CHAPTER XXIT
A Surprise

ORR13 VINE put on his coat, lit a cigarette,
and looked around the room with the satisfied
air of a man who has successfully accomplished a
difficult task. In Jfront of him were two steamer
trunks, a hcld-all, hat-box, a case of guns, golf
clubs, add some smaller packages, all fastened up
and labelled “ Vine, New York.” He moved
toward the bell, meaning to ring for a porter, but
was interrupted by a knock at the door.
“Comein!” he called out, and Virginia entered.
He looked at her in cold surprise, , He recognized
her, of course, .but he recognized’also that this
young ladj had nothing whatever to do with the
pale-faced,: desperate child, whose visits to him
before liad always seemed in a sense pathatic.
He was an artist in such things. and he realized at
once the dainty perfection of her muslin gown and
large drooping hat. Her whole expression, too,
had changed. She had no longer the look of a
hunted and frightenad child. She carried herself
with confidence and with colour in her cheeks, and
though she held out her hand to: him with some
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show of tin.idity, the smile upon her lips was
~delightful, if a little appealing.

“ Mr. Vine,” she said, ‘‘ please forgive m:* coming.
I have something so important ‘o say to you, when
I heard that you were going back to the States,
You will spare me a few minutes, will you
not? "

Vine was only human, and hers was au appeal
it was not easy to refuse. He placed a chair for
her, and stood in a listening attitude.

“My dear young lady,” he said, “I will listen
gladly to anything that you have to say. ButasI
have nothing more left which it wouid be .. any
interest to you to steal, I scarcely unde-stand to
what I am indebted for this unexpected ”—he
hesitated for a moment and concluded his sentence
witha not ungracious bow—'* unexpeacted pleasurel '
he said.

She smiled up at him delightfully.

“I am so glad, Mr. Vine,” she said, “ that you
are going to be generous and nice, becruse what I
have to say to you is so difficult, and if you were
angry with me it would be very hard to say.”

“T trust,” he answered, “that I can accept a
defear; and you had all the luck, you knov.”

“I had,” she admitted. “It wzs, after all,
nothing to do w~ith mc. I see you have clearad
your cupboard out. I can assure you that it was a
terribly stuffy place with all those clothes of yours
hanging there.”

He smiled.
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“ Well,” he said, “ you were very patient and
very persistent. You have won and I lost. I am
not at il sure that it is not a good thing that I
lost, My friend Deane tells me so even now.
But let that go. I rm sure you would like to tell
me what it is that you have come here for.”

“T have come,” she answered, “ to talk to you
about Stelln.”

‘“ Stella 7/”” he repeated slowly.

Virginia nodded.

“Yes! she said. “ You see, I have all the
time the feeling that I have somehow or other done
Stella an injury by taking her place with my uncle,
and do you know, Mr. Vine, since he has been in
London he seems quite altered. He has been
simply delightful, and I haven't felt frightened
of him once. -He keeps on giving me beautiful
presents, and ne does not seem in the least in a
hurry to get back to America.”

Norris Vine smiled grimly.

“1 do rot blame him,” he said.

“ Yesterday,” she continued, *“ I could not help,
it, I discbeyed his orders and I spoke to him ahout
Stella, and do you know, he listened to me quite
patieatty. Mr. Vine, I am going to say something
to you very'serious. You must not ask me how I
know, or exactly what v Rnow, but I accidentally
do know so mucli as this. You and Stella are very
fond of one another, and I should like to see you
married.”

He raised his eycbrows slowly.
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“Yon would like,” he repeated, “to see us
married | ”

She looked away from him. He could see that
for some reason or other she was embarrassed.
The colour had streamed int her cheeks, but she
went on bravely enough.

“Yes 1" shesaid. ‘I talked to my uncle abort
it, and he was quite nice. He says that.he does
not want to see Stella again for a shoit time, but
if you two have made up your minds to be marri~d—
that is how he put it—he is going to give Stella a
million dollars.”

“ You must be a magician,” hesaid coolly.

“ I am nothing of the sort,” she answerd, * but
I think that my uncle has been very much mis-
understood, or else something has changed him
wonderfully during the past few months. Now I
came straight to see you and to ted you this, Mr.
Vine because I do not know where to find Stella
Can’t you be married here in London, and ask me
to the wedding ? "

There was a knock at the door and it was imme-
diztely opened. They both turned rounéd It was
Stella who stood there. She looked at them both
for a moment in surprise. Then she closed the
door and came into the room.

“Virginia | ” sne exclaimed. “ What on earth
are you doing here? ”

“ I should have come to see you, Stella,” Virginia
said, “if I had known where to find you.”

“Virginia has come,” Vine said, “to tell us
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that your father is inclined to play the part of a
benevolent parent. I think that he must be either
very ill, or going to be. Virginia has come here
to tell us that we are to be mairied, and that he
is going to give you some little trifle for a wedding
present, a million dollars I think it was she men-
tioned,

Stella looked at her cousin in amazement.

“ Do you mean this, Virginia ? * she exclaimed.
' Absolutely,” Virginia answered. *“ He has
promised faitiifvlly, There is no doubt about it at
all.”

“Thank goodness!” Stella declared. “I am
tired of being poor, aren't you, Norris ? Virginia,
you're a dear.”

Stella passed her arm around her cousin’s neck.
Virginia looked up a little timidly.

* And you v ill marry Mr. Vine, then,” she said,
“at once?”

Stella laughed softly.

“ My dear child,” she said, ** we nave been married
for six weeks.”

Virginia leaned back in her chair.

“Onl"” she said. Then suddenly she sprang
to her' fect. She was obviousiy delighted. A
certain restraint had left her manmer. It was
obvious that the news’v:s a r-Uzf to her.

“This,” she snid, “is delightful. 'You are both
of you:to couie to dinner to-night at Claridge’s.
Your father told me that I was to ask you,” ’she
said, turning to Stella, “if { found you both.”
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“ At eight ~’clock, I suppose ? ” Vine remarked.
“ We will be there.”

Virginia and Stella left togecher.

“I have an au.omobile outs’de,” Virginia said
a little shyly. * Your father.is ever so much too
kind to me, but I do hope, Stella, that you don’t
mind. I feel sure that he is going to be quite
different now.”

“Mind? Of course not,” Stella answvered. “1
have been rather a beast to him myself, and [
think it's very decent of you, after eversthing, to
have anything to do with me. Who on earth is
this young man ? *

They were in the hall of the Mansions face to
face with a young man who was in‘the act of entering.
Virginia looked up, and gave a startled little
cry.

“Youl®™ she exclaimed breathles.ly.

Guy quite ignored her companion, and took
her by the hands.

“Virginia ! ” ne exclaimed. “ At last! Where
have you been hiding yourself, and how dared y6u
run away from me? ”

“There didn’t seem to be much else for me to
do,” Virginia answered, smiling; “ buc I« very
glad to see you again,” she added in a lower tone.

“ How well yc 'ook: " ne exclaimed. ‘ Where
can we go and sit down? I wan* to talk to you,
and remember I am not going to let you out of my
sight again.”

Stella, whom they had both forgotten, intervened
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“ It seems to me,” che said, ‘“ that it is fortunate
I have an engagement. At eight o'clock then,
Virginia.”

Guy lifted his, bat, and irginia murmured
something.

“TIt is my cousin Stella,” shesaid. “What isit
that you want to say to me, Guy?” she added
aalf shvly, as soon as they were alone.

“ Come and get in my automobile,” he said. * We
will sit behind and let the man drive. Then we
can talk. ) But *he first thing I bave to say to you
is this: that I do not want to ask you a single
question, no; am 1 going to permit any one else to
ask yuu anytning. Whoever you are and whatever
you are, you are going to be my wife as soon as I
can get another special licence.”

She laughed softly.

“ Very well,”" she said, “ only you must come in
my automobile instead, and send yours away. If
you like I will take you for a little drive.”

“ Just as you like,” he answered, looking with
some surprise at the car which stood waiting for
Viuginia, with its two immaculate servants. * It
seems t0 me, dear,” he added, with a note of dis-
appoli‘.nent in his tone, ““ that you have reached
the end of your troubles without my help.”

“7T think I have, Gu,,’, she aswered, “ but I
am just as pleased to see you. Would you like
to come and be introduced to my uncle and
guardian ? ”* |

“ Rather ! ” he answered,
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“ Back to Claridge's,” she told the fuotman, and
they stepped inside.

“ This isn’t a dream, is it? = Guy asked.

I don't believe so,” she ansvered. ‘ You will
find my uncle human enough, at any rate.”





