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CHAPTER I.




Three young girls, as fair as youth and beauty could make
them, stood with arms twined about one another on the sands of
Newport one hot August afternoon.

Neither of the trio could have been over seventeen. All three
were dressed in white, and looked as delightfully cool, sweet and
airy, with their floating white ribbons and wind-blown curls, as
summer maidens can possibly look.

"If I were an artist, I would immortalize that glorious
scene," cried Lily Ryder, her blue eyes sparkling with the fire of
enthusiasm.

"And if I were an artist, I would paint
you ," cried a handsome, fair-haired
young man sotto voce , who had
stopped short in his stroll along the sands with his friend, to
admire the three lovely young girls, feeling sure that his keen
scrutiny would not be observed, they were gazing so intently out to
sea.

"Who are they, Ravenswood?" he asked, eagerly, turning to his
companion. "You know everyone at Newport worth knowing, of
course—'a golden key throws open all doors.'"

"Oh, of course," echoed Philip Ravenswood, with the slow
drawl habitual to him. "They are called at Newport 'The Three
Graces.' The blonde fairy to the right is Lily Ryder, an
ex-governor's daughter. The bewitching girl in the center of the
group is Miss Hildegarde Cramer, a banker's daughter; and, by the
way, she's one of the jolliest girls that ever dazzled a fellow's
wits as well as his eyes—looks more bewitching every time you see
her."

"But who is the other young girl?" interrupted his companion,
impatiently. "According to my ideas of feminine loveliness, she's
far the prettiest of the three."

"Hold on, my dear Royal Ainsley, lest you provoke a duel here
and now. Remember, that trio contains the peerless Hildegarde,"
laughed Philip Ravenswood, relighting a fresh Havana.

"All allowance made for difference of opinion," smiled
Ainsley; "but really, Phil, who is the dark-eyed beauty this
way?"

Little dreaming of what would come of those few idly spoken
words, Philip Ravenswood answered, carelessly:

"Her name is Ida May. She's the only living relative of the
Mays of Boston, I understand. I do not know the Mays personally,
but know them well by reputation. They are fabulously rich, it is
generally believed."

"Suppose you introduce me to the Three Graces," said Royal
Ainsley, banteringly.

His companion flushed, and looked a trifle
uncomfortable.

"At another time, my dear fellow," he said, answering
Ainsley's question after a moment's pause. "Let the girls enjoy
their rhapsodies over the sunset in peace this time. We really
haven't time just now. The fellows are waiting for us at the club,
you know."

But Ainsley refused to go on; yet he did it in such a gay,
off-hand, rollicking, fun-loving fashion, his friend did not see
the fixed purpose in his action.

He was quite sure that if they stood there long enough they
could not help attracting the attention of the pretty maidens, and
there was no time like the present to meet them. In this surmise,
he was quite correct. Attracted by the sound of voices almost
behind them, Miss Ryder glanced around.

"Hildegarde—Ida!" she exclaimed, in a flutter of delighted
surprise, "why, here is Mr. Ravenswood!"

She stopped short, for just then she observed that the
handsome young gentleman in the white linen suit, standing a little
apart from Mr. Ravenswood, was with him.

It was too late to beat a retreat then, for he had been
discovered. He was certainly in for it, and there was no help for
it but to bring his companion forward with the best possible grace
and present him to the young ladies.

Ainsley bowed low in his most charming manner, raising, with
a smile, his white straw hat from his fair, clustering hair, and
Philip Ravenswood could see, with consternation, the apparent
admiration for his friend on all three girlish faces, including
Hildegarde, whom he had believed to be quite smitten with
himself.

Royal Ainsley made the most of that next half hour on the
sands. He was so brilliant, so witty, so clever, he fairly
astonished his friend, used as he was to his gay
bon-mots and to see him the life of all
the affairs at the club.

They chatted brightly enough, until Hildegarde exclaimed,
with a little cry:

"Why, there is some bell striking seven! We have been here
over an hour. We must get back to the hotel, girls, or we will
never be dressed for dinner. Won't you stroll back that way with
us?" she added, with a dazzling smile to both of the young
gentlemen.

"I think not," replied Ainsley, quickly, taking it upon
himself to answer for his friend. "We have an engagement, and have
barely time to save ourselves from being the annoying cause of
giving our friends a cold dinner."

"We hope to see you both soon again," said Lily, with another
blush.

"We do, indeed!" echoed Hildegarde, archly. But the girl with
the velvet pansy eyes made no audible remark, though her crimson
lips parted, then shut quickly again.

The next moment the two gentlemen were gone, and the three
young girls retraced their steps slowly hotelward along the beach.
They had a much pleasanter subject to discuss now than the
sunset.

"Isn't the new-comer handsome?" remarked Lily.

"Splendid! but not quite as Phil, though."

Again they both asked together:

"What say you ,
Ida?"

The girl with cheeks like a damask rose and velvety pansy
eyes blushed to the roots of her jetty curls.

"He is like the hero of a novel. I have never seen any one so
handsome before—so fair, so smiling—so—so—delightful," she
answered.

"Ida May's heart has been hit by the first shot of those
arrows of blue eyes," laughed Lily, mockingly. "I knew when she
declared that, come what would, she would not fall in love with any
young man she met at Newport, she was more than likely to meet her
fate."













CHAPTER II.





For some moments the two young men walked on in silence,
which was at last broken by Ainsley.



"I say, Phil," he began, eagerly, laying his hand on his
friend's shoulder, "do you think any one of those three beauties
would accept an invitation to go down and see the yacht-race with
me to-morrow afternoon?"



Ravenswood looked shocked.



"You are surely jesting to ask my opinion as to whether any
one of those young girls would accompany a
stranger to a place of amusement. You certainly
know, as well as I do, that they wouldn't entertain such a thought
for an instant. And even suppose they did? Their parents would soon
let you know what they thought
on the subject. Like all sweet rosebuds, they are guarded by
thorns. A very stern duenna
usually accompanies them on their afternoon rambles, and woe
to anything masculine who attempts to hold a few moments'
conversation with any one of them. I confess I was surprised to
find them alone to-day—very much surprised, I must say."



"Fate interposed in my behalf," laughed Ainsley,
nonchalantly; adding: "I tell you, Phil, I am a strong believer in
fate, no matter what any one says to the contrary, believing with
the poet—everything is preordained, planned out ahead for us, and
we can not escape it. We are to meet certain people. One girl makes
no impression upon us whatever, no matter how pretty she may be; we
meet another, and lo! with the first glance from her eyes, the
mischief's done— we are done
for. Now, am I not correct?"



"I hope you have not made such a fool of yourself as to fall
in love at first sight with any one of those young ladies to whom I
was mad enough to introduce you, Ainsley!" cried Ravenswood, very
much nettled.



"And why not, pray?" returned Royal Ainsley, coolly. "You
should blame fate if I have done so, not me, my dear
fellow."



"I am sorry for you, Ainsley, if such is indeed a fact,"
declared Philip Ravenswood, gravely, "for I do not think you could
win the girl. Plainly speaking, you are no match for either of
them. You know that. But which one of them is it?"



"The one with the pansy velvet dark eyes—with the face of a
damask rose—Ida May, I believe you called her."



Ravenswood looked wonderfully relieved. As long as it was not
Hildegarde, he would not trouble himself.



"By George!" exclaimed Ainsley, stopping short, "I believe
those three young girls ride the bicycle. Now that I think of it,
I'm sure I saw them whirl past the club yesterday morning. They
wore natty navy blue suits and blue veils. I couldn't see what
their faces were like. Two elderly gentlemen accompanied
them."



"Yes, they ride the wheel," assented Ravenswood, reluctantly.
"The two gentlemen were Mr. Ryder and Mr. Cramer, who are very
enthusiastic over the sport. There's a millionaire's club of
wheelmen here at Newport."



"I presume they will be at the fancy masquerade cycle
tournament next week, then?" said Ainsley, carelessly, though he
listened anxiously for the reply.



"No doubt," returned Ravenswood. "They were all at the last
one. By the way, it's a very select affair. One has to be a member
of the club, or have considerable outside influence, to secure
tickets."



"Are you a member?" asked Ainsley, quickly.



"Yes," returned Ravenswood. "It was Hildegarde's father who
proposed my name. I did not get even one black ball, and was
consequently voted a member."



"Do you suppose, if you had been a poor devil of a clerk,
instead of a millionaire's son, you would have been voted in?"
asked Ainsley, a trifle bitterly, a hard light flashing into his
eyes.



"Possibly not," replied Ravenswood, with a good-humored
laugh.



"I should have thought you would have improved the
opportunity of seeing considerable of the Three Graces awheel,"
said Ainsley, after a few moments' pause.



"Their fathers discourage anything of that kind," laughed
Philip; "as more than one young man has found out."



"But Miss May's relatives—do none of them ride?"



"They are too old for that sort of thing," laughed
Ravenswood. "The old gentleman is as deaf as a post, and is
relegated to the hotel piazza because of the gout. His wife is
equally as deaf, and is too unwieldly to venture far from her
corner of the piazza. It is laughable to hear them shout at each
other through their ear-trumpets. I have often thought what a
lonely life of it that beautiful young girl must have with those
two old people. It would be unendurable, I fancy, if it were not
for her two young friends."



"Probably they make up for not being companionable by not
being so strict with their pretty prospective little heiress?"
suggested Ainsley, again listening eagerly for his friend's
reply.



"They certainly allow their granddaughter, or niece,
whichever she is, more liberty than Hildegarde's or Lily Ryder's
parents do. Still, I suppose they are confident that she can come
to no harm, surrounded by such careful friends and
companions."



"Did you say, Philip, you were going to the fancy-dress
masquerade tournament?" asked Royal Ainsley, slowly.



"I do not propose to miss it," responded Ravenswood.



"Do you think you can secure me a ticket, Phil?" asked
Ainsley, point-blank. "Grant me that favor if you can. Remember, I
ask it as a great favor . Surely
you can manage it somehow for me."



"I'll try," replied Ravenswood. "If it's possible, you shall
attend."



During the next few days that followed, handsome Royal
Ainsley saw as much of the Three Graces as was possible. One day he
was content with a bow or a smile—on the next, a few words in
passing; but he was wise enough to keep out of the way whenever
their relatives were about.



 











CHAPTER III.





The fancy-dress masquerade cycle carnival had been the talk
of fashionable circles in Newport for the last fortnight, and now,
as the auspicious evening drew near, excitement was almost at fever
heat.



The tickets of admission had been closely guarded; gold could
not buy them. The tickets, which were strictly not
transferable , had been duly delivered by
messengers to the different members whose names they bore, and the
promoters of the affair felt duly satisfied that no one outside the
charmed circle of Newport's fashionable Four Hundred could by any
possibility invade the sacred precincts.



A whole army of officers were to guard against intruders.
There was to be a banquet in the supper-room at midnight, after the
masks of the merry cyclers had been removed, that would be so
startling in its sumptuousness that the whole country would be
talking about it, and those who had been fortunate enough to attend
would never forget it in their after lives.



Philip Ravenswood had indeed done his utmost to secure the
admittance of his friend; but even he had failed signally. The
officers were inexorable in their polite but firm refusal to his
request.



Two hours later the grand masquerade cycle carnival was at
its height. The marble walls of the millionaire club never held a
more brilliant gathering of ladies fair, with eyes behind silken
masks brighter than the diamonds they wore, and men braver than the
famous knights of old in their powdered wigs, satin knee-breeches
and spangled waistcoats.



One wheelman, in the costume of handsome Romeo, sprung from
his wheel near one of the fountains, and watched with keen eyes
through his mask the cyclers as they passed him one after
another.



"Aha! I have them at last," he muttered, as he noted three
wood-nymphs hovering close together. "Well, I declare, I thought I
should have little difficulty in distinguishing one from the
other," he muttered; "but to save my life, I can not tell them
apart. I shall trust to fate to choose for me, hoping it will be
the beauteous Hildegarde."



Suddenly two plumed cavaliers sprung from their wheels before
the two foremost wood-nymphs, and asked permission in silent
pantomime to ride as their escorts around the rink, which request
was graciously acceded to, but with the dignity of young
princesses.



"This is my opportunity," thought Romeo. "I must claim the
remaining wood-nymph before some other fellow has the chance to
capture her."



The next instant he was bowing low before her.



"May I have the great honor of riding as your escort around
the rink, fair wood-nymph?" he whispered in a low, melodious voice.
"Ah, pardon my speaking; it was purely a slip of the tongue. I
should have made known my request in pantomime. But pray forgive,
and do not betray me, fairest of all maidens, to the floor manager,
pray, or I shall be ordered from the floor in deep
disgrace."



"If she answers, I shall know by her voice which one of the
three heiresses she is," he thought.



"Oh, I shall not betray you, Mr. Ainsley," replied the girl,
with a jolly little laugh, showing the whitest of pearly teeth,
"and I accept your escort to ride with me. I—I am so afraid of
tumbling off my wheel, this gay throng and the flashing lights
bewilder me so. I—I was just wondering if you would be here
to-night."



"Fair maid, you know me?" he whispered, in apparent
amazement. "I am astounded, yet flattered. Pray be kind enough to
exchange confidences. I have been hoping against hope that
you are the one whom I longed to see
here. Surely the throbbings of my heart tell me who you are, fair
nymph. Shall I breathe to you the name of her whom I ardently wish
it to be?" he asked, softly.



"Yes," she answered, eagerly; and there was no mistaking the
characteristic catching of the breath, and the intense, eager gaze
in the velvety eyes behind the silken mask.



He crushed the furtive hope that had stirred his heart for an
instant that it might be Hildegarde, and answered, boldly:



"I prayed the fates to lead me to the feet of beauteous Ida
May! Oh, tell me—am I right? Do be kind, and tell me."



"Then the fates have answered your prayer," she replied. "I
suppose I ought not to tell you
until unmasking time, but really I can not help it. I
am Ida May."



"Thanks, ten thousand thanks for ending my suspense, dear
girl," he murmured, as only Royal Ainsley could utter the words. A
few sweeps around the rink, where handsome Romeo, with his superb
fancy riding, was the cynosure of all eager feminine eyes, midst
murmurs of admiration, then he whispered to his companion: "Come
into the conservatory; the air is too close here. You are riding as
though you were dizzy. Are you?"



"Yes," she answered. "I must
have air. I——"



The wheel suddenly wobbled recklessly from side to side, as
though its rider had lost control of it entirely.



Royal Ainsley sprung from his wheel just in time to prevent
her from falling, and in that instant he crushed her closely to his
heart, then as quickly released her.



The excitement was so great, no one noticed this little
by-play, or saw Romeo lead the fair wood-nymph from amid the
glittering lights to the shadowy depths of the cool conservatory.
Standing their wheels against a marble Flora, he found a rustic
bench on which he placed her, taking a seat beside her, dangerously
near, his hand closing over the fluttering little white one, his
handsome head, with its fair, clustering hair, bent near her own. A
half hour they spent amid the dim, cool shadows, the perfume of the
roses enfolding them, the soft, low, bewildering echo of the
delicious music floating out to them.



Remember, the young girl was only seventeen, dear reader,
otherwise the place, and the scene, and the fair, handsome lover by
her side could not have infatuated her so quickly or so
deeply.



"This is heaven!" he whispered. "How I wish we could linger
here forever, Ida—I your devoted knight, and you my queen, the
world forgetting, by the world forgot! Do
you wish it could be so?"



The low cadence of his voice; the thrilling touch of that
strong, white hand that was stealing around the supple waist,
drawing her toward him; the panting of his breath, which she could
feel on her flushed cheek; the mesmeric, steady gaze of those
bright blue, shining eyes, bewildered her—made her heart flutter as
it had never fluttered before.



"Do you wish we could be always together, Ida?" he
persisted.



"Yes," answered the girl, with a half sob of affright,
trembling under the strange spell that had slowly but surely been
cast over her.



"Then marry me, Ida!" he cried, "this very night—within the
hour, and no one can ever part us after that! Oh, Ida, do not
refuse me!" he urged. "I love you so that I would die for you. Fate
surely intended us for each other, or we would never have met and
loved as we do. Oh, my darling, you can not deny it! You do love
me, Ida May?"



She strove with all her might to deny it; but, in spite of
herself, he wrung the truth from her lips—that she
did love him. A sudden light that she
could not quite understand leaped up into his eyes for a moment,
and a triumphant smile curved his lips.



"We shall be married to-night, Ida!" he cried. "I will
arrange it somehow;" and as he uttered the words, he told himself
that the great heiress was as good as won.



 











CHAPTER IV.





The crash of the music, the hum of voices, and the song of
the rippling fountains seemed to dazzle Ida May's senses.



"Promise me that you will marry me, my darling!" cried the
impetuous lover. "Would it be so very difficult, Ida?" he
whispered.



She clung to him, the terror deepening in her eyes.



"This is a little romance all our own," he added, clasping
her closely. "Ida, let me kiss you!" He clasped his arms around her
and drew her to his breast. "You are mine in life, mine in death,
and mine through all eternity!"



He kissed the sweet lips over and over again.



She was so young that she believed him.



"Let us be married first, then we can talk over all these
things after!" he exclaimed, impetuously.



She was dazed by his passionate words.



He felt quite sure that this sweet, beautiful, dainty young
girl could not hold out against him if he only persisted.



One more bold stroke, and the heiress would be his.



There would be a scene, he well knew, when he brought the
young girl back to the old folks. But it would surely end by their
forgiving her. They could not hold out against her very
long.



"You are—sure—it—it—would be right, Mr. Ainsley?" she
faltered.



"You must not call me 'mister' sweet one," he cried. "To you
I shall be 'Royal' from now on to eternity. Let me manage this
affair, my darling," he added.



All power of resistance seemed swallowed up by his
indomitable will.



"Go to the cloak-room, my love," he whispered, "and change
your attire as quickly as you can. I will meet you at the fountain
nearest the entrance. Not one word to either of your friends, Ida,"
he said, warningly. "Promise me that!"



There was no crossing him. Indeed, the very power to even
think for herself seemed to have left her.



Like one in a dream, Ida May donned her street clothes, the
thought filling her mind of what Hildegarde and Lily would say when
it was unmasking time and they came to look for her. How startled
they would be!



Outside all was confusion. There was a great crush of
carriages, the babble of coachmen and footmen, the crunching of
wheels, and the calling of numbers. To the girl whom Royal Ainsley
led on to so strange a fate it seemed like a dream. Some one
followed with their wheels. Royal Ainsley took them from the man,
and she saw him toss him several pieces of silver.



He did not tell her that he had written a note to an old
minister, living two miles out of the village, asking him to remain
at home to marry them. No name had been signed to the note; but he
had argued to himself that the minister, who probably was sadly in
need of making an extra dollar, would stay at home to perform the
ceremony. If his plans matured well, all well and good; if they
miscarried, well, no one would be the wiser as to who sent the
letter.



He assisted her to mount her wheel, and, as if in a dream,
they went speeding down the boulevard.



"We must make quicker time, my darling," he said.



Was it a sob he heard coming from the girl's lips? Ida May
seemed to have suddenly awakened to a sense of what she had done. A
brief half hour since she had been in the midst of a brilliant
party, and now, scarcely knowing how it had come about, she found
herself flying with the handsome lover, whom she had known but a
few short weeks, going she knew not whither.



The awakening came to her like a terrible shock.



"Royal!" she cried, "oh, Royal, what have we done? Where are
we going? I did not mean to run away. I must have been mad. Let us
go back again!"



As she spoke, the great clock from some adjoining tower
struck the hour of twelve.



"We are too late," he said. "We have burned our bridges
behind us. They are unmasking now, and they have missed you. They
will soon institute a search."



She clasped his arm.



"Oh, Royal! I must tell you all!"



The hot, trembling hand clung to him, the lovely young face
was full of awful grief.



"My own darling!" he cried, leaning over and rapturously
embracing her, though in doing so he nearly caused her to fall from
her wheel.



Suddenly the heavens overhead seemed to darken, the wind to
freshen, and the booming of the waves, as they dashed heavily
against the shore, sounded dismally in the distance.



"We must make haste," said Royal Ainsley; "there is a storm
coming up. I think we could save nearly half a mile by cutting
across this field."



He swung open a gate opening out into a broad patch of land,
and Ida rode in.



 











CHAPTER V.





"I see a light glimmering in a window a short distance away.
I will take you there, and walk back to the village to get some
kind of a conveyance."



In a few moments they found themselves knocking for admission
at the little cottage from whence they had observed the
light.



His impatient knock brought a white, terrified face to a
window which was opened above.



"What do you want?" asked a voice in unmistakable tones of
fear.



"I must have shelter for this young lady for a little while,"
exclaimed Ainsley, impatiently; adding: "I will pay you handsomely
if you will allow her to remain here an hour or two, until I can go
for a carriage for her."



The window was closed quickly down again, and Royal heard
some one say quite distinctly:



"I tell you it is only a ruse
. It is an officer of the law."



Again Royal knocked impatiently.



"It is commencing to rain," he called. "For Heaven's sake,
open the door quickly!"



Despite the sobs and protestations of the voice inside, a man
opened the door and stepped out, confronting them. One hand held a
lighted lamp and the other rested upon his hip pocket.



To Royal Ainsley's intense astonishment, he found that he was
at the summer cottage of Newport's haughty mayor.



"I beg your pardon," stammered the man, in dire
confusion.



"It is rather late to awaken any one; but you have heard the
words, 'any port in a storm'? The truth is, I want to find shelter
for this young lady until I can go for a conveyance to take her to
a minister who is awaiting us to perform the marriage
ceremony."



"Oh, that is it!" exclaimed the mayor, with a look of relief
coming over his face. "An elopement, eh?"



"All is fair in love, you know," laughed the young man,
leading Ida into the parlor, his host preceding them.



"Who are you, and who is the young lady?" inquired the
man.



It was Royal's turn to hesitate now. If he found out that the
young girl clinging to his arm was the heiress of the Mays, would
he not refuse to perform the ceremony until they could be
communicated with?



"I am Royal Ainsley," answered the young man, affecting not
to hear the last part of the question; and Ida, thinking she was
called upon to speak, responded, promptly:



"And I am Ida May, sir."



The mayor wheeled about quickly.



"What! Did I hear you say the name May? Are you the young
girl stopping at the Ocean House whom they call the niece of the
Mays?"



The girl was trembling so she could not answer.



"We might as well put a bold front on the matter," whispered
Royal, clasping quickly the ice-cold hands.



"She is, sir," he answered, with an air of assurance which he
was far from feeling.



The effect of his words upon his host was wonderful. An
expression that was almost diabolical flashed over his face.



"Hold!" he cried. "You need look no further for a minister; I
will perform the ceremony. It is a pity for the young lady to have
to go out in the storm to have a little service like that rendered.
Old May's niece!" he muttered under his breath. "Ah, what a
glorious revenge it is for me to give her to this profligate! Of
course, old May don't know anything about the escapade of this
girl!"



He clinched his hands tightly together as he looked at her.
There was no feature of old John May perceptible in this slender
little creature; but for all that, he hated her—ay, he hated her
with a deadly hatred. He knew why.



"I will help you in this affair," he said, with a peculiar
laugh that might mean much or might mean little.



The ceremony was not a long one, and almost before Ida could
realize what was taking place, Royal Ainsley was bending over her,
and calling her his dear little wife. But there was something about
the kiss that he laid on her lips that made a strange shiver creep
over her.



Royal Ainsley could hardly conceal his triumph. No matter if
the Mays did find her now, they could not undo what had been done.
He had wedded her and her millions!



"Is there a train that leaves for New York?" he asked.



"Yes; one passes here in about twenty minutes from now. By
cutting across over to that side road you could easily catch
it."



Half an hour later, they were steaming toward the city as
fast as steam could carry them. The dark curly head nestled against
his shoulder, while Royal looked out of the window, out into the
blackness of the night, little dreaming that he was on the eve of a
terrible tragedy.



He had been lucky enough to secure the little compartment at
the rear of the drawing-room car, which those who have money enough
to pay for can secure exclusively for themselves.



"I ought to tell you something that is weighing very heavily
upon my mind, Royal," she said, nestling closer to her fair,
handsome, boyish husband.



"Not until to-morrow, love," he declared, drawing her toward
him, and kissing her fondly.



 











CHAPTER VI.





It was early the next morning when the Newport express
steamed into the Grand Central Depot.



Royal Ainsley cast a furtive glance around him as he stepped
upon the platform. He had quite expected a dozen or more detectives
to spring forward, for, of course, the telegraph wires had been
busy during the night.



They would no doubt be waiting to arrest him for abducting
the heiress. But when he had blandly informed them that lovely Ida
May was his wife, what could they do but fall back abashed and
disconcerted.



To his great surprise, he seemed to create no sensation
whatever. No one even noticed him as he joined the throng, with Ida
May clinging tightly to his arm.



"I will give them some little trouble to find us," he thought
to himself.



He knew of a quiet, aristocratic family hotel facing the
park, and placing Ida in a carriage, he took a seat beside her, and
directed the driver to proceed as quickly as possible to the place
indicated.



Whirling through the streets of gay New York was quite a
sensation to Ida, who had never been outside of her own country
village, save for that fateful trip to Newport.



With Royal clasping her two little fluttering hands in one of
his strong white ones, his left arm holding her close as the cab
rattled up Broadway, her fear of the noise, the great rush of
people hurrying hither and thither, and the great crush of vehicles
that threatened to demolish them every moment, gradually subsided
as they rode along.



They reached their destination, and a moment more were
ushered into the little white-and-gold parlor.



"We will have the best breakfast that they can prepare," said
Royal, "and then I shall take you to see the sights of the
city."



He was obliged to take the hotel clerk into his
confidence.



"It's an elopement," he whispered in the clerk's ear. "My
bride is the heiress of the wealthy Mays, of Boston. There may be a
deuce of a row when they trace us to this place, but it will end
all right by the fatted calf being killed for us. But as for the
breakfast, how long will it take to prepare it?"



"Not more than fifteen minutes," returned the clerk, with an
obsequious bow. "We will send up to the parlor, and let you know
when it is ready," he added.



He turned away with a royal air. Already he felt as if the
May millions were in his pocket, that he was a man to be envied,
that he was of great importance.



Royal Ainsley immediately joined Ida in the parlor. He found
her ensconced in one of the large velvet easy-chairs, looking out
of the window, with something very like fright in her great dark
eyes.



"Oh, Royal, are you sure it is quite right?" she sobbed. "Did
you want me to marry you so very much?"



"What a silly little girl you are!" he cried, impetuously.
"Of course, I want you. I could not live without you. I know you
must be very hungry, as well as tired from loss of sleep. Come over
to this sofa and sit down, and we will talk over our plans."



"Royal," she whispered, clasping his hands closer, "you would
not listen to me when I tried to tell you something in the
conservatory; but you must listen to me now. I can not be quite
happy, dear, until you know all. I—I have a confession to
make."



He looked at her blankly.



"What odd words you use, my darling Ida!" he said. "A
confession! I do not like to hear you use such an expression. I
hope that there is no other lover in the background?"



"It is not a lover!" she cried, clinging to him. "I have
never loved any one else but you!"



"Then it is all right, my angel!" he cried, brightly,
gathering her closely to him, despite the fact that people were
passing in the corridor outside, and had a full view of all that
was taking place within the room. She struggled out of his arms,
blushing like a peony, even though she was his bride.



"Sit opposite me, where I can see you, and it will not be so
hard to tell you all ," sobbed
Ida, faintly.



He complied with her wishes.



"Cut the story as short as possible, dear," he said, "or you
will be obliged to have it continued in our next, as breakfast will
soon be ready."



"Oh, how shall I tell you the truth, Royal!" she said,
distressedly. "Perhaps you won't smile so when you know all,
and—and—you might even hate me."



"No matter what the little story is that you have to tell me,
my darling, I will love you better than ever."



"Oh, Royal, are you sure of it?" she cried, with that
frightened look which puzzled him so.



"Yes; I give you my word beforehand, that, no matter what you
have to tell me, I will love you all the more!"



"I will tell you all, then, and throw myself on your mercy to
forgive me for the past," she sobbed. "Hold my hands, Royal,
closely in your own, while I tell you all of the pitiful past, from
beginning to end; and then, Royal, you shall kiss my tears away,
even—oh, Heaven, pity me!—though I have sinned beyond
pardon!"



 











CHAPTER VII.





Little dreaming of the purport of the story Ida had to tell,
Royal Ainsley drew near. For a moment, Ida May's great somber eyes
looked into his as though she would read his very soul.



"Tell me over again that you will forgive me, no matter what
it is that I have to tell you."



"I have already given you that promise over and over again,"
he declared. "Surely you don't want me to take an oath to that
effect?"



"Not if your solemn promise is strong enough to bind
you."



"You forget that you are wasting time, Ida?" he said,
good-humoredly.



"It will not take me long to tell my sad little story," she
answered, with a half sob; "and oh, what a world of comfort it will
be for me to know that you will care for me, no matter what the
world may think. When you hear my story you will understand the
great temptation, and will not judge me too cruelly.



"To begin with, my mother and I lived with a very wealthy
family in Dorchester. My mother was housekeeper, and I—well, I had
no regular position there, until, owing to the meager salary they
paid my mother, I was compelled to learn telegraphy, and found a
position at the station. To gain my mother's consent to do this was
extremely hard.



"'They will not be pleased, Ida,' she said, piteously.



"'What do the Deerings care for you or me?' I answered,
bitterly. 'Only to make you toil year in and year out for a
pittance so meager that it scarcely keeps body and soul
together!'



"'But they allow me to keep you with me, my dear child. That
is everything to a mother who is poor,' she sighed.



"'I am not a child any longer,' I cried. 'I am quite sixteen.
I must be making money now, if ever, to help you!'



"'But what can you do?' she asked.



"When I told her my plans, she looked at me dubiously.



"'Surely Mrs. Deering would not object,' I declared.



"But she did object. To my surprise she flew into a terrible
rage when I summoned courage enough to go to the morning-room the
next day and asked to speak to her.



"I unfolded to the cold, proud woman my plans to make a
living. She did not wait to hear me through, but flew into such a
passion of rage that I drew back in terror.



"'I have different plans for you entirely, Ida May,' she
said. 'Go to your mother. I told her my plans scarcely half an hour
ago. She will unfold them to you. Mind, they must be carried out by
you, or your mother and you will suffer. Your father owed us a sum
of money before he died, and during the past years your mother has
worked to pay us off. Over one-half yet remains to be paid. Your
mother's name is signed to your father's notes of indebtedness, and
she is responsible for them. If I pressed for payment and she could
not pay, she could be thrown into a debtor's prison.'



"I sobbed aloud in my terror: 'Oh, Mrs. Deering, if this
indeed be true, there is more need than ever for me to earn money
to pay off my mother's debts.'



"'There is another way in which you can pay them off,' she
answered.



"'Oh, how?' I cried, falling on my knees and clasping my
hands.



"The answer came like a crash of thunder from a clear
sky.



"'By marrying my nephew,' she said, harshly.



"I sprung to my feet in terror. Marry any one! I, who was
only a child!



"'My mother would not consent to anything like that,
even——'



"'She will be forced to consent!' was the harsh reply. 'My
nephew will be here in a week.'



"I found my mother walking her room, wringing her hands and
tearing her hair. Her excitement was so great that for a moment I
was terrified.



"'Has she told you all, Ida?' she asked, in terror.



"'Yes, mother,' I answered.



"'And did she tell you what this nephew of hers was
like?'



"'No,' I replied, greatly puzzled by her manner.



"She shuddered as with a terrible chill.



"'Listen, Ida,' she said, in a strained, awful voice: 'Her
nephew is such a horrid creature, that to be hated he needs but to
be seen. He is a hunchback—and—an idiot—has a touch of insanity
about him. Except the first few years of his life, he has been
confined in an asylum. This nephew has a bachelor uncle, who has
declared his intention to make the young man his heir if he marries
when he is twenty-one. Otherwise the great fortune goes to another
branch of the family. They would make a victim of you, wreck your
beautiful young life for their own ambitious aims. It will be six
months before he is of age. But the marriage shall never be, my
darling. Your young life shall never be sacrificed by these inhuman
Shylocks. When the hour comes, we will die together.'



"One day my mother met me with a white, awful face.



"'Mrs. Deering's nephew has arrived with a valet!' she cried,
under her breath.



"'But the six months are not up, mother," I cried. 'It wants
a fortnight to that time.'



"'He has come to stay until you make your decision.'



"Oh, God! the horror of it! Death a thousand times over would
have been preferable to that.



"How could I stand at the altar and promise to obey a
creature the very sight of whom filled me with disgust and
terror?



"I fled through the village, not daring to look behind me,
and never stopping until I reached the telegraph office.



"It was little wonder that I made strange mistakes during the
hour that followed.



"It was during this time that Mrs. May stepped up to the
window and called for a blank.



"Although her name was the same as mine, yet we were in no
way related to each other. They were wealthy people from Boston, I
had heard, and were summering in the village.



"Without waiting to see the message sent, the lady hurried
out of the office. A great sigh broke from my lips as I noted the
well-filled purse that she carried, the magnificent diamonds she
wore on her hands, and which swung sparkling from her ears. Any one
of the gems she wore would have been a fortune to a poor girl like
me.



"As she crossed the railway track in the direction of the
post office, she must have seen the train bearing down upon her
from around the curve of the road.



"However, she fainted away from fright, and lay directly on
the track. I had seen it all from my window, and I sprung to her
rescue and dragged her by main force from the track just in time to
save her from destruction, as the ponderous locomotive just then
thundered by. Mrs. May's gratitude was great when she recovered
consciousness.



"'How shall I ever reward you, my good girl?' she
cried.



"'I need no reward,' I answered. 'I would have done that for
any one!'



"'You must be rewarded,' she declared. 'My husband is coming
from Boston to-night, and he will insist upon doing handsomely by
you.'



"I was living at home with my poor old mother, and when I
went home that evening and told her the story, she wept like a
child.



"'You did a noble action, Ida,' she said; adding slowly: 'The
Mays are very rich. I should not be surprised if they made you a
handsome present. I once knew a gentleman who gave a lad
twenty-five dollars for saving his son from drowning. Perhaps they
may do as well by you.'



"You see, we were very poor—mother and I—and twenty-five
dollars seemed a great deal to us.



"'How much good we could do with that sum,' my mother said.
'We could get a little ahead in our rent, and spare enough out of
it to get a new dress for you.'



"I clasped my hands. A new dress! Oh, surely it would be
madness to hope for such a thing!



"That evening Mrs. May sent for me to come to the grand
cottage where she was stopping. Her husband, a very deaf old
gentleman, sat at the window as I entered. They both thanked me in
the most eager and grateful fashion.



"'We have been thinking the matter over,' said Mrs. May, 'and
I have come to the conclusion that I will do something handsome for
you—give you a pleasure such as you have never experienced in your
young life.'"
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