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“Oh, mamma, I have had a lovely time
at Mrs. Van Bibber’s! I would not have
missed her reception for the world!”

The blonde beauty threw herself, with
a silken frou-frou of rich attire, back
into a luxurious chair, clasped her white,
jeweled hands, and rolled her large, bluebell
eyes heavenward, practising the
seraphic expression she found so effective
with the men.

She repeated, rapturously:

“I would not have missed it for the
world! Everything was on the grandest
scale, and went off beautifully. I felt
that it was worth all our scheming and
planning for my lovely gown;” and she
smiled, complacently, at her rich blue
silk robe loaded with fine lace trimmings
that set off so well her blue eyes and
fluffy flaxen hair.

“But, mamma,” she continued, “how
sober you look. Is your rheumatism
worse, poor dear?”

The faded, elderly woman, with the
careworn face and fretful mouth, clasped
her thin, white hands nervously over her
knee and answered, wearily:

“My rheumatism is bad enough, but
what worries me most is that I made
such a mistake—pawning my diamonds
for that splendid gown when you might
have done better remaining at home
without it!”

“Mamma, what can you mean?” and
Jessie Stirling frowned, impatiently,
tearing a white rose to pieces with excited
fingers.

“I mean that, after all my sacrifices
to get you ready for Mrs. Van Bibber’s
reception, hoping you might meet Chester
Olyphant there and make up your
quarrel, he came here to call on you in
your absence.”

“And I missed him like that! Oh,
what a shame! But who could have
dreamed he would miss the reception?
Still, mamma, you should have kept him
till I returned. Oh, why did you let him
get away?” queried the girl, angrily.

“How could I help it, my dear? You
know very well I would have been willing
to chain him to his chair to keep
him here till you came! I did my best—made
talk, and tried to hold him, but
after an hour he pleaded an engagement
and hurried away.”

“But he will come again. Surely he
will! Of course you asked—made him
promise?” cried Jessie, wildly.

“Yes, oh yes, but he did not say he
would. He only came, he said, to return
some negatives you loaned him to make
pictures from—the ones you took with
your own camera in the mountains last
summer.”

“Oh, yes, I remember—Uncle Hermann’s
picturesque old stone mansion,
and some mountains and river views
taken from the bridge at Alderson.”

“Yes, and some pictures, too, of that
hoidenish girl, Leola. I wish you had
left those out, Jessie.”

“Why, really, mamma, I forgot they
were in the negative book, for I didn’t
mean to show them to Chester. Not that
I could be jealous of a wild thing like
Leola Mead, but because I promised her
no one should see them. There was that
one of her wading in the creek, you
know, and another in bloomers sitting
astride her white pony Rex, and another
in hunting costume, rifle on her shoulder.
Really, she wasn’t pretty in any of the
negatives, except her white evening gown
with the lilies on her shoulder.”

“Yes, he said that was lovely, and the
others, too, and he asked no end of questions
about her, and where she lived. He
pretended to be anxious to see the scenery,
but I guess it was Leola more than
anything else. Men are so sly!”

“And you, mamma, what did you tell
him?” Jessie asked, anxiously.

“Oh, I told him we should be glad to
have him visit Wheatlands some time
when we were there with my half brother,
but I made up my mind he should
never go there till you were safely his
wife.”

“Good, mamma, though, really, I cannot
look upon Leola Mead seriously as a
rival. Why, she is only a simple country
girl, with no style or good clothes at
all.”

“But dangerously pretty, Jessie, don’t
forget that!—and as for style, well, she is
graceful and dashing as any girl I ever
saw, and there’s no telling what might
happen if they met. Anyhow, he just
plied me with eager questions about the
girl, and I could see he was almost
fascinated by her pictures. Of course I
did not encourage him any. I said she
was my half brother’s ward, and presumably
of low origin, as he was reticent
about her birth, and said she had not a
friend in the world but himself. I enlarged
on her rude manners and hoidenish
ways, and said she was not nearly as
pretty as the pictures.”

“When in reality she is ten times prettier,”
laughed Jessie. “So you are right.
He must never see Leola Mead until I
am his wife. I shall write him a sweet
little note pretending he has lost one of
the negatives, and ask him to call
again.”

“I do not believe he will, for he evaded
the question when I urged him to do so.
Indeed, I even hinted how sorry you
were over the quarrel, and he said, quite
amiably, that it was all past now and he
hoped you and he might be good friends
again.”

“Friends, bah, he shall be my husband
yet! I will win him back again; his millions
shall not slip through my fingers
this time, I promise you, mamma, and
woe to any girl that dares try to rival
me! But, really, I am not jealous of
anybody, for I think I see his little
game. He wants to make up, or he
would not have come. It was easy
enough to return the pictures by mail,
now, wasn’t it? But he probably came
because he wanted to see me, and that
chat about Leola was only to make me
uneasy and jealous, don’t you see?”

“I hope so, dear, but really I was quite
frightened the way he talked of the
lovely pictures he had made from the
negatives.”

“Lovely nonsense!” Jessie cried, sharply,
with an angry gleam of her blue
eyes, and a vicious snap of her white
teeth as she added: “I believe I would
try to murder Leola if she came between
us, for I cannot believe his love for me
is dead so soon. If it is, I’ll soon warm
over the old coals again. I’ll write him
a note right away, saying how sorry I
am that I was out this afternoon, and
asking him to come this evening or to-morrow.”

“Pray do so,” cried the scheming
mother, whose small means were dwindling
away so fast in the effort to keep
afloat in fashionable society till her
daughter’s beauty won a rich husband.

Jessie wrote and dispatched her pleading
note before she removed the dainty
hat from her fluffy blonde hair, and
when evening came she was waiting for
him, gowned in dainty white, befitting
the warm June weather.

To her amazement and anger there
was no reply, and the next morning she
read, in the society columns of her favorite
daily, that Chester Olyphant had
left New York the previous evening on
a yachting trip with several other young
men, and would be absent two weeks.

“Well, thank Heaven, there are only
men in the party, so he will not be exposed
to any other girl’s fascinations on
the trip, and I’ll be waiting for him
when he comes back,” cried Jessie,
swallowing her chagrin the best she
could.
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Leola Mead sprang to the back of her
mettlesome pony and almost flew down
the mountain road, her great, dark eyes
flashing with anger, her cheeks glowing
crimson, her wealth of golden locks
streaming like a ruddy banner on the
breeze. Against the tight bodice of her
riding habit her young bosom heaved
tumultuously with the angry throbs of
her heart, for Leola had just had a bitter
quarrel with her guardian, and now
gave vent to her excitement by giving
free rein to Rex in a breakneck ride.

It was a lovely June morning in the
mountains of West Virginia, all Nature
at her sweetest and fairest, and Leola
had been planning such a happy, happy
day; but when she came out from breakfast
ready for her morning canter, there
stood her saturnine old guardian asking
her to step into the library for a moment
before she rode away.

Leola obeyed him, pouting, for she
hated to lose time indoors this gladsome,
golden day.

There was no love lost between her
and her grim guardian, anyway, for he
was a stern old man, reticent and mysterious,
spending most of his time in a
horrid laboratory up in the tower chamber
of the rough old stone house, where
the country folk said he was working
either to wrest from Nature the secret of
making gold, or the still greater mystery
of distilling a magic elixir of life.
About the neighborhood he got the sobriquet
Wizard Hermann, and looked the
character with his lean, stooping form,
long black hair floating over his coat collar,
strongly marked features and cunning
mouth, while his keen, gray eyes,
under bushy brows, seemed to pierce
one through with their questioning gaze.

His ancestors had been pioneer Indian
fighters, and the large house built of
rough stone, just as taken from the quarry,
dated back to the time when the red
man roamed the almost unbroken forest.

In all the years while Leola had lived
here with her governess in the lonely
old house, she could not remember a
caress from the mysterious, self-absorbed
old man, who seemed to have no
human interests or passions, and to care
for no one but the dwarfish servitor who
helped him in his laboratory, the only
person he ever admitted within its precincts.

It was no wonder, then, that Leola
followed Wizard Hermann unwillingly
into the musty-smelling library, with its
high walnut wainscot, dingy, green-stenciled
walls, and side shelves lined with
old leather volumes, while the bare
oaken floor on which she trod was worn
with the footsteps of successive generations
who had passed from earth in the
fullness of time and been gathered to
their fathers.

In the somber room with its closed
shutters Leola stood facing her grim
guardian with the impatient air of some
beautiful young princess giving audience
to a vassal.

As he stood hesitating where to begin,
with an unwonted diffidence, she said,
coldly:

“Speak; tell me your wish at once, sir,
for I must hurry. I have an engagement
in town with my dressmaker.”

At those words Wizard Hermann’s
gloomy brow cleared as if by magic, and
quickly striking his lean, scarred hands
together, he retorted, maliciously:

“An engagement with your dressmaker,
eh, my proud lady? Very well,
while you are there you may give the
woman an order for your wedding
gown.”

“Sir,” she uttered, in amazement, her
cheeks reddening.

Wizard Hermann retorted, with a
hoarse, sardonic laugh:

“I said give the woman an order for
your wedding gown, Leola Mead, for
you are to be married soon.”

Leola stared, speechlessly, a moment,
wondering if the old man was losing his
mind, and, taking advantage of her silence,
he continued, with forced bravado:

“You look surprised, my haughty
young lady, so I will explain. I have
accepted a desirable proposal for your
hand, and as you are plenty old enough
to marry—nineteen your last birthday—I
have named the wedding for a month
from to-day.”

Leola, recovering her speech, cried, indignantly:

“Quite a cool proceeding on your part,
sir, I must say, but I wish you to understand
that I am not ready to marry
yet.”

“That makes no difference to me, for
you will have to obey me, Leola Mead,
understand that,” he replied, with rising
anger. “You are my ward, and in
pursuance of my duty to you, I have accepted
a man for your husband who
worships the ground you walk upon and
will spend money on you like water.”

Leola’s dark eyes blazed with indignation.

“You must surely be mad,” she cried,
passionately. “The man I would choose
for my husband must ask me for my
hand, not you, sir. This is free America,
you must remember, not France, where
marriages are arranged by old people
who have forgotten love and youth. I
refuse the suitor you have chosen for me
without even hearing his name!”

The old man muttered, sullenly.

“Marriage is the destiny of all young
girls. You would not wish to grow into
a sour old maid?”

“No, I do not intend to be an old maid,
sir, but,” with a proud toss of her lovely
head, “when I marry I shall choose the
man myself, and it shall be for love, not
money!”

“Money is the only thing worth having—money
and long life,” he muttered,
but Leola, with a contemptuous laugh,
turned to go.

He sprang between her and the door,
putting his back against it.

“I have not done telling you all about
this matter yet,” he exclaimed, but Leola
stamped her little foot in a fury, replying:

“I will not hear another word, I tell
you, and you may as well let me go, and
give up your foolish plans!”

“By Heaven, miss, you shall marry the
man of my choice—I swear it!” cried the
wizard, violently, but she answered,
coldly:

“Pray let me hear no more such nonsense,
Uncle Hermann. Granted you are
my guardian, the law does not give you
the power of marrying me to anyone
against my will. No, not another word,
or I shall think you are going insane, if
not so already. Get away from that
door, and let me out, or I shall scream
for assistance or jump out of the window!”

“You would not dare do either!” he
said.

Leola ran like a flash to the window,
pushing back the creaking shutters, letting
in a flood of June sunshine. The
next moment she sprang to the high sill,
crying, defiantly:

“Now, get away from that door or I
will jump out!”

The old man muttered, incredulously:
“You would break your neck!”

Leola answered, recklessly:

“I shall risk that unless you let me
out of the door. Come, now, I will count
ten. If you do not move before then I
am gone,” and drawing her dainty little
feet up into the window, and dangling
them on the outside, she began counting
in a clear, high voice:

“One—two—three—four—five—six—seven—eight—nine—ten!”

Wizard Hermann remained standing
with his back toward the door, regarding
her with an incredulous leer, never
dreaming she would make the foolhardy
leap, for from the window sill it was
twenty feet to the ground.

But Leola was as good as her word.

While she counted she kept her flashing
dark eyes full upon his stubborn
face, and seeing that he did not move as
the last word left her lips, she deliberately
turned and sprang out upon the
ground.

A cry of alarm shrilled over the old
man’s lips, and he stood like one rooted
to the spot, listening for the cry of pain
that must announce the dread result of
the perilous leap. Visions of Leola crippled
or dead floated before his mind’s
eye, and he muttered, savagely:

“Little vixen, if you have broken your
neck it is your own fault! But if you
live you shall marry the man of my
choice one month from to-day, I swear it!”

The sound of her voice floated to him
indistinctly—was it a laugh or a groan?

He hurried to the window, shaking
with excitement.

There was Leola standing upright on
the greensward, brushing her blue skirt,
and humming a little song to herself.

“Are you hurt?” he quavered, anxiously,
and she looked up, laughing maliciously:

“Hurt? Oh, no, not a bit!” she called
back, gayly. “I just let myself go limply,
and I came down like a cat on all
fours in the grass and clover. I have
fallen higher than that from trees many
a time without hurting myself. It’s
easy enough when you learn to go limp
and not stiffen yourself; ha, ha!”

As he glared in amazement she waved
her hand, audaciously, adding:

“You ought to try it yourself some
time, Uncle Hermann! Well, good-bye,
sir, and mind you don’t let me hear any
more of this match-making business,
unless you go and get married yourself!”
and with that parting shot, the merry
girl ran across the grass, a vision of
youth and health and beauty, to where
her pony was waiting, ready saddled, beneath
a tree. Vaulting lightly to his
back, without even waiting to fasten
the loosened tresses of her ruddy hair,
the wild young thing was off and away
down the mountain road, her young
bosom throbbing tumultuously, half with
anger, half with mirth, at the rencontre
with her guardian.

“The old silly, to think of marrying
me off, without so much as by your
leave! The idea!” she exclaimed aloud,
adding, more soberly, “Not that I’d mind
having a rich husband if he was handsome
and winning, too, but how often
I have heard it said that good looks and
riches seldom go together, so if that’s
the case I’d marry for love and let
money go!”

Her fit of anger dissolving in the sunshine
of sweet good nature, she hummed,
as she galloped on, a fragment of a tender
little love-song, sweet as it was sad:
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