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    This illustrated omnibus gathers more than seventy works by Carolyn Wells, presenting a panoramic view of a career that ranged across detective fiction, juvenile novels, light verse, and literary essays. The volume brings together complete novels from her major mystery cycles, the full runs of her most beloved girls’ series, notable standalone fiction, and the poetry collections and parodies that first made her name. Spanning publications from the late nineteenth through the early twentieth century, it offers a single, convenient source for readers and scholars to trace Wells’s craft: her playful intelligence, her appetite for structure and pattern, and her unmistakably urbane narrative voice.

At the heart of Wells’s crime writing stand the Fleming Stone mysteries, represented here by such titles as The Clue, The Gold Bag, A Chain of Evidence, The Maxwell Mystery, Anybody But Anne, The White Alley, The Curved Blades, The Mark of Cain, Vicky Van, The Diamond Pin, Raspberry Jam, The Mystery of the Sycamore, The Mystery Girl, Spooky Hollow, Prillilgirl, The Bronze Hand, and Where’s Emily. These novels stage intricate puzzles in cultivated American settings, advancing by the close observation of material clues and orderly reasoning. Eschewing gore, they balance suspense with civility, inviting readers to test deductions alongside the investigator.

The Pennington Wise sequence complements that decorous mastery with cases that flirt with the bizarre and the modern. The Room with the Tassels, The Man Who Fell Through the Earth, In the Onyx Lobby, The Come-Back, The Luminous Face, and The Vanishing of Betty Varian confront vanishing acts, enigmatic spaces, and metropolitan masquerades. Alongside them, standalone works such as The Deep-Lake Mystery and Face Cards, and shorter tales like The Adventure of the Mona Lisa and The Adventure of the Clothes-Line, extend Wells’s fascination with concealment, alibi, and social performance. Across these stories, motive and means unfold through timelines, testimony, and tangible, inspectable facts.

Wells’s renown also rests on her long-running Patty Fairfield series, included here from Patty Fairfield through Patty at Home, Patty’s Summer Days, Patty in Paris, Patty’s Friends, Patty’s Success, Patty’s Motor Car, Patty’s Butterfly Days, Patty’s Social Season, Patty’s Suitors, Patty’s Fortune, Patty Blossom, Patty-Bride, and Patty and Azalea. These novels chronicle an American girl’s growth amid family affections, travel, new technologies, and the rites of friendship and courtship. Their charm lies in brisk incident, considerate morals, and nimble dialogue, all framed by a consistent, buoyant optimism. The series preserves a lively record of manners and aspirations in its moment.

Kindred energies animate the Marjorie Maynard books—Marjorie’s Vacation, Marjorie’s Busy Days, Marjorie’s New Friend, Marjorie’s Maytime, and Marjorie at Seacote—and the Two Little Women trilogy, which follows youthful partnerships through enterprise and holiday. Additional novels, including The Dorrance Domain, Betty’s Happy Year, Dick and Dolly, The Staying Guest, Ptomaine Street: A Tale of Warble Petticoat, The Emily Emmins Papers, and The Lover’s Baedeker and Guide to Arcady, display Wells’s range in domestic comedy, social observation, and playful pastiche. Throughout, her storytelling emphasizes resourcefulness, good temper, and community, tracing everyday adventures with the same structural clarity that shapes her mysteries.

As a poet and parodist, Wells excelled in light verse that pairs technical finesse with buoyant wit. Collections such as Mother Goose’s Menagerie, The Jingle Book, A Phenomenal Fauna, The Seven Ages of Childhood, Children of Our Town, Girls and Gayety, and Christmas Carollin’ mingle nursery lore, animal fable, city sketches, and festive monologues. Companion pieces—The Re-Echo Club, At the Sign of the Sphinx, the Rubáiyát of a Motor Car, The Rubáiyát of Bridge, and A Ballade of Old Loves—exhibit her love of strict forms, refrain, and parody. Alphabet poems, seasonal tableaux, and joking ballades here illustrate a signature blend of elegance, play, and pointed observation.

Rounding out the collection, The Eternal Feminine, The Technique of the Mystery Story, and Why Women Read Detective Stories reveal Wells as both practitioner and commentator. The first reflects her flair for social humor; the latter two examine the mechanics and appeal of detective fiction, articulating principles she also dramatized in narrative form. Taken together, these works clarify the unifying threads in her career: curiosity disciplined by form, sociability moderated by wit, and delight in the ingenious solution—whether of a crime, a stanza, or a social puzzle. The illustrated edition presents period imagery where extant, enriching context while foregrounding the texts themselves.
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    Carolyn Wells (1862–1942) wrote from the orbit of New York City as the United States moved from the Gilded Age into modern urban life. Prolific across children’s verse, society satire, and detective fiction, she published steadily from the 1890s through the 1930s. Her mysteries rose alongside a transatlantic vogue begun by Arthur Conan Doyle and advanced in the United States by Anna Katharine Green. Periodical culture—humor weeklies, ladies’ magazines, and newspaper syndicates—supplied venues, audiences, and rhythms that shaped her brisk plots and crisp dialogue. The collected works reflect this commercial, metropolitan milieu and its appetite for cleverly clued entertainments.

Debuting in 1909 with The Clue, the Fleming Stone novels mirror Progressive Era faith in orderly reason and emerging forensic methods. American policing was standardizing fingerprints, toxicology, and crime-scene procedure, while telephones, taxis, and electric lights remapped criminal possibility. Wells situates murders in brownstones, hotels, and country houses frequented by the prosperous classes who animated metropolitan reform debates. Her puzzles emphasize physical evidence, expert testimony, and witness psychology, echoing courtroom reportage popular in mass papers. The series’ calm, gentlemanly detective channels contemporary respect for professional expertise, a motif that assured readers that modern science could domesticate the era’s unsettling urban complexity.

Written across the World War I and immediate postwar years, the Pennington Wise cases trade on the newness of skyscraper lobbies, apartment corridors, and fast elevators—spaces where anonymity thrives. As women entered offices and public amusements in greater numbers, and national suffrage arrived in 1920, Wells’s plots register expanded female mobility alongside fresh vulnerabilities and guises. American fair‑play detection was maturing under magazine scrutiny; her staged clues and floor‑plan logic resonate with an audience trained to solve along. The series’ urban theater—hotel suites, onyx lobbies, fashionable studios—captures interwar New York’s glamour and disquiet, where social permeability made both alibis and disappearances plausible.

Her stand‑alone mysteries broaden the map beyond Manhattan. The Deep‑Lake Mystery evokes Midwestern resort culture developed by rail and automobile, with secluded cottages and piers ideal for time‑table plotting. Prohibition (1920–1933) and a growing tourist economy fostered clandestine gatherings that fiction easily darkened into motives. The “Adventure” tales engage art‑crime sensationalism heightened by the 1911 theft of the Mona Lisa from the Louvre, which kept art security in headlines for years. These stories mine a culture enthralled by museums, auction rooms, and insurance intrigue, revealing how commodity value and celebrity fused, and how American readers relished international capers from their parlor chairs.

The Patty Fairfield, Marjorie Maynard, and Two Little Women cycles inhabit the Progressive Era’s gospel of uplift, domestic science, and supervised recreation. Middle‑class girlhood was being reimagined through school athletics, travel, and club life; Wells’s heroines motor, host social seasons, and cross the Atlantic to Paris, reflecting affordable steamship fares and a codified etiquette of tourism. These books accompany campaigns for playgrounds, settlement work, and “wholesome” series fiction championed by librarians and educators. Their cheery competence and carefully chaperoned independence align with the emerging “New Woman,” offering readers aspirational scripts for civic participation without abandoning propriety, hospitality, and familial duty.

Wells’s comic and children’s verse belongs to the Anglo‑American nonsense tradition of Edward Lear and Lewis Carroll, adapted to turn‑of‑the‑century American consumer culture. The Jingle Book and Mother Goose pastiches circulated in magazines and gift annuals that prized witty drawings and topical wordplay. Poems about bicycles, motorcars, department stores, and Christmas shopping register new technologies and rituals of mass consumption, while parody “Rubáiyát” pieces exploit the period’s craze for Omar Khayyám. Light verse functioned as drawing‑room entertainment and middlebrow sophistication; Wells’s nimble meters and puns aligned with a culture that treated language as a toy and advertising as theater.

In 1913 Wells published The Technique of the Mystery Story, an early American handbook that systematized devices—red herrings, clue planting, and narrative misdirection—before S. S. Van Dine (1928) and Ronald Knox (1929) popularized “fair‑play” rules. Her essay Why Women Read Detective Stories engages a market reality: women dominated circulating‑library patronage and magazine subscriptions, especially in burgeoning Carnegie‑funded libraries. By addressing method and readership, Wells positioned herself as both practitioner and theorist, legitimizing the puzzle tale for middle‑class leisure and writers’ craft discussions. This meta‑stance reinforced contemporary reception, framing her novels as participatory games rather than morbid sensationalism.

Spanning fin‑de‑siècle optimism, wartime upheaval, and the bright‑cold rationalism of the 1920s, Wells’s output records an American transition from parlor to penthouse. Though later overshadowed by Agatha Christie and the hard‑boiled school, her genteel, clue‑driven worlds remained staples of lending libraries and reprint houses. The illustrated editions echo a golden age of book design when decorative initials, cartoons, and plates mediated tone, signaling whimsy in verse and clarity in mysteries. Read together, the collection maps how urban sophistication, scientific authority, and female readership transformed popular narrative, while revealing a New Jersey–New York writer’s agile response to modernity’s promises and paradoxes.
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    Fleming Stone Mysteries
Carolyn Wells’s gentleman sleuth Fleming Stone unravels society-set murders through meticulous observation, tidy logic, and attention to domestic spaces and small social cues.
Polished and puzzle-forward, the tales favor fair-play clueing and identity feints, culminating in poised drawing-room revelations rather than hard-boiled violence.
Pennington Wise Mysteries
Pennington Wise and his quick, intuitive partner Zizi tackle vanishings and staged crimes in hotels, mansions, and roadside waypoints.
Brisk, theatrical, and twisty, the cases lean on disguise, staging, and hunches as much as deduction, giving the investigations a spirited, adventurous air.
Other Mysteries: The Deep-Lake Mystery; Face Cards; The Adventure of the Mona Lisa; The Adventure of the Clothes-Line
These standalones transpose Wells’s neat logic to fresh settings, from a lakeside murder to capers built on art and domestic oddities.
They balance small-community suspicion with cosmopolitan intrigue, using novel clue devices to test reader inference while keeping solutions tidy and fair.
Patty Fairfield Series
Across travels, parties, and suitors, Patty grows from lively girl to poised young woman, learning tact, independence, and the rhythms of modern life (including motoring).
Light, cheerful, and episodic, the series turns social occasions into lessons in friendship, optimism, and gracious adulthood.
Marjorie Maynard Series
Marjorie’s vacations, school projects, and new friendships nurture pluck, empathy, and practical responsibility.
Wholesome and domestic in tone, the stories prize industrious play and community spirit over melodrama.
Two Little Women Trilogy
Two close companions navigate thrift, shared ventures, and unexpected windfalls, testing loyalty and common sense.
Cozy, optimistic, and gently humorous, the trilogy celebrates cooperative enterprise and the pleasures of holiday travel.
Other Novels: The Dorrance Domain; Betty’s Happy Year; Dick and Dolly; The Staying Guest; Ptomaine Street: A Tale of Warble Petticoat; The Emily Emmins Papers; The Lover’s Baedeker and Guide to Arcady
These comedies and pastiches—ranging from epistolary spoof to mock travel-guide—lampoon social climbing, courtship rituals, and fashionable fads.
Arch, nimble, and formally playful, they showcase Wells’s flair for parody and drawing-room sparkle outside pure detection.
Mother Goose's Menagerie (and nursery-rhyme parodies)
A witty bestiary recasts classic nursery figures with anthropomorphic verve, letting animals and familiar characters trade roles.
Rhymed, punning, and visually minded, it tweaks moralizing tradition while reveling in light-footed wordplay.
The Jingle Book (and assorted jingles)
Short, musical verses in quick meters sketch comic scenes, gadgets, and social types with snap and refrain.
Brevity becomes a vehicle for droll punchlines and everyday absurdities, keeping tone buoyant and urbane.
A Phenomenal Fauna
This comic bestiary turns idioms and technical terms into imaginary species, with language itself as habitat.
A sustained conceit yields mock-natural-history entries packed with puns, classification jokes, and light verse sparkle.
The Seven Ages of Childhood
A poem-sequence traces growth from toddling wonder to early poise through affectionate observation and small rites of passage.
Sentimental yet measured, it favors reflective vignettes over grand drama.
Children of Our Town
Urban snapshots catch children at play, at school, and on outings, laced with gentle asides on manners and class.
The verses double as social sketches, preserving turn-of-the-century rhythms of leisure, aspiration, and civic life.
Girls and Gayety
Society verse about fashion, flirtation, and work adopts airy forms to tease modern mores without losing sympathy.
Sprightly and satirical, it celebrates style while revealing the pressures and pleasures of public femininity.
Christmas Carollin'
Holiday pieces weigh generosity, etiquette, and shopping frenzies with humor and seasonal warmth.
Playful complaint meets genuine cheer, inviting reflection on custom, convenience, and kindness.
The Re-Echo Club
A parlor of poets and punsters ‘echo’ popular styles, spinning playful imitations and responsive verses.
Meta-literary and companionable, it prizes form games, repartee, and shared taste.
At the Sign of the Sphinx
Riddle-poems, charades, and epigrams showcase Wells’s appetite for puzzles dressed as society verse.
Crisp and urbane, the pieces invite readers to unlock concealed meanings behind polished surfaces.
Rubáiyát Parodies: Of a Motor Car and of Bridge
Borrowing Fitzgerald’s quatrain, these pastiches elevate motoring and card play into mock-epic meditations on speed, chance, and fellowship.
Fate is measured in gears and bids, blending high style with everyday pastime in affectionate parody.
A Ballade of Old Loves
Formally poised stanzas consider romance and memory with light irony and tempered sentiment.
Its restrained music turns recollection into gentle self-portraiture rather than confession.
The Eternal Feminine
A buoyant social satire skewers reform crazes and the cult of self-improvement through farcical courtship and domestic aspiration.
Wry and quick-footed, it questions received ideals of womanhood while keeping the comedy bright.
The Technique of the Mystery Story
Wells distills the mechanics of detective fiction—clue planting, red herrings, character roles, and structure—into a clear, practical guide.
Both taxonomy and manual, it maps the puzzle’s promises and offers craft advice to readers and writers alike.
Why Women Read Detective Stories
An essay contending that mysteries gratify curiosity, orderliness, and mental play, especially within modern domestic and leisure routines.
Conversational and incisive, it reframes genre reading as a lively, empowering habit rather than mere diversion.
Wellsian Motifs and Style
Across crime and verse, Wells favors clever construction, domestic settings, wordplay, and genteel humor, with mysteries hinging on tidy logic and small social cues.
Her career arcs from buoyant society and children’s verse to increasingly intricate puzzle plots, yet she consistently prizes clarity, fair play, and the pleasures of pattern.
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  The old Van Norman mansion was the finest house in Mapleton. Well back from the road, it sat proudly among its finely kept lawns and gardens, as if with a dignified sense of its own importance, and its white, Colonial columns gleamed through the trees, like sentinels guarding the entrance to the stately hall.


  All Mapleton was proud of the picturesque old place, and it was shown to visiting strangers with the same pride that the native villagers pointed out the Memorial Library and the new church.


  More than a half-century old, the patrician white house seemed to glance coldly on the upstart cottages, whose inadequate pillars supported beetling second stories, and whose spacious, filigreed verandas left woefully small area for rooms inside the house.


  The Van Norman mansion was not like that. It was a long rectangle, and each of its four stories was a series of commodious, well-shaped apartments.


  And its owner, the beautiful Madeleine Van Norman, was the most envied as well as the most admired young woman in the town.


  Magnificent Madeleine, as she was sometimes called, was of the haughty, imperious type which inspires admiration and respect rather than love. An orphan and an heiress, she had lived all of her twenty-two years of life in the old house, and since the death of her uncle, two years before, had continued as mistress of the place, ably assisted by a pleasant, motherly chaperon, a clever social secretary, and a corps of capable servants.


  The mansion itself and an income amply sufficient to maintain it were already legally her own, but by the terms of her uncle's will she was soon to come into possession of the bulk of the great fortune he had left.


  Madeleine was the only living descendant of old Richard Van Norman, save for one distant cousin, a young man of a scapegrace and ne'er-do-well sort, who of late years had lived abroad.


  This young man's early life had been spent in Mapleton, but, his fiery temper having brought about a serious quarrel with his uncle, he had wisely concluded to take himself out of the way.


  And yet Tom Willard was not of a quarrelsome disposition. His bad temper was of the impulsive sort, roused suddenly, and as quickly suppressed. Nor was it often in evidence. Good-natured, easy-going Tom would put up with his uncle's criticism and fault-finding for weeks at a time, and then, perhaps goaded beyond endurance, he would fly into a rage and express himself in fluent if rather vigorous English.


  For Richard Van Norman had been by no means an easy man to live with. And it was Tom's general amiability that had made him the usual scapegoat for his uncle's ill temper. Miss Madeleine would have none of it. Quite as dictatorial as the old man himself she allowed no interference with her own plans and no criticism of her own actions.


  This had proved the right way to manage Mr. Van Norman, and he had always acceded to Madeleine's requests or submitted to her decrees without objection, though there had never been any demonstration of affection between the two.


  But demonstration was quite foreign to the nature of both uncle and niece, and in truth they were really fond of each other in their quiet, reserved way. Tom Willard was different. His affection was of the honest and outspoken sort, and he made friends easily, though he often lost them with equal rapidity.


  On account, then, of his devotion to Madeleine, and his enmity toward young Tom Willard, Richard Van Norman had willed the old place to his niece, and had further directed that the whole of his large fortune should be unrestrictedly bestowed upon her on her wedding day, or on her twenty-third birthday, should she reach that age unmarried. In event of her death before her marriage, and also before her twenty-third birthday, the whole estate would go to Tom Willard.


  It was with the greatest reluctance that Richard Van Norman decreed this, but a provision had to be made in case of Madeleine's early death, and Willard was the only other natural heir. And now, at twenty-two, Madeleine was on the eve of marriage to Schuyler Carleton, a member of one of the oldest and best families of Mapleton.


  The village gossips were pleased to commend this union, as Mr. Carleton was a man of irreproachable habits, and handsome enough to appear well beside the magnificent Madeleine.


  He was not a rich man, but, as her marriage would bring her inheritance, they could rank among the millionaires of the day. Yet there were those who feared for the future happiness of this apparently ideal couple. Mrs. Markham, who was both housekeeper and chaperon to her young charge, mourned in secret over the attitude of the betrothed pair.


  "He adores her, I'm sure," she said to herself, "but he is too courtly and polished in his manner. I'd rather he would impulsively caress her, or involuntarily call her by some endearing name than to be always so exquisitely deferential and polite. And Madeleine must love him, or why should she marry him? Yet she is so haughty and formal, she might be a very duchess instead of a young American girl. But that's Madeleine all over. I've never seen her exhibit any real emotion over anything. Ah, well, I'm an old-fashioned fool. Doubtless, they're cooing doves when alone together, but their high-bred notions won't allow any sentiment shown before other people. But I almost wish she were going to marry Tom. He has sentiment and enthusiasm enough for two, and the relationship is so distant it's not worth thinking about. Dear old Tom! He's the only one who ever stirs Madeleine out of that dignified calm of hers."


  And that was true enough. Madeleine had inherited the Van Norman traits of dignity and reserve to such an extent that it was difficult for any one to be a really close friend.


  She had, too, a strange little air of preoccupation, and even when interested in a conversation would appear to look through or beyond her companion in a way that was discouraging to the average caller.


  So Miss Van Norman was by no means a favorite with the Mapleton young people in a personal sense, but socially she was their leader, and to be on her invitation list was the highest aspiration of the village "climbers."


  And now that she was about to marry Schuyler Carleton, the event of the wedding was the only thing talked of, thought of, or dreamed of by Mapleton society.


  Madeleine, who always kept in touch with Tom Willard by correspondence, had written him of her approaching marriage, and he had responded by coming at once to America to attend the ceremony.


  Relieved from the embarrassment of his uncle's presence, Tom was his jovial self, and showed forth all the reprehensible attractiveness which so often belongs to the scapegrace nature. He sometimes quarreled with Madeleine over trifles, then, making up the next minute, he would caress and pet her with the privileged air of a relative.


  He was glad to be back among the familiar scenes of Mapleton, and he went about the town renewing old acquaintances and making new ones, and charming all by his winning personality.


  In less than a week he had more friends in the village than Schuyler Carleton had ever made.


  Carleton, though handsome and distinguished looking, was absolutely without personal magnetism or charm, which traits were found in abundance in Tom Willard.


  The friends of Schuyler Carleton attributed his reserved, almost repellent demeanor to shyness, and this was partly true. His acquaintances said it was indifference, and this again, was partly true. Then his enemies, of whom he had some, vowed that his cold, curt manner of speech was merely snobbishness, and this was not true at all.


  His manner toward his fiancée was all that the most exacting could require in the matter of courtesy and punctilious politeness. He was markedly undemonstrative in public, and if this were true of his behavior when the two were alone, it was probably because Madeleine herself neither inspired nor desired terms or acts of endearment.


  Tom's attitude toward Madeleine angered Carleton extremely, but when he spoke to her on the subject he was gaily informed that the matter of cousinly affection was outside the jurisdiction of a fiancée.


  Tom, on his part, was desperately in love with Madeleine, and had been for years. Repeatedly he had begged her to marry him, and she knew in her heart that his plea was prompted by his love for herself and not by any consideration of her fortune.


  And yet, should she marry another, all hope of his uncle's money would be forever lost to Tom Willard.


  But prodigal and spendthrift that he was, if Tom felt any regret at his vanishing fortunes, he showed no sign of it. Save for sudden and often easily provoked bursts of temper, he was infectiously gay and merry, and was the life of the house party already gathered under Madeleine's roof.


  The fact that Tom was staying at the Van Norman house, which of course Carleton could not do, gave Willard an advantage over the prospective bridegroom, of which he was by no means unconscious. Partly to tease the imperturbable but jealous Carleton, and partly because of his own affection for his cousin, Tom devoted himself assiduously to Madeleine, especially when Carleton was present.


  "You see, Maddy," Tom would say, "there are only a few days left of our boy and girl chumminess. I fancy that after you are married, Schuyler won't let me speak to you, save in most formal terms, so I must see all I can of you now."


  Then he would tuck her arm through his own, and take her for a stroll in the grounds, and Carleton, coming to search for her, would find them cosily chatting in a secluded arbor, or drifting lazily in a canoe on the tiny, lily-padded lake.


  These things greatly annoyed Schuyler Carleton, but remonstrance was never an easy task for him, nor did it ever affect Madeleine pleasantly.


  "I wish, Madeleine," he had said one day, when he had waited two hours for her to return from a drive with Tom, "that you would have a little regard for appearances, if you have none for my wishes. It is not seemly for my betrothed wife to be driving all over the country with another man."


  Magnificent Madeleine looked straight at him, tilting her head back slightly to look beneath her half-closed lids.


  "It is not seemly," she said, "for my betrothed husband to imply that I could be at fault in a matter of propriety or punctilio. That is not possible."


  "You are right," he said, and his eyes gleamed with admiration of her glorious beauty and imperious manner. "Forgive me,—you are indeed right."


  Though Schuyler Carleton may not have been lavish of affection, he begrudged no admiration to the splendid woman he had won.


  And yet, had he but known it, the apparently scornful and haughty girl was craving a more tender and gentle love, and would gladly have foregone his admiration to have received more affection.


  "But it will come," Madeleine thought to herself. "I am not of the 'clinging vine' type, I know; but after we are married, surely Schuyler will be less formally polite, and more,—well,— chummy."


  Yet Madeleine herself was chummy with nobody save Tom.


  They two were always chatting and laughing together, and though they differed sometimes, and even quarrelled, it was quickly made up, and forgotten in a new subject of merry discussion.


  But, after all, they rarely quarrelled except regarding Madeleine's approaching marriage.


  "Don't throw yourself away on that iceberg, Maddy," Tom would plead. "He's a truly fine man, I know, but he can't make you happy."


  "How absurd you are, Tom! Give me credit, please, for knowing my own mind, at least. I love Schuyler Carleton, and I am proud that he is to be my husband. He is the finest man I have ever known in every way, and I am a fortunate girl to be chosen by such a man."


  "Oho, Maddy! Don't do the humble; it doesn't suit you at all. You are the type who ought to have 'kings and crown princes at your feet.' And Carleton is princely enough in his effects, but he's by no means at your feet."


  "What do you mean?" exclaimed Madeleine angrily.


  "Just what I say. Schuyler Carleton admires you greatly, but he doesn't love you—at least, not as I do!"


  "Don't be foolish, Tom. Naturally you know nothing about Mr. Carleton's affection for me—he does not proclaim it from the housetops. And I desire you not to speak of it again."


  "Why should I speak of what doesn't exist? Forgive me, Maddy, but I love you so myself, it drives me frantic to see that man treating you so coolly."


  "He doesn't treat me coolly. Or, if he does, it's because I don't wish for tender demonstrations before other people. I'm fond of you, Tom, as you know, but I won't allow even you to criticise the man I am about to marry."


  "Oh, very well, marry him, then, and a precious unhappy life you'll lead with him,—and I know why."


  Madeleine turned on him, her eyes blazing with anger.


  "What do you mean? Explain that last remark of yours."


  "Small need! You know why as well as I do;" and Tom pushed his hands into his pockets and strode away, whistling, well knowing that he had roused his cousin's even temper at last.


  In addition to some of her Mapleton friends, Madeleine had invited two girls from New York to be her bridesmaids. Kitty French and Molly Gardner had already come and were staying at the Van Norman house the few days that would intervene before the wedding.


  Knowing Madeleine well, as they did, they had not expected confidence from her, nor did they look forward to cosy, romantic boudoir chats, such as many girls would enjoy.


  But neither had they expected the peculiar constraint that seemed to hang over all the members of the household.


  Mrs. Markham had been so long housekeeper, and even companion, for Madeleine that she was not looked upon as a servant, and to her Kitty French put a few discreet questions regarding the exceeding reserve of Mr. Carleton.


  "I don't know, Miss French," said the good woman, looking sadly disturbed. "I love Madeleine as I would my own child. I know she adores Mr. Carleton,—and—yes, I know he greatly admires her,—and yet there is something wrong. I can't express it—it's merely a feeling,—an intuition, but there is something wrong."


  "You know Mr. Willard is in love with Maddy," suggested Miss French.


  "Oh, it isn't that They've always had a cousinly affection for each other, and,—yes, Tom is in love with her,—but what I mean is aside from all that. The real reason that Madeleine flirts with Tom—for she does flirt with him-—is to pique Mr. Carleton. There! I've said more than I meant to, but you're too good a friend to let it make any trouble, and, anyway, in a few days they will be married, and then I'm sure it will be all right,—I'm sure of it."


  Like many people, Mrs. Markham emphasized by repetition a statement of whose truth she was far from sure.


  Chapter II.
 Miss Morton Arrives
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  The day before the wedding the old house was a pleasant scene of bustle and confusion.


  Professional decorators were in charge of the great drawing-room, building a canopy of green vines and flowers, beneath which the bridal pair should stand the next day at high noon.


  This work was greatly hindered by a bevy of young people who thought they were helping.


  At last, noting a look of dumb exasperation on the face of one of the florist's men, Molly Gardner exclaimed, "I don't believe our help is needed here; come on, Kitty, let's go in the library and wait for tea-time."


  It was nearly five o'clock, and the girls found most of the house guests already assembled in the library, awaiting the arrival of the tea-tray.


  Several other young people were there also, most of them being those who were to be of the wedding cortege next day.


  Robert Fessenden, who was to be best man, had just come from New York, and had dropped in to see Miss Van Norman.


  Although he was an old friend of Carleton's, Madeleine did not know him very well, and though she made him welcome, it was with that coldly formal air that did not greatly attract the young man, but he could not fail to be impressed by her great beauty.


  "Lucky fellow, Carleton," he said to Tom Willard. "Why, that woman would create a sensation in any great city in the world."


  "Yes, she is too handsome to live all her life in a small village," agreed Tom. "I think they intend to travel a great deal."


  "An heiress, too, I believe."


  "Yes, she has all the desirable traits a woman can possess."


  "All?" Fessenden's tone was quizzical.


  "What do you mean?" asked Tom sharply.


  "Nothing; only, if I were to marry, I should prefer a little more softness of nature."


  "Oh, that's only her manner. My cousin is most sweet and womanly, I assure you."


  "I'm sure she is," returned Fessenden, who was a bit ashamed of his outspokenness; "and she's getting a sterling good fellow for a husband."


  "She is so," said Tom, heartily, which was kind of him, considering his own opinion of Carleton.


  And then both men strolled over to where Madeleine sat at the tea-table. She was reading a telegram that had just been brought to her, and she laughingly explained to Tom that it meant a bother for him.


  "Miss Morton has concluded to come to the wedding, after all," she said. "She wrote me that she wouldn't come, but she has changed her mind, it seems. Now, it does sound ridiculous, I know, but in this big house there isn't a room left for her but the one you have, Tom. You see, one bedroom is used for a 'present room,' one is reserved for Schuyler tomorrow, the bridesmaids have another, and except for our own rooms, and those already occupied by guests, there are no more. I hate to ask you, Tom, but could you go to the Inn?"


  "Sure, Maddy dear; anything to oblige. But it does seem too bad to turn me out of your house the very last day that your hospitality is all your own to offer. Tomorrow the grand Seigneur will be master here, and my timid little Madeleine can no longer call her soul her own."


  This reference to the tall and stately mistress of the house raised a general laugh, but Madeleine did not join in it.


  "I'm so sorry, Tom," she said earnestly, as she looked again at the telegram she was holding, "but Miss Morton was an old friend of Uncle Richard's, and as she wants to come here I can't turn her away. And unless you give her your room, there is no other."


  "Nonsense, Madeleine! I'm only joking. Of course I'll go to the hotel. Only too glad to accommodate Miss Morton. Forget it, girl; I assure you I don't mind a bit. I'll pack up a few traps after dinner and skip down to the picturesque, if rather ostentatious, Mapleton Inn."


  As Tom spoke he put his arm carelessly round Madeleine's shoulders, and though scarcely more than a cousinly caress, it was unfortunate that Schuyler Carleton should enter the room at that moment. A lightning glance flashed between the two men, and as Tom moved away from Madeleine with a slightly embarrassed shrug of his shoulders, Carleton's face grew so stern that an uncomfortable silence fell upon the guests.


  However, the arrival of the tea-tray saved the situation, and Madeleine at once busied herself in the pretty occupation of serving tea to her guests.


  With an air of jealous proprietorship, Carleton moved toward her and, looking handsome, though sulky, stood by Willard with folded arms, as if on guard.


  Urged on by a daredevil spirit of mischief, and perhaps remembering that Madeleine would soon be beyond his reach as Carleton's wife, Tom also moved toward her from the other side. Endeavoring to treat the situation lightly, Madeleine held up a newly-filled teacup.


  "Who will have this?" she asked gaily.


  "I will!" declared Carleton and Tom at the same time, and each held out a hand.


  Madeleine looked at them both smilingly.


  Carleton's face was white and set; he was evidently making a serious matter of the trifling episode.


  Tom, on the contrary, was smiling broadly, and was quite evidently enjoying his rival's discomfiture.


  "I shall give it to you, because you look so pleasant," declared Madeleine, handing the cup to Tom. "Now, Schuyler, smile prettily and you may have one, too."


  But Carleton would not fall in with her light mood.


  Bending a little, he said in a tense voice, "I will leave you to your cousin now. Tomorrow I shall assert my claim."


  Though not rude in themselves, the words were accompanied by a harsh and disdainful glance that made several of the onlookers wonder what sort of a life the haughty Madeleine would lead with such a coldly tyrannical husband.


  "The brute!" said Tom, under his breath, as Carleton left the room. "Never mind, Maddy, the old Turk has left you to me for this evening, and we'll take him at his word."


  Suddenly Madeleine's mood changed to one of utter gaiety. She smiled impartially on all, she jested with the girls, she bewitched the young men with her merry banter, and she almost seemed to be flirting with Tom Willard. But he was her cousin, after all, and much is forgiven a bride-to-be on her wedding eve.


  Robert Fessenden looked at Miss Van Norman with a puzzled air. He couldn't seem to understand her, and was glad when by chance the two were left comparatively alone for a few moments' conversation.


  "A great responsibility devolves on the best man, Miss Van Norman," he said, in response to a chaffing remark of hers. "I suppose that tomorrow I shall be general director-in-chief, and if anything should go wrong, I shall be blamed."


  "But nothing will go wrong," said Madeleine, gaily, "and then, think how you'll be praised!"


  "Ah, but you won't be here to hear the praise heaped upon me, so what's the use?"


  "No, I shall be gone forever," said Madeleine, putting on one of her faraway looks. "I never want to come back to Mapleton. I hate it!"


  "Why, Miss Van Norman! You want to desert this beautiful old house? Schuyler can never find you a home so comfortable and attractive in every way."


  "I don't care. I want to go far away from Mapleton to live. We're going to travel for a year, any way, but when we do settle down, it will be abroad, I hope."


  "You surprise me. Schuyler didn't tell me this. We've been chums so long, that I usually know of his plans. But, of course, getting married changes all that."


  "You're a very intimate friend of Mr. Carleton's, aren't you?" said Madeleine, with a strange note of wistfulness in her voice.


  "Yes, I am. Why?"


  "Oh, nothing; I only thought—I mean, do you think—"


  Rob Fessenden was thrilled by the plaintive expression on the beautiful face, and suddenly felt a great desire to help this girl, who was seemingly so far above and beyond all need of help, and yet was surely about to ask his aid, or at least his sympathy.


  "Don't hesitate," he said gently; "what is it, Miss Van Norman? I want to be as firm a friend of yours as I am of Schuyler's, so please say what you wish to."


  "I can't—I can't," Madeleine whispered, and her voice was almost a moan.


  "Please," again urged Fessenden.


  "Do you know Dorothy Burt?" Madeleine then broke out, as if the words were fairly forced from her.


  "No," said Fessenden, amazed; "I never heard the name before. Who is she?"


  "Hush! She's nobody—less than nobody. Don't mention her to me ever again—nor to any one else. Ah, here comes Miss Morton."


  As Fessenden watched Madeleine, she changed swiftly from a perturbed, troubled girl to a courteous, polished hostess.


  "My dear Miss Morton," she said, advancing to meet her newest guest, "how kind of you to come to me at this time."


  "I didn't come exactly out of kindness," said Miss Morton, "but because I desired to come. I hope you are quite well. Will you give me some tea?"


  Miss Morton was a tall, angular lady, with gray hair and sharp, black eyes. She seemed to bite off her words at the ends of her short sentences, and had a brisk, alert manner that was, in a way, aggressive.


  "An eccentric," Rob Fessenden thought, as he looked at her, and wondered why she was there at all.


  "An old sweetheart of Mr. Richard Van Norman, I believe," said Kitty French, when he questioned her. "They were once engaged and then quarrelled and broke it off, and neither of them lived happily ever after."


  "As the Carletons will," said Fessenden, smiling.


  "Yes," said Kitty slowly, "as the Carletons will—I hope. You know Mr. Carleton awfully well, don't you? Are you sure he will make our Maddy happy, Mr. Fessenden?"


  "I think so;" and Fessenden tried to speak casually. "He is not an emotional man, or one greatly given to sentiment, but I judge she is not that sort either."


  "Oh, yes, she is! Maddy is apparently cold and cynical, but she isn't really so a bit. But she perfectly adores him, and if they're not happy, it won't be her fault."


  "Nor will it be his," said Fessenden, warmly defending his absent friend. "Carleton's an old trump. There's no finer man in the world, and any woman ought to be happy with him."


  "I'm glad to hear you say that," said Kitty, with a little sigh of relief. "Do look at that funny Miss Morton! She seems to be scolding Madeleine. I'm sorry she came. She doesn't seem very attractive. But perhaps it's because she was crossed in love and it made her queer."


  "Or she was queered in love and it made her cross," laughed Fessenden. "Well, I must go, now, and look up Carleton. Poor old boy, he was a little miffed when he went away."


  After tea all the callers departed, and those who were house guests went to their rooms to dress for dinner.


  Tom Willard, with great show of burlesque regret and tearful farewells, went to the hotel, that Miss Morton might have the room he had been occupying.


  He promised to return for dinner, and gaily blew kisses to Madeleine as with his traps he was driven down the avenue.


  At dinner, Schuyler Carleton's place was vacant. It had been arranged next to Madeleine's, and when fifteen minutes after the dinner hour he had not arrived, she haughtily accepted Tom Willard's arm and led the way to the dining-room.


  But having reached the table, she directed Tom to take his rightful seat, at some distance from her own, and Carleton's chair remained empty at Madeleine's side.


  At first this was uncomfortably evident, but Madeleine was in gay spirits, and soon the whole party followed her lead, and the conversation was general and in a merry key.


  The young hostess had never looked more regally beautiful. Her dark hair, piled high on her head, was adorned with a dainty ornament which, though only a twisted ribbon, was shaped like a crown, and gave her the effect of an imperious queen. Her low-cut gown of pale yellow satin was severe of line and accented her stately bearing, while her exquisitely modelled neck and shoulders were as white and pure as those of a marble statue. Save for a double row of pearls around her throat, she wore no ornaments, but on the morrow Carleton's gift of magnificent diamonds would grace her bridal costume. The combination of haughty imperial beauty and a dazzling witchery of mood was irresistible, and the men and girls alike realized that never before had Madeleine seemed so wonderful.


  After the dessert was placed on the table, Willard could stand it no longer, and, leaving his own place, he calmly appropriated Carleton's vacant chair.


  Madeleine did not reprove him, and Kitty French took occasion to whisper to her neighbor:


  "'T were better by far to have matched our fair cousin to brave Lochinvar.'"


  Mrs. Markham overheard the quotation, and a look of pain came into her eyes. But it was all too late now, and to-morrow Madeleine would be irrevocably Schuyler Carleton's wife.


  After dinner coffee was served in the cosy library. Madeleine preferred this room to the more elaborately furnished drawing-room, and to-night her word was law.


  But suddenly her mood changed. For no apparent reason her gay spirits vanished, her smile faded away, and a pathetic droop curved the corners of her beautiful mouth.


  At about ten o'clock she said abruptly, though gently, "I wish you'd all go to bed. Unless you girls get some beauty sleep, you won't look pretty at my wedding to-morrow."


  "I'm quite ready to go," declared Kitty French with some tact, for she saw that Madeleine was nervous and strung up to a high tension.


  "I, too," exclaimed Molly Gardner, and the two girls said good-night and went upstairs.


  Two or three young men who had been dinner guests also made their adieux, and Tom Willard said, "Well, I may as well toddle to my comforts of home, as understood by a country innkeeper."


  Madeleine said good-night to him kindly enough, but without jest or gaiety. Tom looked at her curiously for a moment, and then, gently kissing her hand, he went away.


  Mrs. Markham, having seen Miss Morton comfortably installed in what had been Tom's room, returned to the library to offer her services to Madeleine.


  But the girl only thanked her, saying, "There is nothing you can do to-night. I want to be alone for an hour or two. I will stay here in the library for a time, and I'd like to have you send Cicely to me."


  A few moments later Cicely Dupuy came in, bringing some letters and papers. She was Miss Van Norman's private secretary, and admirably did she fill the post. Quick-witted, clever, deft of hand and brain, she answered notes, kept accounts, and in many ways made herself invaluable to her employer.


  Moreover, Madeleine liked her. Cicely was of a charming personality. Small, fair, with big, childish blue eyes and a rose-leaf skin, she was a pretty picture to look at.


  "Sit down," said Madeleine, "and make a little list of some final matters I want you to attend to to-morrow."


  Cicely sat down, and, taking pencil and tablet from the library table, made the lists as Madeleine directed. This occupied but a short time, and then Miss Van Norman said wearily:


  "You may go now, Cicely. Go to bed at once, dear. You will have much to do to-morrow. And please tell Marie I shall not need her services to-night. She may go to her room. I shall sit here for an hour or more, and I will answer these notes. I wish to be alone."


  "Very well, Miss Van Norman," said Cicely, and, taking the lists she had made, she went softly from the room.


  Chapter III.
 A Cry in the Night
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  "Help!"


  The loud cry of a single word was not repeated, but repetition was unnecessary, for the sound rang through the old Van Norman house, and carried its message of fear and horror to all, awake or sleeping, within its walls.


  It was about half-past eleven that same night, and Cicely Dupuy, still fully dressed, flew from her bedroom out into the hall.


  Seeing a light downstairs, and hearing the servants' bells, one after another, as if rung by a frantic hand, she hesitated a moment only, and then ran downstairs.


  In the lower hall Schuyler Carleton, with a dazed expression on his white, drawn face, was uncertainly pushing various electric buttons which, in turn, flashed lights on or off, or rang bells in distant parts of the house.


  For a moment Cicely stared straight at the man.


  Their eyes met, their gaze seemed to concentrate, and they stood motionless, as if spellbound.


  This crisis was broken in upon by Marie, Madeleine's French maid, who came running downstairs in a hastily donned negligee.


  "Mon Dieu!" she cried. "Ou est Mademoiselle?"


  With a start, Carleton turned from Cicely, and still with that dazed look on his face, he motioned Marie toward the wide doorway of the library. The girl took a step toward the threshold, and then, with a shriek, paused, and ventured no further.


  Cicely, as if impelled by an unseen force, slowly turned and followed Marie's movements, and as the girl screamed, Cicely grasped her tightly by the arm, and the two stood staring in at the library door.


  What they saw was Madeleine Van Norman, seated in a chair at the library table. Her right arm was on the table, and her head, which had fallen to one side, was supported by her right shoulder. Her eyes were partly closed, and her lips were parted, and the position of the rigid figure left no need for further evidence that this was not a natural sleep.


  But further evidence there was. Miss Van Norman still wore her yellow satin gown, but the beautiful embroidered bodice was stained a dull red, and a crimson stream was even then spreading its way down the shimmering breadths of the trailing skirt.


  On the table, near the outstretched white hand, lay a Venetian dagger. This dagger was well known to the onlookers. It had lain on the library table for many years, and though ostensibly for the purpose of a paper-cutter, it was rarely used as such. Its edges were too sharp to cut paper satisfactorily, and, moreover, it was a wicked-looking affair, and many people had shuddered as they touched it. It had a history, too, and Richard Van Norman used to tell his guests of dark deeds in which the dagger had taken part while it was still in Italy.


  Madeleine herself had had a horror of the weapon, though she had often admitted the fascination of its marvellous workmanship, and had said upon several occasions that the thing fairly hypnotized her, and some day she should kill herself or somebody else with it.


  From an instinctive sense of duty, Marie started forward, as if to help her mistress, then with a convulsive shudder she screamed again and clasped her hands before her eyes to shut out the awful sight.


  Cicely, too, moved slowly toward the silent figure, then turned and again gazed steadfastly at Schuyler Carleton.


  There must have been interrogation in her eyes, for the man pointed toward the table, and Cicely looked again, to notice there a bit of paper with writing on it.


  She made no motion toward it, but the expression on her face changed to one of bewildered surprise. Before she had time to speak, however, the other people of the house all at once began to gather in the hall.


  Mrs. Markham came first, and though when she saw Madeleine she turned very white and seemed about to faint, she bravely went at once toward the girl, and gently tried to raise the fallen head.


  She felt a firm grasp on her shoulder, and turned to see Miss Morton, with a stern, set face, at her side.


  "Don't touch her," said Miss Morton, in a whisper. "Telephone for a doctor quickly."


  "But she's dead," declared Mrs. Markham, at the same time bursting into violent sobs.


  "We do not know; we hope not," went on Miss Morton, and without another word she led Mrs. Markham to a sofa, and sat her down rather suddenly, and then went herself straight to the telephone.


  As she reached it she paused only to inquire the name of the family physician.


  Harris, the butler, with difficulty articulated the name of Doctor Hills and his telephone number, and without further inquiry Miss Morton called for him.


  "Is this Doctor Hills?" she said when her call was answered. "Yes; this is the Van Norman house. Come here at once. . . . No matter; you must come at once—it is very important—a matter of life and death. . . . I am Miss Morton. I am in charge here. Yes, come immediately! Good-by."


  Miss Morton hung up the receiver and turned to the frightened group of servants.


  "You can do nothing," she said, "and you may as well return to your rooms. Harris may stay, and one of the parlor maids."


  Miss Morton had an imperious air, and instinctively the servants obeyed her.


  But Cicely Dupuy was not so ready to accept the dictum of a stranger. She stepped forward and, facing Miss Morton, said quietly, "Mrs. Markham is housekeeper, as well as Miss Van Norman's chaperon. The servants are accustomed to take their orders from her."


  Miss Morton returned Cicely's direct gaze. "You see Mrs. Markham," she said, pointing to the sofa, where that lady had entirely collapsed, and, with her head in a pillow, was shaking with convulsive sobs. "She is for the moment quite incapable of giving orders. As the oldest person present, and as a life-long friend of Mr. Richard Van Norman, I shall take the liberty of directing affairs in the present crisis." Then, in a softer tone and with a glance toward Madeleine, Miss Morton continued, "I trust in view of the awfulness of the occasion you will give me your sympathy and cooperation, that we may work in harmony."


  Cicely gave Miss Morton a curious glance that might have meant almost anything, but with a slight inclination of her head she said only, "Yes, madam."


  Then Kitty French and Molly Gardner came downstairs and stood trembling on the threshold.


  "What is it?" whispered Kitty. "What's the matter with Madeleine?"


  "Something dreadful has happened," said Miss Morton, meeting them at the door. "I have telephoned for Doctor Hills and he will be here soon. Until then we can do nothing."


  "But we can try to help Maddy," exclaimed Kitty, starting toward the still figure by the table. "Oh, is she hurt? I thought she had fainted!"


  As the two girls saw the dread sight, Miss Gardner fainted herself, and Miss Morton bade Marie, who stood shivering in the hall, take care of her.


  Relieved at having something to do, Marie shook the girl and dashed water in her face until she regained consciousness, the others, meanwhile, paying little attention.


  Schuyler Carleton stood leaning against the doorpost, his eyes fixed on Madeleine's tragic figure, while Kitty French, who had dropped into a chair, sat with her hands tightly clasped, also gazing at the sad picture.


  Although it seemed hours to those who awaited him, it was but a few moments before the doctor came.


  Doctor Hills was a clean-cut, alert-looking young man, and his quick eyes seemed to take in every detail of the scene at a glance.


  He went straight to the girl at the table and bent over her. Only the briefest examination was necessary before he said gently, "She is quite dead. She has been stabbed with this dagger. It entered a large blood vessel just over her heart, and she bled to death. Who killed her?"


  Even as he spoke his eye fell on the written paper which lay on the table. With one of his habitually quick gestures he snatched it up and read it to himself, while a look of great surprise dawned on his face. Immediately he read it aloud:


  I am wholly miserable, and unless the clouds lift I must end my life. I love S., but he does not love me.


  After he finished reading, Doctor Hills stood staring at the paper, and looked utterly perplexed.


  "I should have said it was not a suicide," he declared, "but this message seems to indicate that it is. Is this written in Miss Van Norman's hand?" Miss Morton, who stood at the doctor's side, took the paper and scrutinized it.


  "It is," she said. "Yes, certainly that is Miss Van Norman's writing. I had a letter from her only a few days ago, and I recognize it perfectly."


  "Let me see it," said Mrs. Markham, in a determined, though rather timid way. "I am more familiar with Madeleine's writing than a stranger can possibly be."


  Miss Morton handed the paper to the housekeeper without a word, while the doctor, waiting, wondered why these two women seemed so out of sympathy with each other.


  "Yes, it is surely Madeleine's writing," agreed Mrs. Markham, her glasses dropping off as her eyes filled with tears.


  "Then I suppose she killed herself, poor girl," said the doctor. "She must have been desperate, indeed, for it was a strong blow that drove the steel in so deeply. Who first discovered her here?"


  "I did," said Schuyler Carleton, stepping forward. His face was almost as white as the dead girl's, and he was scarcely able to make his voice heard. "I came in with a latch-key, and found her here, just as you see her now."


  As Carleton spoke Cicely Dupuy stared at him with that curious expression that seemed to show something more than grief and horror. Her emotional bewilderment was not surprising in view of the awful situation, but her look was a strange one, and for some reason it greatly disconcerted the man.


  None of this escaped the notice of Doctor Hills. Looking straight at Carleton, but with a kindly expression replacing the stern look on his face, he went on:


  "And when you came in, was Miss Van Norman just as we see her now?"


  "Practically," said Carleton. "I couldn't believe her dead. And I tried to rouse her. Then I saw the dagger on the floor at her feet—"


  "On the floor?" interrupted Doctor Hills.


  "Yes," replied Carleton, whose agitation was increasing, and who had sunk into a chair because of sheer inability to stand. "It was on the floor at her feet—right at her feet. I picked it up, and there was blood on it—there is blood on it—and I laid it on the table. And then I saw the paper—the paper that says she killed herself. And then—and then I turned on the lights and rang the servants' bells, and Cicely—Miss Dupuy—came, and the others, and—that's all."


  Schuyler Carleton had with difficulty concluded his narration, and he sat clenching his hands and biting his lips as if at the very limit of his powers of endurance.


  Doctor Hills again glanced round the assembly in that quick way of his, and said:


  "Did any of you have reason to think Miss Van Norman had any thought of taking her own life?"


  For a moment no one spoke, and then Kitty French, who, in a despairing, miserable way, was huddled in the depths of a great arm-chair, said:


  "I have heard Madeleine say that some time she would kill herself with that horrid old dagger. I wish I had stolen it and buried it long ago!"


  Doctor Hills turned to Mrs. Markham. "Did you have any reason to fear this?" he inquired.


  "No," she replied; "and I do not think Madeleine meant she would voluntarily use that dagger. She only meant she had a superstitious dread of the thing."


  "Do you understand her reference to her own unhappiness in this bit of writing?" went on the doctor.


  "Yes, I think I do," said Mrs. Markham in a low voice.


  "That is enough for the present," said the doctor, as if to interrupt further confidences. "Although it is difficult to believe a stab of that nature could be self-inflicted, it is possible, and this communication seems to leave no room for doubt.


  "Now, the law of New Jersey requires that in case of a death not by natural means the county physician shall be summoned, and further proceedings are entirely at his discretion. I shall therefore be obliged to send for Doctor Leonard before disturbing the body in any way. He will probably not arrive in less than an hour or so, and I would advise that you ladies retire. You can of course do nothing to help, and as I shall remain in charge, you may as well get what rest you can during the night."


  "I thank you for your consideration, Doctor Hills," said Mrs. Markham, who seemed to have recovered her calmness, "but I prefer to stay here. I could not rest after this awful shock, and I cannot stay away from Madeleine."


  Kitty French and Molly Gardner, who, clasped in each other's arms, were shivering with excitement and grief, begged to be allowed to stay, too, but Doctor Hills peremptorily ordered them to go to their rooms. Cicely Dupuy was allowed to stay, as in her position of social secretary she might know much of Madeleine's private affairs. For the same reason Marie was detained, while Doctor Hills asked her a few questions.


  Schuyler Carleton sat rigidly in his chair, as immovable as a statue. This man puzzled Doctor Hills. And yet it was surely shock enough almost to unhinge a man's brain thus to find his intended bride the night before his wedding.


  But Carleton seemed absorbed in emotions other than those of grief. Though his face was impassive, his eyes darted about the room looking at one after another of the shocked and terrified group, returning always to the still figure at the table, and as quickly turning his gaze away, as if the sight were unbearable, as indeed it was.


  He seemed like a man stunned with the awfulness of the tragedy, and yet conscious of a care, a responsibility, which he could not shake off.


  If, inadvertently, his eyes met those of Miss Dupuy, he shifted his gaze immediately. If by chance he encountered Mrs. Markham's sad glance, he turned away, unable to bear it. In a word, he was like a man at the limit of his endurance, and seemed veritably on the verge of collapse.


  Chapter IV.
 Suicide Or—?


  
    Table of Contents
  


  Miss Morton, also, seemed to have distracting thoughts. She sat down on the sofa beside Mrs. Markham, then she jumped up suddenly and started for the door, only to turn about and resume her seat on the sofa. Here she sat for a few moments apparently in deep thought. Then she rose, and slowly stalked from the room and went upstairs.


  After a few moments, Marie, the French maid, also rose and silently left the room.


  Having concluded it was a case for the county physician, Doctor Hills apparently considered that his personal responsibility was at an end, and he sat quietly awaiting the coming of his colleague.


  After a time, Miss Morton returned, and again took her seat on the sofa. She looked excited and a little flurried, but strove to appear calm.


  It was a dreadful hour. Only rarely any one spoke, and though glances sometimes shot from the eyes of one to the eyes of another, each felt his gaze oftenest impelled toward that dread, beautiful figure by the table.


  At last Schuyler Carleton, with an evident effort, said suddenly, "Oughtn't we to send for Tom Willard?"


  Mrs. Markham gave a start. "Of course we must," she said. "Poor Tom! He must be told. Who will tell him?"


  "I will," volunteered Miss Morton, and Doctor Hills looked up, amazed at her calm tone. This woman puzzled him, and he could not understand her continued attempts at authority in a household where she was a comparative stranger. And yet might it not be merely a kind consideration for those who were nearer and dearer to the principals of this awful tragedy?


  But even as he thought this over, Miss Morton had gone to the telephone, her heavy silk gown rustling as she crossed the room, and her every movement assertive of her own importance.


  Calling up the Mapleton Inn, she succeeded, after several attempts, in rousing some of its occupants, and finally was in communication with young Willard himself. She did not tell him of the tragedy, but only asked him to come over to the house at once, as something serious had happened, and returned to her seat with a murmured observation that Tom would arrive as soon as possible.


  Again the little group lapsed into silence. Cicely Dupuy was very nervous, and kept picking at her handkerchief, quite unconscious that she was ruining its delicate lace edge.


  Doctor Hills glanced furtively from one to another. Many things puzzled him, but most of all he was at a loss to understand the suicide of this beautiful girl on the very eve of her wedding.


  At last Tom Willard came.


  Miss Morton met him at the door, and took him into the drawing-room before he could turn toward the library.


  Schuyler Carleton's frantic touches on various electric buttons had turned on all the lights in the drawing-room. As no one had noticed this, the great apartment had remained illuminated as if for a festivity, and the soft, bright lights fell on the floral bower and the elaborate decorations that had been arranged for the wedding day.


  "What is it?" asked Tom, his own face white with an impending sense of dread as he looked into Miss Morton's eyes.


  As gently as possible, but in her own straightforward and inevitably somewhat abrupt way, Miss Morton told him.


  "I want to warn you," she said, "to prepare for a shock, and I think it kinder to tell you the truth at once. Your cousin Madeleine—Miss Van Norman—has taken her own life."


  "What?" Tom almost shouted the word, and his face showed an absolutely uncomprehending amazement.


  "She killed herself to-night," Miss Morton went on, whose efforts were now directed toward making the young man understand, rather than towards sparing his feelings.


  But Tom could not seem to grasp it. "What do you mean?" he said, catching her by both arms. "Madeleine? Killed herself?"


  "Yes," said Miss Morton, shaken out of her own calm by Tom's excited voice. "In the library, after we had all gone to bed, she stabbed herself with that horrible paper-cutter thing. Did you know she was unhappy?"


  "Unhappy? No; why should she be? Tomorrow was to have been her wedding day!"


  "To-day," corrected Miss Morton. "It is already the day on which our dear Madeleine was to have become a bride. And instead—" Glancing around the brilliant room and at the bridal bower, Miss Morton's composure gave way entirely, and she sobbed hysterically. At this Cicely Dupuy came across from the library. Putting her arm around Miss Morton, she led the sobbing woman away, and without a word to Tom Willard gave him a glance which seemed to say that he must look out for himself, for her duty was to attend Miss Morton.


  As the two women left the drawing-room Tom followed them. He walked slowly, and stared about as if uncertain where to go. He paused a moment midway in the room, and, stooping, picked up some small object from the carpet, which he put in his waistcoat pocket.


  A moment more and he had crossed the hall and stood at the library door, gazing at the scene which had already shocked and saddened the others.


  With a groan, as of utter anguish, Tom involuntarily put up one hand before his eyes.


  Then, pulling himself together with an effort, he seemed to dash away a tear, and walked into the room, saying almost harshly, "What does it mean?"


  Doctor Hills rose to meet him, and by way of a brief explanation he put into Tom's hand the paper he had found on the table. Tom read the written message, and looked more stupefied than ever. With a sudden gesture he turned towards Schuyler Carleton and said in a low voice, "but you did love her, didn't you?"


  "I did," replied Carleton simply.


  "Why should she have thought you didn't?" went on Tom, looking at the paper, and seeming to soliloquize rather than to address his question to any one else.


  As this was the first time that the "S." in Madeleine's note had been openly assumed to stand for Schuyler Carleton, there was a stir of excitement all round the room.


  "I don't know," said Carleton, but a dull, red flush spread over his white face and his voice trembled.


  "You don't know!" said Tom, in cutting tones. "Man, you must know."


  But no reply was made, and, dropping into a chair, Tom buried his face in both hands and remained thus for a long time.


  Tom Willard was a large, stout man, and possessed of the genial and merry demeanor which so often accompanies avoirdupois. Save for his occasional, though really rare, bursts of temper, Tom was always in joking and laughing mood.


  To see him thus in an agonized, speechless despair deeply affected Mrs. Markham. Tom had always been a favorite with her, and not even Madeleine had regretted more than she the estrangement between Richard Van Norman and his nephew. And even as Mrs. Markham looked at the bowed head of the great strong man she suddenly bethought herself for the first time that Tom was now heir to the Van Norman fortune.


  She wondered if he had himself yet realized it; and then she scolded herself for letting such thoughts intrude so unfittingly soon. And yet she well knew that it would not be in ordinary human nature long to ignore the fact of such a sudden change of fortunes. As she looked at Tom her glance strayed toward Mr. Carleton, and then the thought struck her that what Tom had gained this man had lost. For had Madeleine lived the Van Norman money would have been, in a way, at the disposal of her husband. The girl's death then would make Tom a rich man, while Schuyler Carleton would remain poor. He had always been poor, or at least far from wealthy, and more than one gossip was of the opinion that he had wooed Miss Van Norman not entirely because of disinterested love for her.


  While Mrs. Markham was busy with these fast-following thoughts a voice in the doorway made her look up.


  A quiet, unimportant-looking man stood there, and was respectfully addressing Doctor Hills.


  "I'm Hunt, sir," he said, "a plain-clothes man from headquarters."


  The three men in the room gave a start of surprise, and each turned an inquiring look at the newcomer.


  "Who sent you? And what for?" asked Doctor Hills.


  "I've been here all night, sir. I'm on guard in the present room upstairs."


  "I engaged him," said Mrs. Markham. "Madeleine's presents are very valuable, and although the jewels are still in the bank, the silver and other things upstairs are worth a large amount, and I thought best to have this man remain here during the night."


  "A very wise precaution, Mrs. Markham," said Doctor Hills; "and why did you leave your post, my man?"


  "The butler told me of what had happened, and I wondered if I might be of any service down here. I left the butler in charge of the room while I came down to inquire."


  "Very thoughtful of you," said Doctor Hills, with a nod of appreciation; "and while I hardly think so, we may have use for you before the night is over. I am expecting Doctor Leonard, the county physician, and until he comes I can do nothing. I am sure the room above is sufficiently guarded for the time being, so suppose you sit down here a few minutes and wait."


  Mr. Hunt chose to take a seat in the hall, just outside the library door, and thus added one more solemn presence to the quietly waiting group.


  And now Doctor Hills had occasion to add another puzzling condition to those that had already confronted him.


  Almost every one in the room was curiously affected by the appearance of this detective, or plain-clothes man, as he was called.


  Schuyler Carleton gave a start, and his pale face became whiter yet.


  Cicely Dupuy looked at him, and then turning her glance toward Mr. Hunt, whom she could see through the doorway, she favored the latter with a stare of such venomous hatred that Doctor Hills with difficulty repressed an exclamation.


  Cicely's big blue eyes roved from Hunt to Carleton and back again, and her little hands clenched as with a firm resolve of some sort in her mind; she seemed to brace herself for action.


  Her hovering glances annoyed Carleton; he grew nervous and at last stared straight at her, when her own eyes dropped, and she blushed rosy red.


  But this side-play was observed by no one but Doctor Hills, for the others were evidently absorbed in serious thoughts of their own concerning the advent of Mr. Hunt.


  Tom Willard stared at him in a sort of perplexity; but Tom's good-natured face had worn that perplexed look ever since he had heard the awful news. He seemed unable to understand, or even to grasp the facts so clearly visible before him.


  But Miss Morton was more disturbed than any one else. She looked at Hunt, and an expression of fear came into her eyes. She fidgeted about, she felt in her pocket, she changed her seat twice, and she repeatedly asked Doctor Hills if he thought Doctor Leonard would arrive soon.


  Doctor Leonard did not live in Mapleton, but motored over from his home in a nearby village. He was a stranger to all those awaiting him in the Van Norman house, with the exception of Doctor Hills. Unlike that pleasant-mannered young man, Doctor Leonard was middle aged, of a crusty disposition and curt speech.


  When he came, Doctor Hills presented him to the ladies, and before he had time to introduce the two men, Doctor Leonard said crossly, "Put the women out. I cannot conduct this affair with petticoats and hysterics around me."


  Though not meant to reach the ears of the ladies
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