=

(T -

Her Great Love:

Or, A Struggle For a Heart

CHAPTER XV IllI—(Continued).

It -was the one thing- needed. The men
emiled, and leaned back in their chairs,
and the women tapped their feet on the
soft Turkey carpet in time with th© sub-
dued silvery strains.

Decima glanced at Gaunt, and he met
her eyes.

“Are you pleased—satisfied ?" he seemed
to say, and she smiled approvingly at
him.

At last Lady Roborough Ilooked round
at the ladies, and rose, and they filed out
to the drawing-room.

Gaunt wae near the door, and he open-
ed it for them. As Decima passed, he
stretched out his hand and touched her
arm. She felt the touch and looked at
him. There was an infinite yearning in
his eyes, a wistful sadness which smote
her, and it haunted her for some minutes

afterward.
As Gaunt went back to the men, he pass-

ed his hand over his brow with the ges-
ture of a man who has to get througfa an
allotted task.

“"Close up!" he said. “Ferndale, the
port is with you. Mr. Mershon, do you
prefer claret. It is there at your elbow.”

In an instant or so he waB the perfect
host again, and with a smile on hiB lips,
was encouraging the men to drink. But
all the time hia thoughts were with the
little girl in the dove-colored drees, and
he hated the necessity that kept him
away from her; but he played his part
with consumm ate art, and talked and
laughed as if he were delighted with his
company and his position as host.

Meanwhile, Decima had found a quiet
corner of the drawing-room, and' had al-
most hidden herself. In Lady Pauline’s
drawing-room she was somebody of im-
portance; but here, amidst these county
dames, in their gorgeous dresseB and
diamonds, she felt herself a kind of no-
body, and desired to remain wunnoticed.
There was a small cabinet of books near
her, and she took out a volume. It
chanced to be an edition de luxe of a re-
cent history of travel, and as she turned
over the pages, she came upon a refer-
ence to Lord Gaunt. It seemed that the
writer regarded Lord Gaunt with strong
admiration, and he spoke of his courage
and spirit with enthusiasm. Decima’'s
eyes glowed, and the color rose to her
face. It was strange that she should have
happened upon that book of all others;
it seemed as if, at no moment of her life,
Lord Gaunt could be absent from her
thoughts. As she was reading, Lady Ro-
borough came up.

“l have been looking for you, my dear,”
she said, with that kindly familiarity
which an elderly woman of the world can
use toward a young girl. "l have been
hearing your praises sung. The vicar—
what a dear old man he isT—has been tell-
ing me of your goodness to the village
folk. And he says, too, that it is you who
have transformed Leafmore from a dingy
old house to what it ie”

Decima flushed slightly, but her clear
eyes met Lady Ro'borough's frankly.

““Oh, no, no!” she said; *I only helped.”

Lady Roborough smiled at her approv-
ingly, for Decima’'s modesty pleased her.

“Rather more than helped, my dear, if
all they say is true; and | think it is.
But why are you sitting here like a lit-
tle puss in the corner? Won't you some
and sing or play for us?”

Decima looked round reluctantly. She
was not nervous, but she felt that the
simple songs would be scarcely suited to
so large and grand a party.

“Presently, perhaps?’ said Lady Ro-
borough, as if she understood. And with
a nod she left her. A daughter of Lord
Ferndale's went to the piano. She was a
beautiful girl, the belle of the county, and
possessed a magnificent and perfectly
trained voice, and its marvellous noteB
filled the big room with a volume of
sound. Decima listened with delight, and
her eyes shone. There was a murmur of
applause when the song finished, and
“How beautiful!” escaped Decima's lips.
Lady Ferndale was standing near her.
Bhe was passionately fond and proud of
her daughter, and the involuntary, girl-
ish burst of admiration touched her.

“Thank you, Misa Deane," she said,
smiling down at her. “That was a genu-
ine tribute, and | am grateful. I am her
mother, you see!”

Decima emiled up at her as if she un-
derstood wrhat shefelt; and drawn to-
ward her by her sympathy, Lady Fern-
dale sat down and talked to her. Some-
one played a brilliant sonata, and then
Lady Roborough same up and drew Deci-
ma's hand through her arm.

“Now you will sing to us, my dear,” she
said.

She led Decima to the piano, and De-
cima looked up at her appealingly.

“l have so little voice,” ehe said; “and
after that grand one!”

But, simply and unaffectedly, she sung
one of the balladB which Bobby wae so
fond of listening to after dinner; «and
there must have been something in tbhe
voice which touched the audience—and
what an audiencel—for the talking ceased.
W hile she WaS still singing, the gentle-
men came in; and at the door they too
stopped talking and stood listening.
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CHAPTER XIX.
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Gaunt had entered almost
drew back eo that he was
the others. His eyes went
girlish figure at the piano,
his breath for a moment
twitched. When she had
went up to the piano and
her. It was the proper thing
host; but he did not praise the song.
“Thank you,” was all he said; and the
words sounded almost grim and stern.
As she looked up at him, she saw a deep
line across his brow, and that his lips
were tightly drawn. She looked down
again in an instant, a faint trouble at
her heart. Was he ill, unhappy? she won-
dered. A moment or two afterward some
of the other men came round her and be-
jgan to talk, and Gaunt moved away and
lwent about the room.

Tea wae served with due state and cere-
mony; there wae more singing and play-
ing; the room wras filled with the buzz of
conversation. Gaunt moved about with a
Ikind of restlessness, and suddenly he
;went into the hall. Decima heard the
iservants wheeling the furniture about in
lit; then the band began to play, and
iGaunt came back and went up to Lady
jRoborough and said something.

She smiled and nodded, and
jthe company generally, said:
i “Lord Gaunt says that as
'here, why not dance?”
| The ladies brightened up and murmured
ia delighted assent, and m a moment or
Itwo the dancing commenced.

I Decima drew back, for there were
Iladies than gentlemen, and she did
expect to have many partners; but
her astonishment, several men came
her with eager requests for a dance.
. Now, Gaunt had proposed the dance
'that he might get a waltz with her; and
having seen the first waltz started, he
jwas making his way to her. Then he saw
that she was surrounded—and by eome of
the younger men, and he stopped short.
IThe line deepened on hie brow, and with
la sigh he turned aside and went and sat
Iby Lady Ferndale, as if he had no inten-
Ition of dancing.

I Without watching him, Decima saw
ihim, and noticed tne approach and re-
.treat, and a little wave of disappointment
passed over her.

I “l1've been talking
said Lady Ferndale.
He looked straight before him.
“W hich?” he said, almost
“There are so many sweet girls,

Ferndale.”

She laughed.

“How gallant! I mean
has quite won my heart, and | intend to
see more of her. if she will let me.”

He nodded, with a kind of bitterness
his heart, for he saw that he should no
longer have Decima to himself. She had
made an impression 0ll the society of the
place. The next instant he felt ashamed
of himBelf.

“l am a selfish brute!”
aloud.

“You will like
very few friende; and it will
If mvou W'ill call on her.”

“l shall certainly do
Ferndale. “How happy she looks!”

Gaunt followed her eyes, and nodded
grimly. Decima was dancing with one of
the handsomest young men, and one of
the best dancers in the roorti; and there
was a faint rose tint in her face and a
happy light in her eyes.

He stifled a eigh. Well,
not be happy?

A moment or two
abruptly, and crossed
buffet which the butler had extemporized.

Some men were standing there, drink-
ing champagne. Among them was Mr.
Mershon. He was lean’'a;; against the
table, hie glaes in his hand, his eyes
fixed 01l Decima. His narrow face was
pale, and his nostrils had a pinched look
about them, and Gaunt, as he glanced at
him, was struck by his expression.

Gaunt got himself some wine.

“Not dancing, Mr. Mershon?” he

Mershon started, and his eyes
instantly.

“I'm going to dance the next,”

a strained voice, and moved
W hen the waltz was over, he
Decima and asked her for the
one.

“l am engaged for that,”
She was panting a little,
a happy smile on her lips,
enjoyed her dance.
Mershon bit his under
“Perhaps you are
said.

“Oh, no!” she replied,
how many there will be,
engaged for the next two. |
the third, if you like."

He jotted it down on his
and moved off, and going
stood there and watdhed her

Presently Mrs. Sherborne
him.

“Why don’'t you dance
eaid. “She is making a
will turn her head.”

He stifled an oath,
savagely.
“Do you
you come

addressing

the band ie

more
not
to
to

to that sweet girl,”

cuTtly.
Lady

Miss Deane. She

in

he thought; then

said. “She has
be very kind

her,” he

so,” said Lady

why should she

la-t«<r he rose, almost
the room to the

said.
dropped

he
away.
went to
following

said
in

she said.
and there was
for she had

lip.
engaged for all?” he
“l1 don't know
but I am only

will give you

cuff, bowed,
to a recess,
covertly.
came up to
with her?”
sensation.

she
It—it
her

and glanced at

think 1 can't see it?
and worry me?”

“Don't be angry with me, Theodore: |
can’'t help it,” she eaid in a low, nervous
voice. “lI—I wish you had spoken to her
before. It will not be so easy after to-
night.” .

His oath was audible this time, and Bhe
shrunk away from him. He remained in
the same place for a minute or two, still
watching Decima. then he wont to the
buffet and got some more wine. His face
did not gain any more color, but a light
began to burn iu his fiharp small ejres,
and his lips twitched, for he was an ab-
stemious man as a rule, and he had
drunk far more than his usual quantity
already.

Gaunt moved, it might be said that he
wandered, a'bout. There was a smile on
his face, but it was a fixed Bmile, and too
grim for mirth. At last, ae if he could
not keep away from her any longer, he
went up to Decima.

“l've come to beg for a dance,” he Baid.
“Will you give me one—the next?”

She raised her eyes to him with a
den pleasure in them.

* I am so sorry!—I
tered—“1 am engaged to

Her late partner rose,
left them, and Gaunt sat
place beside her.

‘Give me one-—the
eaid.

“It a long way off,” she said, regret-
fully. “Why—didn t you ask me before?”
she had almost ended with innocent re-
proach.

Gauut could
for her.

“There are
men who are
he said.
There
eyes as

“And 1

W hy do

sud-

mean”—she fal-

Mr. Mershon.”
and bowed and
down in his
first he

you have,”

is

have finished the sentence
so many other—younger-~
anxious to dance with you,”
was unconcealed reproach in her
she raised them to hie.

am host, and must surrender the
best to my guests,” he added, quickly.
She laughed softly.
“What an outrageous
said.

“Was UP”

you happy?”

compliment!” she

be said,

he asked,

rather grimly. “Are

suddenly, his eyes

seeking her face with something of their

love-hunger revealed in them.

The question startled her.

“Yes,” she said; “very happy! It is
bright aud beautiful—the music”

She looked round and laughed with

nocent delight in the brilliant #ccne.

all
so
in-

“l am g!lad."_he eaid im a low vote*. “It
was wor doing."

“It is such a great success,” she ea>d,
after _.a moment. “Ail are so evidentIK
enjoying themselves. Lady Roboroug

says” that your party will never be for-

gotten.
m “It will not—4>y me," he commented.

HONEST TEA IS
THE BEST POLICY

. “And you, too, must be happyi” shel
jsaid, glancing at him.
“l am-very " he said; but there wac,

something -n his tone, in the iojk o” lie

eyes, that troubled her.
1°“You deserve to be,"
1softly and a little shyly.

she
“You vie

|

murmured |
»0 un- ;

selfish; you have taken all this trouble to jI

give pléasure to others.”

He folded his arms and gripped them
above the elbows tightly. Her tiank, in-]
nocent praise of him, tlie soft sweet
voice, the deep eyes, “were getting on h.s
nerves.” He felt that if he stayed near
her much longer he should lose the power
of self-restraint. He forced a emile, and
got up from the lounge.

“l save my modesty by flight,” he said.
“You would make a saint of me, and all
the while I know that I am-—"

He left the sentence unfinished and
walked away.

Mr. Mershon's dance came, and with it
that gentleman. He offered her his arm
without a word, with just one sharp
glance from hia guarded eyes, and they
started.

He was not a bad waltzer by any means,

but either he had not got Decima's step,
or the emotion which was pressing on
him made him wunsteady and confused
him, for before they had gone the round
of the room he had lost the time and
presently came to a full stop.

“It is—is hot, isn't it?” he said, looking
just below her eyes, “and the room is
crowded.” It was not “Wouldn't you like
to sit down for a little while?"

“Oh, yes!” eaid Decima, promptly. She
would not have very much enjoyed a

waltz with Mr. Mershon even
had matched perfectly; and ehe wae glad
to be released. He led her, through the
great glass door at the end of the room,
into the palm-house, and they sat under
a marble nymph. The light from the
lamp in the hand of the statue fell upon
Decima’'s face, and Mr. Mershon glanced
at her in silence for a minute or two. He
had paid several visits to the buffet, but
he wae not in the least intoxicated; and
the wine had only served to give him a
kind of spurious, desperate courage.
Decima leaned back and fanned herself.
She was scarcely conscious of his pre-
sence, but wae listening to the waltz and
thinking of—Lord Gaunt. The tone of his
voice haunted her; and she wae wonder-
ing what made him bo sad and grim in
the midst of the general gayety.
Then, suddenly, Mr. Mershon
upon her reverie.
“Rather a fine place,
said. His voice, sharp
so sharp and metallic
upon her.

“Yes,” she said,
He stroked his
looked critically about
closed eyes, and then
her.

“l shouldn't mind having
this,” he said, meditatively.
“You have a very”—she could not
beautiful—“grand house already,
Mershon.”

He ehook his
“Y-es; but it's
new, you see. | should
something after this
shall buy one; there
the market. Why do
ded, quickly.

Decima laughed softly.
“Because you said that
it when they are referring
trivial, inexpensive thing,”
candidly.
“Well; it
coolly. “1
money that
is, it would
bachelor.”
“Lord Gaunt
marked.
His face
he smiled

if their step

broke in

Leafmore,” he
and thin, yet not
as usual, jarred

simply.

clean-shaven lipe and
him through half-
glanced covertly at
a place like
say
Mr.

head.

rather commonplace. It's
like an old house,
style. 1 think I
are always plenty in
you smile?” he ad-

others
quite
replied,

as
to
she

say

wouldn't break me,” he said,
might just as well spend my
way as not. The only thing

be rather large for—for a
is a bachelor,” ghe re-
darkened for
aud nodded
room. She looked and
with Lady Blanche Ferndale
arm. He was looking down
talked, with a smile on hie faoe,
girl’'s eyes were upturned to his
pleased expression in them.

“He won't remain a
long,” said Mr. Mershon.
the Ferndale's daughter
tress of Leafmore.”

Decima looked at Lord Gaunt
sudden contraction of the browB.

“She ie very beautiful—very!"
under her breath.

Mr. Mershon nodded.

“Yes; but I didn't ask you to come here
to talk about them.” he said, with a kind
of desperate abruptness. “1 don’'t take
any interest in them or—or any one else
but myself and—and another person.”

Decima turned her eyes upon him with
faint surprise.

‘What a strange

an instant; then
toward the ball-
eaw Lord Gaunt
upon his
at her as he
and the
with a

bachelor very
“They say that
will be the mis-

with a

she said,

speech!” she said, with

a !

J

a smile. “1 don't in the least know what
you mean.”

“You don't P” he eaid, incredulously,
and with a side glance at her. “Don’'t

you know that the only person |
interest in is—youP”

Decima neither blushed nor started,
the smile was still on her lips, as
said:

“In me! That ie very kind of you, Mr.
Mershon. | suppose it is because you are
so great a friend—you see so much—of my
father.”

He looked at her and lowered his eyes
quickly. Gaunt would not have doubted
her innocence and sincerity for a mo-
ment, but this man was of different
metal.

“Not altogether,” he

Decima looked at him with a slightly
a friend of your father's, a true friend;
but—but, if I am, it's because of you."
puzzled air, and he went on, not hurried-
ly but slowly, as if he had rehearsed his
words.

‘I've known you some—some weeks now
Miss Decima”—she frowned unconsciously
at the Decima—“and it's only natural
that | should have grown to care for you
—to love you, in fact.”

Now, let it be remembered that no man
had ever spoken of love to her; that she
had, unlike most girls, never thought or
dwelt upon the great mystery. She
scarcely knew what it meant; but she
knew enough to shrink at the sound of
the word .m Mr.* Mershon’s voice. The
color left her face and her lips grew very
grave.

“That's how is with me,” he went on,
after a pause. “l've fallen in love with
you, and | want you to be my wife.”

The very suddenness of the thing les-
sened the shock, strange as this may
sound. If she had been at all prepared,
had suspected what was in hiB mind,
there would have been time for the re-
pulsion—almost horror—to have stirred
within her. As it was, ehe sat half-
stunned and bewildered. Her silence did
not daunt him. Mr. Mershon was accuB-
tomed to getting what he wanted, some-
times by guile, sometimes by force, some-
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meant getting this lovely girl—anyway.
(190 be cont%ued.)

So Much For History.

Horace eat and gnawed his pen®
concentrating a look of hatred on
the blank sheet of paper before
him. From his seat he could see
every member of the class writing,
as if for dear life, an essay on.)
Henry VIIl.—their allotted task.

His pen alone was idle.

“Two minutes more I’ came from)
the teacher. Then Horace, in de-i
speration, seized his pen and madej
a bid for fame—as follow® :

“Henry VIII. was a King of
England, and the greatest widow-
er as never was. He was born at)
a place called Anno Domino, and!
yhe had sixty wives. The first hei
ordered to be executed, but she1
was beheaded. He revoked the sec-1
ond, and the third died ; and then1
he married Annie Bowling, thei
daughter of Tom Bowling. W hen
he died he was succeeded ON the'
throne by his Aunt Mary. Her
full name was Mary Queen of
Scots, or the Lay of the Last Min
strel.”

English owls feed mainly on in-*
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mice.
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