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_ ODITIOAL discyssion ranged high and the
about the bar of the little roadside hotel
‘pecame more animated under the lash of par-
tisan feeling. Affairs In the county had
grown into a sharp local issue and there was
falk-of a kind that would have served for matters
¢ much greater moment. f
Several times the landlord had protested at the
pxtravagance of the disputants and finally he thought
it wise to refuse further refreshment untll the pre-
ve "ing tone of conversation had been lowered. In
this he was taking a bold step, for those he enter-
' tained were persons of consequence, wealthy farm-
ers, couniry politicians and residents of the nearby
village. _ His attempt to check the wordy turbulence
was effective except with two of the men, who con-
tinued their Interchange of invectives with violent
and heated language.
One of these was John Wickliffe, owner of a large
« property .tpenelghborhood. leader of one faction
4u the to¥ { inpopular with.the prosperous ele-
‘ndent Qid like for his viadictive nature and
. political powel.' He carrled some forty-five years
with vigor and his frame was wiry and knobbed
with muscles. - His face was clean shaved, and as he

Yebesbed e had an’unpleasant way of drawing back

his P8, Patthg his teeth like an animal. In anger his
_appearance became almost repulsive, and so lhis op-
=" ponent now found him. G
17" frapry Blake, who confronted Wickliffe with flushed
gace and. hostile eye, was the son of a wealthy store-
keeper and landowner of the village. He was just in
from a hunting trip. A handsome, well proportioned
young fellow, generous, frank, quick tempered and
fond of good company, he had followed his father into
political affairs on a small scale and recently had given
promise of ability in this line. His interests were op-
posed to those of Wickliffe, who in the last campaign
pad-found Mmself checked more than once by an unex-
pected subtlety and craftiness on the part of one whom
he professed to despise as a schoolboy. Blake now
peld his ground against the other, whose mastiff snarl
might have given pause to a less sanguine and deter-
mined antagonist.
Grayson, a magistrate, watched the two uneasily for

gsome minutes after the rattling fire of argument had~

peen abandoned by common consent among the rest
of the party. Grayson did not like Wickliffe and he
was fond of Harry and it was not to his mind to stand
by while the young man became involred with one.of
{11 repute and violent ways. He stepped forward
finally and took a hand in the dispute.

“See here, Wickliffe, you're not gaining anything by
this bickering. That fact alone ought to serve to
make you save your breath for another and more
promising subject. In addition, I say stap it.”

Wicklifie turned on him with his lips lifted.

" «What’s bothering you, old man Grayson? Isn't
the boy old enough to hold his side of a fight? If he
fgn’t he'd better keep out of politics. He's old enough
to vote, anyway, and he's put on a show of having
epinions. And if his opinions don’t suit me I'm going
to quarrel with them, for all you may say or do.”

Grayson held a steady eye upon him throughout
the pause that followed these words. The situation
pecame strained and Blake, unwilling to drag an-
sther into his own difficulty, cut the thread of tersion
himself.

The Bitter Quarrel.

\ “Wwhy, I didn’t mean to quarrel,” he éﬁ’m, shifting

mith the readiness that his personality allowed him
tfrom lowering brows to smiling countenance. “I'm
afraid I got a little too heated about this thing. It
really doesn’t amount to much. I'm sure I'm quite
ready to call it quits, although,” he added, with a
shade of pompousness, “I, of course, am not ready to
abandon the position I took in the discussion.”

Grayson nodded approval and Blake stepped from
icklife’s side to the group of watchers. One of
them spoke to him as he stoed with his back to his
late antagonist and conversation ih a lighter vein
was soon running from one to another.

Wickliffe hung upon the bar by himself where
Blake had left him, mumbling and baring his teetd
to small puirpose. The superior scorn finplied 1u
Elake's abhandonment of the quarrel and the fact
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that he now had no-auditor for his bitter remarks,
together with what he had drunk, accentuated the
naturally evil disposition of the man. With his
glass lifted in sudden pbravado he made a remark
that, coming through the light banter of the group,
struck each hearer dumb with indignation. He had
passed the unmentlonable reproach, the word that
means retaliation from any man with as much as a
red corpuscle in his veins. Blake had not. heard dis-
tinctly, but the white faces of his companions told
him that Wickliffe ‘had said or done something out of
the ordinary.

Several of the men turned to Wickliffe with cries
of “Shame! Shame!” Wickliffe glowered back at them
defiantly. Blake, sensitive to the pervading sentl-
ment, felt instinctively that some serious insult had
been offered to him. Me thrust up to Wickliffe and
looked into the hideous face fearlessly.

«T don't know what you said, Wickliffe,” he re-
marked, “but if it was anything reflecting on me and
you dare repeat it this will be the sorriest day of your
life.”

The courage of the young fellow and the challenging
note in his voice held the elder man silent for a breath.
He passed the threat off with a sneer, however, find-
ing his reputation for overbearing contrivance of his
own actions #ttainted by such a,remark. With a shrug
he repeated his previous remark in words not so sharp,
but still insulting and clear enough.

Blake, thrusting aside Grayson’s friendly and de-
taining arm, sprang full at Wickliffe, struck him in the
face and hurled him to the ground. The aggressor,
overborne by his own rush, lost his footing and the
two rolled together. Before either of the combatants
could renew hostilities after the fall the other members
of tpe group had swarmed upon them and pulled them
apart, the landlord beseeching them to check the
seandal that had come upon his house. Each fought
to wrench loose from the hand l2id upon him, but the
affray had sobered the company and Grayson, sternly
taking command, ordered that Wickliffe be ejected.
The suggestion was carried out none too gently.
Helpless in the face of universal enmity, his face
drawn into his ugliest snarl, Wickliffe gave over
thought of immediate reprisal. With vicious oaths
and words of defiance, which Bilake, still struggling at
his restraining friends, returned in good measure, he
mounted his horse and rode away,

“You can get a fit for a coffin now.” was Wick-
liffe’s final word. “You'll need it after this.”

Fifteen minutes had “passed before the cautious
Grayson, certain that the other had proceeded too far
to allew of pursuit, gave Blake permission to go.
The young fellow had lapsed into hard mouthed
silence following Wickliffe’s departure. Grayson ac-
companied him down the steps.

Blake Rides Away

“Keep away from him, Harry. That's my advice.
He's dangercus, and he has a lot ef good for nothing
followers. IHe's too powerful for you to go against
and he’s too worthless to deserve any decent per-
son's attention. Ignore him and forget what he said.
There are some men that it is the part of wisdom
to overlook in their nastiness, and this is one of
them.”

Blake made no reply, scemingly had not heard the
kindly meant remarks of Grayson, who was his fath-
er's friend. He mounted his horse, cut the animal
over the flank with his riding whip and vanished
down the road in a cloud of dust. His way led
straight to the village. Wickliffe lived on the same
highway, but at the other side of the town, some
mile or so bheyond. .

After Blake's departure the company was ill at ease,
finding no further interest in discussion or in friendly
anecdote. Shortly it began to break up, this and that
man riding off singly or holding back until joined by
some companion. Grayson went over the incident
with Walton, an elderly man and a close friend of his,

“T don’t like it, Walton,” said the Magistrate. “There
never was good feeling between Wickliffe and old
Blake, as vou know. I believe the fox led the boy on
and worked up his own bile until he had the bitterness
on tap to pass an insult. There's nothing Wickliffe
likes so well as to be on bad terms with as many per-
sons as possible, and Harry Blake would be a welcome
recruit to his list of private enemies.”

«1 have heard there was a row between them before
over the Dowell girl,” added the other. “Wickliffe
was pestering her last year and Harry stopped him one
day and told him to quit. I guess her father put in a
heap more effective argument, for he let up. Butif 1
know the skunk he's probably been nursing his grudge
ever since.”

After further comment of the kind Grayson and
Walton untethered their horses and started slowly
toward the town.

It was late of a summer afternoon. ‘The sun was
within half an hour of setting, barring the road with
long shadows from the fence ralls and tinting fields
and trees with russet. The highway was empty
ahead of them to the next turn, a quarter of a mile
away. A pleasant breeze was stirring the foliage
and tall grasses. The two men rode in silence, tak-
ing quiet note of the colorful stretches of landscape
and content to -forget the disturbing scene in which
they had just taken part.

They had reached the turn when from beyond a
small grove of fruit trees that fringed the road to th
right came a man’s wailing cry of agony, borne pas&
them on the wind. The startled riders drew rein and
gtared at each other.

«Something wrong lere,” sald Grayson, sharply.
«I made out a cry for help. Did you hear a name?"

Na” -

“1 @lq, and j¥ was Harry. Do you suppose that
boy”’'—-

ITe had set his horse at the fence and driven home
the spurs and the rest of his sentence was lost as the
animal took the jump. Walton was after him in-
stantly and together they rcde around the edge of
thie little orchard. As they circled the copse they
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tops of which partly sereened a slight slope rising be-
yond. Through the film of the natural curtain, how-
ever, they could see the open ampitheatre of field.

Not twenty yards from them a man lay outstretched
upon the grass and motionless. Over him, with his
hand still grasping a knife planted in the victim's
breast, was a younger and a slighter one. The riders
had burst through the hedge and were upon this scene
before the second of the two figures was aware of
their approach. He started up, bringing the knife
with him, his hand and the weapon dripping. It was
Harry Blake,

“Harry, Harry, what have you done? Don't strike
again for God’s sake!” :

He Denies the Murder.

Grayson leaped from his horse: and thrust Blake
back., The man on the ground was John Wickliffe,
stiffening In death, The magistrate bent over him,
thrusting a hand under his coat, but even as he per-
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formed the act Wickliffe had ceased to breathe. Wal-
ton had dismounted. He now threw himself upon
Blake, who had started back at the sudden appearance
of the two men. Walton gripped him firmly by the
sleeve as Grayson looked up from the body.

“Dead,” said the Magistrate, “gnd by your hand,
Harry. This is a sad day for all of us, but the one
whom T am thinking of even in this minute is your
father.”

Blake looked from one to other of his captors, read-
ing his condemnation in the stern faces.

“Why. I dldn’t kill him,” he said, his lips trembling.
«1 pode here to give him help, and just then you came
up.u

Grayson shook his bead.

«It won’t do, Harry,” said Walton. “We heard the
ery when you struck him. and we were here before
you had recovered from the blow. In the ahsence of
the proper officers we shall have to place you under ar-
rest.”

Blake tossed the knife from him and wiped his
hands on a handkerchief, slowly regaining command
of himself.

“Oh, I gness you won’t,” he said. “I'm not pretend-
ing I'm not zlad the little beast is dead, for T am. But
you know me. It's not as if you'd found another here
with him.”

Grayson found his tongue at this speech.

“What's that?’ he .thundered, *‘asking us to con-
nive at your crime? We take you red handed and you
think we will shield you? No, Harry Blake, no. We
are your father's friends and yours, too, but you
should know us better than that.”

“All right,” said Blake, carelessly. “I'm not ask-
ing you to connive at a crime. I didn’t kill Wick-
liffe. that’s all. I'm only asking you to believe that
when I tell you so.” :

“And I'm telling you we will accept no such lead
and allow you to give us no such hint as to our posi-
tion in the matter,” said Grayson, impatiently. <

“But I didn’t kill him,” answered Blake, defiantly.

«What! Do you really mean to try to face it out?
You say you didn’t kill him, with Walton and myself
here‘?"

Blake nodded.

«“Then I can only say that such a device will be as
futile as the other. You had just stabbed him as we
rode up. and that's what we shall have to swear to.”

The young man showed the first trace of active
fear he had exhibited since he recognized the two
horsemen.

Suggests a Search.

“You saw me strike him?"”

“No, but it was plaln you had just done so.”
«But I was only trying to pull out the knife.”
“You'll have difficalty in proving that.”
Blake made a gesture of despair.

“Then T suppsse It's all up with me,” he sald.

“Wait,” he added a- moment later, with some bltter-
ness, *if I can’t rely on your friendship I shall have to
begin contriving my defence in spite of you, I sup-
pose. Do you mind helping me to search the vicinity
for the man’ who did this thing?” i

Grayson looked at him in surprise.

“For what man? Are you going to try to deny this
thing in spite of what I have told you?”

“Do you think I am going to accept it meekly,” the
young fellow flared back at him. “You won’t aid me,
and you're the very one I would have looked to for aid.
In that case I’ll have to do what I can without it.
Wickliffe was too much everybody's enemy to make
such a fuss about, it seems to me, but 1f you’re on his
side now he’s dead why all right, that’s your lookout.”

. Walton, who had listened to the dialogue without
comment, but had been observing Blake closely, inter-
rupted at this point. He had hunted among the grass
where the knife had been tossed and he now held the
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i1..: AGGRESSOR LOST HIS FOOTING AND THE TWO ROLLED TOGETHER.

weapon.

“Have you your hunting knife about you, Harry?”
he asked. “That would help to clear the affair some-
what.”

The boy paled and stammered under the question:
His hand rested on his belt at the left side and closed
upon an empty leather sheath.

“No,” he faltered, “I must have lost it. It must
have dropped out along the road somewhere.”

WWith full desire to give Blake the benefit of any cir-
cumstance, however slight, the two men searched the
bushes on all sides of the spot, but discovered nothing
further that had the slightest bearing upon the case.
Then sadly, but determined to do what in their ca-
pacity as citizens the law demanded of them, they
prepared to take their prisoner to the village. Gray-
son buckled one end of a s,trap to the bit of Blake’s
horse, which was found in the orchard, and took the
other in his hand.

“If you attempt to escape, Harry, T am armed,” he
said firmly, and this was the only word that passed
among the members of the little cavalcade until the
village was reached. Blake was lodged in the jail on
the Magistrate's orders.

The body of Wickliffe was takep to the town hall
that night and - Ribbold, the prosecutor, was sum-
moned. He arrived next day and Grayson laid the
case before him in its entirety. Blake had been on
{1i terms with the victim for a year, following a dls-
pute eomncerning the attentions of the elder man to a
young woman to whom Blake was attached. They
had had no further collision until the meeting at the
roadside inn. The former quarrel apparently had
been forgotten in the meanwhile, but, warmed by
drink, they had carried a matter of politics to per-
sonal ground. Then had come an insult, a scuffle, and
Wickliffe had left, promising trouble.  Motive was
thus fully afforded and testimony as to Biake's ac-
tions after Wickliffe's departure would weigh heavily
toward proving that he had followed the other with
deliberate intention of mischief.

The weapon with which the murder had been com-
mitted had been made the final step in perfecting the
evidence. Grayson had found the dealer who had
sold a hunting knife to the' young man. He had
identified it positively as the one shown to him by
Servants at the Blake house had further
identified it. Members of the gathering at the inn
could swear that when Blake was in the place his
knife was in its sheath. Nothing could be clearer or
more satisfactory. .

Wickliffe's horse, covered with dust and Iather,
had returncd to its owner’s stable the next morning.
still charged, were found in the holsters.

Grayson.

Two pistols,
Easy to Convict.

The prosecutor found the only question in the degree
of murder involved, and felt assured that he could es-
tablish a premeditated crime. This view was borne
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sut by the fact that no arms had been found on thr .
body of Wickliffe, not even a knife. It seemed likel;
that Wickliffe had delayed his journey and waited for
Blake along the road, but the natural supposition was :
that his intention in this had been only to renew the .
quarrel with words and:threats, or,.at most, to submit
their differences to an encounter with fists. "This
would account for the fact the two men had left the
foad as they would have done If in search of a spot
where they might be free from interruption. The
theory was that Blake, finding his enemy without ade- :
quate means of defence, had taken advantage of his
‘Delplessness to kill him. But the haste with which he
left the inn, the impatience to follow Wickliffe and the
raw welt of insult from which he suffered all pointed
to uvdetermlnatlon to murder at: the first opportunity.
At his trial Blake told a story of having heard a cry
while riding along the road and of riding behind the
orchard to find Wickliffe on the ground with the knife

in the wound. Hé) had not started out with the in-
tention of overtaking Wickliffe, he said. He declared

that he did not see any one near Wickliffe or in the
vicinity until Grayson and Walton rode up. As.to the
knife, he could not attempt to explain the lass of his
own, but counsel for the defence took the position
that the one found in his hand was not the one he had
carried. Attempts to shake the identification, how-
ever, were unavailing, and no other knife was pro-
duced. In fact, the case was 8o free from doubt as to
place little responsibility upon the jupy. There was
but one possible view of the circumstances. The tes-
timony of Grayson and Walton amounted to direct
evidence, so strong was it; no single fact was incom-
patible with gufilt, nor was any other construction than
guilt possible when all facts were taken together. The
prosecutor cleverly worked out his theory of a pre-
meditated crime, and as no claim of self-defehce or
sudden anger was advanced the verdict of guilty in
the first degree was returned.

Blake’s imprisonment affected him mentally and
physically and his execution hastened an end that

apparently was inevitable within a few months.
* L L] * * * *

The judge who had presided at the trial of Dlake
received a communication from the county jail one
day about a year after the execution of the voung
man. He was requested to visit a murderer then
resting under sentence of death who, accordingz to
the message from the head jailer, had matters of im-
portance to confess. The judge, albeit sceptical con-
cerning the information imparted by condemned crim-
inals, consented to visit the man within an honr.
When he arrived he found Grayson and Walton, to
whom similar messages had been despatched that
morning. There was as yet no inkling of the case
which the murderer, Deemes, wished to throw light
apon.

The three were conducted to the death cell. The
prisoner rose to meet them. He was a tall man, with
hollow cheeks and sharp, narrow eyes.

“You are the judge who passed sentence on Harry
Blake, for the murder of Wickliffe?” he asked.

The judge nodded.

“And you gentlemen were the two important wite
nesses against him?”

Grayson and Walton signified their assent.

Why He Killed Wickliffe.

®Then you sent an innocent man to his death, and
you others were the means of so sending him,” said”
Deemes. I killed Wickliffe. I know perfectly well
that you think this is another case of a criminal seeks ¥
ing to take the crimes of another on himself, a familiare .
peculiarity, you will say. But this is the truth.

«] was one of Wickliffe’s right hand men some years,
ago. It does not matter how I came to Le, but T did
his dirty work for him, as you can find out if you
take the trouble to investigate. I'm not trying te make
a grand stand play, but I'd been used fio hetter
things and finally we quarrelled. I left him. ile
‘wasn’t willing to let it drop there. One of the ways
of that slimy snake was to keep his grudges in storage
and find a means of settling them sconer or later. I1e
followed me out of the county to Albany, where I was
trying to be decent, and took me off the only straight
job I'd had for years and told me there wasn't a place
in the State he couldn’t find me. He was afraid of me
because I knew too much about him and he was trying
to get me out of his territory.

“T told him all I wanted was to be let alone, but he
wouldn’t. So I came down here to even up with him.
I let him think my game was to blackmail him first.
and perhaps I should have for a while. I was coming
along the road that day and met him riding. He
wanted to pass, but I told him I was through with
letting him take the upper hand and that he'd find it
to his advantage to have a talk with me.
off behind the orchard and dismounted and we started
to talk.

“He got mad, the way he Always did when he was
crossed, and words led to blows. He struck me in the
face and when we grappled my hand fell on a knife
stuck in his belt. I stabbed him with it and left Lim
dying. - I rode away on his horse just as young Biuke
was coming through the orchard in answer tuv bLis
cries.

«I kept in hiding till it was all over, but I followe
the case. You two witnesses came up just after Bl
and saw him stooping over Wicktliffe. He probubly
was just as glad the man was dead as I was, but he
had nothing to do with it

Grayson, pale with horror at these revelations, siill
clung to a final chance that the prisoner’s statement
was untrue.

“But the knife?”’ he gasped.
knife.”

“] know,” nodded Deemes, with a sneer. “You
hever thought of that scuffle they had, did you? Ii's
perfectly -plain. All the gentlemen who were the
inn that afternoon testified to a fight between Wick-!
liffe and i3lake. But nobody stopped to think that!
Wickliffe might have pulled Blake's knife out of the!
sheath in the mixup, or that it might have falien
and he picked it up. If you hadn't” interiered so )
promptly, though, you would bhave known it, fori.
Wickliffe would have tried to Kkill. Blake ‘ci the
spot, if I knew anything of the temper of the man.”

A careful investigation of this confession showed 1t
to be true in all parts that could be tested. A re-
examination of the members of the party at the inn,
showed that Deemes’ suggestion concerning the knife
probably was correct. Several of them recalicd that
Wickliffe, when dragged aside, had heid arm
stifly at his side, with the hand doubled uwnder the

So he rede

“It was Harry's own
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uff.

Blake’s delay along the road to account for the fact
that Grayson and Walton had nearly cauzht up with’
him when he heard Wickliffe's ‘first emained
the only unexplained point. This red up by
the pelated testimony of a far ) sald he
had seen Wickliffe ride behind the erch wit'i-a
man on foct and later had seen Blake stop and pluek
some apples from an overhanging Lrauch.




