uerzldine did
not notice this. She had moved a few steps nearer and
now stood before him, crect und stutely, with burning
cheeks.

““ @o, Mr. Vickers,” she suid imperiously, adding in
an icy tone, “* I wish vou a good-night.”

Passionate love and quivering hate rose together in
Ralph Vickers's soul.

“I will go,” he answered her. smiling defiantly in
the belief that the lover for v hose sake she spurned
him lay nameless and lifeless under the cold earth of a
prison graveyard. ** But [ will come again. A love
strong as mine is cannot be drivea back. Thongh you
reject me fifty times, I wiil come again. 1 will pursue
you till you yicld.”

He wa's gone while vet his last words linzered on the
warm, sweet air.  She heard the outer doos shut aften
him. Then she turned and sink dow: azain into the
low chair by the fire.

I will go away, as father wishes,” »he said to herself,
“to escape for a time frem this yreacherous mnan,
And it will be only for a few weeks : Lavrence cannot
need me until we return,”
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CHAPTER XXVI

, ON THE WAY TO IGNOMINY

UxpER the kind treatment of the prison doctor, and
with the better nourishment that he reccived in the
infirmary, Laurence Gray grew gradually stronger. But
this return tostrength, whileit restored his hope, brought
him also daily nearer to the ordeal that he dreaded.
The horrible thought of the lash dwelt constantly
in his brain, burning there like a point of fire.”" At times
he asked himsclf whether it would not be better to arrest
his recovery—to refuse his food, to summon back in
some desperate way the devouring fever that had so
lately left him. But again the thought of Geraldine
deterred him. He told himself that it would be cowardly
so to evade his punishment. The old Lancashire spirit
rose in him, bidding him boldly confront his fate. The
struggle before him was long and fierce, and if he would
triumph in it he must maintain his strength.

Laurence had great difficulty in sccuring for his own
use the luxuries that the doctor ordered for him. The
infirmary orderlies, who were themselves convicts,
took every possible opportunity of stealing his food,
and the warders were here more designedly brutal and
unkind than those of any other ward in the whole
prison. They grudged to a sick convict every extra
comfort that his illness required, and being unable to
impose any tasks upon their charges they took it out
of them by refusing to listen when they called<for help
that might relieve their sufferings. The invalid prisoner
was thus at his warder’s mercy.. If unable to move
without assistance, he might lie moaning for hours
in his agony, but no help would come to him unless the
doctor or his offigial assistants happened to be present.

The day warder who was on duty in Laurence Gray’s
division of the infirmary happened to be a chum of
Warder Gannaway, and Gannaway no doubt instigated
some of the undue severity that Convict 99 endured
at this man’s hands.

Laurence asked him one morning to close a
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window hehind his bed. The bitter east wind was
blowing in wpon his close-ecropped head giving him
severo neuralgic pans,

“T can’t close the window,” growle!l the warder;
“it’s against orders. The doctor says thare < not enough
ventilation in the ward.’

“But tho wmd is too eold,” objecied Laurence.
“ Can’t you sec that the < 10w 15 Onas 1 tog 72 °

“1t’s nothing to do w1 mc it vcure call, shove
your head under the pillow and smother vHarselt

An hour or two sfterwnds the ¢ vtor ¢ime vpon
his rounds.

The conviet in the be lnext toT vuence hiy pened to
be the ex-physictan of Mo 1fan who hud whieady spoken
with him on several occasions  He bad boon mvalided
on the previons duy He wilied the dicor to his
bedside and pomtcd to the open widow  The doetor
went at once and shut it

“Did you order thit window to by open d, sie? ?
the old convict boldy ashed

* No, I did not,” sad the de ton

“T am glad to hewr at " ajonicd #he ex physician.
¢ I should be sorry {0 ~ce an I propil of pune actine
with such brutality.’

** A pupil of voury {7 exclamed the doctor. ¢ What
do you mean %’

“ Ah” sad the convict, I see vou don t 1cc guise
me. Butas 1t 1s ikely that T shall remiun under your
carc until the day ol my deith, 1t 1~ perhaps as well
that I Yhould tell vou who T am. 1 was one of the
examining physiciins who gave you your diploma
Do you remember me now ?

The doctor drew back and pronounce 1 the convict’s
name—the name of a once famous West End phy<ician.

* Yes,” said the convict, " unfurtunitely I am he.
Since my residence in Griuley 1 have tiied many times
to get entored here. This terrible cold weather has at
last done for me, and now that I have succecded I mean
to stop. So you need not practise any of the usual
economical impositions on me, doctor. Give me the
proper drugs and treatment, ¢f you please.”

=



124 CONVICT 99

T am sincerely sorry to'find you here,” returned the
doctor, still looking at him in surprise. ‘‘ I will certainly
give you every comfort that the rules allow.”

‘1 am obliged to you, sir,” said the prisoner. “ And
now, what about this man in the next bed, No. 99 ?
I hear he is ordered a flogging. Can you prevent it ?
That shot wound in his side should surely he a good
excuse.”

The doctor reflected a moment, glancing through the
iron bars at Giay. ¢

‘ T will see aboul it,” he replied, as he turned away.

As a result of his conversation, Gray and his next
neighbour received special attentions from the medical
staff, and were subjected to fewer discomforts from the
warders. Laurcnie was soon in a condition to leave
his bed, and to take daily exercise in the infirmary hall.
The doctor delayed his dusmnissal as long as possible ;
but one morning the governor saw Convict 99 at exercise,
and inwardly determined to bring his time of comfort
to a speedy close. On the plea that the infirmary was
becoming overcrowded he ordered several of the con-
valeseent conviets to be removed to the cells. Laurence
was of those selected  He was taken out to No. 1 prison.
Still in weak health, he was ordered to strip and stand
naked in the cold, while his clothes were searched.

Next came the bath  While he was bathing. he
noticed the bare back of one ot his companions, and a
shudder of horror ran through him. It was the same
eonvict whom he had pas<ed a few wecks before at the
entrance of the governor’s room. The man's back
was scored over with the raw, livid marks of the lash.
He was a powciful, muscular man, with the brutish face
of a hardencd criminal. There was no doubt that he
had richly merited every strohe from those terrible
thongs ; but the gight of the leaden-hued marks filled
Laurence with in?hgnant horror.. How long would it
be before he, too, would be called upon to face that
hideous punishment ?

On emerging from the bath he was taken to the
Funishment cells, there to await his flogging. He was®

ed across the open exercise-ground, where several
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convicts were sweeping and shovelling away the newly-
fallen snow. These men, who had all been guilty of
serious prison offences, wore parti-coloured uniforms
of yellow and black, with fctters that clanked as they
moved.

There was something diabolical in their bright-coloured
aspect, and Laurence, who now saw them for the first
time, started and shuddered. .

He had not yet recovered his warmth, and the cold
north-east wind that came in gusts from over the high
walls chilled his slow-beating pulscs, and made his weak
limbs tremble. He followed the warder towards a
row of iron doors. One of these way unlocked, and he
was thrust into a small dim cell that was lighted only
by a tiny grating. The ccll was on the west side of
the yard, and when the key was turned upon him he
found that the wind whistled in throngh the wide space
beneath the door, sending a cold draught into every
corner of the narrow place. His fingers and toes were
slready numbed by the cold of stripping and bathing,
and the icy chill of the bare slate floor reemed to creep
up through the soles of his fvet, and to penetrate into
every vein of his body, congealing the sluggish blood.
He stamped about, but the effort hurt him ; and when
he tried to swing his arms his hands knocked against the
iron walls of his cell. He looked around in the dim
light for some bedclothing to wrap about him. MHe
found a hard plauk bed, but there was neither blanket,
nor sheet upon it. In that hour of suffering and nced,
the dismppointment, slight though it was, was like a
knife-stab in his heart. :

He leaned against the wall, feeling faint, as thoudh
the numbness were rcaching to his brain. He felt
that a few days of this suffering must surely kill him."
Coming so suddenly upon his removal from the infirm-
ary, the Arctic cold that now struck him threatened
o overpower him, as travellers are overpowered in the
snow.

He had been in his cell about half-an-hour when he
was roused from his torpor by the sudden opening of
the door trap. A small brown ldaf and & can of cold
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water were thrust in by an unseen warder. Laurence
took the food and began slowly to eat it. The trap
snapped to again in & moment, and he was alone once
more in his wretchedness.

Suddenly a clanking sound attracted his attention.
It came from the cell on his right hand, telling him that
he had a mneighbour, and that that neighbour was in
fetters. The horrid jangling noise, loud and distinet
through the corrugated iron walls, rang in his ears
with a desolatencss that was near akin to despair.
It seemed to tell him that all was lost, that his torment
and degradation would never end, that for him the
wide outer world, with its loves and its joys, had passed
away for cver and ever.

And yet, should God permit it to be otherwise—should
it be granted him once more Lo go forth a free man among
the frec—what vengeance he would take upon his
enemy, upon Ralph Vickers! The redof repressed passion
flushed his worn features at the thought. Deep and
bitter reflection had convinced him more and more
that his injuries had come to him by Vickers’s hands.

*“What wrong have I done him ?” he moaned, as
he lay in his half-frozen weakness on the plinks that
at night were to serve him as a hed.

Presently it scemed to him that there was a knocking
on the left-hand wall of his ccll. The prisoner there
wanted to begin a conversation. It was some time
before Laurence, sunk into the stupor of cold, roused
himself sufficiently to realise his neighbour’s meaning,
When at last he raised his tin water mug to knock in
reply, he was prevented from doing so by the sudden
opening of his door and the sound of a warder’s voice.

-4 No. 99, come along here.”

A thrill that was not of cold ran through Laurence
from head to foot. Instinct whispered to him whither
he was to be taken. But he went in silence, forcing hig
suffering limbs to do his will. o

“The distance to be traversed was short, but in the
last corridor were sounds that made it long and agony-
filled as & corridor of hell. Groans, imprecations, cries as
of a wild beast, that rend the heart and make the soul

<
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shrink in horror—all these, intermingled with the
subtle “whish! whish!” of the flesh-tearing thongs,
came from the room at the corridor’s cnd, the great hall
ot No. 1 prison

Laurence (ray set hus teeth hard as he dineoged himeclf
along, and clenched lus roughcned and tcnuatcd fingers
Something of the old dizmity lookcd out {1 om hiy palhd
countenince as he went onward, thus to meet shup
angwsh and bitterest humniltion

The sound of the lash had ccased now, and the gronns
were getting famnt—omnoudly fomt Ay Laurence
and his warda anered the ball, tbe man who 1 ad been
flogged was bang tlesc L ficm the tininsd to whach
i the old miituy fr mon he had bern hound  He
was sinhinz into uncosnsamisness i hewd hung
forward, and lus fice whose mbmn n hidenuspess
proclumed lim one of the worct of oimmals—waos
convulsed and ghuwstly  His biwk wiw < ared with
stupes, from which the blood tud et m duk slov
sticams

CHAITIR ANV
CONLRONTING It OMINY

Rrvorrrp «f the <snhaunr < hy, Luunare uttered
an cxclamation  the nann  who wis presant,
turned his kcen oves upon hun vith cswtus o d look

“ Now theu, oft with your juket wl <tart ! 7 cned
Smith, the wardcr who hid brought Trn {o un his ¢l

Withaneflort Lautencc chryed How  t nlltoresst
Besides resastmncewoutlbe us b Qv hear ncells
he braced himself for the ordcl Oy udly he was
cold, butl mwardly he was devourdd wirh sadden heat
Thete was a stiance grandcw about hum as he stood®
there, stripped to the w ust, confrontiny 1znomny

He glanced once 1n the duection &f the doctn, but he
dared not speak . When he was 1eady, the warder
led lum to the trmangle Theio two of the other
warders took him roughly by the hands, and in a
moment they secured his wrists and bound him, his
arms being stretched out, his face against the upright.
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The man holding the lash—a burly ex-corporal, by
name Rawlings—turned to the governor.

‘ How many, sir ?  he asked.

‘“Three dozen is his sentence,’’ replied the govemor,
lancing at his official list. Then aside to the doctor
e added, “TI'd ha.ve given the dog double that if

T'd had my own way.”

The doctor, who was kneeling over the still unconscious
body of the rccently-ﬁogged convict, asked, w1thout
looking up :

““ What’s his offence ?

““ Why, breaking prison. The scoundrel very nearly
cost me a solid five hundred pounds.”

The doctor rose suddenly, and looked at the pinioned
prisoner.

‘“ Go ahead, Rawlings. Don't keep us here all day,”
said the governor to the ex-corporal.

“ Stop"’ cried the doctor, facing his chief;  this
man can’t be flogged yet. He’s not strong enough
The shock might be fatal to him.”

‘“And a good job, too,” cried the governor, almost
savagely. ‘Do you forbid it { Pooh! what the devil
—but the man deserves it if ever any prisoner
did.”

‘“ Pessibly,” said the doctor drily. “ But he’s too
weak yet to endure it.”

*“Bah ! rejoined the governor. * You're too soft
with these blackguards. There must be a stop put to
thesc attempts at escape. This is the thlrd I've had to
do with in a ycar. Go ahead, Rawlings.”

Rawlings raised his “ catl,” waiting for the doctor to
det clear.  But the doctor turned upon him, with flushed
face and lifted hand.

“ T forbid it ! ” he said firmly.

Rawlings lowered his arm and looked at the governor.
But Captain Podmore, though he scowled, was powerless
to defy the medical edict. Nevertheless, e made
another attempt

“If he can’t stand three dozen all at once, let him
have it in two instalments.”

The doctor shook his head.
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“ I cannot allow even that, sir. You forget he has
only just come out of hospital.”

‘“ But he was not discharged before he was well.”

“ Before he was well enough to be flogged, though.
He is really in a very low state of health.”

The governor muttered a curse. ‘‘Take him back
to the cell,” he ordered sharply. “I’'ll have him
brought up again in a day or two. Put him in fetters
and the prison-breaker’s dress.”

All the blood in Laurence Gray’s body seemed to
rush to his brain. He walked back to his cell unsteadily,
leaning heavily on the warder who conducted him.
Now that the fearful strain was past, his overtaxed
strength gave way. When the cell door shut upon him
he sank down into nnconsciousness. He recovered
his senses to find himself drenched and chill. A bucket
of cold water had been thrown over him by the warder
who had returncd with his fetters.

“ Now, then, get up and put on these vogs.”

Painfully Laurence raised himself to his fect. Shak-
ing with cold and weakness, he took off the wet garments
that clung to his wasted figure, until at last he stood
naked and barefooted on the slate floor, with the iey
wind biting his skin, freezing his very lifeblood. Then
after his flanncls, his fetters were put on him-—a heavy
chain, ecach end of which was fastened with riveted
rings round his ankles, while the middle part of it was
held up to his waist by a broad strap. He caught his
breath convulsively whenever the cold iron touched his
shrinkthg skin.gThe contact was terrible to him, as
if the heavy links had been instruments of death. o o

Then came the dress of disgrace, the punishment
clothing of a prisoner who has attempted to escape.,
One side of this dress was drab, the other yellow;
the front of one sleeve drab, the bgek yellow, and the
reverse with tho other sleeve. The knickerbockers
were parti-coloured in the same way, and were mado
to fasten at the inside of the legs, so that they might
be drawn on and off without removing the fetters.

Night and day, sleepin% and waking, for six long
months, would Laurence have to wear these chains.
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Fortunate would he be if this life of a wild beast did
not dl"a.g down his nature to its level before help should
como !

When the warder had gone, he rank down again on
the bare plank bed. He was not absolutely unconscious,
and yet he did not notice the passing of the hours. He
was roused once by the sound of a distant bell. 1t
was the dinner-bell, but there was no dinner for him—
nothing until ovening, when his scanty supper of
bread and water would comne. Onco a cry broke from
him : ¢ How long ? How long 2>

But for love, which clings hard to life, the grave
would have been bettcr than this unending anguish.
The gloom of the httle cell was decperung to dark-
ness when clear above the confused clanking that
sounded continually from the ught-hand cell, whose
occupant secniel r1cstless, there came again the knock-
ing from the left The knocks were distinet upon the
corrugatcd non

This time Lamence answered.  In his abapdon-
ment and desolation tlus < s of a fellow-creature’s
interest was passionatddy wdeome to hum. Judgin
from the quick, cagcr rapping, his neighbour appear
to be a smart young feliow

“ Who are you ¢ ’ Lauence ashed, speling out the
question slowly in the nuetical alphabet.

“Jun Lacy. Four wechs soltary for throwing
my stool at  suiew.”

** Which screw ¢ ”

* Gannaway. Are youthe lag that tried to do abolt?”
. Yeg. ] .
Y Have you had your bashing 2

‘‘ No," replied Laurence. ‘ The doctor prevented it.”
There was an interval of silence. Then the rapping
spelt out a statement that startled Laurence.

““ You wero a regular greenhorn to try to bolt in that
way. I know a trick worth fifty of that. A safe one,
too. I could get away easy if I wanted to.”

‘“How ¢ ” questioned Laurence, in quick, nervous
raps. But suddenly he drew away from the wall.
He heard the warder approaching. ,
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CHAPTER XXVIII
JIM LACY

WHeN the warder had passed, Lauren: » hstened an-
xiously tor the reply to hus qusti n After about
five minutes hiy neighbow 1csmd dus 1ippimg upon
the iron partition. Laurence spcilcd out the words
slowly.

T saw vou when you tir 1 to » v » 2 elt for 1t,
But I knew you could not escipe Tt 5 1mpossible that
way. Even if you got <lecar ot the prs n you'd only
be recaptured  Your prison tors ond cropped head
would helryv you anvwhere I knew 1 lig who tried
it on just as vou did  He got @ r and windeted
about for five nirhts, hike o hunte 1 fox I *ping under
hayrichs, feeding on riww spuds wd warzels  Never
showed himsc1f in dwhight  Bioke nto 1cottige once,
and was stealing 4 smit of clothes whan a mn sprang
upon hum  He mwndard the mwn 1 off with the
clothes and somwc moncv, wis cwzht ind hnged.
No; unless you bwo  mcone out 1o the bounlary
waiting to tike vou ofl mto siufe holiar, it 9 a fool's
game to attempt 1t ’

This narrative §iaf thou h it was occupied neuly
two hours At the end of this time a warder brought
the eveming med of brwd and w itar and ¢ mat and
blankets weie thiown mto the cell for heddime  The
allowance w1s sc anty, w1l m spite of Laurcoce s efforts
to make himeclf comfortible his limbs remuuned otiff
and numb with cold. - .

Presently lns nershhour rioped 1gun Gy s bed wa
next tho wall and he 1arae d himeelf on his elbow to histen

“You can’t sleep to nizht, > were the word- thit the
knocking spelled  “Too cold. I ewant to talk to
you. Listen to me”’

The raps came short and sharp, as though the man
on the other side were of an eager, nervous tempera-
ment. Laurence rapped back in answer :

I am listening.”

The prisoner in the right-hand cell appeared to be

E*
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sleepless also, for his chains rattled continually. This
noise would in itself have becn sufficient to prevent
the minor sound of the wall-knocking from distinetly
reaching the outside warders’ ears.

** I've been watching you for months,” said Laurence’s
left-hand neighbour; “I wanted to talk to you, and
there’s, plenty of time to-night. What I’ve got to say
is worth staying awake for. Look out that the screw
doesn’t ca.tcgmus. Are you lying down ? ”’

Laurcnce gave two sharp knocks, meaning *“ Yes.”

The conversation was disjointed, and many words were
half-spelled, but the meaning came out clear.

* All right,” said the other man. ‘ Now, what's
your name ¢~

** Laurence Gray.”

:‘ }Ylave you a good position outside—any money ?

. es.’)

** That’s good. Now listen. T told you my name
was Jim Lacy. By right it's Jacques de Lacy. My
father and mother were French, but | was born in
London, and have lived there all my lile, cxcept when
I've been unfortunate. My father was a gentleman,
but he got poor, came to England, went wrong, and died
in chokey. He was a bad lot, and so am I. It’s in
my blood ; I can’t help it. This is my fifth lagging.
’ve broken my mother's heart, and brought her to
poverty. But I can’t go on the »straight, even for
her sake, though I would give my life for her. Are
jou listening ? ”

Laurence rapped ‘“ Yes.”
« “My time’s up in another ten months from npw,
You're in for life—I know that. If 1 couldl manage to
get you out in ten months’ time instcad of me, would
you swear to do what I ask you in return 2 "

A shudder, half of cold, half of eagerness, ran through
Laurence’s frame.

“'Toll me what that would be,” he rapped bgek.

The reply came promptly :

“To find out my mother in London, and help her
and protect her. I left her alone in the world. She
has no relative but me, and I have nobody but her,
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She’s poor, and perhaps she’s starved to death since
I’ve been in prison. Worrying about her has been the
worst punishment I've had to bear. Night and day
I’ve been thinking, thinking what I could do to help
her, and looking out for some lag, whose time was up,
and who might go and find her out. But they’re all
rough and brutal. There's not one I could trust to
keep his word. You seem different. You look good.
From the first moment I sct eyes on you, I said to
“myself, * He'd do it.” ”

Laurence was in amazement ; he could not see the
man’s drift.

*“ But why not do it yourself, if you’re going out in
ten months ? >’ he asked him.

** Because it would be of no use. Ihaven’t a farthing
in the world to give her. I'd go wrong again, and
she’d only be made more miscrable by seeing me fall
once more. There’s a fellow knows something about
me that would get me another seven years certain, and
ho'd round on me directly 1 got out. So you see I
might as well stop in here. T could hear life here well
enough if T knew mother had a friend.”

Laurence was startled at this strange mixture of
irreclaimable criminality with passivnate filial love.

* Would you swear to find her out and be a friend to
her ? ”’ continued De Lacy. .

Gray answered, without hesitation, ¢ Yes.”

“ The chance may never come. But it is worth
while being ready for it if it does. 1t'sa bold plan, and
a difficult one ; yet it has been done before, and can be
dope again, if we're clever enough. It’s this: if by
good luck we're both removed to another prison
before the first seven months of my ten are out, I'll
change olothes, names, and numbers with you, and you
shall be liberated in my place.” | )

Laurence, as he spelled out these words, gripped his
coarse blanket with convulsive force. He raised himself
up onhisbed. Oh, for the clearer language of the tongue
face to face, eye to eye! This slow and halting process
of i:gmmunioation was galling, maddening to his eager
m 1] .
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He waited an instant until the pacing step of the
night warder receded down the passage outside. Then
he rapped the anxious, amazed question :

“You would agree to work out my longlife sentence % **

** Yes,” was the answer, * for my mother’s sake.”

Gray interlocked his trembling fingers. Then a chill
of doubt crept over him.

‘It ean never be done,” he knocked back. “ It is
impossible.”

* Wait,” was the significant reply. And then a
moment later, * Good-pight.”

Laurence was silent, although unsatisfied. It was
long past the dead of night, and the jangling of his right-
hand neighbour’s chains had ceased, cacept at intervals,
when the lugubrious sound told that he was moving
in his restless sleep. Nothing now disturbedghe silence
but tho regular tread of the warder outside, or the little
click of the spy-hole cover as he opened it to flash his
bull’s-eye on a priconer.

CHAPTER XXIX
GRINDING THE AIR

AX hour cr two later Laurence awoke from a hiight
drecam ol Geraldme. The dream had been so vivid
that for a moment on awaking 1t lingered with him.
He bolieved himself still near his beloved, happy in
the light of her smile. Then as he moved came the
rasping of his fetters and the icy touch of the.air on
his limbs. All the bitter wretchedness of his real
situation rushed back upon his mind. )
. He remembered, too, his dialogue with his necighbour,
uncertain at first whether he had not drcamed that
also. When he had convinced himself of its reality it
inspired him with new joy, but only for a few moments.
Then he crushed the hope down. In his presentsufl#ring,
relief and redemption seemed impossible to . The
living, pulsating world seemed to have receded inio &
esome indistinctness ; his former life of freedom was
e a vague vision of long ago, and he almost doubted
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thaﬂi there existed an outside world beyond the prison
walls.

When morning came he was unrefreshed. He craved
for somoe warm food, but there was nothing for him but
the usual coarse brown loaf and can of icy cold water.
Ho ate his bread piece by picce, almost cruinb by erumb.

It was no longer permitted him to take exercise with
other convicts, The punishment men had a yard set
apart to themselves, and they were not allowed to
approach each other on any pretext whatever. Their
warders, who were armed with swerds in addition to
the usual truncheon, carcfully watched them as they
walked round and round the high-w lled yard in single
file, with a <pace of some twelhie teet between the
prisoners.

On returning fiom evercise Laurence saw his left-
band neighbour entering his ol De Lacy’s eyes
flashed swift recogmition into his. Lawmence, as he
passed him, studied this strange man who hacl declared
himself willing, shoull opportumity offer, to make
80 great a sactitice for his motha s sake, De Lacy
was young, slim, handsolae. with hiown, cazer eyes.
brown hair, anwl regular features. Lamen ¢ found
himself invo:untarily thankmg Ieaven thai there vas
no great contrast between them.  This pooved that hope,
though faint, lived in hizn <till.

The exercice had warmed him considerably, although
his thin clothing was but a poor proteetion against
the weather. The slceves of his jachdt were short, and,
of coutse, he had no pochets. Llis unprotected hands
apd wrists were blue with coll. He wished for sope
active occupation, and had almost determined to ask
for it when. on returning to his cell, he found one of
the warders waiting for him beside a strange machine
that resembled a small mangles This countiivance
stood in the middle of the floor.

“Phere you are,” said the warder ; “ this is tho graft
you've, got to tackle. You've got to turn that there
crank handle ten thousand times a day. Set to, now,
and let’'s have no grumbling—ten thousand times,
mind you. You needn’t do any more than that.”



136 CONVICT 99

Laurence, left alone, took hold of the handle and
began to turn it vigorously. The first few revolutions
seemed easy, but the axle was low down, and he was
obliged to stoop. He had done about thirty turns when
he realised that the wheels 1equired oiling, and that
there was a spring in the cog-wheel that gave a sudden
jolt at every turn, checking him and requiring a new
effort to begin again. Very soon the work became terribly
monotonous, Ile coull only twin the handle from one
side and in one position, consequently the same muscles
were continually brought into action, and his back
became painful. The thick, hard strap that supported
his fetters rasped against his side, initating the wound
there until every movement made Lim wince.

He had counted only a thousand 1evolutions when
he felt that he could go on no longer. Then he thought
how casy it would be for him to persuade the warder
that he had done his allotted ten thousand turns.
He would have to tell a lie, but in his weak condition
the temptation was gicat.

At midday the warder came to his cell. Laurence
was working laboriously. To his surprise the warder
instead of questioning him slcntly examined the
crank. Alas! the macbme wa< furnished with an
automatic 1egister, whecrcon every revolution was
recorded.

“Why, you’ve not done fifteen hundred yet!”
growled the warder. *“Slip into it. Get through
your graft, or it’ll be all the worse for you.”

‘I have not the strcngth,”” said Lautence ; 1 am
cqld, hungry, and in pain.” .

“ Cheer up, man,” was the warder’s retort ; * you’ll

get a pint of good hot soup the day after to-morrow,
and meanwhile the work’ll keep you warm. But
you must do your, ten thousand turns, or I shall be
bound to reéoort you and then the chief'll put on another
five hundred. Do you want any more cold water® ™

‘“ No, gir, but I shouldn’t mind a drop of oil for this
machine. It’s rusty.”

“I can’t help that. You’ll soon wear the rust off
and get down to the bare iron if you peg away.”
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“Laurence hardened himself to his task and fell to
aﬁain. Click, click, went the crank. The work was
all the more galling since it was utterly useless, producing
nothing, but only grinding the air. The machine was
simply an instrument of torture.

When he thought he had done another thousand hé
looked at the register and found he had only done six
hundred. It was always sc. His expectations were
invariably greatcr than the actuality, until, at last,
as he moved his weary limbs with ever-increasing pain,
he could not bear to look any more at the pitiless dial.

On that first day he completed only half of his weari-
some task. On the sccond day he did better. For
four long weeks he was hept at it, working late into the
night, but never once achieving his allotted ten thousand
revolutions. The task was, in fact, utterly beyond his
powers. A man in the full vigour of hLealth, and well
nourished, might do it, but not an emaciated prisoner,
half-starved, benumbced, solitary, and almost despairing.

At the end of that month of scparate confinement,
Laurence Gray was wasted to a mere shadow. His
hands were blistercd hy the crank handle, every joint
in his body was stiff, and the hard belt that had at first
been tight about his waist now hung loosely upon him.
It was well for him that there was no such thing as a
looking-glass to be had in tho prison. Had he scen
the reflection of his pallid, hollow checks and wild,
staring eyes, he would have bLeen appalled. But it
needed not this to tell him how greatly his sufferings
had altered him. Wis strong nerves were shattered,
even his memory seemcd to be weakened. He had
strange palpitations of the heart. His leys were racked

. with rheumatic paing, and his head was perpetually.
tortured with the excruciating twinges of neuralgia.
His release from the punishment cell came barely in
time to save him from a return to the infirmary. He
went*back to his old quarters with the thankfulness
.of one who, on the brink of death, turns back to life.
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CHAPTER XXX
THE CONFEDERATES

AT dinner-time on the day of Giay’s return to his old
cell the chaplain came to sce him. These visits of
the chaplain were +.ry precious to Laurence. They
had been the only gleams of licht in the long darkness
of his imprisonment. In the infirmary, and the punish-
ment ward especially, he had eazerly watched for the
approach of that dienmified ficure, and the first sight of
that noble face was like sunshine in the dreary ward
shedding on all those conviet sufferers beneficent rays
of paidon and hope and love.

In the course of one of these visits, Convict 99 had
told the good man all his unhappy story. This con-
fidonce had created a hond between them that was none
the less close beeause it found no outward expression.
It was hard to say whether the chaplain belicved entirely
in Gray’s statemcnt of his innocence, for nearly every
convict in the prison declared himself guiltless of the
crime for which he was scntenced, but cerlainly he was
convineed that this man was of a very differ :nt stam
from the majorty of hi~ fellow-prisoners. He show:
his regard in a certain added kindliness that cncouraged
Laurence to implore a farour of him : ¢

 Oh, sir, to give e some peace—a little rest from
this perpetual heartache—will yon not write to Miss
Lucas for me ? Only a few lines to tell her how I
grieved at not secing her that {ime —and how it wuas that
X Y as punished. Will you not, sir ¢ ” .

‘T am afraid I cannot,” added the chaplain regret-
fully. It is against the prison 1ules

““She will think me hopelessly bad, lost to her and
to the world for evpr,” said Laurence bitterly. “ The
thought of it is termble !

‘“ Ask God for help,” said the chaplain earnestly.
“ Pray for strength to cndure.”

‘ But for how long ? ”’ was the passionate rejoinder.
“ How long ¢ ”

“ That, too, God must decide,” returned the chaplain
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tenderly. “If, indeed, you are guiltless, it may be
that He will make it manifest soon. But even if it be
long, we all must learn to say, ‘ Thy will be done,” and
r?men;l'bcr there is another world of 1ecompense and
ory.

8 “)iiut if T could only know she does not dcapise me !
Sir, will you not write a private letter, fiom your-elf,
as though Miss Lucas were your own fiiend ¢ That
would not be against the prison rules,”

“It would be disobeymng them in rpirit, ' said the
chaplain, ¢ especially now.” And he glanied down
with sorrowful meaning at Laurcnce’s fetters and drab
and yellow dress. Then, as if his heart m. I'ed at the
sight of the de~pairing disappoi{ment on the youn
convict’s face, he added. * But 1r a veor’s time, i
you get no further punishment, 1 will do a5 1ou wich,
Does that comfiat ou t”

Laurence gave a cry.

“In a year’s trme—another year! I pray Heaven
that by that tiwe 1 may be fiee.”

With a few more words of ecomfort the (Laplain went
away, and the dinner hour (which was ols the visiting
hour) being ended, Laurence made hna~lf ready for
the signal 1o o back to his work of cakum picking.

Now, in lu- own old cell, he was wun on Warder
Gannaway’s landine, but a< he was not vet strong
enough to go out with the quany gane hee only saw
Gannaway in the morning. and for a htrle vhide in the
evenings before the night warders antived  Sull, short
thouglt their contact was, Lourence comld not fail to
ngtice thut a change had taken place m Ganmaway's
conduct towaids him. The buly warder was no
longer unncees-anly brutal, but <cemed rather to,
avoid the man whom he had forerly pursncd with a
ferocity that had awakened corament «ven in the
callous bosoms of his fellow-tyrants. Laurence won-
dered at the change—wondered most of all what could
have caused it. Gradually, his suspicions of an out-
side enemy died out of his mind. If Ralph Vickers
had indeed been paying Gannaway to oppress him,
Gannaway would only have ceased the oppression with
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the ceasing of the payment. And why should there
be a sudden discontinnance of the bribery %

Could it be—and at this thought Gray’s heart grew
leaden with dread——could it be that Vickers had ceased
to harass him because he had gained his end, the hand
of Geraldine Lucas, and coulg now afford to despise
& rival whom he had utterly superseded ?

Once conceived, this explanation of the matter grew
day by day more possible to Laurence’s alarmed mind.
He forgot that it was wrong in him to doubt the woman
who had sworn to love him always, although, to do
him justice, he feared the power of circumstances over
her more than he feared a change in her own heart.
Then the uselcssness of her journey to sce him and the bad
reportshe hadheard of him must surely have undermined
her faith, if not her love, and made the alienation
of her life from his more possible than it would otherwise
have been. X

These thoughts were like demons goading the chained
convict to delirium. They made his heart their constant
dwelling and turned it into a hell. They tortured him
at his monotonous work until ho could have torn at
his chains savagely, like a wild beast, and at night, even
after the heavy faticue of the day, they kept him from
sleep, or allowed him only short spells that were alive
with dreadful dreams. They hindered him from gaining
strength. But for this he was not sorry, since thereby
he hoped to be sparcd the still-threatened indignity
of the lash.

Now, more than ever, he panted to be free. His
dread and suspense concerning Vickers and Geraldige
overcame his bodily weakness, and spurred him to a
feverish energy. Night and day he pondered over

e Lacy’s scheme for his escape. Could he but get
free he would fulfil the conditions faithfully and thor-
oughly ; De Lacy’s old mother should be cared for as
his own. He burned with a desire to talk with De
Laocy again, but weeks passed and he did not see him.
He began to despair, to look upon that last bright hope
88 a will-o’-the-wisp that had shone before him only to
delude him. A dank chill fell upon his soul. His fine
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eyes grew to have a look in them of concentrated gloom
that at times bordered on madness.

At last, one morning before breakfast, when he was
returning from the tap on the landing, with his new-
filled bucket of clean water he saw De Lacy issuing, also
with bucket in hand, from a cell ahout six doors from
his own., His heart gave a joyous leap. So they were
near to each other still! He dared not speak, but the
meeting checred his sickening hope. He took 1t as a
sign that Providence was watching over him

Speech with De Lacy would not be possible for three
months yet, not until the isolating ban of his chains and
parti-coloured dress should be lifted from him.

Meanwhile there was still no mention of the admin-
istering of his three dozen lashes. The doctor came
often in the course of his daily rounds, «xamining him
carcfully and prescribing for him, but never spoke of
his fitness or unfitness for the ~ cat’” Laurence |[was
perplexed at this silence. He distrusted it. Ewvery
day he expected to be led again to that horrible hall
in the punishment prison, whose mewmory wa- sickening
to his soul. He would have been hapmer could he but
have guessed the state of the prison authonitic s’ opinions
concerning this matter

The goverror had for many wechs past been con-
stantly demanding that No. 99 should be brought for-
ward for his flogging, and the doctor had as persistently
refused to allow it. At last the governor accused the
doctor of intentionally thwarting him. and a coolness
ensued between them. The doctor. however. 1emained
inexorable, and the governor, fume as he might, was
not empowered Lo overrule the medical verdict. Hence
Laurence’s exemption. .

So in hourly self-torment, and well-nigh unendurable
suspense, the heavy weeks dragged,on.

At length came the day when Laurence was released
from his chains, and permitted to exchange the parti-
coloured dress for the ordinary third-class conviet’s
costume that he had worn hefore. With this change
came comparative freedom, and the opportunity of
occasionally talking with his fellow-prisoners.
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It was now nearly six months since his first conver-
sation with De Lacy in the punishment cell. He
calculated with an eagerness akin to despair that De
Lacy’s sentence had now only a hittle over four montha
to run, Unless (od should help him soon, this last,
this sgpmme hope of liberty, would be dashed to the

ound.
grOn the very day after his change of class he met De
Lacy—or No 1,007, as he was known in the prison—
in the exereise yard, and, by manceuviing was able to
walk with lim. Theu thoughts were wiltten on their
faces, so De Laey beswn without cxplanation, just as
if their fir L talk halt tken place only a few hours before.

¢ 1t'll have to he soon if 1t 9 goine to be done at all,
because next month I shall have permiwsion to grow
my bau and beard

“1t will not b, sud Gray despainngly. ‘“ No such
good thmg can come to me I am doomed ”

“Listen here'” whispered No. 1007; * there’s
hoper yet 1t s rumoured thit there’s a new gang ex-
peeted fiom London  1In that case some of us will
very hhelv ho chiatued off to another puson T will
be gomy with tho first lot most probably, ard as they
generally choose the worst lagy to scnd away—to get
nd of em ‘ihere 3a chance ot your bang chosen too,”
And No 1007 gunned. ¢ The other place, if we go
there, wil' be a blessed cight harder than Grimley. But
it our game succecds, I shall bo the one to suffer from
that, not veu ’

The amazcment that bhad filled Laurence on first
hearing the stiange proposal overwhelmed hum aga,
drownung for an msiant bis own msery.

‘ Youmust be mad to do this thing,” hesaid. * Think,
it mea:.gi slovery for hfc—at the very least for nineteen

ears!”

e It 1s for my mother,” returned No. 1,007 simply.
I think what they say is true, that the strongest
feeling a Frenchman has is his love for his mother.
Anyhow, T know it’s strong in me, though in every-
thing else I've heen a very devil. I'm in now for
forgery. What are you in for 1" he asked suddenly.
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* Murder,” Laurence answered. ‘“But I did not
commit it, As God is my witness, I am innocent.”

The eyes of the two prisoners met.

‘I believe you,” said De Lacy gravely. Then he
added : ‘I must know all about your affairs, and you
must know about mine, so that if our chance comes
we can answer questions. We’ll arrange that to-morrow.”

The next day was Sunday, when all the gangs exercise
together, and scores of men who never see cach other
during the weck meet and exchange glances of recogni-
tion. Very few of the convicts have to do any work
on Sundays—only the hospital orderlies, about a third
of the cooks, and the farm gang, a privileged sct of
elderly prisoners, distinguished by their blue dress
with red cuffs and collars, who lLave to feed the cows
and horses. The rest fill up the day with chapel-
going and exercise. Ou this day the workers in the
tailors’ shop and other sedentary gangs often contrive
to hear the week’s out-door gossip from the gquarry and
bog gangs, and vice versa. o

In the course of the morning’s exercise Laurence
Gray furtively told No. 1,007 his whole life story, and
heard that of the forger in return, De Lacy, having
been born and lived all his life in England, spoke without
a trace of foreizn accent.  This was fortunate for their
plan.
« The prison officials don’t know me as French at all,”

said he. *“I am plain James Lacy on the regisiers.
Remember that, for our chance might come at a minute’s
notice,sand there’d be no time for planning. 1f we do
go'y sent off together we're bound to succeed. Convicts
all look pretty much alike to strangers, and we two
are more alike than most ; same height and build, and |
same coloured cyes and hair. That’s quile cnough to
deceive a strange governor. But what they look at
- most are the body marks. Every mole or scratch or
‘tattoo mark a lag has got is down in the report. You've,
got the mark of a shot wound. Where isit ?”
Laurence touched his side.
‘ What kind of a wound is it 3 "
" Laurence described it.
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‘¢ All right,” said No. 1,007, with & meaning nod.
«“If it came to the push I could manage that. And
now, look at this| ” He drew up his sleeve and showed
his left forearm. ‘‘It’s a red birth-mark, you see,
You would need onc like it.”

Gray’s eycs flashed with sudden fire.

“ And if my liberty depended on it I would have one,”
he answered hoarsely.

No. 1,007 fixed his eyes upon him earnestly.

“ Give me your hand upon it that if I get you out
you will protect my mother.”

I swear it,” replicd Laurence solemnly. |

And quickly, unperccived by the warders, the two
convicts clasped hands.

CHAPTER XXXI
THE LAST BRIGHT HOPE

A FORTNIGHT later the new gang from London, of
whose coming there had been rumour, clattcred into
the courtyard of Grimley Prison.

A short while after their arrival Warder Cannaway
flung open the door of Laurence Gray’s cell.

“You ncedn't begin your work this morning,” he
said grimly. ‘ There’s a holiday for you to-day, and

ack up your letters and things.”

As though struck with paralysis, Laurence remained
for an instant in the same attitude in which Gannaway
had found him. His face was blank with consternation.
Npo work ! Was it then the much-dreaded flogging
that awaited him ? But suddenly light sprang into His
eyes—glowed on his hollow cheeks. The prayed-for
chance was come. MHe was one of those chosen for
removal to another prison.

Heo threw up his arms in a frenzy of joy.. At last |
At last |

He had scarcely hoped that this opportunity would
be granted him, and its granting seemed almost a

mise of freedom. In his excitement he had not
noticed the mockery in Gannaway’s order: * Pack
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up your letters.” The same order was given to every
convict selected for removal ; but it had cruelty in it
when spoken to Laurence by the man who had stolen
from him the only letter that he had ever, while in
prison, been privileged to receive.

Nervously he looked about his familiar cell. There
was not a single article in it that he could call his own,
but even here there were things to which familiarity
bhad reconciled him—his little talle, his hammock,
his stool, even his tin utensils. More than all else there
was his prison Bible, whose precious words had com-
forted him and given him hope in many a sombre hour.
He took up the volume in his hands and reverently
kissed it.¢ Then, as he laid it down, his eye caught
sight of a little grassy blade that grew in a crevice necar
his window. It was thc ouly Lit of ureen that he had
looked upon for seven long months, and he had learned
to love it and regard it as a token that God had not
forsaken him,

Presently his cell door was again thrown open, and he
was ordered to follow a warder along the gallery and down
into the receiving-ward. Here he saw about a dozen
convicts who were being handentfed. He rapidly
glanced at their faces as he joined them. A sensation of
bitter despair came over him like an ominous cloud ; his
heart sank within him. De Lacy was nowhere to be seen. |

The handcuffs were quickly clasped upon his wrists,
and the long connceting chain was laced through the
loop at “his left hand. Thus sccured together, a gang
of tene convicts, with Laurcnce at their head, stood
ready to be led away. The armed warders took their
places, and, as the gates were opened, the order to march
was given, .

As he passed through the ponderous gateway, and
was ushered into the prison van, Grgy looked anxiously
behind him. He saw that another similar gang was
being made up ; but, so far as he could see, the man
upon whom his only hope rested was not among them.

Ignorant of his ultimate destination, and conscious
that his sudden removal from Grimley must make it
for ever impossible for him to meet De Lacy again,
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Laurence fell a sickness at his throat which told him all
too surely how vain his hopes had been. As the van
carried him away he moaned and writhed in the agony
of his deep despair.

“Dovmed! doomed!™ he cried, and he clenched
his chaincd hands so that his long-uncut finger-nails
pierced the skin

Alightin, at last fiom the darik chamber of the prison
van, the ten comvicts were marched mito the railway-
station and lockcd mn one of the r1ooms at the end of the
platfoom Two warders wemamed on guard while
their compuuons went oft to a neighbouring public-
house.

After about helf an howr’s time the rambling of the
second van was hicard, the 10om door was opened, and
No. 2 gang entaied,

As they {thed m, (aay had an opportunity of secing
their facer  Scarcedy houd he rar ed his eyes an instant
when they met those of Jacques de Lacy.

C(II'u TER X\XII
TRAVLLLING COMPANIONS

A suiouT Iitting of the cyebrows was all the recognition
De Lacy hctiayad, but a look of satwfaction passed
swiftly acrosy his face

He was the end man of the ten who composed the
second gan; and the last to enter the waiting-room.
Laurence Giay, mwardly exeited to feverishnass, was
perplexed as to how he should get near enough to
commence a conversation.  He soon saw that this
was impossible without the swinging round of the whole
" ten contucts of one of the chained gangs. Had he becn
at the othcr end of the chain De Lacy might have talked
with bim uninterruptedly for a full half-hour. The
warders, no less pleased than the prisoners to get &
day’s frcedom from the discipline of the prison, had
put aside their strict watchfuluess, and talking waa
not strictly checked. Nevertheless, Numbers 99 and
1,007, having the length of the room between them,
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were compelled to remain silent, although knowing
that the success or failure of their whole scheme
depended upon the exchange of a few final words.

Presently the two warders on guard were relieved,
and two others entered in their place, bringing in large
cans of warm tea with mugs to serve it in. Still, there
was no change made in the relative positions of De
Lacy and Gray.

Laurence had for his neighbour a stout. red-faced
little man who went by the namec of Johnnie. Johnnie
was one of the most brazen blackgnards in that com-
pany, and he kept up a ceaseless fiow of coarse jest
and ribald anecdote. Laurence had beeome inured
to this enforced association with criminals, but, chained
to this blasphemer, he felt his degradation as keenly
as he had done at first. 1fe looked imputiently in
De Lacy’s direction. De Lacy was raising his mug
of tea to his lips. Meceting Laurence’s cres he hesitated
and then carelessly said, as he lowered hiv shackled
hands :

* Will you drink with me, 99 ?”

Laurence caught in a moment the meaning of his
ruse, and was about to approach him when the door
suddenly opened, and the warder in churge called out:

“ Number 2 gang—Ileft wheel—march !

The men hurriediy gave up their empty mugs to
the two warders. As De Lacy, following at the tail
of the wheeling file, passed within a few feet of Gray,
he whispered the word ** Paticnce.”

Gang No. 1 was ordered to follow. Grav and De
Lacy were néw for a few minutes within talking dés-
tance of each other.

* Quick ! listen,” said De Lacy rapidly in French.e
“We're bound for Jedwood Prison. I hcard one of
the screws say so. We may not Imve another chance
of speaking. Never mind. It’s all well, so far. Wait
till we get into the receiving-ward. We shall be ordered
to the bath-house first thing. That’s our opportunity.
We shall have to look about us precious smart. I've
been in Jedwood before—seven years ago. It’s an

_open bath, and I expect we shall all be in the water
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together. Good. Watch carefully where I put my
clothes. Splash about a bit in the water, change places
with me, and then, when we get out, dress yourself
in my things. Don’t be nervous about it. The new
warders can’t know us, and none of our pals will blab.
But mind, as soon as you're dressed in my togs you
must forget that vou are yourself. Your name will be
James Lacy, Number 1,007, in for five years for forgery.
If they ask any (uecstions you can’t answer, say you've
lost your memory 1n ¢ hokey.”

*“ I understand peifeetly Trust me,” said Laurence.
‘“ Herccomesthetrain - Weshall be in different carriages
Isuppoce ! Give me your hand.”

The two shook hands, unseen by the warders, un-
noticed by any but the stout httle convict named
Johnnie.

This worthy coughed meaningly, and, much to Gray’s
astonishment, muttered a few words m French.

¢ Be careful, my friends,” he said, in a mock clerical
tone. “ Don t be too assured that none of our warders
can understand you. JIt’s a dangerous game you're

playing.”
Laurence, staitled, turned upon the little man
nervously.

“T trust that you at least will not betray what you
have just overheard,” he <aid.

“You have heard of honour among thieves,” re-
turned Johnnie.  Believe in that honour, my friend.
It is not for me to betray a brother in misfortune.”

The train gluled into the station. A special darriage
reserved for conviets was brought along the line frqm
one of the sidiney and coupled to the brake van. The

‘mon were bundleld iuto it, the two gangs with their
respective warders being placed in separate compart-
ments. N

No sooner had the train started than the men took
advantage of the temporary laxity of discipline. For
& moment all eyes were turned to catch a last glimpse
at the great prison that crowned the heights in the blue
distance.

“ Good-bye to Grimley,” cried one man.
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*“ Ay, good-bye, bad cess to the place,”’ growledanother.

“It’s au revoir for some of us, I'm afraid,” added
Johnnie, turning to Laurence.

“Mdeed ? I hopo I may never have the pleasure
of meeting you there again,’” Laurence replied.

‘“ Hope is a delusion—an tgnis fatnus,” said Johnnie.

“Wot’s that ye say about fut?” asked a broken-
nosed lag opposite. *’0ld ’ard, Johnnie. Don’t yer
go for to make a chap’s mouth water, old pal. 'Tain’t
much fat we got at Grimley. Cive me Brixton prison
for fat. Yer can see it a-lyin on the top o’ yer cocoa
like cream. As fer (rimley, ver can't git much fat
there, ’copt on Toosdays, unles< yver eats ver candles,
as Charlie Wag ’ere did.  What fid yer do wi’ the wicks,
Charlie 2 ”

“Stowed ’em in me 'ammock.” said Charlie ; *“ that’s
w'ere the screw found em. 1'd ‘ave ate them as well,
only I couldn’t git ’em over the back o’ my throat.”

“Now, lads, let’s *ave a toune.” cried the broken-nosed
one.

“Who's got a planner or ~ concerteena in
boots 2

 Gentlemen,” said Johunie. with an assumption of
dignity, ¢ let uy sing the National Anthem.”

“We don’t want no National Ianthems yere,”
objected a convict sullenly. ‘' Let Johnnie give us
one of ’is reg’lar downright good songs. Plenty o’
time to sing Hanthems when we get outside.”

* Don’t yer be ufraid of no stupid =ongs where Johnnie
is,” said Charlie Wag. * Come on, Jobnnie, old pal;
give us that ’ere song abart the girl wi' the cork leg.
I Enows the chorus.”

Johnnie bhegan to sing solemuly. At tirst some of
his companions moved restlessly, thinking it was a
hymn. But soon the double meaging cf the words
was understood. The solemn notes grew into a quick
patter, accompanied by the rattling of handcuffs and
the beating of thick boots. Then came the boisterous
ohorus, full of ribaldry, in which some of the old lags
in the next compartment joined noisily.

* Don’t tell me as Johnnie was ever a toff,” said one

is
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of the men when the song was ended ; * that ain’t no
gocioty song W’y I ’eard the wery same sung in a
pub darn the ’Ammersmith Road atore I was nabhed
for my third hgging

Johnnie smil¢ 1 sho vineg his strong white teeth

“You wasnt 1 dlv ind fuuly s tofl, was you,
Johnnie ?° avle | the hicken nosed ono sertously

*“Yes, Twas, Tue vou sec eircumstances compelled
me to speculate witl cther people s money T hud to
resign my lnvu ul stws then T have been Iivui g
resioncd ab the ¢ 1< 1 the Sie

CAd o s vaaremude Tt cully Edu-
cation amnt m much sarvice to you, " added Chashie

o

‘Imifrtat of ¢ aeles [y returne G the ex-misc1onary
(for such be Ll Feaon You see, 10 my case the
odour of 1cspectynhiy b < hud to give place to the more
powerful odonr of c(Ahum U iczard myself as a hiving
examnle of the 1l «reci< ot vur prison organisation.
Before {1111 m fi ¢+ holwwwanhone<t man, walking
in God~w s I d1t 10 wmjury to socriety, I don’6
s boys, t' t Tw  gultlcs of the fnst oftence, but I
might hive hoon <uve Ewhen T was 1eleased ofter my
first 1mpr: m wrt Tut I was thrown destitute upon
a merciless wotld Ty ont 1o the bid- 1t was my only
resource I wasu ot ¢ 1 ] <s the second time— ’

“No T liv v u wint,” broke in Charhe Wag ;
“Trechon by 1w tine vou was as bad a lot ag any of
us coves here

“That T tetorted the ex-missionary.« * You
arc mn for mw lwu_hter Nosey there is doing
seven strctch {1 1obbing a bank, Number 222 18 in
for arson, and 99 here for murder. Now, I did nothing
80 bad as any of theee, but the law inconsiderately put
me m themidetof o1l oomfanions-—that 1smy grievance.
My fall s irretrievable  Intimate association with you
rogues has made me what you see me—a degr
profane blackguard.”

‘*“ Ay, you'ro all that now, Johnnie,” said Chatlie
Wag, with a coarse laugh., ‘ You was a puffet saint
w'en fust I know'd you, wasn't you! But now—wel]
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now I lay you could give any lag a start and beat ’im
’and over ’and. Yer eddication’s complete. You onl
wants a bit more practice outside, and then I bet you’
be as fly a cove as ever nicked a ticker or cracked a
crib. Yes, my boy, you don’t want no more learning.
You'll be all right; you won’t stop short until the
squeezer nips your scrag, and then it’ll be all up wi’ you.
Now, then, give us another song.”

CHAPTER XXXIII
IN THE BATH-IlGUSE

THE railway journey ovccupicd several hours, and it
was late in the afternoon when, having alizlted from
the train and been conveyed sume oix miwes by road in
prison vans, the twenty conviets were delivered up
by their old warders into the carc ol the authorilies ab
Jedwood.

This prison stood in the middle of a wide }luin, apart
from all other habitations. There was 1o cliance of any
of the gang making & suri ey of the surronnding conntry,
as they were not released from the sémi-cgarkness of the
vehicles until they were within the hihv prison walls.

At once upon alighting, Lauvence Gray looked about
him for D¢ Lacy. Fortunately, the two vaus arrived
at about the same time. No. 2 gang enlered the long
whitewashed passage of the reccivino-ward in advance
of their ten fellow-convicts. Gray, who was at the
head ofe No. 1 gang, thus followed imwmcdiriely behind
his friend, and they were again side by side. as they had
‘beén at Grimley Station.

They exchanged glances, but did not speak. Their
chains and handcuffs were at once removed by the new
warders. The twenty men were thgn marched off in

ingle file through the passage and across a yard to the
bathing-house. To the dismay of Laurence, he noticed
at once upon entering that the bath was not, as De Lacy
had foretold, an open one where all would bathe to-
“gether, but that there was a row of some five-and-twenty
separate baths. De Laoy also was somewhat taken aback
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by this unwelcome discovery. Between the baths
and the long form where the men were to undress there
was a wide space, along which the warders walked to
and fro.

“ What about that birth mark ?’’ whispered De
Lacy hurriedly in French, as he unbuttoned his jacket.

““It’s all right,” returned Gray ; ““I did it by suction
in the van just now.”

““Good. Hurry up thenand undress. Quick, quick ! ”

Gray stripped himoelf rapidly and laid his clothes
behind him on the form. De Lacy glanced at the shot
mark on Gray’s side, and murmured a word of satisfaction.
Laurence. had at first drcaded that the unexpected
structure of the baths would have prevented the carrying
out of their scheme as previously arranged. But De
Lacy, in his life of crime, had gained unusual quickness
of decision to help his natural cunning, and now, with a
sudden, swift movement, he drew Gray’s bundle of
clothes along the form and adroitly threw his own down
in their place. The next moment a warder ordered the
men tostcep forward, cuchtothe bathdirectly opposite him.

*“ All’s right,” wurinured De Lacy. ‘ Kcep your
own place.”

Laurence breathed heavily in his suspense as he
stepped into the waier.

The usual tenminutes only wereallowed forundressing,
bathing, drying, and dressing again.  With inward
agitation, but outward calm, Laurence put on the under-
clothing that De Lacy had left. It was exactly like his
own, and for an instant, in that unnatural tremor of
merve and brain, he almost doubted whether the-chap,
of bundles that he had secn De Lacy operate had really
taken place—whether it had not been a delusion
conjured up by his own heated fancy. Eagerly he
caught up the outer garments. * Ah, thank Heaven,
it was true! They were trimmed differently from
those he had previously ‘worn. He looked at the
cloth badge on the jacket, and saw that instead of the
familiar *“ R. 99 ”’ and the letter * L,” it bore the register -
number “M. 1,007 and the figure *“5,” denoting
the term of De Lacy’s sentence ’
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. He had scarcely drawn on his jacket when the word was
given :

‘“ By the right—march !

De Lacy had not yet put on his boots, and as the
files passed out of the bathing-house he hurriedly took
his place in the rear, as far removed from Gray as
possible. He had now become Laurence Gray, his
own old name would henceforth stand on the prison
registers as the denomination of a man far better and
nobler than he. w

Laurence Gray now wore De Lacy's badge. Thebadges
were the only marks by which the Jedwood warders
could identify individusls of the newly-arrived gang.
Gray’s exchange with De Lacy could not he detected
by any of the Jedwood officiuls, and if any of the Grimley
convicts should noticoe it, it was certain that they would
not betray the fact. It remained, however, for the
governor and doctor of Jedwood Prison to make their
examination of the new batch of prisoners, and hercin
there was great danger of discovery.

CHAPTER XXXIV
VICE VERSA

Frou the bath-house the twenty conviets were conducted
back to the receiving-ward, where gruel and bread were
served to them. .

After they had eaten this food, their numbers were
taken, and they wcre told to take off their boots,
jackets,, waistcoats, and breeches, and to place thg
clothes ncatly in a row of bundles in the exact order
in which they were then sitting.

When they were so far undressed, they were marched
in line into a large room, where sat thg depuly-governor,
the prison doctor, and the chief warder.

Here the men were told to strip themselves entirely.
Presently the whole twenty stood naked, and the deputy
called each man in turn before him to boe compared
with the written description of him in the official registecs.

Laurence Gray waited in indescribable suspenie while
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four or five of his companions were examined and identi-
fied. At length his own turn came. He answered to
the name of James Lacy.

Tho depnty read out the record against him, referring
to his crume—forgery—and his sentence—five years.
Then the clief warder, standing at his side, examined
him, notine the marks on his body as the deputy 1ead
out the 1econd of them

“Broeneyes ¢ sud the deputy.

*Richt,” cuswered the chief.

"Good trcth ¢

’ Y( N b

“Small z«d buth-maul on left fore-arm ?
Yoo

The o}uf warder saw the cicatiice on Laurence’s
side, anl wattud to answer concerning it.  But the
deputy, wpparently already satisfied, turned over the
page ot bic 1eport. Then he addressed Laurence.,

*T fiad thet you have lost nearly all your remission
marks, w cud " Aud you have no chance of making
them up w the shoit tune that 1s now left to you. You
will thcretore temain in your servitude :ntil within
twenty-eight davs of the expiration ot your five years’
sentenc:  In thice weeks’ time you will receive per-
mission to g1iov your harr 7’

“Thank you, wir,” said Laurence, and in his turn
he withdiew to the far end of the room. Another
danger was past. He felt his forehcad grow cooler
and his heart bet less 1apudly.

Johnuwe, the ex-missionary, was the next man

cexamined  Laurence noticed that the little rogue’s
naked buk was carefully looked at by the warder for
the marks of flog nng.

One by one the rest of the men underwent the official
inspection, and as Laurence was putting on some clean
underclothing that was given to him he heard his own
name pronounced.

¢ Laurenco Gray ! ”’

A thrill ran through him from head to foot. He needed
all his self-control not to step forward at the call,

De Laoy answered to it and took his stand,



VICE VERSA 155

Thedeputy-governor regarded him with keen scrutiny.
The report against Laurcnce Gray was a severe one,
Primarily, the fact of his being sentenced to life-long
imprisonment stamped him as one of the worst of
criminals, and his punishments at Grimley, first for
having a formidable weapon in his cell, and sccond, for
his attempted escape, signified to the officials at Jedwood
that in him they had to deal with a very bad character.

“I don’t know how it is,”” muttcred the deputy
aside to the doctor, * but that Captain Podmore has a
deuced easy way of "gotting rid of his worst men and
turning-them otf upon others. Why he should have
sent this particular man here I can’t well understand.
But come along, it’s nearly tea-time and I'm geiting
peckish. Ninety-nine, thisis a black record against you,”
he added, looking up at Do Lacy. “ You made an
attompt at escape some six months ago, I see 27

“ Yes, sir.”

*“ Were you flogzed 77

““ No, sir; the doctor said I was not fit foy it. I
was shot at and wounded.”

** What punishment did you receive ?

““ A month’s separate coufinement, with work at
the crank, and six months in chains, sir.”

** Where were you wounded ? ”’

*“ In the side, sir,”” answered De Lacy. .

Laurence, from a distance, listening intently, marvelled
at the coolness with which his confederate spoke.

The warder looked at De Lacy's side and saw there
a markK which, superficially at least, was not unlike
that of & shot wound which had been probed and doctored,
The warder, as it chaunced, was not suiliciently skilled
to recognise that the wound was of much more recent
date than six months before. His attention was
directed, however, by the sight of a black smear on thé
convict’s left arm.

“ What's that 2> he asked grufly. “ Why didn't
you wash yoursel properly just now ¢’

“ It’s some pitch that 1 rubbed against this morning
when I was coming out of my cell,”” De Lacy answered
boldly. “I couldn’t wash it off.” )

.F



156 CONVICT 99

In reality he had designedly smeared his arm with
the pitch in order to cover the red birth-mark of which
there was naturally no note set down in the description
of Laurcnce Gray.

‘“ Better ask your warder for some grease and clean
yourself,” said the chief.

The further examination of the new “ R. 99 was
concluded without any betray al of his real identity.

Laurence Gray was the onlv one of the Grimley squad
who wau noted m the transfer reports as being in weak
health. The doctor, howes er, did not personally examine
De Lacy, but simply told him that if he required any
medical help he was to apply for it in tho usual way.
For the present he would be put in the tailors’ shop,
where he would have work that would conduce towards
his recovery.

On being dismissed, the twenty men were taken out
to the passage, where their clothes had been left to
be searched. They dressed themselves, and were
conducted to their respective wards.

When the door of his cell had been shut upon him,
Laurcence Gray sank upon his knees, and, lcaning his
elbows on the wooden stool. buried his face in his hands
in an excess of joy that was alinost hike pain,

“ Geraldine! Geraldine!” he cried to his beloved
in his heart, ‘I will come to you soon! Only three
months more, and I shall see your face again !

Thehope wasintoxicating—maddening. Hetrembled
at his own dclight. In the old days he would never
have believed that mere freedom could secem so sweet a
thing. He wanted nothing else in the world now —save
oaly Geraldine.

He thought of what De Lacy had undertaken to endure
in his stead, and earnestly vowed to himself that he
would repay to the young convict’s mothor this great
debt of gratitude that he owed to her son. Then
suddenly the recollection that he was not yet safe
rushed into his mind, chilling his blood. He might
be discovered-—even at the very last moment of his
escape something might happen to betray him. But he
would not linger on the terrible fear, He trusted in
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his own strength, in his right of innocence, and in
God’s help,

He knelt praying until tho signal for going to bed
resounded in the massive prison walls.

CHAPTER XXXV
THE STRESS OF CIRCUMSTANCE

*“ GOOD-EVENING, Miss Lucas.”

It was dusk, and the lamps had just been lighted in
the library at Fenton Court. DBut Geraldine Lucag
was scarcely conscious of the soft glow they shed upon
her as she leaned back in an easy chair, against whose
cushions her head rested wearily.

It was several months since she and her father had
taken their trip to the South of France. The change
had done her no good, but Mr. Lucas's health had
seemed to benehtbv it. He had maintained his renewed
strength and cheerjulness until about a fortnight ago,
when he had caught a chill which hadsettled on his lungs.

He was now lying seriously ill. Geraldine had just
left him. Worn out by devoted walching, she had
that morning been persuaded by the doctor to go to
her own room and take some rest. She had slept for
many hours, and on returning to her father’s bedside
had learnt that during her absence Ralph Vickers,
now junior partner in the firmn of Christopher Lucas &
Co., had called and spent a long time in the sick-room,
and had been appointed sole trustee of her property
in the event of Mr. Lucas’s dcath. More than that, heg
father had implored her to consent to become Vickors’s
wife. He would not, he said, seek to influence her
decision if he lived ; but for the sake of his peace of
mind, he appealed to her to promise ham that if he should
die she would marry the man whom he had appointed
her guardian and protector.

Torn between her love for her suffering father and
her heart’s revolt against the thing he ashed of her,
Geraldine had rushed away from the bedside and down-
stairs to the empty library. She wanted to be alone to
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think, to realise her position. She felt stifled, dazed,
entrapped. Wherever she looked she saw trouble and
danger awaiting her.

Her father was in a condition so eritical that any
moment might bring a fatal relapse. This alone was
" terrible enough without the constant persecutions of
Ralph Vickers, and the inoxplicable silence of Laurence
Gray. And now Vickers, taking advantage of her
father’s weakness, had used his subtle influence to obtain
the post of sole trustee of her property, thereby acquir-
ing a power over her that he would surely afterwards
exert Lo foree her into compliunce with his wishes.

In despair she ausked herself what it wasthat so blinded
her father to Vickers’s real naturc—-how it was that a
parent wholoved his child so well could thus rashly place
her whole future under a had man’s control. And not
satisfied with trusting her fortunc to Vickers's care, her
father now besought her to give her hand and life to
him also—besought ber with urgent appeals to the
love and duty she owed himsel.

He had implored her with the anthority of one who
speaks from what inay prove to be his death bed. DBut
she could not vield.  Not cven for bis sake could she
foreswear ber fidelity to her old lover, and consent to
marry a man whom her inmost heart- abhorred.

And why had Laurence not written 2 It was more
than a year now since her fruitless visit to Grimley
Prison, and in all that time she had heard nothing.
What could it mean? Had he forgotten her? Or
could it be that, as her fatherhad frequently suggested,
ke had acted so ill in prison as to forfeit entinely the
privilege of writing 7 *’

No, no! that was impossible. The prison system
must be terrible indeed if one #0 manly and so noble
could be goaded,into vulgar insubordination. Yet
vague fears assailed her—fears both for him and for
herself. Strangely enough, too, her misgivings were
invariably associated with the thought of Vickers.
His influence seemed to peer out mockingly from
the heart of every trouble that came to her. She felt
his will like a network encompassing her, paralysing her
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efforts. But he should never conquer. Alone she
would struggle against him—would bafilec him—

‘“ Good-evening, Miss Lucas.”

She looked up with a start. There, hefore her in
the lanplight, stood Ralph Vickers himsclf. He looked
paler than usual, and thero was an expression of mock
gravily upon his faco.

Geraldine replied coldly to his salutation. Her
beautiful features seemed to harden into stonc as she
surveyed him.

*“You cntered very silently. I am not accustomed
to be intruded upon so stealthily.”

“ I beg your pardon,” rejuined Vickers. ¢ My excuse
must be that [ want to talk with you.”

Without permission he scated himself in a large chair
facing the one in which she sat. Leaning back negli-
gently, yet with one hand grasping cach arm of ihe
chair, he fixed his sombre ¢yes upon her.

“T have just left vour fatber. There is no im-
provement in his condition.”

A shudder passed through Geraldine, but she said
nothing. She only coldly returned the ba:ilisk look
fastened on her.

“He told me that vou were greatly disturbed at a
suggestion he made concerning 10e.”

. "I do not wish to speak of that,” said Geraldine,
rising.

“ Bxeuse me.” The tone of his voice detained her
as she was preparing to walk away. " Your father
desires &hat we should gpeaik of it.  Geraldine, it is
the degrest wish of his heart that you should give
yotrself to me.” ¢

“ I will not hear this, Mr. Vickers.”

She moved towards the door; but Vickers, rising
suddenly, got before her and barred fhe way.

“You shall hear it. I will not be treated like this
any longer. Your father implores you to marry me.
Will you dare to refuse him, ilr asheis ?”

Geraldine had recoiled a few steps, and now stood
before him, white with indignation. At his last
words the whiteness changed to crimson in her checks.
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Even Vickers shrank for an instant before the new fire
and anger that darkened her ordinarily tender eyes.

I shall dare to be true to the man to whom I have
sworn fidelity,” she answered, with quiet passion. “1I
love my father deeply. I would buy back his health
with the sacrifice of my own—I would gladly die to
save him, if I could—but I cannot do wrong at his
bidding. Besides, you have blinded him. If he could
read your character as clearly as I read it, he would
cut out his tongue sooner than demand that I should
wreck my life by joining it to yours.”

A flecting gleam in Vickers's eyves showed that her
words had stung him. But he controlled himself well.
Only her scornful defiance of him precipitated a revela-
tion which he now felt himscl{ secure in making.

“If it is your duly to Laurence Gray that prevents
you from consenting to become my wife, you need
trouble no more about the matter,” he said lightly.
“ That obstacle is removed.”

She looked at him fixedly.

“ What do you mecan 7 ”’

He stood rigidly immovable, hut his eyes seemed to
drive into her resisting soul the three short words that
his lips uttered.

“ Gray is dead.”

He saw a convulsion pass over her face. Her eyes
had taken a wild look of startled horror. But she
said firmly :

“T do not Lelicve it.”

“It is the truth,” returned Vickers hoarsely, stirred
to rage by the thought that he could not in any way
fiove her, nor shake her faith. “ It is as true as tkat
we both stand here.”

She trembled again, but held herself outwardly calm.

I cannot trust your bare word, Mr. Vickers.”

“How you insult me!” he mutiered between his
closed teeth. And then, going nearer to her, he repeated
fiercely, “I tell you it is true—true—true!” He
was now 50 close to her that his hot breath touched her.
cheek. “I heard it from the warder. He was shot in

trying to escape nearly a year ago.”
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The fierce conviction in his words swept all doubt
before it. The man’s real sclf was apparent, eager and
cunning, under the mask of his society manner.

Geraldine swayed in her deepening terror. The
brightly-lighted room began to rcel about her. Yet
still she fought against belief.

It cannot be ! It cannot be— " ’

But the recollection of this long year of silence rushed
over her, drowning her hope. Her voice died in her
throat with a choking sound. Vickers noted her whiten-
ing lips and the unstcadiness of the hand that was
reaching out to the heavy library-table for support.

Shot—in trying to escape! The dear, warm heart
stilled for ever; the loved face cold and bloodless ;
the noble spirit Hled—

“It cannot be,” she protested again, but silently,
for.although her lips moved, yet no sound came from
them, ‘1 do—not—believe.”

She put out her arms as if Lo heat away the appalling
thought. Shc had forgotten where she was. Her
brain was whirlinz. She was not conscious of Ralph
Vickers’s clasp as he half led, half carried her back to
her chair. Neither did she hear him when presently
he murmured in a satisfied tone :

“ We shall get our way with her after all-—the old
man and I. She will jromize to marry me now.”

CHAPTER XXXV1
WARDER HEWITT

Froum the day on which iheir bold exchange of names
and sentences had been eficeted, Laurence Gray and
Jacques de Lacy saw very little of each other in Jedwood
Prison. De Lacy, impersonating Lgurence Gray, was
put to light work in the tailors’ shop, while Gray was
placed in one of the outdoor gangs that were labouring
on the prison railway, then in course of consiruction.
Their separation, however, was an advantage, since
they thus evaded the danger of being too frequently
seen talking together. It was only on Sundays, during
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the exercise hour, that they could contrive to exchange
a fcw words.

Laurence soon realised that the discipline at Jedwood
was far more rigid than at Grimley, and that the warders
were more strict ; his work, too, was more laborious.
But he had the great satisfaction of knowing that, should
his identity remain undetected his imprisonment would
not last much longer, and he worked with a lighter
heart than he had done since the beginning of his penal
servitude.

Anxiously he counted the weeks and days that were
to clapse before his release. Nevertheless, he was in
constant fear lest by some unhappy chance the deception
he was practising should be discovered, and the barrier
of life-long detention and elose surveillance—a barrier
stronger than before, inexorable, eternal-—be raised
between him and the desire of his heart. With every
day he grew more anxious. His consciousness. that
he was acling a part made himm suspicious of everyone
about him—suspicious of his fellow-conviets, and, more
than all, suspicious of the warders. His eyes, once so
smiling and fearless, had gained a restless, feverish
look, and shrank from the steady gaze of others.

It was only at night, when alone in his cell, that
he gave rein to the keen, sirong hopes, the rapturous
joy, that posscssed him.  There in the darkness his
excited imagination would show him the sweet face of
Geraldine, vivid and clear, as when he had last scen
it in the flesh on that occasion of their parting in the
glass-room at Newgate. Then death had beew before
]E;t;l, now it was love that beckoned. Life, that had

n so nearly lost, now stretched before him, suhlit
and rich with promise. After the agony through which
he had passed, the simple happiness of every day would
seem like the blisg, of Paradise. Night after night he
would picture to himself the delight that awaited him,
until he grew afraid of his own joy. Then he would
get out of his hard bed and kncel and pray.

There was one among the warders, a man named
Hewitt, who gave him continual uneasincss. It was
on the first day of his toil upon the railway line that
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he encountered this man. The tone of Hewitt’s voice,
as he gruffly gave him some orders, fell upon Laurence’s
ears with an almost familiar ring, and certain idiomatic
words that he used proved him to bo a Lancashire man.

Laurence looked up at him in surprise, and studied
his features' carefully. Suddenly he dropped the
heavy bar of iron that he was lifting. le made a
step forward, then checked himsulf. A feeling of
sickening fear came over him. He had recognised
Hewitt as a man who, ycars before, had known him
intimately in the Blackburn factory. He was in terror
lest the recognition should be mutual. All his hopes,
all his chances of restoration to liberty, now depended
upon this one warder, Should this man once suspect
what had been done, should he by chance recognise
his old acquaintance, Laurcnce Gray, it would be a
simple matter for him further to discover that another
convict was bearing Cray's name. For the sake of a
possible promotion, if not for duty’s sake alone, he
would certainly report the discovery to the governor,
and the whole scheme would be immediately exposed.
The dread of this possibility became as a nightmare to
Laurence Gray. He took courage in the fact that his
cropped head, shaven face, and prison costume afforded
him a temporary protection. He had looked forward
with passionate eagerness to the time when he should
have permission to grow his hair and beard, thinking
to date from that day his return to his former self.
But in this restored dignity he now forcsaw danger.
His ldngthening brown locks would inevitably add to
the risk of his recognition by anyone who had known
him during his days of freedom.

Hewitt had been formerly a timekeeper in the Black-
burn factory where Gray had served his apprenticeship.
He had associated with him intimately before Laurence
had removed to London, but had then lost all knowledge
of him until the time of the Gospel Oak murder, when
the newspaper reports of the trial had brought Gray's
name into notoriety. At that period Hewitt had
already received his appointment as an assistant warder
at Jedwood Prison, and it was natural that on reading

F*
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of the commutation of Gray’s death-sentence to penal
servitude for life he should consider it as not improbable
that Laurence might atsome time be drafled to Jedwood.
Accordingly, whenever a new gang of convicts had
arrived from other prisons, he had half expected to
find his old friend among them.

On that first day of their mceting, before his recog-
nition by Gray, Hewitt looked intently into Laurence’s
face. Those decp brown eyes certainly recalled the
eyes of Laurcnce Gray, but the badge on Laurcnce’s
left breast had told him that the new man wus only a
five ycars’ convict, and he turned carclessly away.

Warder Hewitt had a characteristic not uncommon
among the officials of couvict prisons. He had a mania
for ordering the men under his charge to have their
hair cropped. Every evening he would call men ouf
to be opcrated upon. Laurence Gray did not escape
the irritation of this petty tyranny. His hair was
kept cropped as close as scissors could cut. He bore it
silently, knowing that remonstrance would be useless.
But at last came the day on which he had run out his
time to within threc months of his release. On the
morning of that day he put out his broom under his
cell door to signify that he wanted to see the governor.

At dinner-time an interview was granted him ; he
boldly made his application to grow his hair and beard.
The permission was accorded him without question,
and his name—or, rather, that of James Lacy—was
cntered upon a list, which was hung up in the ward.

On that same cvening he saw Hewitt readihg the
nemes, and he felt that he was still safe, It was evident
that the warder had not yet discovered his secret.

« Day by day and week by week as his hair grew longer
he became more and more agitated when in the presence
of this warder. As a convict approaching his release
he was placed on extra dict, to be fattened up so that
his friends might not be too incensed against the
authorities. Herein lay another immediate danger,
for as he gradually recovered his full health, so also did
his features regain their youthful finencss of outline.
Warder Hewitt’s eyes began to dwell on him more
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frequently ; the doubt in them changed to suspicion,
the suspicion to menacing severity.

At length the time came when Laurcnce, instead of
counting by menths or weeks, could calculate the
hours and almost the moments that yet scparated him
from liberty and Geraldine.  Many things bore witness
that that blessed time was approaching. The prison
chaplain visited him more often, giving him good counsel
concerning his future conduct in the outer world, and
promising him a Bible and a Prayer-book—the usual
gift to departing convicts. One day he was measured
for the suit of liberty clothes that was to be supplied
to him in place of tho garments he had forfeited at
Newgate. On anothcr occasion he was called out to
be photographed. This last was an ordeal from which
he shrank with bittecrest repugnance. He could not
endure the thought that his likeness was doomed to
have its place in the portrait gallery of criminals. The
necessity for this reminded him, too, of the fact that
his release from prison would not mean an entire release
from humiliating police surveillance—that after all
tho injuries he had rececived, the sufferings he had en-
dured, there yct remained one crowning insult to be
borne, that of being a ‘‘ ticket-of-lcave *” man.

One day, about three wecks before his discharge,
Laurence Qray, working like a slave on the railway
embankment, was conscious that he was being closcly
watched by Warder Hewitt. Whenever he raised
his head the foxy cyes of the warder were upon him,
taking account of his every movement. At last Hewiit
approdched him and spoke. .

*“ Hast tha ever bin i’ Blackburn, young man 2”
he asked abruptly, in broad Lancashire dialect.

‘ Blackburn % ”’ echoed Lanrence aghast.

‘“ Ay, Blackburn. Happen yo® never heerd o't’
place, eh ? I thowt as I'd seen yo theer.”

Laurence, growing pale, bent down to continue
his labour. It would have been better for him, perhaps,
if he had answered in the negative. But whenever it
wag possible he avoided telling a lie.

“Look hcre, lad,” persisted the warder, ¢ there’s
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summut as I doan’t understand about yo. I've had
my suspicions ever sin’ yo come herc, and now as the
thatch is a-growin’ I'm nigh certain on’t. James
Lacy beant thee reel naame. But I'll ask t’ governor.
Happen %e’ll get Lo t” bottom o’ thee tricks, my lad.”

(CHOAPTER XXXVII
AT THE BRINK OF FREEDOM

LAURENCE'S pulses throbbed fast. But he rcmained
silent. He now knew that tho warder had partly
recognisedd him. 1t ouoly required that he should
discover by rcference to the prison register the fact
that the name ‘" Laurence Gray” was cntered there,

‘and then all would be over.

This was in trath the very thing that Hewitt at once

‘proceeded to do. At dimner-time that day he went

to the governor's office. A few preliminary words
with the chief warder cnabled him to gev a sight of
the register, wherein he discovered the names and
records of the twenty conviets who had lately arrived
from Grimley. MHe suid nothing of his suspiciuns, but
took an carly opportunity of going into the tailors’ shop.
There he casually asked onc of the warders to point
out the man Laurence Gray.

¢ There he is,” said the warder, indicaling Jacques
de Lacy. " That young lag there at the end of the
repairing bench.” .

Howitt approached the man and silently scrutinised
hkm. A grim smile came to his lips as he thought of a
means of testing the conviet’s identity.

De Lacy was repairing a prison jacket. He observed
the warder standing near hiwm.

““What sort o’ clothwould yo call that as yo’re workin’
on ?” Hewitt asked. - -

‘ Shoddy, downright shoddy,” promptly answered
De Lacy. ‘ This stuff never saw Lancashire, I lay.”

* Yo're a judgo o’ cloth, are yo ?”’

“ Well, I ought to be, sir, seeing that I was once a
cut-looker in a Blackburn factory.’ ’
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“Ah? And whose factory were that 2 »

De Lacy looked up knowingly. In his few minutes’
talk with Laurence on the previous Sunday he had been
informed on all matters connected with Mr. Hewitt.

“You ought to know that yourself, sir,” he replied.
“You were timekecper in the same place when 1 was
serving my ’prenticeship.  Don't you remomber
Laurence Gray ¢’ )

“ [ remember the name, but—”’

“Yes, L daresay T'm altered, sir,” coolly broke in De
Lacy, stitching away industriousiy meanwhile. But this
sort of existenco would alter any man.  Allonis himself
wouldi’t look very handsome rigged out in this style.”

For a moment Hewitt was nonplussed.  But the
convict’s evident Lknowledge of the avtecedents of the
true Laurence Gray did not wholly deccive him. He
went away from the tailors” shop perplexed indeed, but
more than ever convineed that Gray and De Lacy were
acting in collusion.

The next morning, when he went out with his gang
to the railway works, he determined to confront Laurence
CGray with a full accusation of conspiracy. Warder
Hewitt was an oflicial who was thorouvghly imbued with
the sense of duty, and he resolved to do his duty now by
exposing what he believed to be an unparalleled
piece of audacity. It was not until about an hourbefore
noon that he saw a suitable opportunity. e walked
up, rifle under arm, to the spot where Gray was working,
and looked at him through his keenlittle cyes.

1 &now what thce little game is now, my lad,”
he said. “I’ve found oot aw about thee. Ay, and ¢’
governor shall hear tell of it afore neet.  Yo've managdd
it graidely well so far. But yo'll ha’ to make another
change o’ badges wi’ yon other chap in t’ tailors’ shop.”

Laurencostarted upright, and looged into the warder’s
severe face. Therein he read his doom.

Still he said nothing, and made no movement of either
anger or fear. But when Hewitt had walked away, a
change that was like a blight came over his features, and
& violent trembling seized him, making his strong
arms helpless at their work. The autumn daylight
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was about him still, but he felt as if a thick veil of
darkness had fallen between him and the sky. His
spirit, which had of late soared to heaven, was now
sinking down, down, into the lowest abyss of despair.

It was all over. Now—almost at the last moment,
at the very brink of frcedom-—the cup of relief and
blessedness was dashed from his lips. There was no
more hope. He knew that Hewilt would do as he
threatened. And then farewell to liberty, to love,
to his drcam of re-establishing his innocence,

Why not farewell to life also ? For the second time
during his term of servitude the horrible temptation
of snicide assailed him. Half-maddened by the
anguish of disappointment, terror-stricken at the
blackness of the future that now lay before him, he
lifted his eyes to the engine that snorted and puffed near
by on the completedline of rails. One moment’s agony
under those pitiless wheels and all would be finished.

‘ Presently, when it moves, I'll do it,” he said to
himself, and his features hardened with the terrible
resolve.

He was working on the down line, laying sleepers,
side by side with the convict Johnnie—the ex-missionary.
They were not watched very closely by the warders,
and he would be able presently to take his leap forward,
without attracting notice until too late.

His eyes wandered from the locomotive across the
line to the pathway beyond. There, like a moving
sunbeam, a little fairhcaded child was toddling happily
along, coming towards tho railway. 4She was gmiling

to herself as she came, and holding up her white pina-

f8re with both chubby hands. In her four-year-old

innocenco she did not secm at all distressed by the idea
' that she was drawing ncar to a gang of convicts,

It was nearly two years since Laurence had seen a
littlo child. -Now, ‘at sight of this baby-girl, a deep
sob rose in his throat and his eyes filled with tears.
To him she seecmed an angel from God coming to allev-
iate his silent anguish and save him from himself. His
thoughts of suicide fled like demons before the bright-
ness of her advancing presence. As he stood watching
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her his face softened, until, framed as it again was with
thick, brown, curling locks, it looked like the face of
the Laurence Gray of old. And slowly, one by oue,
the tears rolled down his cheeks—great tears that
mourned his whole life laid in ashes, and yet brought
with them such relief that his sore heart could say
with resignation : ¢ Thy will be done.”

Suddenly there was a commotion at his side. The
man Johnnie had flung down his crowbar and had
bolted. He was now running at the top of his speed
down theline. A confusion of shouting arose ; a warder
blew his shrill whistle and gave chase, joined by scveral
others, but the escaping convict had a good start,
and soon out-distanced his pursuers. A few shots
were fired, but still the man ran on and on. 'Then
the driver of the waiting engine, seeing the desperateness
of the situation, sprang upon the locomotive and
started it in pursuit. 'There would he no chance now
for the fugitive, for at the point which he had reached,
})_arricadcs on either side compelled him to. keep to the
ine.

This Taurcnce saw. But he saw something more.
The little child who had been to him as an angel was
crossing the rallway! The engine-driver, in his haste,
had not seen her. Tn another moment her sweet little
body would be under the iron wheels.

Forgetting himself, forgetting everything but her
danger, Laurence rished forward. The carth reeled
about him. TFor aninstant he was conscious of nothing
but thét little figure on the rails and the huge dark mass
that was bearing down upon him, mighty, relentlesp,
belching forth jets of steam. So close the iron monster
eame that for three or four awful seconds he believed,
that both the child and himselfl would bekilled. Snatch-
ing her up, he made one blind, desperate leap aside.
His sleeve grazed the engine’s buffer, but he sprang clear
and landed safely on the opposite bank. The child
wag saved.

Passionately he held her to him, thrilling with joy

.at the confiding clusp of her little round arms, as,
frightened still, she clung to him and cried. She was
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not afraid of him; he was under no ban for her.
Probably she did not even know the meaning of the
often-repcated broad-arrow on his coarse oclothing.
He was her saviour, and she trusted him. He had won
a claim on the affection of her baby heart.

A moment later a man’s voice, strangled with sobs,
cried : .

“Lillie! Lilie!™

She turned at the sound, and struggled in Laurence’s
clasp, answering joyously :

“'Fa.rver, farver—me not hurt ; puff puff not touch
me!”

Laurence looked up with a pang of jealousy. It
was Warder Hewitt who had come. He took his child
up in his arms and strained her to him, sobbing like a
woman. Suppressing his agitation for a moment, he
convulsively caught Laurence by the wrist.

“ God bless thee, lad! God bless thee for this!
he cried brokenly, meeting Gray’s astonished look.

¢ Are you Wer Tather 2 *asked Laurcence hoarsely.

There was no need for a spoken roply. Hewitt’s
emotion was answer enough.

Suddenly, acting on a swift impulse, Gray sprang
up and touched the warder’s arm.  His face was full of
desperate appeal. His words came disjointedly and fast.

¢ Listen to me a moment, sir.  Your suspicions about
me are right. I am Laurcnce Gray, and that man in
the tailors’ shop is Jim Lacy. We exchanged clothes,
and he agreed Lo work out my life tcrm, and let me get
iree in his place. I am innocent of the crime fortwhich
a!m condemned. Before GodI swear 1 am asinnocent

this child. I want to get out to prove my innocencs.

I want to go to one whom I love as dearly as you love

this infant and your wife. Sir, have pity on me | Don’t

betray me. I throy myself on your mercy. For the
love of God be silent and let me get free! ”* ..

For a moment the warder and the convict confronted
each other in silence. Between them, like a living
bond, prattled the child, whose voice but for Gray’s
bravery would now have been stilled in death. At
last Hewitt said unsteadily :
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“’.,Aw reet, lad. I wonna say nowt. Yo’re safe fro’
me.

And, carrying the child, he walked away, just as,
from the opposite sido of the line, a shout went up that
the fugitive  Johnnie” had been overtaken by the
engine and securely recaptured.

CHAPTER XXXVIIT
GERALDINE’S JOURNEY

In the grey light of a November noon Geraldine Lucas
alighted from the London train at the station of the
little town of Sandham, six miles from Jedwood Prison.
She was dressed darkly and plainly, and was heavily
veiled, but even through these sombre wrappings her
unusual beauty made itsclf known. ‘Chere was some-
thing about the poise of her head and the movement
of her figure that attracted every cve towards her.
The people on the platform watched her adwmiringly
a5 she passed among them.  But shie scarcely saw them.
Her mind was straining towards one cherished object,
and the scene about her was unreal {o her asa dream.

On the previous cvening, when she had reeovered
consciousness after hearing Vichers's announcement
of Laurcnce Gray's death, she had gone to her room,
slowly and mechanically, numbed by the very intens-
ity of the shock that she had received. Alono there
she felt the numbness pass away. Inits stead a terrible
despag overwhelmed her. She lay on her couch, a
prey $o mental anguish that secemed to shrivel up her
ybuth and bring her near to the fate that alone now she
thought could unite her to her lover. For hours she
lay thus in the deep darkness of the November night,
until utter exhaustion brought her oblivion in a sccond
and prolonged unconsciousness.

When she recovered from this it was nearly morning.
Instead of rencwed despair, a sudden hope entered her
mind. What proof had she of Laurence’s death %
None whatever. Ralph Vickers believed in it himself
—conviction had rung in his voice as he told her of it
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—but that was no real proof. There must have been
someerror. She could not think it possible that Laurence
could die thus and be buried without any notification
of the fact being sent to his friends. Then; too, the
fondly superstitious thought came to her that if Laurence
had died he would have returned to her in spirit—would
have sent her some messaze to tell her. He would
not have lot her live so many months without knowing.

* No, no, it cannot be ! > she said to herself again as
on the cvening before. “ There is some mistake—some
mystery. But T will learn the truth.”

Trembling and weakened by that night of sleepless
grief, she rose, though it was yet dark, and bogan to
dress. As soon as the household was astir she weht
to see her father. Te was still in the same condition.
If any change had come at all it was for the worse.
Geraldine’s tears fell on his face as she kissed him. In
his pain and weakness he did not observe how deadly
white she was, and how deep and dark were the purple
circles heneath her eyes.

Saying no word to him of what Ralph Vickers had
told her, she left him an hour later and drove down to
the office of the Dircctor of Convict Prisons, in Parlia-
ment Street. Only Heaven knew what agony of sus-
pense and dread was in her heart as she asked for news
of Laurence Gray, *“ now undergoing a sentence of penal
servitude for life at Grimley Prison.” Her limbs
trembled under her. Her heart seemed as if it would
presently cease to beat.

The official to whom <he had applied looked tBrough
his books. There was a pause. The few short minutes
wére long as hours to Geraldine. ‘
s “The convict Gray is not now at Grimley,” said the
official at last. ‘‘ He was removed nearly four months
ago to Jedwood Prisgn, near Sandham.”

Removed—only four months ago. Then he was alive
t—;alive! Nothing could surely have happened gince

en.

“Is he well 2 she asked, in a low, quivering voice.

The official stared.

‘ Perfectly well, according to the last report.”
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Geraldine caught her breath. The relief, the sudden
revulsion of feeling, was almost more than she could
bear. She put out her hand and caught for support at
the wooden rail of a bureau that stood near.

¢“ Can I—have an order—to see him ? ** she inquired,
the words coming forth brokenly from her pale lips.

T will gee.”

After a long delay and many questions and formalities
the order was granted her, subject of course, to the
consent of the governor of Jedwood. .

She took it and left the office. Her step had regained
its firmness, and her face something of its natural tender
delicacy of hue. New strength was in her limbs, and
thankfulness and hope drove the blood faster through
her veins.

And now, only a few hours later, she was drawing
near to J egwood Prison. It was ncarly two years since
she had seen Laurence—two years all but threec months
since that memorable evening when their first kiss of
betrothal had been followed by the thunderclap of his
unjust arrest. Great Heaven! when would it end,
this perversion of justice, this long and terrible martyr-
dom ? Was it to go on forcver? Would their love
find its consummation only in the grave ?

That morning a letter had come to her from the
solicitor whom she had employed on Laurence’s behalf,
stating that he wished to see her. She had not had time
to obey his summons, but it had revived her hope.
Perhaps he had made some important discovery or found
a clue f't’ last to Kesteven’s real murderer.

She®would go to him to-morrow. Meanwhile she
would®see again the dear face that she loved, hear again
for a brief half-hour the strong, manly voice whose
tones were vivid in her memory as if she had heard
them but yesterday. From this interview she would
retura refreshed, with renewed trus®in God’s providence
and more strength to endure the bitter waiting that
was yet to come—more strength, too, to say, if need
be, to her dying father, ““I cannot do as you ask me.
I must be true to Laurence.”

Her heart beat wildly as she looked out through
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the window of the hired carriage and saw the grey
bare walls of the great prison rise in grim menace from
the level plain. A flood of joy rushed over her. Laurence
—he whom she loved, he who loved her-—was there
within those walls. This thought made the vast penal
stronghold almost dear to her. But when, a few
'moments later, she stood at its ponderous gates, her
joy gave way to dread and to an unutterable desolate-
ness. Dread lest, as before at Grimley, some impedi-
ment should arise to deny her the interview she craved,
and desolateness as she fclt her own bitter loneliness
standing there with no real friend in all the world save
a father, who perbaps was dying, and a lover who was a
convict, branded and shut off from the rest of mankind.
She shuddercd as the heavy gates opened before her,
and she passcd into the court-yard of the prison.

CHAPTER XXXIX
A STRANGE INTERVIEW

TeE governor, Major Walsh, scanned her curiously
as she entercd his officc. 1t was not often that such
a visitor -graced that gloomy place. Indeed, when for
an instant she raised her veil, the major thought it
was not often that so sweet a face shone on any part
of the world.

From herself he turned his attention to the order
she presented. He scrutinised it keenly and in silence,
while her heart grew chill with the fcar that he ywould

some obstacle in the way of this privilege of whi¢h
she stood so dosperately in need.

At first it appcarcd that such would be the ocase.
The governor, referring to a book,” began to mutter
words of doubt. The record against the convict Gray
was bad. He had lost all his marks and had not yet
retrieved them. But Geraldine, pale and agitated,.
pleaded eloquently; and finally, r consulting ‘with
-the chief warder, he consented. He directed that she
should be conducted to the receiving-room, and that
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the prisoner Laurence Gray should he brought thither
to seo her. :

Geraldine waited, motionless and silent, quieting her
straining heart that throbbed violently with eager
longing and expectant joy. Presently, at the request
of the chief warder, she went behind a row of iron bars
that divided off a portion of the room. _Another row of
bars facced this one, and between the twe the chief warder
installed himself as witness of the approaching interview.

A feeling of indignation rosc in Geraldine. Was
she to meet her lover thus, with a double iron barrier
between like the bars of a wild beast’s cage—with no
handshake, no touch of the loving fingers that, as with
electric power, could convey so many mcssages of
comfort, 8o many promises of eternal faithfulness %
And must their passionate love, their gricf, all the long
agony of both their hearts be poured forth in the hearing
of this rigid-featured warder, to whom all suffering must
be a mockery and a jest ?

While yet these thoughts were surging i her mind,
the door of the room opencd and the prisoner appeared
conducted by an assistant warder. A film seemed
suddenly to spread itself beforc Geraldine's cyes;
eagerness and the overwhelming joy of feeling that once
again she was in Laurence’s presence momentarily
blinded her, so that she saw nothing but two vague
forms advancing slowly as through a mist. Then the
film vanished and all became clear.  Across the few
feet of intervening space her lifted cves encountered
those of the convict who confronted her from behind the
op]p-gsfbe bars. .

absolute silence she gazed at him, at first wit
horror, then with doubt, then with a cold perplexity
that arrested the palpitation of her heart and slackened
the course of the blood in her ®eins. He was not
Laurence, but & man somewhat resembling him in height
and colouring, nervous, graceful even in his hideous
suit of degradation, and with eager, unquict eyes.
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CHAPTER XL
THE SUBSTITUTE

GERALDINE turned to the chief warder.

¢ It was the prisoner Laurence Gray I asked to see.”

‘“ This is he,” was the rigid reply.

She was about to protest when the conviet’s voice
reached her. De Lacy—for it was he—was quivering
in his every fibre with almost uncontrollable emotion.
For five long ycars he had not looked upon a woman’s
face, and this sudden confrontation with one so sweet,
so purely beautiful, sent thrlls through all his being,
a.mf made his ordinarily untroubled heart ache wit
new longing after a better life. A great shame over-
whelmed him. He would have let the earth engulf
him rather than that this good woman should look
upon him longer in his ignominfbus condition. But
even for her sake he had to speak. For her sake he
would do his duty to Laurence Gray. He felt sure
now that a man who loved and was beloved by an
angel such as this would nobly keep the promise he had
made to help his poor friend’s mother.

With an cffort De Lacy forced himself to play his

art.

“ Geraldine,” he said, in a reproachful tone, “am I
then so changed that you do not recognise me ?

At the sound of her name a thrill ran through her.
The strange voice had been unsteady too, as if with
uncertainty or emotion. She looked intently &t the
cenvict, and read in his eyes—brown eyes like Launrence’s,
yot how different in cxpression !—something struggling
for utterance—a warning, an entreaty, almost a fear.

The chief warder, sitting between them noticed
nothing of this. He was accustomed to witnessing the
consternation and horror of persons who first saw their
relatives or friends shaven and cropped and in the
Pprison dress.

D; m huﬁried ? bflfl(;lre Gelrfa.ld.ine had ﬁl:::o to

. He spoke glibly, as if repeating a n :
.P?‘QI sm so glad you h%,ve come ! m afraid you
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had forgotten me, that others—Ralph Vickers, for
instance—had poisoned your mind against me. My
heart nearly broke last year when you came to Grimley
and I did not see you. But evil circumstances held
me back, as they hold back many a poor prisoner who
would give his life to see the woman he loves

Startled and amazed, Geraldinc listened. This strange
man knew who she was, spoke words that Laurence
himself might have spoken! A sickening dread came
over. Was Laurence dead indeed ?

Her eyes dilated with the icy fear. Her unveiled
face grew white to the very lips. It was well that she
was strong-naturcd. IHad she bsen weak, Laurence
CGray’s fate would in that mowment have been scaled.
A single exclamation of protest would have lost him to
her for ever.

It was strange that the cry did not come ; for horrible
thoughts thronged ufion her, torturmng suspicions that
here was some demon’s work of Ralph Vickers’s doing.
How was it that, ask whom she might, go where she
would—even here in the prison itsclf —she could neither
hear satisfactory news of Laurence nor penctrate to him ?

This question burned in her brain like fire. Was
Laurence living or was he dead ? If he were living,
why should another man personate him 7 If dead—

She clutched the bairs before her for support. There
was no time for thought now. She must act. Bub
even in the midst of her terrible fears, feminine in-
tuition came to her aid. She judged the face of the
conviotf before her, and saw that it was not wholly
evil. 8he saw, too, that he was anxious ; his eyes, hig
silently moving lips, even his hands, and the attitude
of his body, seemed to transmit to her the word, deep
and impressive, ¢ Hush ! ”

For a moment the truth suggested itself to her—that
for some hidden reason Laurenco had changed char-
acters with this man. The stranger’s knowledge of
her proved at least that Laurence had confided in him.
Clinging to the comfort of this possibility, she forced
herself to calmness. A man in whom Laurence had
confided was worthy of being trusted by her. It was
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evident that somescheme was on foot, but in her ignorance
of its nature she resolved to make as yet no sign of her
discovery. Here, where the very walls had ears, the
slightest word of inquiry might do irreparable harm,
and this stranger’s feverish haste to pour into her ears
words that she would have expected noman but Laurence
to speak seemed to confirm her assumption that
Laurence himsclf had, for some incomprehensible reason,
instructed him to be his deputy.

Yet—the doubt sprang into her mind—if Laurence
were living, would he not come to her at all hazards ?
Would he let another man come in his stead %

Then, as if Heaven had sent them for an answer, the
words this man had just spoken came back to her,
distinet and full of meaning : * Evil circumstances held
me back—as they hold back many a poor W who
would give his life to see the woman he loves.’

These words were as a revelation. She determined
to be silent, and, in so far as was consistent with truth

- and dignity, to aid the convict before her in the playing

‘added, “I hope that your father will live to see ::H

of his part. She might gather news of Laurence from
his guarded speech ; also it was probable that he would
find means to repeat to Laurence all that she had said.

It was time now for her to speak, for the interview
could only be brief. Her silence, too, would presentl
become suspicious to the waiting chief warder, althoug
her crowding doubts and conflicting feelings had
occuf)ied only a few short moments.

1 have bad news this time,” she said. “ My father
is very ill—perhaps dying. In a few days I may be
alone in the world.” .

*De Lacy’s cyes looked across into hers firmly, steadily,
charged with mysterious meaning.

“ Not alone,” he answered her. “God will watch
over you. Remenfoer that.” He paused, and then
innocence proved. I still trust—and believe—he
dp so.”

S ‘.‘Thheamwohr(:s t am;e(li)elieve‘;bmere spoken with an
is that conveyed a probability, almost a promise.
Goraldi thrilled. Sﬂe

Geraldine started and had ocast off her:
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weakness, and now, standing there erect and stately
behind the dividing bars, she threw all her soul’s yearning
appeal into her glorious eyes. They asked {.im the
secret of thismystery, the meaning of his bold assumption
of another man’s identity. Something of command,
too, was there, compelling his reply.

“ Help comes always in the hour of greatest need,”
he said adroitly. ““When our troubles ate at their
worst, deliverance is close at hand. It is not long
since I was in despair; but now 1 am calm and full of
hope. Let my hope comfort you. Look forward to
the day when we shall be reumited.”

“He still speaks in Laurence’s name,” Geraldine
thought. Aloud she said : *“ Why have you not written
to me ! Have you beenill 27

 Very ill—for months,” he replied ; ¢ and T lost my
marks and could not write. T’ve had a bad time of it
—but the worst of all was that I thoucht you must be
forgetting me, or thinking from my <i'erce that I'd for-
gotten you, or had got too bad {0 be worth your caring
for. And then the idea came into my hexd that Ralph
Vickers was blackening me to you and that perhaps
you were going to marry him. You. who are out in
the free world, cannot imamne how quickly doubts
como into the heart of a pusoner, and how black and
thick those doubts are.”

The convincing forco of truth told Geraldine that
these expericnces were indeed tho<e which Laurence
had gone through. But where was Laurence ¢ Let
the mystery be what it might she could not endure
to pralong this scene. Its falseness was too painful
to’her. She would have given all she posscssed to have
five minutes’ private speech with the strange prisoner
before her; but that was impossible. She saw clearly
that nothing worth her hearing coyld be spoken in the
presence of the warder. Yect she must say something
more to justify herself in having sought the intcrview.

“ Doubts and suffering have come to me also,” she
murmured. * But I cannot spegk of that now. I will
only ask you if there is any message to be sent to my
father, in case he should die.”
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Keenly she searched De Lacy’s eyes, but he shook
his head perplexedly.

‘I have none to send him,” he answered.

She turned half away, then faced him again.

‘“ I am restless and unhappy,” she cried almost angrily.
“Your words are unsatisfactory to me. I am in a
desperate situation. My father urges me to marry this
man Ralph Vickers. T came here for help, for counsel.
You have given me neither.”

She saw a shadow of anxiety cross the strange convict’s
face. Hec stretched out his hand, as if at once to
silence her and to impress her with the solemnity of the
words he spoke.

“I give you both. I say to you, wait and hope.
Hope, even though the worst happens, and help scems
impossible. You mmst not marry that man. He is a
scoundrel. DBe faithful through all things to your poor
Laurence. If jou arc true, Providence will take care
of the rest.”

There was something prophetic in the tone in which
these words were uitered. Geraldine felt it, and grew
calmer.

A ray of pale sunlight filtered in through cne of the
high windows of the room and shone upon her face,
illamining its beauty. The chief warder momentarily
turned his eyes trom the prisoner and rested them upon
her. De Lacy seized the opportunity to throw into his
own countenance whole volumes of wmeaning. He
smiled reassuringly, while his eyes expressed in turn,
clearly as words could have spoken: ““ Be silent ; have
po fear. Allis well.”

o

CHAPTER XLI
.ThE DARKEST HOUR

Dazep with doubt and perplexity, racked with anxiety,
yet restrained by prudence from inquiring at once of
the governor, Geralding passed out from the grim prison,
drove back over the flat, bare country, and was soon in
the train speeding homeward to London.



THE DARKEST HOUR 181

Then, and then only, did she try to think over what
had taken Elace. But she found she could not think.
Utterly exhausted in both body and mind by the
strange and startling emotions through which she
had passed, she leaned back in her seat in the rail-
way carriage in a statc of semi-consciousncss, open-
eyed, yet neither seeing nor hearing anything of the
world about her. Hours passed, and tho dusk came
on, but she did not know it. It was only the noigy arrival
of the train at the London terminus that at last roused
her from her torpor, bringing back the day’s events
with terrible vividness to her distressed mind.

Then the remembrance of the strange convioct’s re-
assuring manner ceased to comfort her. The hope that
had sprung up in her at his words died utterly away,
and her first vague dread returncd upon her, horrible,
chilling her blood. Until to-day she had believed that
the very prison walls that kept Laurence from her love
would equally keep him safe from the hate of an enemy.
But now she doubted this. She feared that Ralph
Vickers's arm, guided by subtlest cunning, had some-
how reached and stricken him. Yet how—how 2 It
was the mystery that appalled her. Because she knew
nothing she dreaded everything. 'Turn where she might
she found only darkness. And Vickers never spoke
idly. He had believed what he was saying when he
told her that his rival was dead.

In the sharpness of her re-awakened anguish she
resolved to find out the truth at all hazards. There
was nostime to go to Parliament Strcet that night, but
on the.}ollowing marning she would go, and would give
information concerning the fraud that had been practiscd
upon her. . Vickers would not have expected her to
take so bold a step, and the exposure of his mal-
practices—should he be guilty of anx—would , therefore,
come upon him like a thunderbolt. -

As s}l:g drew near Fenton Court a new dread over-
shadowed her—the dread lest her father should be worse.
On entering the house, she hurried upstairs to his room.
A nurse, grave and anxious, met her with the intimation
that the doctors desired her not to go in. Her father
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was in delirium. His illness had reached its crisis.
This night would decide whether he was to live or die.

Geraldine, stricken with grief and awe, lcaned back
against the wall of the dim corridor.

“ Has he asked for me ?”’ she breathed.  Has my
note been given to him ? ”

““ He has been tno 1:l,” the nurse replied.  “ He hasn't
known anybody.”

“Mr. Vickers only went away about half an hour
ago, miss,” Geraldine’s maid said to her a few minutes
later. ** He's baon with master all the afternoon.”

Geraldine shuddcred amid her rising sobs. She felt
as if it was no ordinar y man, but an evil spirit in man's
semblance, that haunted her father and herself under
the name of Raiph Vickers. For an instant the horrible
thought came to hev that it might be to Vickers’s pre-
sence that her father owed his illness—that Vickers
was a vampite suching the old man’s life away. The
ghastly idea grew in her perturbed mind till it seemed
almost pocable.  She began’to fancy that her father
had always been worse after Vickers's lengthy visits.

She went down to the lbrary, where dinner was
served for her. Bub she could not eat. She went to
the fireplace and stood with her hot forechead pressed
down upon the cold marble of the mantelpicce, waif ing
with an aching heait for news from the sick-room above,

What would the morrow bring her ¢ Would her father
have passed from her ?  Would she learn that her lover
was dead ? Oh, if indeed they both were lost to her,
how should she survive the grief ? How cotld she
live, left thus utterly alone ? ;
¢ So absothed was she in her own thoughts that a
Knocking at the door had to be twice repeated before
she heard it. The footman entered with a note. She
took it carelessly. Bul at sight of the handwriting
her heart stood still. The paper shook between her
fingers as she read the few lines roughly traced upon it.

“It is impossible!”’ she murmured between her
blanching lips.

She read the note again, scanning it more minutely.
Fhen she asked, looking up :
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“ Where is the gentleman ?

“ He said he’d wait in the hall, miss.”

“ Show him in here—at once ! ” g

She did not move, but'her rigid limbs and absolutely
bloodless face denoted an intense inwwed agitation.
In her motionless white figure only her eyes seemed
alive—her, beautiful eyes that, dilating with craving
eagerness, {vere fixed upon the door. Presently the
door opened, and the footman rcappcarcd, ushcring
in a tall man, so muffled in high throut-wrappings and
low, close-fitting cap that little of his face was dis-
cernible. Then the door shut again, the mufflings
were loosened, the cap was thrown off, and Geraldine
sprang forward with a cry of wild, unuticrable joy,
amazement, and rclief.

*“ Merciful Heaven! Laurence! Is it you indeed 27

“ Yes, Qeraldine. It is I—1 thank God !~ ’

CHAPTER XLII

TICKET-OF-LEAVE 7’ BMAN

T}IE (13
A LoNg, long silence followed that shoek of meeting—
a silence of joy so perfeet, so overwhelming, that it
found its best expression in speechless embrace. Motion-
less they stood, clasped in each other’'s arms, heart
straining wiklly to heart. Geraldine’s face was hidden
against her lover’s shoulder, and his haud, less delicate
than of old, and trembling now with emotion, was
resting Yenderly upon her hair.

The °joyful minutcs flew past. At last Geraldiney
with a long, decp sigh, raised her head, and, the better
to look at her lover, gently withdrew herself from his
arms. She saw that he was greatly changed. He
looked many years older ; his face had lost the fresh-
ness of youth, and there were deep lines about his eyes
and across his brow. For purposes of disguise he had
not shaven off his lately grown beard, and his hair at
the temples was tinged with grey. Still, his appearance
had nothing in common with that of the shaven

. couvict whom she had interviewed but a few hours
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before. The brown locks clustered about his head as
long and thickly as when she had seen him last, and
his clothing was such as she had been accustomed to see
him wear.

“ You havoe escaped ? ”’ she breathed.

““ Yes, but,” he glanced nervously around. «“I am
in danger still. If any one recognises me I am lost.
Who is in this house now ; only your father 2 ”’

“No onc else, cacept the servants. But I will
lock the doors ; then we shall be safe.”

There were two doors to the ibrary. She locked them
both and then came back to him.

“Take off your overcoat.”

“No, no. I cannot—I dare not. I must keep
myself ready to escape if anything should happen—if
he—Vickers—should come, for instance. He comes
here still ¢

(13 Yes.i’

Laurence’s eyes grew darker.

“1 feared so. Ihate huin. I have vengeance to take
on him.”

Suddenly his look changed, a quick fear shadowed
his face, and he drew back.

‘ Geraldine, are you still free—still wholly mine—
not his 2

But that the shaking of his voice betrayed that his
whole life’s happiness hung on her answer, she would
have been indignant at the question.

“ Laurence !  she exclaimed reproachfully. ¢
¢ Her tone said the rest. His deep, reverent eyes
implored her pardon.

" ¢ Forgive me, my beloved. I was mad to doubt you,
even for an instant. But in prison foolish thoughts
came and tortured rae—

He broke off in his hurried speech, absorbed in looking
at her face. Its beauty had not diminished ; it was the
same as he had seen it in his waking reveries and in
his feverish dreams. But now it was transfigured,

rified with mionate joy. The cheeks were
.flushed, the eyes a celestial radiance such as comes
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to even the loveliest eyes but twice or thrice in a life-
time—in love’s supremest moments.

_His own face worked with eniotion. He put out
his arms and drew her to him again, holding her with the
close, desperate clasp of a man who feels that at any
moment his treasure may be torn from him for ever.

‘“ Let me forget everything but you for a little while,”
he murmured. * Let me fecl all the joy of this reunion.
I have prayed for it so long. Oh, my darling! my
darling !

*You love me as much as ever, Laurence ?”

¢ More—a thousand times more! More than I
ever thought a man could love. Geraldine, the love of
you has been as a lamp to guidec me through all the
mazes of crime and suffering in which my lot has lately
been cast. The love of you has kept me from suicide.
The hope of meeting you again has made me struggle
on through hours of bittcrest anguish and blackest
despair. And—what is more than all—my resolve to
remain worthy of you has strengthened me to keep my
heart pure for your sake. Dearest, in every hour of
this long time that has passed since we parted I have
loved you, have yearned for you, have clung to you
in spirit—striving meanwhile to do right and to be
patient, because right-doing and patience brought me
nearer to you. There were times when I thought it
was all in vain, when I believed that nothing could
break down the barriers that kept us apart. But they
are broken, and I am here—here with you, holding you
in my arsas, looking in your face, telling once more to
your liviug self what for so long I have told enly to your
imagde in my heart—that I love you! I love youl
Ilove you!” ;

Her tears, so lately dried, were flowing fast again.
She clung to him in her passion of joy.s

“ Forgive me,” she cried, irying to beat back the
sobs that rose tumultuously in her throat. “ This
is not grief—it is happiness. I—I have suffered so
much lately, and this sudden joy is more than I can
bear. I shall be better soon.”

“Then you are not ashamed to touch me ?” he

'
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murmured. “ You are not ashamed to be clasped in
the arms of a convict—one, too, who is no longer the
Laurence Gray who first loved you, but an altered man,
sadder, aud bitter-hearted, and prematurely old 2 '

For answer, Geraldine put up her arms and drawin,
his face down to hers, tenderly kissed his cheeks an
brow. . .

¢ Never speak to me like that again Laurence. Nothing
but guilt can debase a man. Your innocent sufferings
have only made you nobler and grander in my sight.
Even the traces of them on your face give a new dignity
in return for what they have taken away. Oh, I bless
God for granting that you might come to me now in my
time of trial! I have been in terrible suspense and
anguish. I feared you were dead— *’

“Feared I was dead! How ? Because 1 did not
write ? 7

““Not that alone—although your silence seemed
to confirm the report. But come here by the fire, and
I will tell you all. You must sit down and rest. You
look tired and worn.”

““Hush | he said suddenly, pausing in his walk
across the room. “I hear footsteps outsido. Some-
one is coming here.”

Scarcely had he spoken when a light knocking came
at the door.

‘“ Wait an instant,” said Geraldine aloud. To him
she whispered, “ You are quite safe. No one shall
come in. It must be a servant, bringing news of my
father, who is ill.”” '

+ It proved to be her own maid, sent to tell her phat
Mr. Lucas was better. He had fallen into a quiet sleep.
All danger was now past.

The strange coincidence of this change with Laurence’s
arrival made her‘feel as if the return of the innocent
man had lifted from the house some mysterious curse
which the constant presence of Ralph Vickers had laid
upon it. The double relief strengthened her as with
new blood. She crossed the room with the firm, stately
step that Laurence knew of old. - o
*“My father has been dangerously ill,” »she said
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hurriedly, * But the crisis is oyer now, and he will
recover.” She clasped her hands upon her breast.
“God has been merciful to me,” she breathed. I
was as one perishing. In the half-hour before you came
I learned the meaning of real despair. 1 dared not think
of to-morrow—I believed it would sce my father’s
death, and bring me thoe certainty of yours. 1 pictured
You lying in a prison gravevard—you whom I loved so—
and now all is changed ! Heaven is openg t ¢fore me.”

‘ Geraldine, what does this mean ¢’ Lautence Gray
asked gravely. “ Who told you that I was dead % ”

““ Ralph V}i,ckers. Throughout this past year he has
persecuted me with his attentions. He won my father
over to his side, so that my father appealed to me on
his behalf. Then came this illness. My father could
not bear to think that [ should be left alone in the
world. Ho implored me to promise him that, in case
of his death, I would become Vickers’s wife. I refused.
Vickers thought my refusal was owing solely to my faith-
fulness to you. He cannot understand thet I abhor
him for himself. Ilc came to me last night—it was only
last night—here in this very room, and told me solemnly
that you were dead—that you had been dead more than
ten months.”

The light from the log-fire flickering on Laurence
Gray's face showed its paleness slowly darkening to a
dee‘p angry red.

*“ May that lie witl'er up his soul!” he cried passion-
ately. But Geraldine laid her hand upon his arm.

“Lawence,it w as not a conscious lie. He believed it to
be the truth. . It was the ring of conviction in his voico
that struck anguish into my heart. 1f he had spoken
falsely, I should have known it. I am accustomed to
his falseness. It was the ring of truth that beat me
down and left me despairing. He said you had been
shot in trying to escape— *

Laurcnce Gray sprang from his chair.

‘“ He said that ¥ Then he knew!”

Geraldine drew back, startled at his tone.

‘“ Knew what ? * she asked. .

 Whgt-had happened in the prison. I was shoi in
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trying to escape—shot at and wounded, but not killed.
That is where his exror lay. I was not killed. I have
lived to come hack. and shall live, please God, to take
vengeance for the wrongs Le has done me.”

‘“Have you prool of any wrongs ¢° eagerlv asked
Geraldine. ‘T hive suspected lum for months, but
have never heen able 1o find proof on which delite rately
toaccuse him. It the nesanning he tried to do vou goad.”

Laurence, whe had bern poany the heartinug, stopped
suddenly belote her.

“ How ¢ ”

 He found oot one of the warders who had charge
of you, and paid him to treat von well. He made a
journey to Grimley tor that purpose.”

© He, Viehels, weno to Grnaley ¢ Laurence bens

_forward and touched her arm. ** And the money ? »
he asked breathles-ly. ** Did you givo1t ¢ ¥

“ Tt was all I could do for you, Laurence.”

He stood for an instant as vne tuined to stone, while
in his perplexed soul a lisht dawn.d slowly, revealing
to his hontified si.ht a doep abyss of cvil, of hate-
inspired treachery and wvillainous wrong. Then an
indignation, such ashe had never felt before— had never
dreamed it possible that he could fecl—ruso within
him, terrible in its quiet force, making his chest heavo
anc}i the veins of his throat and brow stand out like
cords.

““ He used it for my torture,” he muttered hoarsely.
“He dcceived you, Geraldine. He made your very
love a means by which to sharpen my suffering® YWith
the moncy you gave, he bought me a crueller oppgession,
feencr insults, adceper degralation. 1 wastreated wobse
than any other man in the whole prison. I—innocent
of any crime—was subjeeted to punishment and indig-
nitics such as are, only inflictedd on the most hrutal
among the criminals. And it was through him—through
his bribes that he paid with money given by you to
alleviate my wretchedness! Great Heaven!’' he
exclaimed passionately, “ can God let such things pass
unavenged ¥ Looking back now, I see it all. I suspect
horrible things. No man would do for jealcusy’s sake
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alone all that Ralph Vickers has done to me. I have
been his vietim all through. He laid a trap for me
—cast another man’s guilt upon me—whose, Geraldine,
whose ¢ We will have the answer to that ere long.”

He paced the long room with hurricd steps. Then
he stopped hefore Geraldine again.

“ He has ruined my life—thrust me from the path
of success—taken away all that male hfe awcet., He
tricd to rob me of your love ; but, thank God he has
failed in that ! Tt is to him T owe it that I stand here
now unworthy of vou, Geraldine, my noble, stainless
love, how can you leok at me—how can you let me touch
you, or even conme inte your presenee ¢ Your lover
should be a kinv among men. I dicamed of being so,
for your sake. I vould have tried to be so with my
whole soul and strength ; but I have been the sport of
a devil in human shape. It is to Ralph Vickers I owe
it that I stand here now before you, ruind, debased,
degraded, bearing the loathed title fiom which even your
luve tevoltg—that of a * tichet-of-lcate ’ man!”

CHAPTER XL1U
A SWLET GUOD NIGHT

HE sank down into a chair, and, turning away from her, ,
buried his face in his hands.

*“ Jeaurence, my beloved always throucsh oll yrief and
degratation,” she whispered scothingly, t1ying 10 draw
away the shiclding hands. *" The ti‘lo does not dgag
you down. You lift it up. When a man is innocent
no villainous name can hurt him. He makes the worst
name noble by his own nobility, so that the disgrace
falls fiom him. That you should be a ticket-of-leave
man only fills me with pity for other poor men who
may be such, perbaps, as unjustly as yourself. But,
Laurence, how comes it so ¥ Look up, dearest, and
tell me. You wero sentenced for life. How is it
that you are here—out of the convict dress, and with
a ticket-of-leave ¢ *
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‘By a bold scheme,” he answered, but without
raising his head. ‘I exchanged name, number, and
clothes with a man whose sentence of five years will
expire in four weeks’ time,and in his name I was liberated
‘at noon to-day on licence. I, as James Lacy, must
report myself every month to the police, while he, as
Laurence Gray, remains hehind with the welght of my
life sentence on his shoulders.”

Geraldine started back in amazement at such a
sacrifice. ’

* Then it must have been he whom I saw to-day !
she exclaimed after a pause.

Laurence sprang up.

“ Whom you saw to-day ?' he echoed in alarm.
“How ? Where ?”

His face paled with the dread of what she might
unwittingly have said or done.

She told him then of the position in which she had
been placed by her father's illness and Viekefs's per-
secution ; of her great anxiety conceining himself, and
her journey to Jedwood to sce him, and to ask his
advice and comfort. She desgﬂ»ed a.hfr fe:allings on see-
ing a stiange man appear in his stead, and the way in
gvlgich De Lacy had played his part.

Laurence hstened with a changing countenance.
When she had finished, he forgot his relief in passionate
love and pity for her. «

“ How you have suffered, Geraldine! And I—I
dared to doubt you! I bhave dared, too, to mmrmur
against God—I, who am blessed with the lové of a
woman such as you, and have found a friend so fdithful
as .De Lacy! Thank Heaven your woman’s wit served
you well to-day, or we should both have been lost.”

*“ Thank Heaven, too, that you came here to-night !
she added fervently. ‘I had resolved to make in-
quiries. fo-morrow. I could mot help it. My suspense
was too terrible to endure.”

“ It4s over now, my darling,” he murmured tenderly.

“For a time,” she returned, half doubtful still,
afraid of this newly-come joy. * But, Laurence, how
much we owe to that man who took your place |
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_ “The sacrifice was for his mother’s sake, dearest.
I have promised to find her and help her. I must begin
to search for her to-morrow.”

“Is she poor ?’’ Qeraldine asked. And then she
added, suddenly recollecting his position: * And you,
Laurence—have you all you want—money and a home ¢”’
.She flushed as she spoke, afraid lest her words should
wound him. ¢ All that is mine is yours,” she went on
with a tender smile. * You must not scruple to ask me
for what younced. If I were poor and in trouble I should
not be ashamed to take help from you.”

* Neither would T be ashamed,” he replied, mecting
the gaze of her shining eyes with a proud trustfulness
that well became his still handsome face. ““But I
have money. John Howarth—the son of my old
landlady—has paid me back part of the £200 I lent him
two years ago. As for a home—I dare not return to Mrs.
Howarth’s. I have taken obscure lodgings in Soho,
whence I can report myself to the police without any
danger of betsaying myseH by connection with the old
Laurence Gray.”

© “Whendid you leave Jedwood ?” Geraldine asked,
in & low voice. :

“ Five days ago ; as De Lacy had been convicted in
London, I, who was playing his part, had to be brought
to London for my discharge. They sent me out from
Jedwood in a suit of liherty clothing and with a few
shillings in my pocket. They put me into an ordinary
third-classcarrisge in charge of one of the prison warders.
I was handouffed—think of it ! Handcuffed, though
my hair and beard werc grown, and I was in what they
called’ civilian costume and going to liberty! Oh
the shame of that jourmey! It burns in my brain
gtill. Before, when I was removed from one prison to,
another, I was shaven and cropped, I wore the convict
dress, and travelled in the prischers’ van. No one
noticed me or knew me. But this last time—going to
freedom I sat handcuffed and guarded among people

. any one of whom I might meet again to-night, to-morrow,
" at any time ! They looked at me closely ; their eyes
seemed to brand me. Whenever I meet one of them
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again—be it ten years hence—I shall be recognised,
pointed at, shunned.”

“No, no,” protested Geraldine. *They will for-
get ; and they are only a few out of the millions in
England—in London even. It is your imagination
that works on these things, making them worse than
they are. Drive them out of your mind. Lot the
past be past.”

“I cannot,” was the passionate answer, hoarsely
given. His features were working with his inward
agitation. “I am filled with shame, throbbing and
tingling with humibation. If 1 hive to be a hundred
years old I shall remember to the last instant eve
incident of this past weeh. When I left the tra.inrg
was taken, still handcuffed, in a cab to the Queen’s
Bench Prison. I was kept there until this morning,
awaiting my final discharge. I was paiaded before a
crowd of detectives and policemen. 1 had to undergo
the indignity of their scrutiny. They compared me
with my photograph, so that if I sinned agam they
might recognise me and track me down. Think of
the shame of it. And all the while I was in terror
lest some one of them should see through the tragic
masquerade and proclaim me an impostor.”

*Is there danger still?*’ Geraldine asked breathlessly.

‘“Danger ? At every moment—in every place. I
am now well known to the police. As a man on ticket-

‘ of-leave, I shall be watched and followed wherever I
go. Every onc of my movements will be suspected.
At any moment I may be recognised as Laurence*Gray,
and if that should happen I shall be re&rresteq and
gdht back to prison—back to life-long silence, life-lorg
imrolation! Oh!”’ he cxclaimed, clenching his hands
in horror, ““ it would end in madness this time, surely,”

“ Lawrence ! ” Geraldine cried imploringly.
hisTl}im wild look diod out of his eyes. A smile ¢came on

g.

‘* At least I should have seen you,” he said, in &
tremblinghvoice, “ shot;ldvﬂha.v;‘):tol(i l{w aow tr;:dfi
was, and how, in spite of evil report, 1 have kept m:
honeﬂtheart:edstx?l That memory might:save me.”

- i3 13 -
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Alarm was in Geraldine’s eyes.

¢ Laurence, you must run no risk,” she said gravely.
* Perhaps, even, you ought not to have come here.
This neighbourhood is unsafe for you.”

““ My beard alters mo a good deal,” he replied, “ and
my heart longed so for the joy of seeing you that I
could not endure dclay,not oven for prudence’s sake.
When I was set free, at noon to-day, I spent the few
shillings that had been given me to facc the world with
in paying my cab-fare to Well Lane. I dared not walk
in the streets in the clothes I then had on; Ifelt that
something about them proclaimed that they had come
from a prison, and had been made by conviets’ hands.”

He paused, drawing a deep breath. Geraldine looked
at him anxiously.

“ How did Mrs. Howarth receive you 2 ”

“ As gladly as if I had been her son. John was there,
too, and he paid me back, as I told you, part of the
money I had lent him to start business with. My boxes
wero there, kept ready for me, and I changed my
clothes so that I might be {it Lo come to you. Oh, Geral-
dine, many a time in my cell 1 have felt that 1 would
give my life to see you for one moment as I see you now I,

“ For my sake, be carcful of yourself,” she urged.
 Think what my grief would be if you were recaptured.”

Her eyes grew more bLiilliant with unshed tears.
Before he could answer the clock struck, recalling ¢
him to the outer world.

*“Ten o’clock ! ” he exclaimed, in surprise. “I must

0 I stay longer my presence will arouse su:]jlicion

re. Yet I have so many things to tell you—all the

history of these past two years. Dut that must be for
ancther time than now.”

 To-morrow evening,” she murmured. * Until then
God be with you. I shall be in ferror until I see you

* Good-night, my dearest.”

« Good-night—but wait | ”

$he took & pencil from the mantelpiece and hastily
' wrote something on a slip of paper.

“T had an appointment to go to-morrow to the
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solicitor whom I had instructed to make investigations
on your behalf. You must go in my place. To-
morrow at twelve ; here is the address. He says he has
something important to communicate. May it be
something—some revelation—that will help to prove
your innocence. I will write to-night to tell him you
are coming.”

They went out of the room together, crossing the
hall softly side by side. Quictly Geraldine unfastened
the massive hall-door, and drew 1t back upon its noise-
less hinges. They stood on the steps together in the
pale autumn moonlight.

‘“ God bless you, Geraldine.”

“And you, too, my dearest—now and always.
Good-night.”

CHAPTER XLIV
UNDER THE BAN

Leavine Fenton Comt and walking down towards
Fimnchley Road, Laurence was careful to draw his hat
well over his brows, and to mufifle his face. He avoided
the more populous thoroughfares, and at length hailed a
passing hansom and drove down to Soho, where he felt
more secure against recognition, and where, should he
be suddenly accosted by a police officer, he might,
with safety, pass himself off as James Lacy.

As soon as he reached his i)oor lodgings he put on a
suit of worn and shabby clothes, and, in obédience
%0 the conditions of his licence, which imposed upen
him the necessity of giving his address to the police
within four-and-twenty hours after his discharge, he
went to Marlborough Street Police Station.

When his licence ‘nad been examined, and his name,
or rather that of James Lacy, had been entered in the
books, he gave the address of his lodgings. He was
then abruptly asked how he intended to earn his lin;:s.
* Taken aback by the question, Laurence hesitated,
then reminded the officer that he had received & few'
shillings as  earnings *’ from the prison authorities,
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“ But that is already spent,” said the officer; ‘ you
were seen in Oxford Street a few hours ago driving
in a hansom. Where (il you get the money to pay
the fare ?

“I got it from a friend ” said Lawicnce.

“ A confederate, you mean, T sajpose. Who was
he—a returned convict like yourself ¢

““ No, certainly not ’

 Give me his name and addiess ”

“ Am I bound to tell you ? »

“You arc bound to answcr any que-tion you are
asked. Tt iy ncee wry that you shanl i show that you
got the money hone sty

T prefer not to tcll vou my friend's name. DBut the
money was an old d. bt ’

“Very well  1f vo cdon't tell we'll soon find out by
other means, and you must vike the conscquences. You
must repert yowsclf agun within twenty four hours,
and statc exactly how vou are earning your hving. We
must have the name of vour e nployer, too, and if you
don’t give a siylifaciory account of yourself, you’ll be
re arrested and sent hack to complete your sentence ”’

Laurence went back to his lodgings feelins more than
ever that he was a riviked 11 .

Barly on the tollowing morning ho went to the French
Protestant Clnoch wnd ke 1 to «oc the praior, to whom
Jacques De Lacy bad duected Lim as the person most
likely to know of his motiher’s mevements. Gray ex-
pected that Mrs e Lacv would be discovered Living in
the nch quartcr of Soho, and lu. recent intercourse
with the crimninal class gave Mim courage to penetiate
into the darkest slums, should that be necessary. He
was provided with a considerable sum of money which
he bad sot aside for Mis De Lacy’s henefil

The pastor explained that he hag nrt seen or heard
of Mrs. De Lacy for a vury long time  1le had entirely
lost sight of her. But he directed Jautenco to a
street behind Newport Market, where the woman had
lived some four years before.

Laurence sant the whole morning in his search
tracing Mrs. De Lacy’s successive removals from .a

a*
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respectable dwelling-house to a poorer tenement, from
the tenement to a garret, each remove indicating a
gradual descent in thc scale of poverty. At length he
traced her to a narrow alley near Seven Dials. Here
he hoped to find her. He made inquiries of several of
the neighbours, but few seemed to remember her, fewer
still eonld tell him angthing concerning her. Ulti-
mately he discovered the landlord of the little room in
which she had lived. :

“T am looking for a woman named De Lacy, or Lacy
—a Frenchwoman,” said Laurence ; “ can you tell me
anvthing about her 27

The man seratched his head for a moment,

“ Lacy, d’you say ? . Do T know ’er ©  Well, gov’nor,
Ididknow’cr. ‘Taintlikely as I’d forgit ’er. She rented
my top floor back—used to sell flowers. Yes, T know
’er. She owed me eicht hob, which is four weeks’
rent. Didnt she never pay me? W'y, no. ’Cos
w’y ? She couldn’t, and never will now. I sold ’er
sticks, which didn’t fetch more™n ’arf adollar. That’s
all the satisfaction I ever got out of ’er.”

“ Where is she living now ? »’ asked Laurence.

“Living ¢ She ain’t a-livin’ now’ere. Ske’s dead
—died o’ starvation two ycars ago.”

“ Starvation ! ”’

“Yes. Nobody seen ’er fer three or four ,days,
and w’en we opens ’cr door, there we found ’er lyin’
dead. She orter a-gone into the Union; but, bless
yer life, she were too proud, she were.”

Laurence paid the man the few shillings that were
qwing to him and turned away. He felt a decp elan-
choly comeover him as he meditated upon the uselossnédss
of his quest: He was too late. Mrs. Do Lacy had died
for lack of the help that her convict son had been so
anxious to secure for her. Jacques De Lacy’s sacrifice,
his renunciation of freedom, had been all in vain.

For a moment Laurence asked himself if it was not
now his duty to go back and surrender himself in ozder
that his friend might be set free 7 But reflection assuyed _
him that the temporary detention of De Lacy in prison
‘was best for the poor fellow’s own sake. To liberate hi
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now, and turn him, orphaned and penniless, upon a
cruel world, would be to work his ruin.

On the contrary, this fact of Mrs. De Lacy’s death
showed more plainly than ever that it was Laurence’s
first duty to clear his own name and establish his inno-
cence before the world. Then, procuring De Lacy’s
release, he would help and protect him, and keep him
from sinking back again into crime.

Laurence returned to his lodgings in Scho. During
his absence a detective from Marlborough Street had
called and had made several inquiries of the landlady,
concerning the supposed James Lacy. The landlady,
on hearing that her new lodger was a convict on tickct-
of-leave, took alarm, declaring that she had been
imposed upon, and when Laurence arrived she imme-
diately demanded her week’srent, and ordered him to
quit her premises. Laurence paid the money and took
away his bag—nhis sole luggage. He wanted to change
his clothes in order that he might keep the appoint-
ment Geraldine had made for him with the solicitor.
But where now was this change to be effeccted ¥ Walk-
ing along Gerard Strect, he found that he was being
followed by a man who hore the unmistakable marks
of a detective. He went into a small hotel and asked
for a privatc room. When, having changed bhis dress,
he issued forth again, he found the detcetive still on the
watch. The alteration in his appearance was suspicious
in the eyes of this emissary of the police.. But Laurence
P bytheman boldly, andsooncontrived toevaslehim.

The perpetual surveillance was becoming irksome
to him. He was liable to be accosted and catechisgd
at any moment, and he dared not attempt to avoid
such encounters, since to do so would only awaken
still deeper suspicion. He was beginning to understand
the difficulties which confront a tiaket-of-leave man who
is striving to make a fresh start in the world. He
could understand how a discharged prisoner without
friends or money is made to feel the consequences of
his fall throughout the whole of his after-life.

A bitter sense of loneliness, of desolation, filled his
soul. He longed to go at once to Geraldine for comfort,
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for the assurance that there was at least; one human
being who loved him and believed in him, one in whose
eyes he was no pariah, but an honourable and an hon-
oured man. But hours must pass yet before he could
seo her. The veil of dusk must fall before his journcy
would be safe.

He went now to the solicitor’s chambers in Lincoln’s
Inn, feeling sick at heart. To prove his innocence after
80 long an interval seemed to him in this mood an
impossible thing. He went in at the solicitor’s door
as one who had no hope.

When an hour later, he came forth again, he was a
changed man. His eyes were brilliant with new light,
his face was flushed, and his whole body was clastic
as with the first boundless energy of youth. It was
still too early to go to Fenton Court. But he could
not rest. Hc walked about the noisy, crowded streets
until the dusk came, and then he sped to Geraldine.

CHAPTER XLV
AT THRE BEDSIDE

BRIEFLY, but with emotion, he told what the lawyer
had said. When he had finished, Geraldine sat for a
moment silent, with clasped hands., At last there was
a prospect of Laurence’s complete exoneration from
the terrible charge upon which he had been condemned.

She turned to him with a deep-drawn breath.

““ Come upstairs to my father now. I have todd him
you are here. He waits to see you.” .

¢ Laurence hesitatcd and flushed. ¢

“He believed me guilty,” he said in a tone that
conveyed passionate reproach.

‘“ He was misled,{ explained Geraldine. * He will
learn better now, when he sees you.” )

Laurence yielded, and followed her up the broad
shallow stairs. .

Mr. Lucas raised himself upon his pillow as they
entered. Weak though he was, his look into Laurence’s
eyes was severe in its questioning.
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. “I am glad to see you, Laurence,” he said feebly.
‘Your return has been a great surprise to me. I
thought you had passed out of our life for cver.”

“I am afraid you hoped so, sir,” said Laurence
bitterly.

Mr. Lucas looked at him for a moment before replying.

“ A few days since 1 thought I was going where I
should learn the truth as to your innocence or guilt.”

“8ir! Cannot you belicve me 2’ cricd Laurence,
his features contracting with pain. * Yesterday—
oven last night—I could only have met your doubt
with my barc word. But to-day I have other proof.
In a very little while, I trust, my innocence will be
publicly established.”

Still Mr. Lucas scrutinised him keenly.

* Is there any man whom you believe to be guilty ?
he asked.

“ There is, sir,” Laurence replied.

“Who is it ?”

A thrill seemed to pass through the air of the room.
Laurence hesitated, doubting whether be had the
right thus boldly to accuse any man of the most terrible
of erimes. At last he said in a low voice, but firmly :

“ Ralph Vickers. 1 know that he has bitterly
wronged me, horne false witness against me, and
cruclly persecuted me ; and I—together with others—
have reason to believe that it was he who murdered
Charles Kesteven.”

Mr. Lucas drew a dcep breath. Geraldine hastily
interphsed : 3

“Come away, laurcnce. He is not strong enoug.h
td hear or to speak more.”

The old man, who had sunk back again upon his
pillow, nodded.

“ Let him come to me to-morrow,” he murmured.

“ To-merrow morning,” said Laurence.

“ Not in the morning,” protested Geraldine. It is
not, safe for youn.”

Laurence smiled in answer,

““ There is no real risk, Geraldine, I will come by
the denely ways.”
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CHAPTER XLVI
FACE TO FACB'

RarpE VICKERS was hurrying to Fenton Court, He
wanted to find time for a visil to Mr. Lucas—and pos-
sibly also an intervicw with Geraldine—before starting
for the office. Fresh, sparkling-eyed, and dressed ag
usual with extreme carc, he hastened along, with a half
smile playing about his lips—the outward expression of
an inward satisfacticn. His movements had lost every
trace of the subtle cautiousness that had once marked
them. With restored tranguillity of mind, his bearing
had become hold and arrogant. Every shadow of fear
bad left him. Ife laughed now at his old dread of
retribution. He had come to regard himsclf as a
favourite of fortune, whose every move in the game of
life would be attended with success.

He was approaching the boundary walls of the
Fenton Court grounds, revelling in his own expectancy,
drawing a mental picture of Geraldine Lucas as he
would presently see her, with the glow of the morning
crowning her rare young beauty, and the traces of slcep
still lingering about her lovely cyes. Suddenly he
stopped, as if at a word of command. His limbs shook,
and a cold shuddering passed quivering through his
body. His eyes, void now of all lustre, and with horror

' staring from them in licu of triumphant expectation,
were fixed upon a man who had turned the corner of the
road, and was advancing towards him with quick, firm
steps. Who was he—what washe ? An apparitign ?

'or a moment Ralph Vickers thought this possible,
eveh in the broad daylight. A cold perspiration
broke out upon him. Was it the dead come back to
oppose him, o avenge ? )

e recoiled step by step before the figure that never-
theless drew swiftly nearer, like an oncoming Destiny.
It was near enough now for him to realise the truth—
that no phantom confronted him, but the living Laur-
ence Gray, changed, aged, scathed by the fiery ordeal
through which he had passed, but still the same, the
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vietim, the man who was supposed to have been
silenced for ever.

For an instant the impulse seized Vickers to turn
like a coward and fly: But it was too late. He could
not move. The other man’s eye held him.” A stronger
will than his own kept him rooted to the spot where
he stood. A few seconds morc and Laurcnce Gray
had reached him, and they stood facing each other,
close together in the scarching morning sunlight—tho
one ashen pale, shrinking, yet still cherishing the

oison of defiant hate in the dark currents of his chill-
ing blood ; the othcr noble, stiong, serene even in his
righteous anger, and terrible in that moment with the
tm}.%ic dignity that ig gained through passionate conflict,
suffering, and pain.

“T did not mean to see you yet,” said the full rich
voice of Laurence Gray; *‘ but it is as well that we
have met. I have to speak with you.”

“You startled me,” Vickers's aflcetedly light voice
came from between his white lips ghastly as laughter
from a skeleton’s jaws. “ But 1 rejoice to see you—"’

“8Silence !’ Laurcnce Gray lifted his hand in com-
mand. ‘“No more lics to me. T know you for what
you aré. I have a greater account against you than
man ever had against man before.”

He Iaid his hand on Vickers’s shoulder. Vickers
tried to shake himself frce. Now that he had fully,
realised that it was no phantom armed with vengeance,
but gn ordinary human being with whom he had to
deal, *his ebbing courage revived. Fortune had played
Pim an ill turn in thus, as it were, raising up and sending
orth this man whom he had belicved to be dead.
cursed Warder Gannaway in his heart ; but since it
had happened so, he must face the situation boldly.
Once this crucial moment was psssed he might be safe
again. It was a desperate hope, but it was worth trying.

“Let me go!” he said sharply. ‘I think your
time in prison must have turned your brain.”

¢ It would have been better for you if it had been so,”
Laurence rejoined, still retaining the hold, quiet and

“firm, under which Vickers writhed. ‘‘ You did all in
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your power to bring about such a result. Treacherous
coward ! You thought I wasg decad. Your own brain
is reeling at the sight of me. What had I done to you
that you should hate me so, torture me so? I had
been your friend for years; I had loved you and
defended you. Why was I chosen to be the scape-
goat of your crimes ? ”’

At the last word Vickers’s pallor increased to lividness,
He gave a short, quick gasp.

““You are ma«d ! ”’ he mutiered, in a subdued voice.
“I had nothing to do with you. I have better use
for my time than to meddle with convicts.”

“I have proof,” Laurence replied, *‘ but I scarcely
needed it. I had suspected you long ago—in the
very midst of the sufferings you had instigated—in-
stigated and paid for with the money that had lbeen
dedicated by love to my relief.”

‘“ He has seen her ! ” Vickers said to himself with a
curse., His hope shrivelled within him. Laurcnce
went on steadily : ‘

“ In the solitude of the punishment cell I looked back
over the past. I saw things in their true ligkt, and I
guessed the part you had played. I was fierco then
with cold and hunger and solitary confinement. I
thought that if I ever got free I would go to yeu and
spring at your throat, and so deal with you that there
should be no more power for evil left in your false body.
But now that I am here I am calm, as you see. I leave
my vengeance to God. Justice is all I shall seck.
But that I will have, justice for myself, justice for the
dead, punishment for the shedder of blood.” e

A convulsion passed over Vickers’s face. Laurence
noted it, and his fixed gaze made the guilty man shrink
until his lithe form seemed to diminish in staturc beside
the noblo figure of his accuser.

“ For the shedder of blood,” repeated Laurence, in
& tone of terrible clearness. ‘‘ Ralph Vickers, I know
you to be & false friend, a perjurer, and an embezzler.
And I believe you to be also a murderer.”

Vickers was choking with rage and terror. With a
supreme effort he wrenched himself away. '
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“ Am I to be the victim of a madman’s delusions ? ”
he cried in & voice shrill with fear. His right hand was
fumbling in his pocket. Suddenly whecling round,
he blew a policeman’s whistle.

In an instant, as it seemed, a crowd gathered about
them, with two constables in its midst. Laurence
Gray was conscious only of a pressing mass of human
beings, of an uproar, in which the voice of Vickers rose
above the rest, calling out disjointedly, “ Take him—
that man there. He's an escaped convict. He’s
Laurence Gray, who was sentenced to penal servitude
for life, for the murder of Charles Kesteven two years
ago.” And then he felt himself seized by the arm and
dragged away.

Flight had been impossible.  Resistance would be
useless and degrading. Hc might have said, *“This
man who accuses me is Charles Kesteven’s murderer,
not L” But no one would believe a convict’s word.
And the policemen knew him. Their eyes flashed re-
cognition. One of them was the officer who had arrested
him almost on the same spot on the night when his life’s
tragedy had begun.

In a moment the handcuffs were upon him. He was
again & prisoner.

CHAPTER XLVII
REMANDED

Ox the evening of that day of his recapture, Laurence
3‘23" found himself again at Jedwood Prison. Hj

m of liberty was over. He was plunged once
more into the abyss of captivity and shame.

His condition now was even worse than it had been
before his escape. Already his hair was cropped,
and his beard and moustachc were shaved off. The
cell that he occupied was a punishment cell, ominous
of what he would later on be called upon to endure,
and he was once more dressed in the unsightly garb of a
convict.

- He knew that severe punishment awaited- him. He
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would not now escape the lash as he had done at Grimley,
for his physical condition no longer afforded a plea for
exemption or even delay. But he braced up his
courage to confront the threatened indignity. He
would siruggle against it to the utmost. In spite
of the misfortunce of his re-arrest, he was not utterly
unhappy.. In those few hours of liberty he had done
much. ‘He had seen Geraldine. and cleared away for
ever whatever doubts of him had been implanted in
her mind. She had been yaved in the very hour when
harassed, de~olate, fearing even that he was dead : she
had stood on the brink of a despair as great as his
own had heen brgore the prospect of freedom had
come {0 save him from madness. Their love had been
strengikencd, their faith renewed. Henceforth, what-
ever happencd, the evil influence of Ralph Vickers
would haive no power to blind her.

That short interval of association with the life of
the free world had also enabled him to sct in vigorous
motion investications which must terminate in the
speedy establishing of his complete innocence.

He was. however, in great doubt as to what Vickers
would now do. He bitterly regretied the unexpected
meeting with him, and, above all, the acensation which
he had uttcred in the heat of blood. He feared lest
Vickers should take the alarm and seck to escape danger
by means of flight. Probably his action would depend
upon the excent of what he might suppose Laurence to
have done and said during his interval of liberpy. If
he believed that those menaces of an avenging ejustice

ere mere empty words, or at most intentions,swhigch
gra.y’s re-arrest had completely nipped in the bud;
above all, if he belicved that (Geraldine ard her lover
had not met; then he might be bold enough to carry
on his schemes withs partially renewed confidence. Mr,
Lucas, although now convinced of Vickers’s: unworthi~
ness, was at present debarred from taking any action
against him. The old merchant was, indeed, placed in
o very awkward position for not only was Vickers now
junior li)!;ua.f}a:xer in the firm, but he had, during his senior’s
long illness, been entrusted with the entire control of
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the business.  Vickers, therefore, with everything
quiet around him, might relapse into his former state
of imagined security, and thus, smiling to himself at
his victim’s defeat, remain within reach of the law.

On the morning of Gray’s recapture, his appearance
had caused considerable astorashment to the Hampstead
golice authorities. They iwdentified hia heyond a

oubt as Laurence Gray. Yet it was almo~t incredible
that so important  criminal could bave ¢~ pid from o
penal seitlement without prodamation of the tact
being made to the police throughont the coundis  Upon
searching him, however, a full caplanation of his heing
thus actually at lage was found m the tichct-of leave
bearing the name ol another conviet A succession of
telegrams between Hampstead, Martborough Street, and
Jedwood soon made 1t unpossible fo1 Lo ncee to evade
his fate.

Lhe officer at Jedwood, into whose hand Luurence
was given, chanced to be his old tircnd Warder Hewith.

Although amazed at the catny tcturn of the man who
hod bheen s0 confident of clc wing humscit, the warder
di(fl not speak until he was alone with L waeuce in hiy
cell.

* 8o you didn’t manage it alter all lad ? * heranarked
then. *‘Tam i tsotry to sce you back azam, T’other
chap’ll be sorry, too.  He's a good somt 1~ Lacy: bub
happen he’ll get put 1n chokey for helpin you  As for
yourself, lad, 1 woulnn’ hike to be 1’ vour shoes when
the dirgetor comes down from London

1 will bear tho pumwshment mavely,” sawd Lwurence.
*Don’s supposo, sir, that my 1eturn hae mdes meo
any the less indebted to you for 1t 1eporung me when®
you discovered who I was. DI’ve done what I wanted
to do—pgained myself peace of heart, and paved my
way to freedom. It will not be long now bctore the law
sets me free ; and now, can you sce Lacy by any means
and give him & message from me ¢ ”

“Well, lad, it’s risky, if I'm scen jawing with a
risoner ; but happen I might drop a fow words into
is ear. You saved my kid’s life, and it beant for me

to forget that.”
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‘“ Well, if you could see Lacy tell him that I have
made inquiries about his mother, and that I found she
died two ycars ago. Tell him, too, that when he gets
his discharge, no matter when it be, he must go straight
to Miss Lucas. Tl write her address on my slate to-
night and you can copy it. Tell him that she will do .
him a good turn if he goes to her.”

 All right.”

Laurence did not sleep much that night. But it
was no thought of his present position that kept him
awake. The swect memory of Geraldine Lucas, and
his firm hope in the result of the investigations to be
made by the solicitor, dwarfed all sensations of bitter-
ness and defeat. The one trouble that disturbed his
mind was the thought of Geraldine’s anxiety concerning
him. There was no one to tell her why he had not re-
turned to her. But surely she would guess—oven if the
newspapers did not inform her—and, knowing what
she knew, she would wait in hope. Meanwhile, her
image would be with him always, lovely as she hersclf
was, divinely tender and sweet, strengthening him te
endure. Once or twice, indeed, he shuddered at the
reflection that he might possibly have to remain many
months longer in prison, and that he would now be
treated with rigorous severity ; but he looked upon his
punishment as a small enough price to pay for the new
joy that had been awakened in his heart.

On the following day at noon he was called before the
governor. Iintering Major Walsh’s room, and  taking
his place beind the iron hars of the dock, he found that
he was not alone. In ihe next cage to the ono inswhigh
fie stood was Jacques de Lacy.

*De Lacy had been summoned without knowing for
what reason, and it was not until this moment that he
had any idea that Laurence Gray had been recaptured,
and their scheme discovered. Instantly he conjectured
that the recent visit of Miss Lucas had brought about
the disclosure of their plans. He imagined the failure
to be more complete than it really was, but presently a
bright glance from Gray’s eyes partly reassured him.

The governor briefly stated the case of conspiracy
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against the two convicts, from which De Lacy gathered
that Gray had been free in London for two whole days.
It was ovident from the first thatthe strongest indictment
was against Gray. De Lacy was reggrded as his tool,
and was gimply charged with being an accessory before
the fact. He could cnly be punished for having broken
the prison bye-laws. Furthermore, the cxtreme term
of his sentence would naturally expire within four
weeks. The governor could deprive him of his remission,
but was powerless to make the punishment extend be-
yond the term of Lacy’s five years. Accordingly, he
was merely sentenced to three wecks’ solitary confine-
ment on half rations, and on the understanding that
in the meantime his hair was to be allowed to grow, and
that he was to be duly discharged from penal servitude
in a month’s time.

Laurence Gray, on being for a second time accused
of the heinous offence of breaking prison, promptly
pleaded guilty. He was remanded until the next visit
of the dircctor, and ordered to be put in chains, to wear
the drab and yellow dress, and to remain in his punish-
ment cell in No. 1 prison.

¥t fortunately happened that at the time of his
return to Jedwood the monthly visit of the director
had taken place unly a few days earlier. Tor three
weeks, therefore, he would be spared the indignity of
the lash.

But he did not know this, and every day, every hour
of thosaq three weeks was lengthened by the strain of a
horrible® suspense.

Ther# in that punishment cell, in solitary confine-y
ment, and on diet of bread and water, the world of light
and freedom and love seemed very far away again,
It was terrible to rise thus every morning dreading what
the day might bring, to start at every sound in shudder-
ing anticipation of the summons to torture. But now
he had hope—strong, firmly founded hope that might
at any moment become reality and save him. The
monotony of those days was relieved only by the regular
visits of the governor, or an ocgasional interview with
the prison chaplain. -
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During this time he saw nothjng of De Lacy. The
man in the cell next to his own was the man “ Johnnie,’
whose punishment—including a severe flogging—ifor
attempted escape had made an appalling alteration in
his physique. His face had become utterly brutalised.
In spite of his good birth and education, he was now
scarcely distinguishable from the very worst of his
associates,

CHAPTER XLVIII
BLFORE THE DIRECTOR

O~E moruing, threo weeoks and two days after his re-
capture, Laurence Gray was seated in hiy cell, hungry
and cold, when the distant ratile of a warder's keys
struck on his cars. As usunal, the sound sent a thrill
tinough his body. Alarm sprang into bis cyes. He
waited, with nerves strung painfully, for the warder’s
footsteps to pass away down the corridor.

But they did not pass; they stopped at his door,
It opened. Laureuncc rose from his stool and silently
saluted the officer.

“You're to come to the governor’s room,” the
warder grufily announced. *‘The dircotor has come.”

Laurence diew a deep breath. So his long-dreaded
hour had arrived at last. Ile moved uncertainly for a
moment, then threw back his head and steadily walked
out of his cell, his fetters rattling as he went With
ecflual steadiness and dignity he crossed the threshold

. of the governor’s official room. LI

He started at sight of the man who sat in the princi-
pal chair at thegovernor’s table, rcadingover the charge-
sheet. He recognised in him the same director who had
ordered him his punishment at Grimley. It appeared
also that tho director recognised Laurence, or at least
that he knew his name, for he raised his eyes inquiringly,
and frowned as he continued to read.

“ It is the second time he has made an attempt to
escape,”’ the governor remarked.

The director nodded. “ He is evidently a determined
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character, and must be severely dealt with,” he said.
¢« Have you the written evidence of Captain Podmore ¢

* Tlere are the letters 1 have reccived from him on
the matter. It appears that the pisoner was wearing
his own clothes and badge when he left Urimley four
months ago.”

““ When wasg this change « { identity mule, then 2

“It must have tahcn plae mmmodiatady atter the
Grimley gang attived here—probably in the 1athing-
house.”

The dizcetor lco ol grave.

“ It seems t¢ me thoie mu ¢ Lave been <nme collusion
on the part of the wairders, * he sarl. [ie men cannot
have been prope cly watc hed.”

“ Both men woie total strangers to o warders,”
returned the goveirnon ; *thaan ey then opportenity.”

*“But was theie no proper exaunniti m--no com-
parison of the mcn with tharr witttyn descriptzns ¢

‘“To the best of my remaembrance the evamination
was as strict as iy usual,” 1cplied the governor. ™ Buat
the men are very sundar i apjeastance  The marks
on the body agreed also ; but tor that some confiivance
must have been used.”

** Can 1 seo the other man—James Lary ¢ ° mquited
the dircctor.

“He has betn sent to London 1o be discharged,”
the governor said, with cvident 1egret.  fiis sentence
expires to-morrow."

urence’s heart throbbel fast. o, un the following
day, e Lacy would be fice.

“Thero must be a thorough inqub» mto the whele
mhatter,” the dircctor was saying mecanwlule to th®
governor ; “ you must make 1t mmpossible for such a
thing to occur agam.”

Laurence was then asked whatqho had to say for
himself. He attempted no defence, but replied simply :

“I am guilty of the charge. I had meditated
escape ever since I was first imprisoned. My imprison-
ment was unjust. I am an innocent man, and 1 wanted
to.get free in order that my innocence might be clowly
proved, I beg you for this reason to judge me leniently.
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But jwhatever punishment you appoint me I will bear
it with resignation.”

His attitude, his face, his earnest, serious voice im-
pressed all present in his favour. But the written
record against him was damning, and by this must
his penalties be measured. . .

The director again consulted the report before him.

“T see that at Grimley the doctor interceded on
your behalf when -you were sentenced to be flogzed.
You are aware, I suppose, that his intercession was
solely on account of your ill-health ? If the doctor
in this prison pronounces you to be now in sound health
you will have to reccive the double punishment, three
dozen lashes for your first offence, and three dozen for
the second. That is the utmost to which 1 can sentence
you. But as you are a life convict you need not hope
that it will be diminished! You will receive your flogging
in three separate instalments, at intervals of six months.”’

The marble-like pallor of Laurence’s face changed
to the deep, dull red of anticipated shame ; but otherwise
he showed no sign of agitation. Silently he turned
away from the bars before which he had stood, and
followed the warder out of the room. When he had
gone the chief warder handed a letter to the governor.
Major Walsh perused it, then passed it to the director.

“ Itis aletter from the Home Office,” hesaid. “‘ Oddly
enough, it concerns, the very man who was before us a
moment ago—Laurence Gray.”

“ Indeed ?”

“It scems he is wanted in London,” pursued the
governor, with a perplexed air. “I am instructed to
tend him at once to Newgate.” ¥

CHAPTER XLIX
NOT AT HOME

ArrER the arrest of Laurence Gray, Vickers, left alone
by.the crowd that excitedly followed the prisoner,
leaned back against the railings in a state of dazed
exhaustion, On first encountering Laurence, the
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necessity for immediate action and dissimulation had
apurred him to overcome his consternation and horror ;
but now that the crisis was past, a rcaction of feeling
set in, overwhelming him with hittcrness and fear.
The bitterness swelled into malignant rage against
Gannaway for having deceived him, and against fate
for having risen thus to heat him down at the very
moment when he approached the crown and summit of
his success. Recovering his self-conirol after a few
minutes, he turned back and walked down the road,
looking out for a hansom. He could not now go on to
Fenton Court. His nerves were too unsteady. He
shrank even from the gaze of the rare passers-hy,
inmgining that his bloodless face must bear the record
of his thoughts. Tear gripped ltim by the heartstrings.
Hé felt himself to be entangied in a web whose meshes
were the more terrible in that he did not know where
they began or where theyended. He had believed himself
to be secure, triumphant, and lo ! in an instant he was
grovelling again in abject terror.

‘“ A resurrcction! a resurrection! a resurrection!”
the words clanged in his soul as he walked on.

1t might be that all was not yet lost—that with the
aid of audacity and diplomacy he could still clear a
way out of the fearful Iahyrinth in which circumstances
had involved him. But to do so be must know exactly
what had happened--how long Laurence Gray had been
out of prison; whom he had scen; what action, if
any, h§ had taken with regawd to the proving of iris own
innocepce ; and lastly, whether it had been Warder
Gannaway or Geraldmme who had informed him of th®
bribery.g Also, did Laurence know to what extent,
and with what motive, the bribery had been carried on ?

It was necessary that Vickers shguld bccome certain
upon all these points before he could venture to make a
move in self-defence. On the most important point—
thab of the length of time that Laurcnce had been free
—he might have got information if he had been bold
enough to accompany the prisoner to the police-station.
But this he had not dared to do. Owing to the instant
recognition of Laurence by one of the constables, there
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had been no necessity for him personally to give in-
formation about the convict, and his own desire to
follow him to the station had been counteracted by
fear—the vague fear of a second stroke of fate.

But for lack of this knowledge he could not as yet
judge his own position.

As he hurized on, casting nervous glances about him
—for this morning’s experieuces had mace him mistrust-
ful even ot the empty dayhght—tho chance hansom that
he had hoped tor came along. He jumped into it,
and was dnven duect to the office. There, as he
passed thiouch to lus private room, he scanned the
faces of the deiks Ilad they heard anything ¢ Had
their demeanour towatds him altered ¢

Neither their looks nor their manners had changed in
the slightest demee; but his guilty conscience imagined
o difference and he closed his teeth hard and quickened
his steps

Secure within his room he tried to faco the situation
calmly, to 1cason out a plan of action But he could
do neither. ITi bramn was patalysed by the violent shock
of discovenng that the man whom he had believed to
be dead was alive and aimed against him. How was
it so? Had (annaway deliberately cheated him, or
was it—and at this thought his fear increased—was it
that the justice of Heaven fought with Laurence Gray
to thwart him ¢

The fact that Laurence was now thrust back into
prison did little to allay Vickers's agitation. 'lt was
too late. Judging by Laurcnce’s hair and beard he

®must have been free for several weeks. And yet
would he have been frce so long without seeing Geral-
dine? Vickers could have sworn that throe days ago
she had known ngthing of her lover’s escape. Had
she known of it his own announcement of Laurence’s
death would have had no power to hurt her.

The more he pondered, the more appalling grew the
mystery. There was no doubt that Geraldine knew
now of Laurence’s return, for Laurence had spoken
of certain things—such as ‘‘ the money dedicated by
love” to his relief—that he could only have
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from Geraldine’s own lips. The revengeful hatred in
Vickers’s heart grew darker and bitterer with jealousy.
Whatever happened, Geraldine was lost to him. Even
if the blood-guilt on his soul remained undiscovered,
sho would never permit him to approach her again.

The thought maddened him. For the first time since
the terrible meeting of that moining a wave of colour
flushed his face, and a hot light crept into his dulied
eyes. -

He resolved to make an attempt to see her. if only to
glean from her words of indignation scine enlightenment
as to what was known against him. \cting on this
impulse, he went that afternoon to Fenton Court. He
had resumed as far as possible his oidinwy outward
manner, but a secret dred clutehed at his heart. Some-
thing whispered to him that his time of f1iumph was
passed, that the hold fabric of his deceil nas for ever
overthrown.

As he walked up the gravelled drive at Fenton Court
he saw Geraldineat one of the low er v indows of the house.
Upon seeing himn she left the window. and a moment
Iater his rine at the bell was answorcd by Pearse, the
footman, with the intimation that M<s Lucas was ** not
at home.”

Vickers grew pale. DBut still he snaintained his out-
ward calm.

“Then 1 will go up and see Mr. Luca ,"” he said.

He made a step forward.  But Pearse berrad the way.

** Excuse me, sir ; I have orders not (o admit youn.”

Trendpling mwardly with rage, Vichcrs turned away.
But strpnger even than his moitification was the growing
fesr which oppressed him  Tn spite ot his positives
knowledge that Laurence (‘1>y was now again under
restraint, be felt a prescutimen! of darger—personal,
immediate danger. The very air seemed {o him to
be charged with warnings

He could not rest that night. His blood was at fever-
heat, his brain a chaos of conflicting thoughts. Alone
in his room, in the darkness, he tried to wake out a
plan of action. But his natural cunuing failed him,
defeated by the tumult of rage, and powerless hate and
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baffled passion that possessed his soul. At last, when
the grey dawn came to chill him with the grim menace
of another day, he resolved upon & desperate course.
The resolution scemed to calm him. His nerves grew
more steady, and his eyes, as they met the growing
light, had in them the gleam of a fixed purpose.

At ten o’clock that morning he arrived at the office
and went at once to his private room. Here he did not,
as usual, seat himself at his writing table, but, unlocking
the safe, he took out a blank cheque that already bore
the signature of Mr: Lucas. This cheque he filled in
and countersigned. Then, gathering together a few
of his personal possessions, he quitted the office.

CHAPTER. L
FLIGHT !

Ox passing out from the office buildings, Ralph Vickers
had taken no particular notice of a hansom cab that
was waiting opposite the door. The cab was without
an occupant, but the driver did not appear to be anxious
to get a fare. It is even probable that had any one hailed
him he would have declared himself engaged. He had
been there about half an hour. The heavy rain fell
upon his shiny overalls, and dripped from the rim of
his hat ; but of this he appeared to be unconscious. He
was absorbed in watching the door of the building in
which the.office of Christopher Lucas & Co. was situated,
and looking with singular interest into the dace of
everyono who entered or came out. When at last
eRalph Vickers came down the long, wide staircase, and
paused for a moment at the outer door to open his
umbrella, the cabman made a slight forward move-
ment, and his gaze sharpened into a yet keener sorutiny.
He turned his head, and with strained intentness watched
the little figure of Vickers walking away down the wet
vement. Then he took up his reins, and drove off
gatiskly in the opposite direction. = ~
About a couple of hours afterwards the same hansom
and driver returned, and a tall, stout, red-faced man got
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out of the vehicle and entered the building. As he went
up the stairs he drew an official-looking document
from his inner pocket, glanced at it a moment, as
though to make sure that it was all right, and then went
in at the door cf Lucas & Co.’s office.

“Is Mr. Vickers in ? ” he asked of the office-boy.

¢ No,sir. We’re expectin’ of him every minit, though,”
replied James Stinchcombe. James contemplated the
stranger curiously, and came to the conclusion that he
looked very much like a policeman in plain clothes.

“ How long has he been out 2 jursued the suspicious-
looking stranger.

** About two hours. Wot name, please 17

‘; No name at all. Did he say where he was going
to?”

““No; I think as ’e were goin’ to the bank. Do you
want to seo ’im pertickler ¢ Will you wait 27

“ No; I'll call again. What bank was it ?”

The boy mentioned a bank in Lombard Street.

Returning to the cab, the detective— for such the
stranger was—called up to the driver:

¢ }z{e:’s slipped off. Are you sure he didn’t recognise
you 2’

“Sartin! Tain’t likely as “e’d know a cove like me
arter two years. I ain't such a uncommon ’andsome
chap as 'im. But I knoo ““m again, yer may lay to
thut. Where to next ¢ ”

** Drop me at the corner of Lombard Street.”

A fews minutes’ conversation with one of the tellers
in the Dank elicited the information that Mr. Ralph
Vickers had been at the counter nearly two hours before,
and that he had withdrawn from the bank on Mr. Lucas’s
credit the sum of £3,000. .

‘ Can you oblige me with the numbers of the bank-
notes ¢’ asked the detective. ‘I am from Scotland
Yard, and I have réason to believe that this man intends
to abscond. I have a warrant for his apprehension.”

On receiving a list of the numbers, the detective went
out hurriedly, and drove to Vickers’s lodgings. Vickers
was not there. At his club, and again at Mr. Lucas’s
office, inquiries were made ; but it was evident that the
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gentleman inquired for had taken timely warning, and
had flown.

Vickers's flight lent weight to the belief that he was
guilty of the terrible charge preferred against him,
and before the day had run its course the police had
despatched messages all over the country, giving a
description of the fugitive, together with the numbers of
the bank-notes in his possession. )

For three days nothing was heard concerning him,
But on the fourth day a message was received from
Stranracr intimating that a man answering to the
description ot Vickers had erossed over Lo Belfast. This
was followed by a sccond telegram stating that two
ten-pound notes bearing numbers corresponding with
those communicated by the London police had been
passed into au Belfast bank.

Ralph Vickers was in Ireland. On the first day of
hiz flight he had taken the express from Euston to
Stranraer. Pausing there for a couple of days, and
assuring himeelf that he was not tracked, he crossed
over to Belfast, and at once continued his journey south
to Queenstown. He had avoided the more direct route
by Holyhead, as he had avoided Liverpool, knowing
very well that if it was once suspected that he intended
to cross the Atlantic, the police would naturally watch
for him at the stations on the direct linc.

He arrived at Queenstown, as he had intended to do,
within two hours of the time when the Teutonic was
advertised to sail for New York. e

As he entered the steamship offices to take outl his

assage, a tall, red-faced gentleman of officidl aspect
Eurried in before him. They reached the booking-
counter at the same moment. At the same moment
each asked for a berth in the first-class cabin.

“ There is only ono berth vacant,” said the booking-
clerk.: ‘ Which of you is first ? ” r

“1 am first,”” cried Vickers authoritatively.

T beg your pardon, sir, I entered the office in ad-
vance of you,” protested the other hotly. “I am figst,
and I mean to have the preference; I am not going sepond
cabin if I can help it.’ )
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*“ There are no second berths left,” put in the clerk ;
* this is the only vacant place in the whole steamer.”

Vickers burned with angry impatience. Ior him
everything might depend on the securing of this chance.

“Well, I'll toss up with you who shall have 1t,”
he said sharply. “I have an appeintment in New
York in seven days’ time, and T wouidn't miss it for
anything—come, head or tail 2" and he thaew up a
sovereign. .

But the strange gentleman objected.

** Nn,” he :«nwi “Plttell you what il do.  You have
a bank-note in your hand. "1 nave cve in mine. Now,
let us compare our numbars, and the man whose note
bears the highest figures shall have the berth., That’s
fajyp, isn’t it ¢

“ Quite fair,” Vickers agreed, And ho spread out
his note upon the mahogany. His opponent did
the same.

* Confound it!” exchimed the laticr. *“You
have ! But that’s curiows, eh? TLook! There's
only one figure diffcrent !

Vickers drew back astonithed. He rccognised the
other’s note as being one of those that he had reeently
changed in Belfast. Overcoming his discomfiture,
he turned to the clerk and booked the vacant berth.
He gave an assumed name, and received his coupon.
When he looked round the strange gentlemun was gone.

Inanotherhour Vickers was on board thegreat steamer.
Tho sccond bell had rung. The mail bags were on
board, aud the tender was preparing to leave. In another
few mimutes the engines would be set in motion, not
tHo &lt;op again until the Teutonic should he off Sandy

ook.

CHAPTER LI e
AT THE THIRD BELL
‘RALPH. VICKERS stood on the promenade deck of the

‘Teutonic, ocarelessly watching the ever-moving, gesti-
eulating, eager crowd that thronged the stately vessel.

»
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His eyes expressed complacent amusement and a smile
of satisfaction hovered about his lips. The fear and
the dark passions that had lately distorted his features
had now passed away, leaving his face serene as in the
days of his complete success. Ho was a diffcrent man
from the Ralph Vickers of an hour before. He believed
himself once more safe. ‘

Yes, quite safe now; and for ever. He congratu-
lated himself on his foresight and cleverness in escaping
before the actual bursting of the storm. He did not
know how near it had heen to bursting—did not suspect
that a delay of another two hours would have made his
flight impossible. Consequently, he did not think that
anyone would as ycl be on his track. Moreover, he
was convinced that even if he were already ‘‘ wanted,”
he had succecded in haifling pursyit. His roundabout
route to Quecnstown and the booking of his passage in a
false name only two hours before the starting of the
steamer—surely these were enough to assure his having
left no trace behind ? Probably, in a few days’ time,
the polico would be watching for him at Liverpool, while
he, securc and free, would be drawing near the shores
of the New World. He smiled to bimrelf at the
thought.

Once landed in America, he would speed away to
the West—Texas or California—and try his fortune
there. The prospeot pleased him. After all, he had
no reason to regret the enforced change. He was tired
of being 80 long in the samo place, chained to business
—tired of living an outwardly reputable life and scheming
for a reward that never came nearer. He was going

-to a place where he could live as he liked and show-his
real characterfreely withoutfear of public condemnation.

Suddenly, while these thoughts were in his mind, a

irl passing by him reminded him of Geraldine Lucas.
%Iot that there. was any real resemblance—he had never
in his life seen a face that could compare with Geraldine’s
—but a similarity in the carriage of the head called-up
the momentarily-forgotten image of the woman he had
so balefully loved. A cloud og mortification darkened
his brow. After having risked so much to win her,
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it was galling to be obliged to acknowledge himself
beaten.

* But he will not have her,” he said to himself, taking
comfort in the belief that Laurence Gray was now safely
incarcerated for his whole litetime. ‘‘ They can never
prove him innocent without proving me guilty. So if
she marries auybody it will be a stranger.”

As for himself, he would find a new love across the
sea3. And it was possible that with luck and hard work
he might make for himself in a few vears a tortune as
large as that which he had hoped to win with Geraldmme.

The shadow cleared away from his brow  He ler-
rupted his reflections to go helow and feteh something
that he neceded fiom his portmanteau. He looked at
his watch as he cntered the stite room. In a few
minutes more the great steamer would start.

He had scarcely openced the portmanteau when a
knock came at the state-room door. A steward entered.

‘“ There’s a gentleman wants to see you, sir, before
the tender goes ofl,”” he announced .

Vickers looked up, startled.

“To see me!” ho exclaimed. In that instant his
countenance had changed. He scented danger. Who
could it be that had ashcd for um by the name in which
he had taken hi. passage ¢

*“ This way,” said the steward. And at the same
moment he usherced in the tall, red-faced man who had
disputed with Vickers in the steamship oftice.

“ Pardon my intrusion,” began the stranger smoothly
“ but I%elievo your name —your real name—is Vickers,
Rdlph Vickers ¢

Vickers made no reply; but the fear and anger®
struggling on his face would in themselves have been
sufficient to betray him.

“You need not deny it,” the gvisitor proceeded ;
*“I have proof. Permil me to read this document to
you. We have just enough time before the tender
starts back for shore.”

‘*“ What do you mean ? ”’ inquited Vickers haughtily.
** Who are you ?

“I am an officer from Scotland Yard, Mr Vickers.
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And I am here to apprehend you—there’s the warrant
—+to apprehend you on the charge of wilfully murdering
Charles Kestoven. Come, the game’s up. You'd
better come quietly. Excuse me, I’ll put the hand-
ouffs on you, if you please.”

With an oath Vickers attempted to resist ; but the
detective was stronger and more adroit than he. In a
moment the handcuffs were clasped upon him, and a
socond officer had appeared to assist in gelting him up
the cabin stairs.

As he was being hurried across the deck to the gang-
way the third bell rang. 1In surpuise the passengers
made way for the police officers and their prisoner.
Vickers, inwardly wiithing, saw bent upon him the
severe, astonished looks of some girls who had before
surveyed him with approving half-smiles. Blinded with
rage and humiliation, he was conscious of nothing
more until the tender landed him upon the quay. Then,
with a shock, he realised his own position. He was
there under arrest, manacled and disgraced, and the
Teutonic was steaming outwards towards the open sea.

CHAPTER LII
AN UNLOOKED-FOR PROCEEDING

LAvuRENCE GRAY returned to his ccll prepared for the
worst. He saw no possibility now of escaping the lash,
and he nerved himself to meet it with fortitnde."

Pale, but calm and resolute, he sat awaiting the sireaded
summons. He no longer shuddered at the sound of
footsteps in the corridor. Since this horrible degradation
must inevitably be inflicted on him, the sooner it was
over the better. ¢It was not the physical pain he
feared, but the disgrace. Gladly would he have bought
exemption from the disgrace at the cost of suffering a
hundred times as keen.

But although by sheor force of will he had made
himself strong to endure, yet *his heart was like lead
within him. This flogging would mean more to him
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than the mere laceration of his skin, more even than
its own bitter ignominy ; it would mcan the shattering
for ever of all his life’s best hopes. It would mean
forferture of Geraldine.

He had realised this in the short time that had passed
since the director had pronounced scrtence upon him.
His thoughts had flashed back to the seene he had
witnessed long before, in the punishment hall at Grimley
-—the groaning wretch just released from the triangle
to which he had been bound. imp as & beaten dog, and
with his back striped and blewling Could a man
who had gone through that, bowevar innocently, dare
to think himself worthy even to teuch the hand of such
& woman as Geraldine ?

She would not alter, Laurence knew. She, in her
loving sweetness, would be the same to him as hereto-
fore. But would it be manly in him to take advantage
of her goodness of heart ?

His very love and reverence for her said to him * No.”
The husband of one so lovely and <o noble should be
2 man who could stand upngne before the world with
his dignity unsullicd ; not one who had bared his back
to receive a sbameful chasticement. She must not give
her proud young life to a mau who had been whipped
like a hound. He would refuse to accept the saciifice
even though his heatt should break.

So he thought a4~ thioughout the whole Iiy, he sat
waiting in almost motionless expectancy. When dark-
ness oyme he hnew that Le would have a frw hours’
réspily, and, worn out, he flung himself down on his
plank bed to sleep. .

He awoke caily on the following morning, and set
himself to the work of cleaning out his ecll. ~ At seven
o’clock a warder opencd the trap-dgor and handed i his
breakfasts To Laurence’s surprise, it was not the usual
loaf of bread and can of cold water, but a dish of thick
warm grecl. He ate it with es.%:r relish, knowing that
the nourishment would be required to give him ily
strength to bear the lash. A couple of hours afterwards
his cell door was opened, and a warder entered. .
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“Now,” thought Laurence. And he straightened
himself for the expected ordeal.

The warder conducted him to the bath-house, and
there brusquely told him to strip. Laurence mechan-
ically obeyed. But when he had taken off his outer
garments, the warder stopped him and proceeded to
unfasten his fetters. This was an unusual course, for
convicts wearing chains gencrally bathe without having
their irons removed. -

When Laurence had washed himself he was supplied
with clean flannels and a suit of ordinary prison clothes
—not the parti-coloured costume of punishment. He
dressed Himself silentlv, wondering meanwhile what
could be the reason of this unlonked-for proceeding.

His wonder was presently increased when, instead
of being marched into the hall where he expected to
receive his flogging. he was taken into a long, white-
washed passage and there handcuffed. A door was
opened and he was pushed into one of the narrow com-
partments of a prison van.  Then the thought flashed
across his brain—was it possible that they were going
to take himn back to Urimley 2 Was he to bo given the
opportunity he desired of confronting Gannaway and
publicly sccusing him of Lis disgraceful bargaining
whh Vickers 7 Laurence Limself did not as yet know
the full guilt of that compact between his enemy and
vhe inhuman warder.

The van drove ofl uickly. Laurcuce was its only
occupant.  After a ride of about an hour he heard
the shrill whistle of a locomotive. Descending frow
the van he was marched down the platform of a xailway

" station and thrust into an ordinary third-class carriage
in charge of a couple of armed warders.

“Where are you taking me to, sir ?”” he asked of
one of them. e

“Hold your tongue,” was the warder’s gruft reply.
Laurence saw him examine his loaded revolver previous{y
to taking out a newspaper and settling himsclf comfort-
ably in a corner.

e carriage door was locked, so that no other
passengers entered, and Laurence was unable to con-
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jecture his destination with any certainty. The names
of the stations passed on the way did not enlighten him.
But when at last the train steamed into a great terminus,
he realised with a rush of joy that this was London.
He started violently in his seat, thereby drawing upon
himself a rebuke from one of his guardians.

London! Then he was on the cve of release ! The
proceedings of his solicitor on his behalf must have
resulted in something !

Light of heart he got into the “ Black Maria ™ that
awaited him, and was driven through tho roar of the
London streets.

Shat up in his narrow box in the prizon van, be could
see mothing; but that perpetunl noise of the traffic
came clearly to his cars. He could distinguish the
familiar omnihus crics, “Bauk! Bank! Charing
Cross! Strand i” and, common-place though they
were, they were checring to him as the greetings of
old friends.

The Jdrive was long, and towards its close he was
harassed by a fear that chiled his heart—the fear
lest ho was not, after all, to remain in London, but was
only being taken through the city to another railway
station to catct. the train for Grimley. Just when this
fear was grows.g to a conviction, the van stopped
suddenly. He heard a noise that wes like that of the
opening of a greal gate. Then the door of the van
was unloeked. The inner door of the comparunent in
which he was confined opened in its tarn, and he was
cqnducked within the walls of Newgate Prison.

CHAPTER LIII
IN THE CHAPEL AT NBS7GATE

WasNy Lawrence arrived it was late in tho afternoon
and already dark. He was takep upstairs to one of the
gallcries and ushered into a cell resembling the one
which he had occupied in the same prison some two
years previously. A pint of cocoa was served to him,
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together with a loaf of bread. Then his door was
locked upon him, and he was left alono.

He ate and drank, for he was both hunery and thirsty.
Joy made the simple bread and cocoa seem the sweetest
food that he has touched for many a day. His heart
swelled with relief and thankfulness. Once more—and
also, he trusted, for ever—he had heen rescued from
the lash. He hal been snatched frum the bitter shame
that, as he had resolved, would have wrecked his life’s
hapniness. God had indecd—as the good chaplain
at Giimley had promised—watched over him and been
merc iful to hnn m his despair.

There was no need for him to ask himself why it was
that ho was here in Newgate. It was evident that his
solicitor had collected sufficiently convincing evidence
to justify him in appealing for a new trial of the Kesteven
murder case. This tiial that would cive him back his
honour—his libeity—his love—must surely be very
near now.

Weairy as he was, he found it inexpressilly sweet to
lie down 10 sleep that nicht without the diead of waking
—the horror of the coming day- that for the last three
weeks had made his hours of rest only hours of keener
suffering. 1In this place, the clanging of the morning
bell would only biing him hope.

At six o’clock it awoke him. After he had polished
the asphalt floor of his cell, cleaned all his utensils,
and eaten his breakfast, he was summoned to chapel.
His heart was light with new hopo, as he trpd the
well-remembered passages and corridors. He could

HScarcely believe that two years before he had gone along’
those halls and galleries with the heavy step of a man
condemned to death.

Ho wondered where they would place him in the
chapel. Presently ke found himself in one of tho two
large, cage-like spaces that were divided off from the
rest of the room by iron bars. He was in the one
des*ined for convicts who had been tricd and sentenced,
and were waiting to be drafted off to the various penal
establishments.

He looked round the chapel. The seats set apart
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for remanded prisoners were very fully occupied, and
from this fact he conjectured that it was the time of
the sessions in the Central Criminal Court. In the
cage opposite to the one in which he sat weie the prisoners
who had been committed for t11al. These men were of
course, still wearin.; then own clothes.

Lavrence carelessly glanced over the group of heads.
But suddenly his gaze becamc fixed, and the colour
flushed over his cheeks and hiow. Thcie was one head
that was darker than the 1est—the head of a man who
sdt in an attilude of dcfiant sullenness. Taurence leant
forward with quick-thiobbmg pulses. The man was
some twelve yards away, but ol that moracnt, cither by
chance or by magnctic attiaction, he 1a1>¢d his head
and looked 1ound. Laurcnce saw his faco fully. Tt
was the face of his enemy, his oppressor, the one living
man against whom his heatt cried out to Heaven for
vengeance.

“So he is here! ™ he murmured below his breath.
““ Here at last ! And among thouse who are committed
for trial.”

Their eves met across the distance. Theie was a
gleam of mockery in Ralph Vickeis’s gaze as he surveved
his rival’'s sho n head and ignominious clothing. But
in that momeni, more than ever hefuie, the noble face
and manly dignity of Laurence Giuy tiiumphed over
the degradation of his conviet garb. He saw the
taunt in Vickers’s eyes, and his own cyes answered back :

“ Tteis because of you that I am here. KEven here, in
this pfison chapel, at this very moment, I am bearing
tho lodd of your guilt.

Vickers smiled insolently.

CHAPTER L{V
TOC SECOND TRIAL

IMMEDIATELY after chapel that first morning of his stay
in Newgate, Laurence Gray was summoncd to the
glass consulting-room to bave an interview with his
golicitor. The interview was long, and in the course
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of it the solicitor, Mr. Gilmore, informed Laurence that
the best counsel would be retained to watch the case
on his behalf at Mr. Christopher Lucas’s expense. “This
was at Mr. Lucas’s express desire.

Laurence walked back to his cell lightly, as if he
trod on air. Its bareness no longer chilled him. He
iooked around it as a man looks at a place he is soon to

eave.

He suffered, indeed, from cold. On this December
day the black asphalt floor of his cell was like ice under
his feet. Now and again he climbed up to his strongly-
barred window, and from it, through a small open space,
he saw the snow falling softly on the roofs of the houses,
and on the great dome of St. Pauks.

He sprang down again, and settled himself anew at his
oakum-picking. Hishands were blue with cold. As he
worked he wondered in what part of the prison Ralph
Vickers was lodged, and whether he, too, felt the cold.
Throughout the whole morning his nerves had thrilled
with the shock of that meeting with the man of whose
bitter treachery he had for two years been the victim.
But justice was coming at last—at last.

The summons to go into court came sooner than he
expected. '

The second trial of the Gospel Oak murder case
attracted extraordinary public intcrest. The rumour
that there had -been a grave miscarriage of justice, and
that, by the verdict of the former trial, an innocent
man bhad narrowly escaped death, and had spent.nearly
two years in penal servitude, stirred the popular*feeling

nd drew a large number of spectators to the ‘count-

euse of the Old Bailey. Of these the majority failed
to obtain admission, the court ‘having, in a very short
time, become crowded to its utmost capacity ; this, too,
in spite of the weather, which was that day inclement
in the extreme.

Many who had been present at the earlier trial
looked with keen interest at the man who had now taken
the place, in the dock that had formerly been occupied
by Laurence Gray. . oo

Ralph Vickers's face was deathly pale. His lips
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twitched convulsively, and his delicate, long hands
tx’:)la.yed nervously with his watch-chain. But he tried

assume a demeanour of unconcern as he crossed his
legs and looked from tho judge to the jury, and from
the jury to the gentlemen in white wigs and black gowns,
who busily turned over their briefs, or stood in whispering
groups.

Presently his eyes wandered towards a bench in front
of the jury-box, where Ceraldine Lucas sat, bending
over in earnest conversation with a solicitor. His gaze
kindled with thwarted passion as it lingered upon her,
Suddenly there came a loud, confuscd hum of many voices,
and the people in the gallery above his head craned
over excitedly to look at a man who was being led into
court by a prison warder.

“There e is! That’s 'im! Poor cove! Don't ’e
look orful ? *” said a voice in the gallery.

“ Silence in the court ! ” roared the stentorian voice
of the usher.

Laurence Gray, wearing a heavy overcoat above his
prison clothes, was conducted to a chatr within sight
of the jury. His warder sat beside him. Instinctively
he looked towards the seat whence, two years before,
Geraldine Lucas had watched bis trial. He saw her now
in the same place, looking fair as ever in her long, fur-
bordered cloak, but pale and anxious. Their eyes met,
and she started at the paleness of his face, and the
strange aspect of his close-cropped head, the only visible
sign Qf his convict condition, since the overcoat con-
cpaledehis branded clothes. In a moment she turned
to the solicitor again. The solicilor advanced towards

aurence, shook hands with him, gave him a few word®
of hope from Geraldine, and then passed further on to
speak witly Gray’s counsel. )

When the preliminary formalitses of the court had
been gone through, the counsel for the prosecution rose
to open the case.. He was a barrister whose eminence
and great reputation as a crimigal lawyer were in them-
selves a guarantee that the case of Convict 99 would
be submitted to a thorough and convincing scrutiny.

On. rising, he stated that the case which the jury

I : L
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were called upon to try was an unusual one, requiring
therr most grave consideration and careful judgment,
but that it was one which, he regretted to say, was not
without precedent in the records of criminal procedure.
It was the trial of a man who was now accused of a crime
of which another man had already been pronounced
guilty. It involved a two fold 1ssue. If the evidence
which he was about to biing torward should prove
tho prisoner at the bar to be guilty, then the verdict of
the jury must have the effect of cstablishing the inno-
cence of that other man—a deeply-injued man—who,
by the verdict passed at a former tual two years before,
had been condemned to death, and who had escaped
that extreme punishment only to be consigned to

" life-long penal servitude Should their conclusions

reverso the verdict amived at in the previous trial,
it would not necessarly argue that the judgment
passed upon that occasion was contrary to the weight
of gvidence adduced at that tmme, but only that that
earlier verdict had been based upon incomplete proofs,
and supported by a most singular concatenation of
accusing circumstances. This was not the place, he
continued, in which to advance arguments in favour
of establishing a court of criminal appeal. He believed
that the present case would in itself offer a more eloquent
illustration of the necessity for such a court than any
words of his own could ]%;meibly do.

The prisoner, Ralph Vickers, stood charged with the
wilful murder of Charles Kesteven. Tho crime, took
plage two years ago, on Wednesday, February: 15t
On the discovery of the murder, suspicion felk n
fipon the present prisoner, but upon one Laurence Gray,
who was arrested, brought to trial, found guilty, and
condemned o death. The death penalty had been
commuted to penale servitude for life. During his
incarceration the convict Gray had made two dari
attempts to escape from Frison, the second attem#
being temporarily succegsful.

It was on the occasion of his second escape that he
had been enabled to bring about these proceedings, and
to produce evidence pointing to his own complete inno-
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cence and to the probable guilt of the prisoner Vickers.

At the original trial, Vickers had appeared as a wit-
ness for the defence. Tt might be very confidently
asswmed that it was mainly by Vickers’s evidence that
the jury had been blinded to the possibility of his own
connection with the ertme—that evidence amounting
in the total to a very skilfully-contrived alibi.

Recapitulating the main body of the evidence upon
which Laurence Gray had been convicted, counsel
stated that ho would call several witnesses who had
taken no part in the onginal trial. Those witnesses would
supply many important links that had hitherto been miss-
ing from the chain of evidence. Continuing, he said:

*“The deccased, Charles Kesteven, was a chartered
accountant, who was cngaged prior to the day of his
murder in auditing the commercial accounts of Messrs.
Christopher Lucas & Co., by which firm the prisoner
Vickers and the conviet Gray were both employed.
The motive wluch was alleged against Gray as the
supposed murderer of the accountant wag that he was
aware of some serious defalcations in those accounts.
It was belioved that Lo had embezzled several hundred

ounds from his empioyer, and that he sought to prevent
iscovery by slaying the man by whom that discovery
must inevitably have been made. Gentlemen of the
jury, I shall prove to you that the prisoner at the bar
.had precisely the sume motive.

Then, as to the crime itsclf. Tt was proved that on
the ewening of the murder Gray had had a dispute with
the d&ecased on the subject of these embezzlements, It
was also proved that Giray and the deceased went t,
the railway station together and travelled in the same
earriage by the 4.27 train. Gray’s defence was that
he'left that carriage at Gospel Oak—that is to say, before
the murder was committed, I shill show how and why

. he changed carriages, and I shall further prove what was
‘never put in question at the former trial—that Vickers
travelletl in that same train.” o
. This statement produced a sensation in the court.
‘Counsel proceeded. :

" ¢ It was on the railway embankment, half-way between
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the station of Gospel Oak and Hampstead Heath, that
the dead body of Charles Kesteven was found stabbed
in the breast by a weapon which was identified as the
property of Gray. An important witness will prove
that for several hours previous to the time of the murder
Gray could not possibly have seen that weapon, but
that, on the contrary, it was in Vickers’s possession
within half an hour of the committal of the crime.
Another witness will swear to having seen Vickers a
few minutes after the time of the murder, agitated, and
with stains of blood upon his clothes. .
‘“ But having himsclf successfully eluded the police,
Vickers, it would appear, at once proceeded to cover
all traces of his own guilt, and fix suspicion upon an
innocent man. Gray was his rival in the patronage
of their employer; he wasalso his rival in a more romantio
sense, and the hatred with which Vickers regarded him
will be sufficiently shown by Vickers’s subsequent
conduct. When, therefore, by a chain of singular, and,
let me add, singularly well-arranged, circumstances,
Gray was ultimately convicted of the murder, and con-
demned to death, Vickers evidently felt himsslf secure.
But when the innocent man was—owing to the force
of public opinion—rescued from the executioner’s
rope and thrust into a convict’s cell, his enemy, probably
conscious of a lingering danger, pursued him even
within the walls of the prison, and, by illegally bribing
an unscrupulous warder, sought to drive him into a
convict’s grave. But a higher Power was wafching
oveg; the innocent prisoner. Gray, on escaping from
Jedwood, came to London. He was at lLberty for
$orty-eight hours, during which time he encountered and
accused his enemy Vickers. It was at the close of this
scene that Vickers, overcome with fear, procured the
ro-arrest of the escaped convict. Gray was sent-back
to prison. But he had achieved his purpose. Vickers
found that he could no longer continue his deception-
and treachery. Having so worked himsolf into his
employer’s favour as to be made a partner in the firm,
he now repaid Mr. Lucas’s: kindness by fraudulently
‘withdrawing the sum of £3,000 from the bank and.
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absconding with the money. He was arrested three
weeks ago on an American liner at Quecenstown. The
evidence of witnesses whom I am about to call will
reveal that the prisoner pursued a criminal course
such as it is seldom the duty of any prosccuting counsel
to present before a jury in this court.

“ It might be supposed that there would be difficulty
in bringing forward witnesses to swear to minute events
and circumstances which occurred so long ago as last
February twelve months. But three very important
witnesses will be called in addition to those who gave
$vidence at the original trial. It may be asked why
were not these witnesses subpeenaed for the former trial ?
I can only assume that the convict Gray was so fully
assured of his ability to prove his own innocence that
he was less active than it was expedient he should have
been in producing testimony in his defence. And it
will be borne in mind that our judicial system does not

rmit a prisoner to go into the witness-box. Had

ay been allowed to do so—had he been allowed to
give an ac~ount of how and why he changed carriages
at Gospel Oak Station—above all, had he been allowed
to seo the account books, and been cross-examined
as to the defslcations which were alleged against him
as a motive for the murder, he would have been able
easily to establish his innocence. His refusal to be~
sworn—if he had refused—would have removed all,
doubt of his guilt. But the law will not permit the
most jmportant of all witnesscs—the accused man
himseélito give evidence on oath. What can be more
flagrantly unjust and absurd § Were it otherwise, how
many an honest and innocent man might have bech
spared the dishonour, the shame, the torture of spending
perhaps the best ycars of his life in penal servitude |

““ Gentlemen of the jury, I calkupon you to look at
the two men beforc you, and to compare them in
your unbiassed minds. I call upon you to remember
your duty, carefully to weigh,and study the evidence
whioh will now be called, and to determine finally and
conclusively, once and for all, which one of these two
men is guilty of the murder of Charles Kesteven.”
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CHAPTER LV
TRE VINDICATION

Mr CHRISTOPHER L1'cAS was the first witness examined.
He looked paler thn usral, and weak after his recent
illness. His former evidence given at the trial of
Laurence Gray was read over to him from the offioial
report.

“Do you stll adhere to what you deposed in
regard to the character of Lanzence (Gray ? >’ asked the
examiming counsel,

*“Ido,” said Mr. Lucas fimly. “T consider him an
ﬁplight and honoutable man. I know nothing against

un.”
‘ Then you withdraw your cvidence as to tho alleged
embezzlements ¢

“Yes. After a most eareful and patient examination
of the office booky, and particularly of the items con-
cerned in the embezzleme nts, I believe the dcfalcations
were not caused by Laurence Giay, but that the entries
in question weie cleverly manipulated by another hand
in order to mcrimmate him I am alko furthet con-
vinced that the alterations of figures were made in Gray’s
books not betore, but aftrr, the tinc of the murder.”

At this point the ledgers were produced in court
and placed before Mr. Lucas, who was asked to give
evilence as to the handwrnting.

“ The handwriting throughout,” he said, “is tjtat of
Laurence Gray. But I now recogniso that seyeral
¢&rasures have been made, and that false entries have
been inserted in the place of those erasures. I cannot
swoar to it, but to the best of my belicf those false entries
have been mado by np other hand than that of Ralph
Vickers ”

¢ At what juncture did you alter your opinion con:
cerning these defalcations ¢

“ Not until three weeks ago, when I saw Laurence
Gm;y, and when the disappearance of Vickers and his
theft of £3,000 opened my eyes to his duplicity and to

€
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Gray’s innocence. I then had these ledgers brought
to my house, and I examined the false entries under
the microsco;:e with the assistance of an expert in
handwriting.’

“ How long had the prisoner been in your employ-
ment before you admittcd him to partnership 2

*“ About seven years.”

“ His admission to partnership in your business was,
Ibelieve, with a viewto his marriage with your daughter 2
. “I am sorry to say that such was at onc time my
intention.”

‘“ He had planned, thercfore, to supersede Gray, not
only in your business, but also in your home ?

““ That is 80,” acknowledged Lucas.

“I must ask you one more question Mr. Lucas.
Were you aware when you first enuaged Vickers that
he had formerly served a term of imprisomment for
forgery 7 .

“Good gracious, no!”” cried the old merchant,
turning his astopished eyes quickly in the direction
of the prisoner. Vickers only smiled. Laurence Gray
caught his breath in his surprise at the revelation. His
solicitor whispered to him that this bad fact in Vickers’s
past life had been ascertaincd through information
supplied by Jacques de Lacy.

e recorded evidence of Angus Macintyre was
then read and attested. It proved that on the evening.
of the murder Laurence Gray travelled in the same
carriage with the witness and Charles Kesteven as
far as Gospel Oank Station. Macintyre, re-examined,
esserted, with Scotch persistence, that he could not
swear that Gray did not remain in the carriage whe:
he himself alighted at Gospel Oak. .

William Lethbridge was then called.

“I am a banker’s clerk,” he®said, “and I live at
Hampstead. I have known Laurence Gray for several
years, and am proud to call him my friend. On the
morning of the day in questiom I met Gray in the city.
He folg me,_that he was going home early that day—
by.the 4.27 train.- I said T would go with him by the

.gaine train, so that ourconversation, which wasa soientifi¢
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one, might be continued. But I received a telegram
during the morning summoning me to Hampshire. I
v as not subpeenaed at the former trial, nor did I believe
that my evidence could have been of value. But I
do not doubt that when Cray left the railway carriage
at Gospel Oak it was in order to look for me in another
compartment of the train.”

Counsel then stated that this evidence tallied exactly
with what Gray had said on the night of his arrest
before the inspector who took tho charge against him.
It was obvious that if Gray had had time to change
carriages another man might have had time to take his
gla.ce in the compartment wherein Charles Kesteven

ad been left the sole occupant.

Here counsel turned his eyes towards the dock.
Vickers cringed before his look.

CHAPTER LVI
PROOF ADDED TO PROOF

WirLLiaM PrARsE, footman in the employ of Mr. Lucas,
then swore to Vickers’s arival at Fenton Court on the
occasion of the ball on February 15th—the night of the
murder.

““I was in the gentlemen’s dressing-room for a great
part of the evening,” he said. “ The prisoner did not
appear to be enjoying himself. He seemecd to,avoid
the other guests and to be extremely nervous. He
Arank a good deal of champagne.” °

 Did all the gentlemen leave their overcoats in your
chﬁr%e in the dressing-room ? ’ asked counsel.

es.”

‘: ]I)cc,i you swear thtit Gray’s overcoat was there ?

€ o.’,

‘* By what circumstance do you remember that fact  **

“ By the circumstanee that when the prisoner was
about to leave he came into the room and took down
his own overcoat. I helped him to put it on. Then
he put his hand into one of the pockets, and said,
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¢ Confound it, I've forgotten my cigar case!’ Then
he turned to me and asked me which was Mr. Gray’s
overcoat. I showed it him, and he felt in several
of the pockets.”

“ Why did he feel in the pockets ? Do you know ?

“1I supposed it was to get a eigar. Bug I told him
that he would find cigars in Mr. Lucas’s smoking-room,
and then he went away.”

* Can you swear that he did not put something into
the pocket of Gray’s overcoat 1
* “ I can’t remember. But he might have done so.”

During the hearing of these two lust witnesses Laurcnce
Gray had sat outwardly still and calm. But within
him was a wild tumult of feeling. He knew now that
his vindication had come, that his innocence was
established. He realisced with a rush of convietion
how complete had been the course of Vickers’s villainy
towards him—how from the very first Vickers had
consistently endeavoured to direct every little point
of evidence against him. He also realised the mistake
he had himself made in not gathering a greater body
of evidence for his original defence. His conscious
uprightness had blinded him to the craft of his more
subtle enemy.

Following in the sequence of time, counscl next togk
the evidence of the police superintendent who took
the charge against Laurence Gray on the night of his,
arrest, proving that on searching him he had found
in hig overcoat pocket a portion of a silk neckeloth
stained with blood. The neckcloth had been identified
#s tite property of the murdered accountant.

The boy, James Stinchcombe, rc-examined, gav®
evidence as to Vickers’s return to the office shortly
after six o’clock, and swore to Vickers having romained
for two hours ip the manager’s private room. The
boy also swore :;% the fact that after Gray’s imprison-
ment Vickers had received several newspapers addressed
to him in the name of John Hgrdy.

Laurence thrilled as he heard the name of the next
witness called : “ Richard Harrison Gannaway.” So
his sqlicitor had already acted upon the information
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he had given him concerning the warder! Gannaway,
then, was not to wait for his exposure and punishment
until he, Laurence, should be free.

The cx-warder, dressed in plain clothes, entered
the witness-box with a firm step. He looked at once
in the direction of the dock. Ralph Vickers seemed to
g;;;sp for bieath Evidently he had not expected
thi

Having taken the oath, (Gannaway was asked fo
identify the man whom he had known as Convict R. 99,
and to swear to his having been under his charge t
Grimley Puson. His eyes 1ested on Laurence with
great reluctance. He was then told to look at the
prisoner m the dock.

“T identify hum as the man who came to Grimley
representing himself to be John Hardy,” he said.

** Under what circumstances did you first meet this
man ?”

“It was in the public-house at Grimley. & few days
after R 99 was drafted into that prison.”

““ What took place on that oocasion ?

‘“ He asked me several questions about the prison
discipline, and wanted to know if it was in my power
to put on the screw, or make 1t hard for Number 99,
I told him that it would be breaking the prison bye-
laws, and that I should get into trouble if I did such &
thing. He urged me with promises of money. Of course
I retused to have anything to do with him. Then he
showed me a handful of sovereigns—" -

“Well, go on,” urged counsel impatiently *‘You
oyielded at last and took the bribe ? '

Gannaway looked embarrassed, and hesitated. The
question was repeated.

“Yes, worse luck. I wish I'd never seen him. The
money never did me any good.” w

‘ Did you at once proceed to make the conviet Gray
uncomfortable * Did you inflict greater severity upon
him than your position warranted ? Answer this
question, please ; no hesitation.”

Gannaway stood obstinately silent. The learned
judge interposed, cautioning him that he was bound
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to answer every (}uostion that was put to him. A
last the man sullenly replicd :

“Yes, I did make him rather uncomfortable. He
was insolent and insubordinate. It’s always the way
with gentlemen lags.”

“Is it true that vou repeatedly rcecived letters
containing money from the man whom you supposed
to be John Hardy 7’

* Yes.”

‘““And that at the samo instigation vou tried to
tempt the convict to suicude by fist drving hum o
melancholy and then sccreting a dangerous weapon in
his cell 2

*T suppose there’s no use denying 1t,” growled Gan-
naway doggedly. ' You scem to know a tidy lob
about it.”

‘“ Is it a fact that you stole a private letter from the
cell of the convict Giray and sent that letter to Hardy ¢ 7

“Yes. Hardy paid me to do s0.”

“ How much did he pay you ? ”

“'I'en pounds ”

“1t is alleged that winlst ho was working in the
quarries in the hcat of sammer yon dented this same
convict his right to have a dunk of watcr, and that you
afterwards placrd him in a powtion of such danger
that he narrowly cseaped with hus lite.  Is thot true ¢

1 don't know what you mean,” returned Gannaway.

“ T refer to the occurrence by which the man Giay °
wags injured in the hand.” said counsel—* the occurrence
Ry which another convict lost his Life. The inquest held
uponsthe body of the latter conviet 1esulted m a verdiet
of accidental death. But can you deny that thafy
supposed accident was a deliberate an‘l intentional act
on your part—an act by which you sought to compass
the death of Convict 99 7 ™ . .

“It was by accident that No. 2,000 was killed,”
answered Gannaway cvasively.

“ What was the sum which you were promised as a
reward if Gray should happen to die ¢ ” ]

Gannaway hesitated, and glanced fisst ab .mGers,
and then at Laurence Gray. Laurence had riscn and
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stood with his eyes fixed upon him, silently denouncing
him, compelling the truth. Gannaway shrank back.

*“ A hundred pounds,” he murmured tremulously.

At this answer thore was a groan of execration from
the gallery, which was immediately suppressed by the
usher. The jury exchanged meamng glances.

‘“ There 1s ono other question 1 have to ask,” con-
tinued counsel. *‘Was it not you who fired upon the
convict Giray when he attempted to escape 2
th“ Yos ; but it was my duty. Any officer might do

at.” .

“And jou claimed your promised reward, notwith-
standing that Giay was not fatally injured ?

‘I received the reward,” said Gannaway doggedly.

Here the learned judge asked if Warder Gannaway
had been brought to trial by the prison authorities.
Counsel explained that the governor of Grimley was
present in the court, and that he had already been
mado acquainted with the facts of the case. The trial
of the offending warder had only been deferred at the
instance of the Home Secietary, who had ordered
that Gannaway was to be brought to London to give
evidence in the present proceedings.

Turning to evidence of Vickers's movements on
that evening, counsel quoted from the official report
of the original trial Vickers had then advanced what

. the jury had naturally taken as a satisfactory alibs.
He had said that from about half-past four to six o’clock
he had becn occupied on the Exchange; that at six
o’clock he returned to the office, and wrote letters until
nearly eight.
¢ *Now, > said counsel impressively, “it is upon this
supposed alibi that the whole case rests. Vickers
had given half-past four as the time that he left the
office, Gray having gor e out at four o’clock, accompaniod
by tho deceased. The office-boy, Stinchcombe, had
said that Vickers went out almost immediately after
QOray and Charles Kesteven. But it was obviously
to the advantage of Vickers to make it appear that he
was in the office at twenty-seven minutes past four,
at which time the train left Broad Street Station. We
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have now to discover what the prisoner was really doing
during that hour and a-half.”

The next witness was a dark-visaged old man, who
%ave his evidence through an interpreter. He was an

talian, named Pedro Silvia, a knife-grinder, living in
Houndsditch. He stated that on the morning of Keb-
ruary 15th a man had come to his shop and left a large
American knifo to be ground, and that the same man
had called for the knife at a quarter past fourin the
afternoon, saying he was in a hurry to catch a train.
Witness, who produced his account-book showing the
entry, ‘ February 13th, grinding American knife, 4d.,”
identified the knife in court. He also rccognised the
prisoner, Ralph Vickers, as the man who had brought
the weapon to be sharpencd, and afterwards fetehed it
away. Witness knew nothing of the murder until a
few days ago when a detective summoned him to give
evidence.

John Locker next gave evidence. He deseribed him-
gelf as a hansom-cab driver, and stated that on the
evening of the Gospel Oak murder he was on the cab
rank at Finchley Road Station, on the north London
line. He heard the train arriving at five o’clock. A
few moments aiterwards a gentleman ran out of the
station in a flurry, and jumped into witness’s cab. He
did not seem to know where he wanted to drive to.
Witness looked at him through the trap of his cab,
and saw him using his handkerchief. The handkerchief
was stained with blood.

. < You swear to those blood stains ? ”’ asked counsel.

** Rather !

* ¢ Did you question him concerning them ? .

“No sir. I only arst ’im w'ere ‘o wanted to go to,
and then ’e says, ¢ Lombard Strect, and drive quickly.’
I druv ’im there, and dropped ’isn at the corner near
the Bank. As ’ee were a-payin’ of me, I seen.’ls ’and

uite plain—'is right ’and. It were covered wi’ blood.
go was ’is cuff. T says, ‘ Stop | wot’s that ’ero blood on
yer ’and, guv’nor ¥ ”’ .
* What explanation did he give ¥ "
““ None. Before I could git darn from my seat,
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’e’d run off into the fog. But I know'd ’im agin. I
know’d him three weeks ago when I was put to watch
’im outside Lucas & Co’s orffice ; and I knows 'im now.
That’s ’im standing there in the dock !

The counsel for the prosecution then remarked that
this concluded his case.

I had supposed,” said the learned judge, “ that you
ibnter}ded to put the convict Gray into the witness-

ox.”

“Snch was my original intention, my lord,” was
the reply ; * butl Gray’s entire ignorance of the circufn-
stances connected with the ciime makes 1t impossible
for him to throw any further light upon the matter.
I may add, however, that the instructions he has given
to his solicitor have been most useful in aiding us to
elucidate certain points and circumstances which must
otherwise have been ignored.”

CHAPTER LVII
THE VERDICT

Mucn to the surprise of everyone in the court, Ralph
Vickers’s counsel intimated at this juncture that ga
did not intend to call any witnesses for the defence.

Hereupon the counsel for the prosecution again rose.
He made a lengthy and powerful speech, in the course
of which he set forth with great ability the full ewidence
against Vickers, and gave it as his opinion thaf nover

‘{md p murderer’s guilt been more clearly and dnmis-

akably proved. The prisoner, he said, was & man
whose whole career had been a record of duplicity and
covert crime. It was singular that on the oceasion of
the former trial no‘inquiry had been made into his
character and antecedents. Had it been then suspected
that he had served a term of imprisonment for forgery,

a stricter account would surcly have been exacted as
to his movements on the afternoon of the murder.
That, in spite of the publicity given to his name as at
witness in the trial, nothing then transpired concerning
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his fa.st life was probahly due to the fact that his former
exploits had been performed under an alias. Beginning
with this conviction for forgery, he had gone on to em-
bezzle monoy from his employer Mr. Christopher Lucas,
and it was assuredly those embezzlements that had
led him indirectly to the comwittal of the erime for
which he now stood in the dock.

Counsel then procceded to recapitulate the eircum-
stances under which, according to his own theory,
the murder took place He stated that never before,
within his rocollection, had there been a case in which
the probability of guilt had been so ingeniously trans-
ferred from the actual culprit to a per,on absolutely
innocent. He dwelt bcvcxe{,y upon the cruel deceit and
treachery of the prisoner towards (iray, whose only sin
against him was that lus honourable uprightness and
many abilities drewfrom the world—and from Mr Lucas's
family in particular—an appreciation and favour such
a8 Vickers himself could never hope to win. He urged
that the malignant ferocity with which, through the
medium of Gannaway, Vickers had pursued Gray con-
tribated largely in itself to warrant their assumption
that he was guilly of the murder. (‘ounsel further
ﬁFpealcd to the jury to consider the 1uin of Gray’s

ife, his narrow etrtpe from an ignomunious death, his
loss of good name, his degradation, his most terrible
and bitter sufferings, and fivally demaunded the extreme
penalty of the law against the man who had not only
perpetrated one of the most eold-blooded and brutal
qrimes ever revealed in criminal history, but had also
gﬁottod—tmd successfully plotted—to fix the guilt of

at orime upon his innocent friend, and had finallys
striven his utmost to thrust this deeply injured friend
into a madman’s cell or a convicl’s nameless grave.

- The speech for the defence was a brief one.  Vickers’s
counsel prayed the jury in considering their verdict
to set aside all prejudice occasioned by the prisoner’s
other acts and to judge him solply with reference to the

resent case. However deeply tﬁeir sy mputhies might

ave bpeen touched by the sufferings of the conviot
Gray, they must not let their compassion for one man



242 CONVICT 99

lead them blindly into injustice towards another. He
asked them to concentrate their attention upon the
crucial question as to whether Ralph Vickers, leaving
his office shortly after four o’clock, could by any possi-
bility have gone round to Ifoundsditch, procured the
knife, and still have caught the 4.27 train at Broad Street.
In conclusion, he argued that the whole evidence against
Vickers was vague, and that it was insufficient to
justify them in returning a verdict that would carry
with it the most terrible penalty that the law can impose.

Silence greeted the close of this address. A gleam
of hope, lurid and transient, illumined Vickers’s face,
but the nervous motijon of his sinuous fingers as they
clutched the rail of the dock betrayed how abject was
the fear that still possessed him. This fear grew keener,
and the hope died utterly as he listcned to the judge’s
summing up. In this supremec speech every feature
of the evidence was considered, and every puint against
him was brought forward with convincing lucidity and
power. Therc could be no doubt as to the conclusion
that had been arrived at in the judge’s own mind.

The jury then retired. After an absence of no more
than a quarter of an hour they rcturned into court.
The foreman, in reply to the question of the Clerk of
Arraigns, said : , N

“We find the prisoncr guilty. We wish also to ex-

« press our sympathy with Lauience Gray. After careful
consideration of the evidence, we are unanimously of
opinion that the miscarriage of justice, of whigh the
unfortunate convict has been the victim, was taainly
due to the perjury and duplicity of Vickers.,~ We further
$lesire to express our hope that the proper authorities
will spoedily communicate the verdict to the Queen
with the pu'Tose of obtaining for Gray Her Majesty’s
unoconditional pardon*and his immediate release.”

Laurence Gray drew a deep breath. A smile of relief
lightened his B;Ie and worn features. He looked
at Geraldine. her face, too, a dawn was breaking
—a dawn of gladness and peace of heart and radiant
hope. Her eyes, brilliant with joy, met his and gave
him promise for the future ; the faint colour on her



THE VERDICT 243

cheeks deepened to a gloying crimson. But her look
grew grave again when the sonorous voice of the judge
rang thiough the court, asking the prisoner if he had
anything to say why sentence of death should not be
passed upon him.

Vickers, so fiercely cruel in evil doing, was a coward
now. He had not really thought that it would come
to this. Livid and quivering in every musclo, he
answered without looking up :

‘“ Nothing. I am guilty!”

His sinking voice and terror-stricken aspect sent a
shudder through the assembly. Even on (eraldine’s
faco there came a look of pity. e lified his eycs once
and saw that look. A spasm crossed his features—a
spasm of resentment, hatred, and bitter regret. Then
he crouched down again in the dock, seemingly deadened
to all that was passing around him—dcadened even
to the solemn words that filled the court-room with
the slow pronouncement of his doom—the words that
ll;ea? dazed the brain of Laurence Gray nearly two years

ore :

‘ The sentence of the Court is that you shall be taken
from the place where you now are to the place whence
you came, and thence to the place of your execution,
and there hanged Ly the neck until you arc dead. And
God have mercy on your soul.”

Lower and lower Vickers cringed in his abject terror.
The gaolers approached him tv lead him away. At
the tquch of their hands he started violently, and
lqoke}-round the court. As his eyes fcll upon Laurence
"Gray,ehis lips moved quickly as if he weie striving to
speak. But no sound came. Terror and defeat had:
paralysed his utterance.

A moment later his place in the dock was empty.
He had gone from the free world fer ever.

Before he was removed from the court, Laurence
Gray took one long, straining look at Geraldine’s raciant
face. The same wish was in both thei: hearts—the
wish to clasp hands, to utter forth their overwhelming
relief and joy. But Laurence was conscious still of
his orop, bair and his humiliating garb. Leaniag
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over to his solicitor, he whispered, disjointedly, in his
deep emotion :

“Say to Miss Lucas—that T implore her not to try
to sce me. I cannot bear that she should see me again—
like this. But I shall soon be free—very soon—

Then, amid a murmur of sympathy, he was led from
the court and taken back to his cell, there to await that
formal redrcss of injustice which is known as Her
Majesty’s pardon.

or him the gloomy prison had suddenly lost its
gloom ; his step was light on the stones of its corridoss,
and his face glowed with his great inner joy.

He felt no bilterncss against Fate for what he had
suffered in the past. He saw only the promise of the
future—glorious, rich with love and peace. But at
thought of the man who had wronged him, a shadow
darkened his happiness. The desire for vengeance
had passed from him. He felt pity now for the miserable
wretch who, somewhere in this same prison, a8 waiting
for death.

He saw Vickers in chapel on the following morning,
The doomed man was sitting in the chair of the con-
demned, close under the pulpit, with a warder beside
him ; he seemed shrunken and stupefied with fear.
Never once did he turn his head or raise his eyes.
And yet he must have known that Laurence was in
the chapel—Laurence, no longer the scapegoat, but
triumphant, serene, on the threshold of freedom,

Possibly, if Vickers’s paralysing terror left hi wer
to think, he imagined Laurence Gray to be gloaling
over his sufferiug, rejoicing in anticipation of the dread-
"ful retributive penalty that awaited him. But it was
not so. Laurenoe knew, as few men can know, how awful
a thing it is to stand in the shadow of the death punish-
ment ; how the braift reels at it, and the heart faints,
and the limbsiremble and grow weak. He pitied Vickers
—even Vickers the evil-hearted, who was in wvety
truth a murderer, and therefors, ageording to the law,
had justly merited the doom whose foreshadowed horror -
made the coward blaod curdle in his veins.

Thus, solemnly, in the chapel at Newgate, Laurence
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Gray looked his last—for ever—upon the maun who had
brought him his life’s great ordea,Y

On the fomth day after the trial thero anived at the

180n, by a Qucen’s messenger, Her Majesty pardon

or the man who had been known as Convict 99~ With

it thero came the oider for Tawence’s 1ck ase, and aé
three o'clock m the aftcincon he passed out from the
gatos of Newgate a fice mau

Tree—free agam ! No longa1 huntcd an ¥ persecuted,
walched by suspicious eyes, compelled to <lmh m by-
w339, and hide mn coructs, but free to go whercsoever
he hked ; to walk m opcn day with his he wl hich, and
his glance feailcssly meeting the olince ot his fellow-
men Oh, that great blissing of fiec lom, of which
men think so Little, how sweet 1t 19!

Lauarence pausc l{or amoment to Dok back 2l thedark
walls of the prison  Not 1 F ¢ ut alone, but i appear-
ance, he was a dificrent man from the Luncnce Gray
who had entered that place nearly two years before.
His face was lImed, his eyes were oo carnest and his
haun at the temples had a silvar sheen But he did
not think of this in that moment e only 1e membered
that he was free, with the stamn clc ued trom his name
—frec to go to Geraldme and draw hci to his heart
and claim her as Lis own.

CHAPTER LVIIL
EOR EVER AND EVER

Tap December twilight was falling when he reached.
the gates of Fenton Court. Then, fui the first time,
he asked himsclf—Was he fit to sce her ¢ His hair
had not had time to grow to ovan an inch m length,
and he had chosen rather to be snaven clcan than to
go to her wath the stubbly begmnings of abeard and
moustache. But his clothes were good , he had had
them sent to him at Newgate, so that he might leave
the prison in the attire of a gentleman. And she who
had olung to him when all others condemned him would
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not now be repelled by the Jast few outward signs of
an ignominy that was past and gone.

He went up to the house. ¥rom the drawing-room
windows bright streams of ruddy firelight shone out
into the darkening garden. Some instinet told him that
QGeraldine was in that room, and with a word to the
footman, Pearse, he went there unannounced. He
opened the door softly. She was thero and alone,
gitting by the bright log fire, whose leaping flames cast
& wavering glow upon her dreamy face and shimng hair
and the silken folds of her dress. .

He sprang to her and threw himelf on his knees besid
her chair, dinwing her sweet face down to him, clasping
and kissiog her hands.

‘" Laurence ! ” Her startled voico rang like an
?utb;n'st of glad music. “ It is over, then ¢ You are

ree »

“Yes, I havo come back to you, my darling—a free
man.”

There was a long, long silence. Then Laurence felt
tears dropping upea his hand—his worn and coarsened
hand which yet so confidently clasped hers.

‘“ Geraldine ! You are crying !

“It is for joy,” she murmured. ° Only for joy,”
she added, with a smile. “I feel my weakness now
that the strain is past.”

He looked up at her face as the firelight shone upon
it. Its purity and beauty filled him with a sudden doubt
of himself. -

‘ Geraldine,” he cried desperately, “am I worthy
of you now? I am not the Laurence Gray to®whom

«you gave your love. Look at me, darling. Think well
before you let me claim you for ever. 1 am a changed,
worn man, soul-scarred and prematurely old, with a
shadow on my past «vhich nothing can remove. Your
husband should be fresh in heart—should have had
no stain upon him— ” . .

He broke off, silenced and comforted by the love-%c'ocw
in her eyes. She clasped his upward-turned face
between her hands, and bent her own face down
tenderly to his.
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“Not a word against Jourself, Laurence. It is I
who should be proud—proud to give myself to a man
who has proved himself to be brave and true and noble
and strong.: 1t is me whom the world should envy.
Dearest, in my eyes, and in those of all rightly-seeing
people, you are better and grander than of old, far
worthier to be honoured, and therefore to be loved.
Were it not for the bitter pain and shame you have
endured, I should bless God for the shadow of these two
years. It makes happiness seem richer and more
glerious. If we had not suflered and despaired, could
we bave felt what we feel now 27

“No my darling, no! And this at least I can say:
that my heart has been true to youn always, true and
pure, and worthy to hold you, and for your sake and by
your guidance, true to God.” .

The twilight deepened. A solemnity seemed to per-
vade the shadowy room where the stillness was so intense
that the flidkering of the log flames and the beating of
those two hearts in unison scemed almost audible.

This was the first evening for two years that had
found Laurenee frec. He could scarccly realise the
blessed truth. He repeated the word to himself as he
gozed up into the heautiful eyes that smiled such promise
upon him.

“TFree! GCeraldine, can you fcel all that that means ?
No warder is ceming to-night to lead me to a cell—to
brand me again with the mark of Cain—to treat me
as a @g, a brute, a lost, soulless thing! I am free
"8 stay with you here for hours, and to-morrow I shall
be free to come to you again—free to love you all
my life. Think of it—for ever and for ever! Oh,’
Geraldine | ”

His voice broke into a sob.” $he clasped her arms
closer about his neck, and they stayed thus, steeped
in silent joy, heart to heart and sotl to soul.

Aftor a long while—they could not have told how
long—the door was opened. ‘They sprang asunder.

A dark figure advanced into the room.
““Mr. De Lacy ! ” exclaimed Geraldine.
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“Do I interrupt you . asked Jacques de Lacy
anxiously. “T thought Mr. Lucas was here.”

* Papa is aslcep in the library,” said Geraldine, with
a smile. * This is Laurence.”

De Lacy advanced into the circle of the firelight.
Very changed was he now from the Number 1,007 of
Grimley and Jedwoecd. His hair and moustache had

wn and were well-trimmed ; his dress was neat, and

is whole appearance that of a gentleman.

At Geraldime’s announcement he gave an exclamation
of joy. The two ex-convirts met and shook hatds
warmly. Never had even the hands of brothers grasped
each other with deeper sincerity or truer affection.
At that moment Pearse entered with lamps. Geraldine,
murmuring that she was going to see her father, went
from the room.

“You are looking remarkably well, Jack,” observed
Laurence. 1lis voice was light; but the traces of his
recent emotion still lingered on his face. ** Freedom
evidenily agrees with you. I am sure no one would
dream that you had ever worn a convict’s dress in
Grimley or—”

“Hush !> appealed De Lacy. * For the love
of Heaven lot mc forget what has passed. Don’t
remind me ot it. I am another man now, and mecan
to keep so. 1 am on the right road, thanks to you and
to Miss Lucas. Ab, if you knew what an angel she has
been to me'!

“I can guess.” mu~mured Laurence sofily. &

“1 went to her, as you bade me,” pursued Da Tacy,
“and she did not despise me. She welcomed nle,
helped 1ae, sheltered me. She saved me from the
shame of being hounded about London, watched by
detectives' eyes. Ske saved me from despair and the
horrors of temptation. And yet all the “while she .
showed me how evil 1 had been ; taught me the loaths
someness of crime and the ﬁandeur of an u?‘ilfht lifo.
She made me promire her that I would not again. .
’Inhave sworn to her that I will not, and now I swear it

you.
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* May God help you to keep your resolve,” Laurence
Gray said solemnly.

“He will. He will,” quickly rejoined De Laecy.
“ Don’t be afraid that I shall ever go wrong again, I
have promised you and her, and I shall not break my
word. I would as soon break it to the angels of God !

He spoke with nervous, passionate earncstness,
looking into &ray’s face. For all reply ULaurence
placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder, and let it rest
there for a moment in sign of confidence and sympathy.
They heard the soft, statcly steps of Ueraldine returning.

* Father is awake,” she said. *‘ He i» coming to
us here.  He is eager to welcome you, Lauzence.”

* flow is he, dearest ? Better than when I saw him
last ?”* asked Laurence, his conscience reproaching him
for having forgotien the old man in the fulness of his
own supreme joy.

“Yes,” answercd G(eraldine.  But not vet well.
The cares of business are weighing tco heavily upon
him. Butl he expcets soon to be relieved from such
anxicties,” she added, smiling at laurence. * He is
going to retire.”

She stopmd, percoiving her father stunding in the
doorway. . Lucas advanced into the room slowly.
Laurence realiscd for the first time how greatly his
benefactor and future father-in-law had aged in the past
two years of anxicty and reflected sorrow.

‘I shall retire in fuvour of my son,” the old man
said playfully, yet gravely, looking the while intently
frqm the face of his daughter to the face of the liberatad
convictwhomshehad loved soloyally. Hiscountenance
gréw brighter as he thus contemplated them. After
& moment he added : I shall have a few weeks abroad
with you after your honeymoon—and then you must
come home and direct the firm, kaurence—my dear,
braveboy ! .

L] L [ ] L] * » *
On a certain morning Jacque$ De Laoy called early

&b the rooms of Laurence Gray. The expression of
his face told Laurence why he had come.
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‘“ Have you heard anything ? ™ he asked anxiously.
“Isitover ?”

De Lacy nodded. ““ Yes, I stood outside Newgate
at eight o’clock. I heard the bell of St. Sepulchre
tolling, aud then above the gray old walls of the yprison
I saw the black flax mount slowly and wavein the breeze.
He has suffered his doom. *

* May God forgive him and have mercy on his soul ! ”
said Laurcnce, in a subdued voice. And he buried
his face in his hands and was silent for :nany minutes.

*® * * * E3 * .

Three weeks laler. the mariage of lautence ( <y
and Geraldine Lucas was uietly celebriled in a ttle
Hampstead church. "1%ic +un, which had long been
hidden behind the groy clondds of a Londown winter, shone
forth that morniug to ble-s the hrule, It blessed her as
she knelt before the dtar m her bnidal simplicity of
whiteness ; it bless. u her agam as afterwards she walked
down the aisle by her hushand’s side. And brilliantly
still it shone upon her when, wrappedl in protecting
furs, from out whose daihness her delicate fare rose like
a gleaming flower, she smiled a half tearful yet wholly
sweot good-bye to the father who was for a little while
to lose her, and got into the carriage that was to bear
her and her wedded lover away on the first stage of a
honeymoon that shall last their whole lives through.

THE END
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