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W N AN NSNS N

On the Eve of

IN TWO INSTALMENTS—PART Il

?
g{ St. Valentine.

CHAPTFKR I.

I'll bave the fair one !’ said Lady Wake:-
msn, ‘I can’c bear derk children’

A sigh escaped the Rev. Joseph Loek.

He bad hoped her ladyship might sdopt
both, the babies being twins.

He bad six boys of his own to provide
for out of his slender income, and he was
by no means anxious to take charge ot his
sister’s child, though he would have taken
the two bad not Lady Wakeman come to
his relief with ber off:r of adopting one.

‘Hed you fixed on the fair one tor your-
selt P’ she asked.

‘Oh, no! I* doesn’t make any difference
to me which it is. I only bope they wall
grow up good girls. But my poor sister
was always thoughtless and headstrong
and ber husband was a bad one all round.’

‘A pice lookout, upon my word !' said
her ladyship, laughing. ‘But we’ll dely
beredity, you and I, and see which can
turn out the best specimen of womsanbood.
Who was Mr. de Windt ¥’

The vicar ehook his mournfully.

‘I haven’t & notion. When Elspcth mar-
ried hbim, he was 8 German count. Six
months later be was glad to play second
cornet in a tourth rate orchestra. A month
betore he died he bad taken up scene
painting at soms low theatre.

‘I don’t even know his nationali'y, ex
cept that he was certainly not English.
His manners were all right, and bis morals
were a!l wrong; but Le made a tolerable
husbard to my poor sister, and she simply
adored him 1 believe his sudden death
helped to kill her.?

‘Poor soul ! Then you can’t even feel
sure the mauv’s name was really de
Windt P

‘Not ia the least, Lsdy Wakeman.’

‘Good ! T sh:ll take ny twin abroad for
a year or two, and bring ner back as Msrie
Weakeman, a distant cousin of my late
husband’s. The children need not know
they are related unless anything happens
to make it necessary to tell them.’

“Very well,” agreed Mr. Leek, ‘I don’t
see it can make any difference ; and it will

revent possible jealousy as they grow up.

lspeth might resent knowing that her
sister is better off than herself.’

‘Possibly. Ask your wife to provide
Marie with all necessaries, will you? H:re
is a cheque for twenty pounds. Keep the
surplus tor the other child—I daresay it
will come in useiul. I want you to briag
M rie to me at—suppose we say the
Metropole, this day week. D'l have a
nurse ready—one who can’t talk Eoglish.
She’ll be safer just at first.’

A week later, therefore, the Rov Joseph
and Mrs. Leck travelled to town tor toe
day, takipg with them the blue-eyed, lair-
haired Marie.

And a dsy or two after that,they left their
old bome in Hampshire, iora living in
Buckinghamsbire, which they owed to
Lady Wekeman’s kindness.

Here nebody knew that baby Elspeth
had a twin sister, or that their tather had
been >andsome scamp

Indeed, that fact was known to very
few people at all, for Mr. Leek had not
cared to talk of hiseister and her busband.

I: is all very well to mike up one’s
mind to dely bereditary tendencies, but it
does not always prove essy of accomplish-
ment.

By the time El:peth de Windt was sev-
en years old, she had ceveloped a larger
sbare of original ein than her rix boy co.s-
sins could boast among them.

To be sure they were remarkably good
—npaintully good.

They never did wrong, except by the
sheerest accident; they did not know bow
it felt even to want to be naughty.

The whole six were models of propriety
and their parent’s perpetual pride and joy.

But Elspeth made up tor the lot,

She was destructive, deceittul, psssion:
ate, disobedient—everything in the way of
naughtiness that so young a child could be.

She told stories, apparently for the
pleasure of making them up, certainly not
because she feared punishment.

She would take a hearty slapping with a
smile, and cared not at all for being shut
up alone for a day on a diet of bread and
butter.

She generally found occupation for her
hours ot loneliness.

All that was breakable within bher reach
she would break; should no other amuse-
ment ve possible she would etrip the paper
from the wa'ls.

So that, on the whole, her uncle and
aunt suffered more than she did from her
punishment.

Yet it was not easy to belp loving the
child.

She was & fascinating little witch, with
all ber father's power of pleasing, and with
his versatile talent into the bargain.

She could sing like & nightingale, pick
out tunes on any instrument that came in
her way, dance like & fairy, and draw fiz-
ures wbich were by no means unlike what
she intended them to be: that is to say, a
cow was undoubtedly a cow, and a ste:p a
sheep, however peculiar their anatomical
details.

So, while Mr. Lack and his wife bewail -
ed their mislortune in having so great a
responsibility left on their hands, they
would not willingly have parted with the
child.

Lady Wakeman's report of the little
Marie was more promising.

She appeared to be a toleratly normal
specimen of juverile humanity, on which
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account the Rev. Joseph heartily congrat
ulated his old friend.

Elspeth did not improve with years,
except in the matter of looks.

She was so winsome a maid by the timo
she had reached her sixteenth birthday

that three out of her e1x cousins were

openly in love with her.

She scouted the . all, teling them they
ought to have been girls, for they hadn’t
an onnce of manhood among tham.

Ste aad given up ber childish trick of
‘perverting the truth,’” as she called 1t.

On one occasion her uncle had hit upon
the lucky experiment of telling ber that
she was a coward, explsining that the teil-
ing of falsehoods is & surc sgn of cow-
ardice.

From that moment & more truthful girl
than Elepeth de Windt could not have
been found in the United Kingdom.

Oae other good quality she possessed
bes des couraged, and that was industry.

She took to work of all kinds as instinc-
tively ss a duck takes to swimming, and,
while hands and brain were legiumately
employed in useful service, she was as
harmless as one of her immaculite boy
cousins. :

On her eighteenth birtbday she was per-
mitted to give a garden party to her small
circle ot acquaintances— of friends she had
none, as she counted friendship.

Her uncle and aunt’s prescnt on the
occasion was a new frock, which was
not sent home until the morning of
the birthday, and which proved
then to be so badly made thst Elspeth
flew into a passion, and vowed she would
make ber own dresses in tuture.

Her aunt commended so worthy a re
solution, Little thinking what would come
of her approval.

Oa the following day Miss de Windt
walked into Rocklea, the nearest town,
returning some three hours later with the
cool announcement that she had arranged
with Madame Robier, the leading dress-
maker ot Rocklea, to become one of her
indoor ‘hands.’

‘I thought I had better be indoors, you
know, aunt, because the days are getting
short, and you bave often said I am not to
b2 on the prowl alone atter dusk.’

Mrs. Leek was struck dumb tor the time
being.

Eispeth had been so quiet of late that
she had foolishly imagiued the girl bhad
made up ber mind to attend mor: to the
conventionalities of life in tuture.

The Rev. Joseph rubbed his hands with
glee when ke heard of this new escapade.

‘Liaave her alune, my dear; let her bs,’
he said to his wile. *She’ll do now—you
mark my words. [ have for some time
past bad a growing suspicion that all ber
bits of nsughtiness have hid their origin in
nothing more evil than an ususu:l supply
of energy.

‘But think ot it, Joseph! Oar niece a
dressmaking hand! What will people
eay.

‘Lot them say what they like, my dear.
The child’s well being is surely of more
importancs than the gossip of the country
sida.’

This silenced Mrs. Leek; but, not hav-
ing her husband’s gencrous aliowance o!
common-sense, nor his broad-minded way
of locking at things, she suffered consider-
ably during the next tew weeks, uatil a
tresh source of annoyance aroze.

Miss E speth de Windt was reported to
have been seea ‘requently taking evening
walksin the company of the bairdresser’s
assistant, next door to Madame Robier’s
establishment.

This was too much even for the vicar to
pass over.

He cycled into Rocklea and aeked his
niece of it was true.

‘O3, quite,” she owned, with a twickle
in ber rare black eyes. ‘He wants to
marry me, too ! Think of my having had
a bona-file proposal, uacle! It was this
way : | wanted to learn bair dressing—it
might come in useful, you see—so I got
Charlie Hobbs to give me lessons. Nice
name, Hoobs, isn’c it ? So poetical, you
can rhyme it so easily. Well, Cnarlie is an
enterprising youth, and, when he founiI
bad a decided talent for dressing bair, I
suppose he thought we might work up a
good thing between us. It’s rather a pity;
b :cause 1 bad to tell bim last night that 1
bave nr leanings in that direction, and he
went off in a bufl, leaviog me to find my
way back alone.’

The vicar laughed; he couldn’t help
bimself.

Her way of  describing her first ‘ro-
mance’ was 8o comic, with that wicked
twinkle of the eye to give expression to it,

‘I came over to scold you, you monkgey.
What am I to say to your auat P’

‘Telt her I have lsarned as much of
dressing mak ng in a month ss some girls
do ina year; Madame Robier says so.
And say that my present ‘young man’is a
bank clerk ; 1’s quite time 1 kpnew some-
taing ot banking. When I am tired of him,
I shail go in for a lawyer.’

Mr. L:ek chuckled to himself as be
wheeled homewards.

*She all right,” he told his wile. ‘We
need not be in the least uneity about her.’

He might possibly bave scen cause to
change bis mind had he been in the Rock-
lea Assembly Rooms on a certain evening
some weeks later.

A fancy dress ball had been announced
for St. Valentine’s Eve.

It was & mixed affsir, as such balls so
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frequently are.

Masdame Robier's sssistants were there
to a girl, Eispeth being tar and away the
most noticeabie of them in her selt deeign-
ed costume of Night.

A full, plainly made dress of black
gauze, wih dead white stars scattered over
it; black gloves, stockings, and shoes.

The bodice was cut square, with short
tleeves, allowing glimpses of white arme
to be visible above the long gloves.

Round her neck was & band of black
velvet, and affixed to it a brooch of paste
brilliants, forming a crescent moon.

Similar adornments were in her black
hair, and round her waist, and there was
one on each shoe.

Her face was painted white and pow-
ered to complete the effact, which aided by
her great black eyes and the straight black
brows above, was suffi:iently weird to look
a trifle uncsanny.

Her programme was filling rapidly,when
a stranger was presented to her.

A tall, shght, distinguished-looking
man, with a face almost as white as her
own, dressed entirely in black, a cavalier’s
cape concealing what there might possibly
have been of white in the shape of collar
and tie, though even these were missing,
as Elepeth tound later.

‘Goddess of Night, permit me to make
the Prince of Midnight known to you!
said the master of ceremonies, im nediately
passing on to perform similar good offices
for others.

It was an understood thing that every-
body was to be known for the time being
only as the character or thing he or ehe
was supposed to represent.

Midnight bowed low, his eyes—black as
Elspeth's own—fixed boldly on her face
with the sssurance ot a man who felt him-
sclf in company where there was no need
to be on his guard.

His upward-curling moustache and
somewhat pointed chin gave him a Mep-
nistophelian look, which took Elspeth’s
fancy at once, and aroused in her the paes-
ing whim to meet this man on his own
ground, wbatever that might prove to be
—not too exalted a level, she felt sure.

CHAPTER II,

He was by no mezns tiow in giving €x
pression to bis discontent in finding her
programme so plentifully covered with
hieroglyphica.

‘] shall rub out some of them,’ he said
coolly, suiting the sction to the word. ‘I
am convin. ed you dance well. Those feet
couldn’t help doing so0.’

A lingering glance at the satin shoes
and black clad ankles emphasiz:d this re-
mark.

Espeth opened her fan—a study of
night, with a white crescent moon and
white stars—and looked at him over the
top of it.

‘You den’t belong to Rocklea,” she ob
served. ‘I woader who you are and where
you come from P’

‘My name is Jones, and I bail from Lon-
don,® was the prompt reply, a slight emile
giving ver a glsnce of white, shining *eeth
behind the firm lips. ‘What is your name?’

‘Proserpine, of course !’

“Then ll be Plato for tonight! Come,
they are starting a dance.’

‘But I am engaged for it to Si. Valen-
tive bimself. 1 sball not disappoint bim.’

‘Nonsense ! Come, sweetheart !

‘8ir I

‘Pluto to bis wife,” was the cool retort.
‘1t Proserpine was not Pluto’s sweetheart,
she ought te have been.’

Elspeth laugned and ssiled away from
bim in the srms of & very handsome St.
Valentine.

‘A wicked little witch, if I am any judge
muttered the man tbus left to him:elf.
She “She’ll serve to amuse me for an
hour or two. 1 must fiad cut who and
what she is, sand then [ shall know bow far
I can go with her.’

He asked for the desired informstion of
the master of ceremonies.

‘1 known it’s against the rules, but I am
sure | have met her before, and yet she
denies me the privilege of old acquaiatance
ship.’

‘%he“s & Miss White’—he had been told
that El peth bad started ber business lile
under thst name, out of regard to her
sunt’s feelings.

‘I thought as much. And her occups-
tion

‘Dressmaking.’

‘Exactly. Toank you.’

The master ot ceremonies smiled to him-
selt as he walked cff.

Of course he saw through the o'her maun’s
little game ; but he did not think ‘Miss
White’ would object to his ‘giving her
away’ to this striking-looking stranger.

For the next dance she was promised to
the bank clerk, appropriately got up as
Money, with coins sewn all over bis clothes
but she bad no hesitation in throwing him
ov-r for Prince Midnight, who she tound,
bad scrawled provably his rigbtiul initials
on her card, ‘A. C.

‘I wonder what A C’ stands for?’ she
thought, when his arm encircled ber, and
she half closed her eyes 1n dreamy con-
tent as they went down the room to the
strains ot *‘Morgenblatter.” *‘He docen't
look an Arthur, ser an Alec, nor any-
thing 10 daily use.’

‘Thoughts wocth a penny?' he asked
presently.

*Money would not buy them!

N:? They must be very precious! Why
did you paint your facc? Perhape, though
it is your custom!’ :

‘No? 1l am no Jezebel. Of course I
know 1t’s usual now a-days, but no sen-
sible girl does it.’

‘Y ou call yourself a sensible girl?’

‘Certamly!’

‘Theu why paint for to night?’

‘Because my cheeks always get red
when I am excited, and a rosy Night is
not true to Nature!’

‘D.iwn is rosy sometimes.
not have represented Dawn?’

‘I preterred Night. Night is myster-
ous, and suggestive of all sorts of hidden
possibilities.’

‘Like yoursel{?’

Could you

.selt.

‘Yes; like myscl/?

‘What sort of possibilities—good or
evil?’

‘Evil, chiefly. How superbly you dance!
where did you gracduate?’

‘In the same school as yourself.’

‘Down below?’

‘Of courze.’

Taey both laughed a little.

Then he asked another question—

‘Is your neck paintsd?’

‘Doer it look so?”’

‘It 18 very white. Yes or no?’

‘Yes.’

‘I don’t believe you. I shall have to
find out myself betore the evening is over,
to punish you for that talsehood.’

‘Proserpine 1s permitted, surely, to tell
an ocasionsl fib?’

‘Not to Pluto.

‘Do wives always tell their husbands the
truth ?’

‘Perhaps not—ordinary human wives;
but you are not human, you are either
eldritch or demon.’

‘I feel flittered. And you?’

‘Iam all demon; there is no doubt
about me.’

‘You look rather Mephistophelian.’

‘Ob! Mephisto is altogether a too eacth-
ly and reepectable character for me to
play. I am something more out of the
common, | assare you.’

*I'nank you for th: warning ’

‘It was not in'ended as a warning.
There 1s encugh wickedness in you to re-
spond to the evil in mysell. Is it not so?

Their eyes met, and for an instant Els-
peth held her breath.

She had fancied he was jesting, but he
certainly looked the reverse of saintly at
that mome t.

Atter their second waltz, he drew her
away behiud & bank of pslms and other
greenery, aad kissed her torehead, saying
agoin in bis cool way—

‘Pluto to bis wite. You please me well
fair consort.’

Should she repulse him ?

Had the night been at an end instead of
still s0o young, she wouid assuredly have
done so.

Bat she did not wish to spoil her fun;
and be fancinated her in a way, and intect
ed her with a spirit of diablerie which
tempted her to go through the evening, ae
ber co-workers a: Madame Robiers woull
cer'ainly do.

Not one of them would bave been trou-
led with scruples as to encouraging this
audacious stranger.

‘I may never see bim agsin,’ she seid to
herselt, ‘and he can’t fiad out who I am. It’s
agsinst the rules for anyons to be told who
anybody eles is.

S> sh: yielded to the strong temptaiton
to do what she not only knew to be wrong
but felt to be an insult to her seli-respect.

At the end of their third waliz, she al
lowed him to give her champagne, another
step in the wrong direction, ior she was
not used to taking anythicg, and it quickly
went to her head.

They were alone in a nook he had con-
trived by moving a large screen,which now
effcctuslly bid their little table and them-
scives.

In #n instant his arms were abou! her,
and bis lips on bers.

Then, with a laugh, be kisted her warm
so!t, throat beneath the vclvet band.

‘) knew it was not painted,” be murmur-
ed.
‘Lie etill against my heart, sweet
Prosperpine ’

Soe had no choice but to obey.

Closing her eyes in semi ecstasy, semi-
consciousness, she leant agasinst bim
while be kissed her at will, ou lace, and
neck and arms.

But the «ffect o the champagne she bad
swallowed did not last long

She soon made & slight effort to free her
selt

He only clasped her closer, whispering
passionately—

‘No, No! I capnot let you go. Stay
where you are, heart’s dearest.’

She had never been made love to after
this fashion.

For a short while longer she yielded to
the fascination he exercised over her, so
enthralling her senses that she had no real
with 10 be released.

It was not until she beard a voice calliag
her by her assumed name of ‘Miss White’
that she insisted upon throwing off those
encircling arms.

Going ronnd tbe screen ehe looked to see
who cailed.

The master of ceremonies stood a short
dis & .ce away, asking—

‘tias nobody scem her ?  Where the
dickens has she got to? Miss White !

‘I am bere. Whatisit?’

He gave ber a note

‘Messenger said it is important.’

Shs recognised her uncle’s handwriting.

Opening it, with a sinking beart, and a
vague anticipation of evil, she read—

‘My Dear CuiLp,—Your aunt is very

ill. Come at once.
‘UxcLE JOE.

All the diablerie had vanished from the
eyes she raised to meet Prince Midnight's,
as he asked—

Notbing serious, I bopeP’

‘Yes; my aunt is ill. I must go to her.’

In an instant he was as changed as her- |

‘How can I help you?’

‘By leaving me, and forgetting that you
have met me. I bave been mad, and this
1s my punishmant.’

‘Don’t talk nonsense child! What
matters it how one behaves in & scene like
this? Buat, it it really troubles you, I wiil
promise to go away, and not try to see you
agan, when [ have done woat [ can to
belp you. It 1s no use to rebel; [ am used
to having my way. Where have you to

of

. ‘To Madame Robier’s first. I must get
rid of this paiot, and change my dress. It
is only in the next street; we can walk.’

He wrapped her cloak around her, and
they started at once, he tunking rapidly
the while. -

It was evident he had made a mistake in

taking ber tor a ‘dressmaking hand.’

—
Sae had only been acting the psrﬁ"*
Bat tor what purpos:? ;

At Madame Robier’s door she beld out
her band, eayiog—

‘I'nank you tor coming with me. Good-
night.

: He took the hand, and raised it to his

ips

‘You have not finished with me yet. Go
and change your dress, and [ will get you
a cab  Caan I look out a train for vou?’

“‘No. Ihave only to go a couple of
miles.’

*Very good. Don’t try and give me the
slip. 1 promise I'll not tollow you, or
make any attempt to find out who you are.
You will trust me?’

*Yes.

Sne vanished into the dimly-lit passage,

and he went off in search of a cab, which

drove up as she re.appeared in the door-
way, soberly clad in a navy !lus coat and
skirt, and a toque to mstch.

He lingerea a moment when he had
helped ber into the cab.

‘Just one question. Your name is not
White P

‘No. Good-bye and thank you so much.’

‘Au revoir ! It shallnot ve good-bye,
though I vow T'll keep my word. Bacl
teel we shall muet again some day. Don’t
torget me.’

‘1 shall try to.’

*You won’t succeed.’

He bent his tace to hers, but she shrank
back.

‘Please not !

‘Forgive me— for this, and for all! By
Heaven, we must meet sgain! It is tor-
ture to part from you. 1love you; and,
sooner or later, my love will fiad you.

Had he spoken truth ?

His words rang in her ears and echoed
In her heart as soe covered her face with
ber bands, ashamed, even in the darkness,
to-remember how low she had tallen that
evening.

‘What an awlul lot of wickedness there
must be in me !” she thought despairingly.
‘But I teel somehow as tnough he under-
etood. Sbhall I ever see him again? Oh,
I bope—I bope I shali !’

Toen, with a sort of shock, she remem-
bered her aunt, and blamed herselt afresh
tor having been heartiess enougu to ior-
get even lor a moment that she was ill.

CHAPIER III.

Mrs. Leek had & ebarp attack of pneu-
monia, through which her niece attended
her with more zeal than skill.

So lacking did Elspeth find herself in
the usetul art of nursing, that she made up
ber mind to ‘‘cut the dressmaking,’ and
enter at some hospital for the necessary
fraining.

Sne could make her own dre¢sses now,
after a tashion; at any rate, she bad learn-
ed enough to ve able to put to rights any
dcressmsker she might, in future, employ—
and that was all she desired.

But she kept her new resolve to herself
until such time as her aunt should be well
enough to dispense with her services.

When, at length, tuat happy day a&r-
rived, 1t was desuned to close the reverse
of bappily tor all at the vicarage.

Elspeth was sitting with Mrs. Lzek,after
lunch, industriously darsing socks lor her
uncle and cousins, and ouly awaiting the
return of the tormer trom a batch of chris-
tenings be bad on hand,to mco: the suy):ct
of her proposed new departure.

Tue vicar did not get home uantil five
o’clock, and then he prought with him a
countenance so seripus and periurbed that
Kispeth guessed at once what had bap~
pened ; he had heard ot her behaviour at
the fancy dress ball.

Sue had known 1t would coms sooner or
later ; but she bad hoped to get away first,
shrinkiog curiously from tohe lovk of paln
and disappointm:nt which she telt would
be visidie on the two faces she loved 1n
ber own peculiar way.

‘What has happened, Uncle Joe ? You
look as if you had been conducting & fun-
eral,’ he replied, ‘and that your own, Els*
peth de Windt.’

‘Uacle !’

Sae stacted to her ieet, and stared at
him.

It was the first reslly barsh speech he
had ever made to her; the scoldings she
had received from time to time had all
come trom her aunt.

The vicar turned to his wite.

‘You were rigut, and I was wrong.
That dressmaking fad bas proved ber
ruin. Oa the nignt you were taken ill,
she was masqaerading at a fancy pall—
a very mixed affsir—at which
she made herselt conspicuous by her en-
ccuragement of a man she coula not have
koown anything about, for he was a
stranger co the neighborhood. Notwith-
standing this, she leit the assembly rooms
in lis company, shortly betore receiving
my note announcing your fllness, and took
bim to the house waich she had chosea to
make her home.’

*Uacle !’ said Elspeth again, with the
lizht ot battle in ber eye. [ don’t know
who toid you all this, but it is not true.’

*Your prool to the contrary ?’ inquired
her uacle briefly.

‘Mr. Wood, who acted as master of
ceremonies for the evening, could coantra-
dict the latter part of it.

‘Unfortunately, I was relerred to Mr.
Wood tor corroboration of the report,
which I retused to beiieve until I hau this
word tor the truth ot 1.’

‘H: has lied !’ said El peth deliberately,
not waiting to choose her words. ‘He
gave me your note bimselt at the Assembly
Rooms, in the presence of the gentleman
with whom I had been sitting out a dance.’

‘With woom you bad sat out three dances
runping, Miss de Windt, during which
time you were hidden trom view vebind a
large screen which your gentleman (riend
had carsiully arranged tfor the purpose.”

Toe mixture ot truth and talsehood in
the report which had reached the vicar’s
vars wes difficult tor Elspeth to sitt un-
“ldCdn

Had Mr. Wood forgotten the circum-
stance ot the delivery of the note, or had

Continued on page fi'teen,
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