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And so at last Christmas eve came ; and with it a fow
guests.  Harcourt and  Miss Mastell had been specially in.
vited; for the fact of their enpagement had transpired at
once, and Mirs. Maichmont hastened to assure them, by
this invitation, that she had no 1egrets or resentnent.  Not
for the world would she have Mits Martell imagine that any
materaal projects had been frustrated.

Harcourt, grateful for all the kindness he had received at
Mrs. Marchmont’s, induced Alice to accept ; and so taeir il
lumined faces were adided to the circle that gathered around
the yule log in the lamge dining-room that had Leen clesred
for games and dancing.

And in spite of the incongruous elements composing that
circle, it made, with tae crackling fire playing on happy
faces and Christinas decorations, a pretty picture—one that
might convert a pagan into willingness to honour the chicf
Christian festival

After some old-fashioned country dances—through which
even Hewstead had been induced to blunder, to Lottie's in-
finite dclit;m-—lhcy sat down (~ nuts, apples and  cider.
Billets of hickory wete piled higher than ever against the
great yule log; and never did the sacred flame )izht up fairer
and happier faces than those of Alice Martell and Lottic
Marsden.  And yet they were as diffesent as could be.  One
was the lil{. and the other the rose. Harcourt and Hem-
stead also looked as if some angclic messenger had brought
them ** tidings of great joy.”

Harcomrt and  Alice sat together; but Lottie, with
secming perverseness, got as far away as possible,  But
it was only sceming, for she sat where she could look Hem-
stead full in the face, and with her brilliant eyes, indulge in
love's mystic telegraphy without restraint.

Now was thetime for Mr, Dimmerly to shine out; and he
pwposed that some one should commence a story, and
carry it forward 10 a cestain point, then stop abruptly, while
some one else took it up for a brief time, when, in like
manner, it would again be dropped that another might
continue it, o that each one who was willing might have a
chance to contribute.

*‘ You commence, Mr. Harcoun,* said Mr. Dimmesly.

After a preface of hemming, the young man said

* Once upon a time, in a village in the south of France, it
was arranged that there should be a general féte and dance
on the village green the afternoon before Christmas. Little
Ninon was a peasant’sdaughter, and she was only fourteen.
If she were petite, she was also piquant and pretty—"

“Very good, very good," cried a chorus of voices; and a
round of applause stimulated the narrator.

*¢ But, until this occasion, Ninon had always been kept at
home as a child ; but, after interminable coaxings, she ob-
tained her mothe’s permission to go to the féte. Now
her mother was 2 widow, and it so happened that she could
not go with her daughter, and after she Iud given herconsent,
had not one whom she could send with her child asa pro-
tector.  Hut Ninon was in such glee that her mother had
not the heart to take back her promise.

4 ¢ Now, mother, tell e what shall I say when the boys,
and pethaps somie of the 2¢ry young men, ask me to dance
with them?*

“ ¢ Say I'm only a little child who have come to see.  Go
thy ways.'

*¢ ¢ But suppose they don’t go their ways,’ pouted Ninon.

¢ ¢ Go thine then, and come home.’

¢ ¢ Now, mother, dear, am I not almost old enough to
have a lover 2

¢ ¢ Lover indecd! Silly child, but yesterday 1 rocked
thee an the crudie there.  1'm a {00l to let thee go.”

“Then Ninon, in fear, kcpl still, lest her mother should
change her mind, a thing which women sometimes do, even
in France—"

¢ Now, I protest against inuendoes,” cried Lottie. <*It
is the Frenchman, as it is man all over the world, who
changes .his mind. Adam first said he wouldn’t eat the
apple, and then he did 1

** Whete's your authority for that ? ** said Harcourt,

“’sin the Bible,” answered Lottie stoutly; at which
there was 3 great explosion.

**Miss Marsden cquals modern commentators in amplify-
ing the text,” laughed Hemstead.

*Well,” persisied Lottic, “ifit isa’t just so written, T know
cnough of human natute to be sure that was just how it
happencd.”

**On with the story,” cried Mr. Dimmerly.  *‘Come, Miss
Martcll.”

¢¢The afternoon of the féte came,” said Alice, “and Nin.
on's mother was depressed with a boding of evil.”

* ¢ Who shall I send with thee my clald? My heast fails
in sending thes alone.’

*¢* Littlc brother Picrre shall po with me,’ said Ninon.
¢ Hc's an odd child, and talks to the saints and angels more
than to us. If he goes with me, the saints will take care
of us Loth.'

*‘This scemed to strike the mother as true, and she was
comferied ; and the pale, little boy, with large, spiritual
eyes «hat appeared to look into the other world, took his
sistes's hand + “thout even a smile flitting across his sad facc;
and they started for the féte.”

*¢Now, Miss Marchmont,” said Miss Mastell, with a
graccful inclinztion to Addie-

“sAnd the pale liitle boy, with big, owllike eyes,” con.
tinned Addie flippantly, *‘stalked alongas if goingto a
f~ncral, while Ninon tripped and danced at his side.  But
soon the youn% gitl’s steps grew slower and slower, and her
face thoughtful, and she bLegan to qoatioa her mother's
words—that she was 100 much of a child to havea lover; and
by the time she reached the villxe green, ahe gave her

ty head a toss as shesaid, ‘Well we'll see about this.
Mother doa't know everythiag.'”

*“ Now Bel.”

* But poor little Ninon,” said Bel, *“soon became sadly
lewildeted, for there were so many people all 1atking at
once, and they pushedagainst and jostled as if she were very
small and insignificant indeed, :\udJ she began to think that
her muther was tight, and that shz was only a child ; and
she giew frightened and wished heisell home again,  But
she kept fast hold of the harut of her Wiother whom the
safnts foved, and felt that as ong as he was with her she
was safe.  Funally they were pushed and jostled to a quict
nook on the cdge of the green, under a tiee, amd here they
sat down. Soon the dancimg commenced, and Nimon
amused herself by cutiasing the people and makwyg remarks
to her brother about their diess and manner. But he
did not scem 10 hear her, and lus ¢yes were tixed on the
sky, as if he saw more that was wonderful there than she
upon the village green.” .

* M, De Fonest, youneat.”

** But as Ninon sat there smiling and talking more to her.
self then to her queer hutle biother, who dudn't histen, the
young men began to notice her, and to nudge each other
and ask who she was; for in truth she remnded every one
of a half-blown tose.  But no one knew who she was, and
no one had seen her before.  Then the handsomest young
man in the village—indewd he was the one at whom all the

itls were setting their caps—steppad forward and took a
deliberate survey, and soon was convinced that, among all
the village wmaidens, there was not a face as tawr as
Ninon's,  And while he lovhed at her, Ninon from under
her Jong lashes as sntently watched hun. At last the young
man made up his mind, and said w hunsell, *1 will be her
lover for this afternoon,’ and in a manuer that was the very
embodiment of grace, he stepped up to her and sad :
¢ ¢ My pretty maiden, wilt dance with me '™
And f))c Forsest bowed to Lottic to continue, It was
strange how the foolish httle story was gamning the breath.
less interest of all present ~all the more so because cach one
was unconsztously colouting their it of the mosatc with lus
or her individuality.  Lottic®s wanner by no means tended
to allay this interest, as she began her part of the .
promptu tale.  She was a natural actress, and, for the mo-
ment, became littde Ninon,— The scene had become present
to her vivid fancy, and by some process that cannot be ex.
plained, she mpressed it upon the nunds of the others as
rcal.  They saw the crowded village gicen, the i
little maiden and her wend brother siung upon its edge as
she began,

“ And Ninun shyly rused her eyes to the face of the
handsomest young man of all the vilage, at whom the guls
were setting their caps, and saud, a tufle coldly :

*“‘I'monly a lill}c clild who has come tv see.
ways.’

‘And the handsome young man stalked away haughty
and offended, and the yuath of the village nudged cach other
and smijed and wondered and said, ¢ She must be a pun-
cess in disguise, or she would dance with him whom all the
rirls covet.”  So un one else would venture to speak to her.

$ut Ninon for a while was content to be left alone 1o watch
all the funny people and thew funny ways. She didn't
sec'any one that she wanted to dance with,

‘*Atlast she became conscious that one who scemed a
stranger like hersclf was watching her, and she began to
look curtously at hum, At first she <id not hike s jooks at
all.  His dress was very plain s not a bit smant and gay Jike
the other young men.  Besides, he was so tall and grave;
and once, when some one said a rude wond to lam, lus eyes
were so fiery that Ninon was afraid of him.  But a moment
later, when his cyes rested on her, they became so kind and
gentle that she wondered how it could be.  Then she began
1o grow sorry fur him because, Like herself, he was a stranger
and had no one to talk 10, Bat he szemed in quest of some
one, for he would loukh all arvund among the people ; but
soon his cyes would come back and rest so wistfully upon
her face as il she were the one he was looking for after all.
‘This puzzled Ninon greatly as she asked herself, *Now, can
it be that T am the one he's lovking fur2® At last it seemed
that the stranger wished to speak to her, but hadn't the cour-
age, and this amused Ninon vauly. Twice he advanced,
faltered and then retreatcd. Ninon was convulsed with
laughter and whispeted ¢

**<Ob, Pierre, 150°t this the funniest thing that was ever
in this great world.  "That big maa thete, is afraid of me—
Iitle Ninon.’

*“Then she saw that he thought she was laughing at him,
and that he _had stiaightened limself up stfi and havghty
and had Jooked the other way. But he couldn’t keep look-
ing the other way v. y long,” Lottie said, with an utdescrib-
alle air that brought vut a round of applause; “and when
he timidly glanced toward her again, she gave lum such an
cn_c;)uragmg smile that he came at once to hier side, and
said :

¢4« Lintle sister, wil, walk with me?"'

** A happy thought struck Ninon, Her mother said she
w1s 100 young to have a lover, but nothing had been said
apainst her having another brother. So, with conscience
clear, she whispered, ¢ Sit still here till 1 come back ;° and
the little boy sat stil looking up into the sky, while Ninon
Ted the tall stranger take her hand and lead her away. But
is cyes weie so peatle and true, she lost all fear and
asked

*** Why do you call me sister 2°

* ¢ Palbaps you can tell me,” he said, ‘1 came here an
utter stranger, and 1 looked all around among the people
and their faces were strange, and it scemed to me that they
cver would be stranges bwt when I saw your face, you
appeared to belong to me. 1 think we must be aclated.®
b “d ‘3 never saw you lefore,” said Ninun, shaking her

ead.

*** I've scen you in my dieams all my life," he replied,
looking at her 10 catnestly that the colour deepent . on her

Go thy

\"“ *1 never heard anyilun? so queer o all iy hife,’ said
Ninon.

* *You have much to leam,’ said the stranper.

“*Yes,' said Ninon humbly, ‘as mother says, 1I'm only a.
. little child,?

¢ ¢You are not a little child, you are a beautiful maiden,
Ninon,' said the stranger eamcst{ .

¢ Nonsense,' she said blushingly. ¢ I'll never be that?*
But she liked to hear him say “it, neverthuless,” Lotlie
atlldml, with an aceent that again brought out a sound of ap-
lause, .
! * I'm taking too much time,” Lottie said, dcprccalingl{.

*CGo oy, go on,” was the unanimous cry ; and her little
brother Dan, who had dropped nwuts and apples and was
leaming, opensmouthied on her kneey, said

** Lothe, if you don'i go on, I'll do something dreadful.”

So Lottic continued.  ** And the tall stranger swiled
down upon hier and said, ¢ Violets are my favowmite flower,
and you are 8 modest little violet.’

*¢* Now you are wrong agam,’ said Ninon; ¢ violets are
a pale blue flower, and my chieeks ate burning so addly—I
never had them doso before. T know 1 look like the peonies
i the cme's gaden,”’

¢ You look like the sweetest rose in the curd’s ganden.’

‘tIsthat the way big brothers talk to their Iutle sis-
ters?

““That is the way I talk to you, and I'm in carnest.’

* ¢ How do little sisters treat a brother as big as you

¢ Well, for one thing, they kiss them.’

‘ That's queer,” saut Ninon mnocently.
1t wauld be just the other way.'

*Dow I thunk of 3t, you are right,’ and the stranger
gave her a kiss that set every nerve tin vlin%.

“flow odd,’ she exclauned, half-frightened, half-de-
Lighted. ¢ P1erre sometimes kisses e, but I never felt that
way belore. -~

< And big brothers take their little sisters in their arms
and Jift them over the rough places, as I do.’

* And he carried her over 2 low stone wall that separated
them from a shadowy grove.

¢« Oh, how mee,’ sighed Ninon, complacently, *1've ale
ways had to get over the rough places myself before.’

““You will o Jonger,’ smd the youth, as they passed une
der the low branches of a sheltering tice. ¢ Oh, Ninon, as
innocent as  beautiful, can you not see that I am not your
brother, but your lover ; and he threw himsclf at her fect,

‘* But Nmon clasped her hands in the decpest distress,
and cried, ¢ Oh, why &id you say that? You might have
been my brother as long as you chose.  But mother says 1
can have no lover—that I am only a child;’ and like a
startled fawn she fled from him, and a few moments later, pant.
1ng and breathless, was sitting again beside her strange,
fitle birother, who was stull looking into the sky as if he saw
a vision,

“The young stranger followed sadly, thinking how he
might still win her, and teach her that she was no longer a
child.  Nincu soon became more composed, and looked
around as if she would hke to sec him apamn.  As from a
distance he watched her from under his bent eyebrows, a
happy thought struck him, and he said, *I'll teach her that
she is a woman,’ and stepping forward, he selected out a
neglected village maden, who seemed ready for a little
attention from anybody, and whistled her into the dance.
Ninon, to her disinay, saw the arm of her whilom brother
and lover encircling another girl, while she, apparently, was
forgotten.  She could scarcely believe her eyes. Shelooked
athim fixedly, the pcture of reproach, but he never scemed
to look toward her. Surprise, resentment, grief, followed
cach other upon her fair face, like clouds passing over a
sunny Jandscape. At last she buried her face upon Pierre's
shoulder, and sobbed ¢

*+ He may be my lover or anything else, if he will only
lcave that hateful mimnx to come to me once wore.’

** The tall stranger saw her drooping head, and quickly
led his partner out of the dance and bowed himsclt away,
leaving her bewildered ;3 soquickly had he come and gone.

*“ Ninon looked up but he was nowhere to be scen, and
the *hateful minx® stood alone. Suddenly a voice that had
grown strangely familiar saud at her s:de:

““*Aayl be thy lover now?’

“ “T'hou art falsc,’ she said faintly,

“¢Never to thee, Ninon. My thoughts were with thee
cvery moment since you so cruelly left me. Do you not see
why I sought another maiden? 1 wished to teach you that
you were no longer a child, hut a woman. I am you lover.
Your heast has already claimed me, and these jealous tears
rove it.’
pre Well, then,’ said Nnon, shyly smiling again, *if my
heant has gone toyou, and 1 halfbelieve it has, 1 must follow
my heart ; and she put her hand inls.’

Loud and Jong was the applauie that greeted Lottie’s con.
clusion. Dan excculed a muniatute breakdown as an ex-
pression of his feclings, and it would seem that Mr. Dim.
werly’s chuckling laugh would never cease. De Forrest
Jooked unceasy, and Hemnstead was in a trance of bewildered
delight.  Alice and Harcourt exchanged significant glances,
but upon the faces of Mrs. Marchmont and Bel were traces
of disapproval.

“Now uncle,” cried Lottie, “1t's your turn. 1 have
givenyou comedy; we shall expect from you high tragedy.”

The wond *‘comcdy,” as Lottie here used it, jarred un.
pleasantly upon Hemstead's ear, and the thought crossed
Harcourt’s sund,’ *“Can she be leading lemstead on in
heartless jest, as we proposed at first? - How 1 havechanged
since 'lhax day, and I was in hopes that she had, too, some-
what."”

Hut Mr. Dimmerly had taken up the thread of the nar.
ative where Lottic had dropped 'it.  ** Ninon," he said,
**lived a long while ago, and did not properly refer the tall
stranger to her mamma. A trysting place and ume were
agreed upon and the inysterious strangerin green, who was
aforester,§scemingly, xaid that he had a deer to kill belore
mghtfall; and, raising ber hand 0 his ipsdeparted,  Ninoa
sata long time. Jost an 2 maze of thought, and then, in the
wilight, roused the rapt child from his visions, and they
started for their homs,  But villanious faces had hovered on
the outskirts of the ¥llage green, and ill-omened cyes had
marked the beauty of Ninon and the spiritual face of her
brother. At that time there was in France a terrible moa-

¢1 should think

. ster, known as Giles d2 Laval, whosc cmiscaties were ever



