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We had reached that stage of the banquet when the game
was about to be served—the invisible choir of boys’ voices had
just completed an enchanting sforne//o with an accompaniment
of mandolines—when a btll"{]{,is, strange and unaccountable,
fell upon the company—a pause—an ominous hush, as though
SOmEe person supreme in ’mrhunt\ had suddenly entered the
room and commanded “ Silence | 7 No one seemed disposed
to speak or to move, the very footsteps of the waiters were
mufled in the velvet pile of the carpets—no sound was heard
but the measured piash of the fountain that played among the
ferns and flowers. The moon, shining frostily white through
the one uncurtained window, cast a long pale green ray, like
the extended arm of an appealing ghost, against one side of
the velvet hangings—a spectral effect which was heightened by
the centrast of the garish glitter of the waxen tapers. FEach
man locked at the other with a sort of uncomfortable embar-
rassment, and somehow, though I moved my lips in an en-
deavor to .,pcah and thus break the speil, I was at a loss, and
could find no language suitable to the moment. Ferrari toyed
with his wine- 'rl"ﬁs nmchqmcmh—uw duke appeared absorbed
in arrangi vf the crumbs beside his pLuL imto little methodical
patterns; the stillness seemed to last so long th‘u it w as like a
Suﬂo\,;.tmo heaviness in tht: air. uddml\ incenzo, in his
office of chief butler, drew the cmL of a c‘mnp mc—l.»mm,
with a loud-sounding pop ! \\ e all started as Ulout‘h a pistol
had been fired in our ears, and the Marchese Gualdro burst
out laughing.

i ijw di Baceo ! he cried.  “ At last you have awakened
from sleep! Were you all struck uumb, «m.a 2, [1 at \ou ﬁmmd
at the tabi“—dutl so persistently and
gravity? May Saint “mLhom‘ and his pig plhsux € me, 1mL Ln
the time I fancied I was attcndmg a banqueton the wrong side
of the St)'x, and that you, my present Companions, were all
dead men!”

“ And that idea made yox also hold your tongue, which is
quite an unaccountable miracle in its way,” laughed Luziano
Salustri. “ Have you never heard the pretty legend that at-
taches to such an occurrence as a sudden silence in the midst
of high festivity ? An angel enters, bestowing his benediction
as he passes through.”

“That story is more ancient than the church,” said Cheva-
lier Mancini. “It is an exploded theory—for we have ceased
to believe in angels—we call them women instead.”

* Bravo, mon vieux gaillard ! cried Captain de IHamal.
* Your sentiments are the same as mine, with a very trifling
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difference. You believe women to be ﬂt‘._f» Is—I 1'=m\v them to
be devils—mass i 2’y « gi'un pas entré les dewx! We will
not quarrel over a word—a zofre santé, mon cher !

And he drained his glass, nedding to Maneini, who followed
his example

» said the smooth, slow voice of Captain Freccia,
 was caused by the instinctive consciousness of
wrong with our party—a little inequalit \'—\\' hich T
- noble host has not thought it worth while to
mention,”

Every i"eﬁu was turned in his direction. *What do you
mean?” “What inequality?” * Explain yourself!” chor-
used several voices.

“ Really it is 2 mere nothing,” answered Freccia, lazily, as
he surveyed with the admiring air of a gewrmef the dainty por-
tion of pheasant just placed before him. I assure you, only
the uneducated would care two scxd? about such a circum-
stance. The excellent brothers Respetti are to blame—their
absence to-night has caused—but why should I disturb your
equanimity? 7 am not superstitious—ma, ¢k sai—some of
you may be.”

“T see what you mean!” interrupted Salustri, quickly.
“We are thirteen at table!”

CHAPTER XXIV,

AT this announcem en* my guests looked furtively at each
other, and I could see they Iﬂcounting up the fatal number
for tilclllm:lu_:. They were L‘..:(’Lulinhl\' clever, cultivated men
of the world, but the ,\lpdnlho.lk element was in their blood,
and all, with the exce eption pulnps of Freccia and the ever-
cool Marquis D’Aveucourt, were evidently rendered uneasy by
the fact now discovered. On 1'“r1 ari it had a curious effect—
he started \u)lu"‘:j\ and his face flushed. !
muttered, under his hu ath, and seizing his never-empty giass,
he swallowed its contents thirstily and quickly at one g Llp as
though attacked by 1@ er, and pushed away his plate with a
hand that trembled nervously. I, meanw hile, raised my voice
and addressed my ¢ f

“Qur distinguisl

ri lu _",'i is perfectly 1'F'rht, gen-
tlemen. I mys l he dis ¢y in our number some
time .1_zo—1!wf" I‘.\wmv that you were all advanced thinkers,
who had long since liberated yourselves from the trammels of
Superstitluus observances, which are the result of priesteraft,
and ate now left solely to the vulgar. Therefore I said noth-
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ing.  The silly notic any mi i
I;ﬁ“‘.te;lli :1[1} notion of any misfortune attending the number
X arose, as you are aware, out of the story .
! . AS ) 2 aware, ¢ 1e story of the Las
b}uppcl, and children and women may possibly still 5*111\%" lgbt
ppe : S we ay poss il give cre-
;;{_1.(& to Ihe] fancy that one out of thirteen at table must be a
& ::9111.111_1 doomed to die. But we men know better. None
o (‘I‘L‘I‘_ttu .a,]{t %mxe reason to put ourselves in the position
a Christ or a Judas—we are all ¢ frien 1 cor
e e Il good friends and boon com-
e, md cannot suppose for a moment that this little
oud can possibly affect you seriously. Remember also that
o y- Remember also that
L listmas-eve, and that according to the world’s
greatest poet, Shakespeare, ' :
in ¢ Then no planet strikes
E‘;\o f::.u';-‘ tales, nor witch hath power to charm,
So hallowed and so gracious is the time.””

‘\.‘i;\cer1iu¥}qurl_ofi applause and a hearty clapping of hands re-
arded this little speech, and the Marchese Gualdro s i
Al S 1 sprung to
“ PRy Heaven |7 1 e :
e }.Jr‘ll leaven!” he exclaimed, *we are not a
ed oid women to shiver ; o
. ;1- 11 ] to hlll\. ?1 on the edge of 2 worn-out omen !  Fill
5 ..11 bl.h,c_», signare/ More wine, garcon! Per bacco! if
-( = el A 3 S 5 H Ll L
]T-;n.rilf?tm-% himself had such a feast as ours hefore he
hanged himseli, he was not much to be pitied! Hole T34
To the health of ot : o oL - lola amici .
- es 11 ot our noble host, Conte Cesare Oliva |”
He wavec o ca Iin & 4l : =
10\‘--=‘(1 ]15{\{’? his ig[ﬂ.jh }m the air three times—every one fol
ve s example and drank the toast with ent s L
B s cxampl : ank the toast with enthusiasm. I
tim-E(}H‘-w[ ﬂl}J_ﬂ%xb and acknowledgments—and the supersti
ous dread which at first had undout 1 : Y
rst ha ndoubtedly seize =60
el undo ibtedly seized the company
f ¢ oyg Ckly— 1¢ talking, the merriment, and laughter
e {..‘rl ed, and soon it seemed as though the untoward
<t ag ware antiralv £ £ . :
““‘:I‘K'zr 51;1‘]? ‘\uc] entirely forgotten. Only Guido Ferrari
seemed s somewhat disturbed in his mind— : v
med still s i s 11s mind—but even his
easiness dissipated itself Hiaraceas
} 1ssipated itself by degrees, and heated by t}
oS ated Lseil by degrees, and heated by the quan-
U{:.U'L)En\\ ine }h‘c had taken, he began to talk with boastful 111;
1 : % : =) . 4 ; aSt rag-
gartism of his many successful gallantries, and related his

party of terri-

1 . S o A Y e .
most questionable anecdotes in such a manner as to cause
1 d> L0 Cause

hauchtyv astonis i : > some
(Wes?l}_} Lu?h_)m:,l}ment in the mind of the Duke di Marina, who
eyed him from time to time with ill-disouised impatience :
§0idored on Contempt. . T onthe contiare Letared ooe that
thing he said with pi.bme-‘co ' 18 Cdllh}m]j’ listened to every-
b 2l 1rb: urtesy—I humored hi :
him out as much as possible y—I humored him and drew
poor jokes and \'u‘u{r \J___;t-fl ole—1 smillcd complacently at his
JeH5e dl igar witticisms—and wh he said s s
that was more than ue and when he said something
11_1t was more than usually outraceous. I conte “Lh”%
with a bt’-‘ﬂevolent %!_]711{0 o :,m-- he L0 ‘,1. : contented 111\'S{iif
e e o ot my head, and the mild remark :
Ah ! young blood ! young'blood!” uttered in a b"r;rlnvgii.f
1 iand J o

e,
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The dessert was now served, and with it came the costly
wines which I had ordered to be kept back till then. Priceless
¢ Chateau Yquem,” ‘“Clos Vougeot,” of the rarest vintages,
choice ¢ Valpulcello” and an exceedingly superb “ Lacrima
Cristi’’—one after the other, these were tasted, criticised, and
heartily appreciated. There was also a very unique brand of
champagne costing nearly forty francs a bottle, which was
sparkling and mellow to the palate, but fiery in quality. This
particular beverage was so seductive in flavor that every one
partook of it freely, with the result that the most discreet
among the party now became the most uproarious. Antonio
Biscardi, the quiet and unobtrusive painter, together with his
fellow-student, Crispiano Dulci, usually the shyest of young
men, suddenly grew excited ; and uttered biatant nothings con-
cerning theirart. Captain Freccia m'gucdLhcmcutiusuisx‘:ord-
play with the Marquis D’Avencourt, both speakers illustrating
their various points by thrusting their dessert-knives skilfully
into the pulpy bodies of the peaches they had on their plates.

lustri lay back at ease in his chair, his classic head
ing on the velvet cushions, and recited in low and meas-
ured tones one of his own poems, caring little or nothing
whether hisneighbors attended to him ernot. The glib tongue
of the Marchese Gualdro ran on smoothly and incessantly,
though he frequently lost the thread of his anecdotes and be-
came involved in a maze of contradictory assertions. The
rather laree nose of the Chevalier Mancini reddened visibly as
he laughed joyously to himself at nothing in particular—in
short, the table had become a glittering whirlpool of excite-
ment and feverish folly, which at a mere touch, or word out of
season, might rise to a raging storm of frothy dissension. The
Duke di Marina and myself alone of all the company were
composed as usual—he had resisted the champagne, and as for
me, | had let all the splendid wines go past me, and had not
taken more than two glasses of a mild Chianti.

I glanced keenly round the riotous board—I noted the flushed
faces and rapid gesticulations of my guests, and listened to the
Babel of conflicting tongues. I drewa long breath as I looked
— T calculated that in two or three minutes at the very least I
might throw down the trump card I had held so patiently in
my hand all the evening,

I took a close observation of Ferrari. He had edged his
chair a little away from mine, and was talking confidentially
to his neighbor, Captain de Hamal—his utterance was low and
thick, but yet I distinctly heard him enumerating in somewhat
coarse language the exterior charms of a woman—aew/gl woman
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T did not stop to consider—the burning idea struck me that he
was describing the physical perfections of my wife to this De
Hamal, a mere spadaccine, for whom there was nothing sacred
in heaven or earth. My blood rapidly heated itself to boiling
point—to this day I remember how it thre bed in my temples,
leaving my hands and feet icy cold. I rose in my seat, and
tapped on the table to call for silence and attention—but for
some time the noise of argument and the clatter of tongues
were so great that T could not make myself heard. The duke
endeavored to second my efforts, but in vain. = At last Ferrari’s
notice was attracted—he turned round, and seizing a dessert
knife beat with it on the table and on his own plate so noisily
and persistently that the loud laughter and conversation ceased
suddenly, The moment had come—I raised my head, fixed
my spectacles more firmly over my eyes, and spoke in distinct
and steady tones, first of all stealing a covert glance toward
Ferrari, He had sunk back again lazily in his chair and was
lighting a cigarette.

“ My friends,” I said, meeting with a smile the inquiring
looks that were directed toward me, “ T have presumed to in-
terrupt your mirth for a moment, not to restrain it, but rather
to give it a fresh impetus. I asked you all here to-night, as
you know, to honor me by your presence and to give a welcome
to our mutual friend, Signor Guido Ferrari.” Here I was in-
terrupted by a loud clapping of hands and ejaculations of
approval, while Ferrari himself murmured affably between two
puffs of his cigarette, “ Tropp’ onore, amico, tropp’ onore!”
I resumed, “ This young and accomplished gentleman, who is,
I believe, a favorite with you all, has been compelled through
domestic affairs to absent himseif from our citcle for the past
few weeks, and I think he must himself be aware how much
we have missed his pleasant company. It will, however, be
agreeable to you, as it has been for me, to know that he has
returned to Naples a richer man than when he left it—that
fortune has done him justice, and that with the possession of
abundant wealth he is at last called upon to enjoy the reward
due to his merits | ” )

Here there was more clapping of hands and exclamations of
pleasure, while those who were seated near Ferrari raised their
glasses and drank to his health with congratulations, all of
which courtesies he acknowledged by a nonchalant, self-satisfied
bow. I glanced at him again—how tranquil he looked !—re-
clining among the crimson cushions of his chair, a brimming
grlass of champagne beside him, the cigarette between his lips.
and his handsome face slightly upturned, though his eyes rested
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fialf drowsily on the uncurtained window through which the
Bay of Naples was seen glittering in the moonlight.

1 continued: ¢ It was, gentlemen, that you might welcome
and congratulate Signor Ferrari as you have done, that I as-
sembled you here to-night—or rather, let me say it was partly
the object of our present festivity—but there is yet another
reason which I shall now have the pleasure of explaining to
you—a reason which, as it concerns myself and my immediate
happiness, will, I feel confident, secure your sympathy and
good wishes.”

This time every one was silent, intently following my words.

“What I am about to say,” I went on, calmly, “ may very
possibly surprise you. I have been known to you as a man of
few words, and, I fear, of abrupt and brusque manners "—
cries of “ No, no ! ” mingled with various complimentary as-
surances reached my ears from all sides of the table. 1bowed
with a gratified air, and when silence was restored—" At any
rate you would not think me precisely the sort of man to take
a lady’s fancy.” A look of wonder and curiosity was now ex-
changed among my guests. Ferrari took his cigarette out of
his mouth and stared at me in blank astonishment.

“ No,” I went on, meditatively, “old as T am, and a half-
blind invaiid besides, it seems incredible that any woman should
care to look at me more than twice ez passant, But 1 have
met—let me say with the Chevalier Mancini—an angel—who
has found me not displeasing to her, and—in short—I am
going to marry ! ”

There was a pause. Ferrari raised himself slightly from his
reclining position and seemed about to speak, but apparently
changing his mind he remained silent—his face had somewhat,
paled. The momentary hesitation among my guests passed
quickly. All present, except Guido, broke out into a chorus
of congratulations, mingled with good-humored jesting and
laughter.

“Say farewell to jollity, conte!” cried Chevalier Mancini ;
“ once drawn along by the rustling music of a woman’s gown,
no more such feasts as we have had to-nigl

And he shook his head with tipsy mela

“ By all the gods1” exclaimed Gualdro, “ your news has sur-
prised me ! I should have thought you were the last man to
give up liberty for the sake of a woman. On¢ woman, t00 !
Why, man, freedom could give you twenty ! ”

« Ah1” murmured Salustri, softly and sentimentally, “ but
‘he one perfect pearl—the one flawless diamond 2%,

“ Bah ! Salustri, caro mio, you ar¢ half asleep ! ” returned
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Gualdro. “’Tis the wine talks, not you. Thou art conquered
by the hotllc amico. You, the darling of all the women in
1\L:131L5 to talk of one! Buona notte, bambino !

1 still maintained my standing position, leaning my two
hands on the table before me. Sk

“What our worthy Gualdro says,” I went on, “is perfectly
true. I have been noted for my fmh athy to the fair sex. I
know it. But when one of the ‘.oveliest a:mor:g women comes
out of her way to tempt vhen she herself displays the
matchiess store of her COIH]UL\*) fascinations for my attraction
—when she honors me by special favors and makes me phm\\,
aware that I am not too presumptuous in venturing to aspire
to her hand in marriage—what can I do but accept with a good
grace the fortune Lhumn to me by Providence? I s‘hrm.?’l be
thf most ungrateful of men were I to refuse so precious a gift
from I—lLIL‘.c‘II and I confess I feel no inclination to reject w hat
I consider to be the certainty of hqppmms. I therefore ask
you all to fill your glasses, and do me the favor to drink to the
health and happiness of my future bride.”

Gualdro sprung erect, his glass held high in the air; every
man followed his example. kl’ﬁrra.ri rose to his feet with some
unsteadiness, while the hand that held his full champagne glass
trembled.

The Duke di Marina, with a courteous gesture, addressed
me : “ You will, of course, honor us by {il‘-nLJUle“‘ the name of
the fair lady whom we are prepared to toast with all befitting
reverence 2’ T

“1 was about to ask the same question,” said Ferrari, in
hoarse accents—his lips were dry, and he appeared to have
some difficulty in speaking. ¢ Possibly we a;: not acquainted
with her? ”

“On the contrary,” I returned, eying him steadily with a
cool smile. “You "l“ know her name w ull‘ Tllustrissimi
Signors /” and my voice rung out cle: ulv “to the health of

; _\elruLhed wife, the (.r‘/ifz,.:.)(? Romani/

’ shouted Ferrari—and with all 2 madmanr’s fury
he dashed his brimming glass of (h‘mun'*n; fuil in my face !
In a second the wilde st scene of confusion ensued, L\Lr).
man left his pcaa at table and surrounded us. I stood erect
and perfectly calm—wiping with my handkerchief the little
rli'lllt_w of wine that dripped from my clothing—the glass had
fal II':LII at my feet, striking the table as it fell and s ]httan‘ itself
to atoms. %

K/ - » - s z - .

s you druk ormad Fera cried Capain de Hama
g by thea do you know what you have done? ”
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Ferrari glared about him like a tiger at bay—his face was
Hlushed md swollen like that of a man in '1p’)p1<,\\—ihe veins
in his forehead stood out like kno*ted cords—his breath came
and went lnu(l as though he had bLm running. He turned
his rolling eyes uponme. “Damnyoul” he muttered through
his clinchec ‘“(‘tl.—thul suddenly raising his voice toa positive

shriek, he cried, “ I will have your blood if I have to tear your
heart for it !’ —f-md e made an effort to spring upon me. The
Marquis D’Avencourt quietly caug +ht his other arm and held it
as in a vise.

“ Not so fast, not so fast, mon ¢/ he sai
are not murderers, we! What devil possesses
offer such unwarrantable insult to our host?”

¢ Ask Aim /7 replied Ferrari, fiercely, struggling to release
himself from the grasp of the two ]m‘jdnmt\—“]u, KNOWS,
well enough! Ask him 1

All eyes were turned inquiringly upon me, I was silent.

¢ The noble conte is really not bL yund to g give any explana:
tion,” rcmu‘md Captain Freccia—* even “l(lml' ting he were
ﬁbl to do so.’

«] assure you, my friends,” I said, “I am ignorant of the
cause of this fracas, except that this young gentleman had
pre hnsmﬂs himself to the hand of the l”m\ whose name affects
him so seriously ! ”

For 2 moment I thought Ferrari would have choked,

“« Pretensions—pretensions | 7 he gasped. “ Gran Diol
Hmv hm —hear the miserable saouncl el l”?

\, basta ! exclaimed Chevalier Mancini, scornfully—
$e55 tn M all? A mere dagatelle/ Ferrari, you were wont to
be more sensible! What ! quarrel with an excellent friend for
the .1]\13 of a woman who happens to prefer him to you! Ma
che! Women are plentiful—friends are few.”

£ IF » T resumed, still methodically wiping the stains of wine
from my coat and ve sst—if Signor Ferrari’s extraordinary
display of temper is a mere outcome of natural disappointment,

I am willing to e3 ;LLI\L it. ITe is young and Imwhlwu d—let

g f 2

d, coolly. “We
you, that you

him apolog nd vardon him.

* By my faith!”
¢ auch generosity f) hea: f. conte! Permi to remark
that it is altogether ‘_'“'p ional, after such ungentiemanly con-
Terrari looked from one to the other in
face had grown pale as death. H( wrenched himself
grasp of D’Avenc and De Hamal,
“Fools | let mego!l 7 he said,savagely. * None of youarg
8 ' 5= o
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on my side—I see that!” He st Lpt)"‘d to the table, poured
out a glass of water and drank it off. He then unm\l and
faced me-—his head thrown back, his eyes blazing with wrath
and pain.

“Tjar | ¥ he cried again, ¢ double-faced, accursed liar! You
have stolen /er—you ]1_1\ fooled me—but, by G—d, you shall
pay for it with your life !’

¢ Willingly 1# 1 said, with a mocking smile, restraining by a
esture the hasty exclamations of those around me \\E\o re-
entul this fresh attack—*most willingly, caro signor! But
excuse me if I fail to see wherein you consic k,l '\Odl\Llf \\mn%d
e lady who is now my flancée has not the Qll“]‘l est affection
fu. \Od-—bh told me so herself.  Flad she entertained any such
feelings 1 might have withdrawn my proposals—but as mat-
ters stand, what harm have I done you?”
A chorus of indignant voices interrupted me. ¢ Shame on
you, Ferrari 1 ‘erl ied Gualdro. “ The count speaks like a gen-
tleman and a man of honor. Were I in his n!ﬂ.m you should
have had no word of explanation whatever, T would not have
condescended to parley with you—by Heaven I would not!*

“Nor 117 said the duke, stiffly,

“ Nor 1! said Mancini,

“ Surely,” said Luziano Salustri, “Feirari will make the
amende honorable.”’

There was a pause, Each man looked at Ferrari with some

anxiety. The suddenness of the quarrel had sobered the whole
party more effectually than a cold dowcke. Ferran'’s face grew
more and more livid till his very l]ps t"mci a ghastly b
he langhed aloud in bitter scorn. Then, :1.\m; st Fup
to me, with his eyes full of bafiled \"1!'1:iic1i\-enus-.,, he said, in a
low c‘m' r tone:

You say that—yeu say she never cared for me—yow / and

7 am to ipfﬂow?c to you! Thief, coward, traitor—take #ia#
for my apclogy ! ” And he srn'(-k me across the mouth with
his bare hand so lelLL ly that the diamond ring he wore (my
diamond ring) cut my flesh and slightly drew blood. A shout
of anger broke from all l.n_a-ncm..’ I turned to the Marguis
D’Avencourt,

“There can be LLLt one answer to this.” [ said, with indiffer-
ent colc 1’1 g, R rari has br 1.' it on himself,
Marquis, will § you do me the . honor to arran » affair?

The marquis bowed, “I shall be most happy!”

Ferrari glared about him for a moment and then said,
¥ Freccia, you will

Captain Freccia :;umg :;,Ll 111:, shoulders. * You must posi:
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tively excuse me,” he said. “My conscience will not permit
me to take up such a remark: ably wrong cause as yours, caro
mio/ 1 shallbe pleased to actw ith )’ Avencourt for the count,
if he will por'ni‘i me.” The marquis received him with cor-
diality, and the two engaged in earnest conversation. Ferrari
next p'.m.clul his request to his quondam friend De Hamal,
who also declined to second him, as did every one among tLL
company. He bit his lips .in mortification and wounded van-
ity, and seemed hesitating what to do next, \'.'hen the marquis
approached him with frigid courtesy and appeared to offer him
sorme su htmlun‘% ina 10\' tone of \urw—fc after a few min-
utes’ converseg, Ferrari suddenly turned on his heel and abrupt-
ly left the room without motlu_r word or look. At the same
instant I touched Vincenzo, who, obedient to his orders, had
remained an Empasqne but evidently astonished spectator of
all that passed, and whispered—* F ollow that man anfl do not
let him see you.” He obeyed so instantly that the door had
scarcely closed upon Ferrari when Vincenzo had also disap-
peared. The \Llult.l: D’Avencourt now came up to me.

“Your opponent has gone to find two scconds,” he said.
“ As you perceived, no one here would or could support him.
It is a most u“f(,rtundte affair.”

“ Most unfortunate,’ dwmaed De Hamal, who, though not
in it, appeared thoroughly to enjoy it.

“ For my part,” said the Duke di } nrmf., *1 wonder how
our noble friend could be so ]cmmt with such a young puppy.
His conceit is insufferable !’

Others around me made similar remarks, and were evidently
anxious to show how entirely they were on my side. I however
remained silent, lest they should see how gratified I was at the
success of my scheme. The 111:;1'{1;515':1.(‘&1x,b:mc' me again :

“While awaiting the other seconds, “ 10 are to find us here,”
he ﬂi‘?, with a H.m“* at his watch, “ Freccia and I have ar-
ranged a few preliminaries. It is now nearly midnight. We
propose that the affair should come off in the morning at six
prccismy. Will that suit you? ’

I bowed.

“ As the insulted party you have the choice of weapons.
Shall we say——"

“ Pistols,” I replied briefly,

“Ala bonne hewre! ‘Then, suppose we fix upon the plot
of cpen ground just behind the hill to the left of the Casa
Ghirlande—betwaer Lthn" and the Villa Romani—it is‘ quiet and
secluded, and there will be no fear of interruption.”

I bowed a:
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“Thus it stands,” continued the marquis, affably—* the
hour of six—the weapons p';:‘L:";ls_—rh_\‘_- paces to be decided here-
after when the other seconds arrive.” i :

[ professed myself entirely satisfied with these arrﬂngunt_::)@.
and shook hands with my amiable coadjutor. 1 then looked
round at the rest of the assembled company with a smile at
their troubled faces. . :

“ Gentlemen,” I said, “our feast has broken up in a rather
disagreeable manner—and I am sorry for it, the rnc:n':;tspic‘}ali}t
as it compels me to part from you. Receive mT\‘_ thanks for
your company, and for the friendship you have displayed to-
ward me! I do not believe that this is the last time I shall
have the honor of entertaining you—but if it should be so, i
shall at any rate carry a pleasant remembrance of you into the
next world! If on the contrary I nhoul.d survive the combat of
the morning, I hope to see you all again on my marriage-day,
when nothing shall occur to mar our merriment. In the mean-
time—good-night ! ”

They closed round me, pressing my hands warmly and assur-
ing me of their entire sympathy with me in the quarrel t.h'{lt
had occurred. The duke was especially cordial, giving me to
understard that had the others failed in their services, he him-
self, in spite of his dignity and peace-loving disposition, would
have volunteered as my second. I escaped from them all at
last and reached the quiet of my own apartments. There I sat
alone for more than an hour, waiting for the return of Vin-
cenzo, whom I had sent to track Ferrari, I heard the depart-
ing footsteps of my guests as they left the hotel by twos and
threes—1I heard the equable voices of the marquis and Captain
Freccia ordering hot coffee to be served to them in a private
room where they were to await the other seconds—now ;u.}d
then I caught a few words of the excited language of the wait-
ers who were volubly discussing the affair as they cleared away
the remains of the superb feast at which, though none knew it
save myself, death had been seated. Thirteen at table! One
was a traitor and one must die. I knew which one. No pre-
sentiment lurked in my mind as to the doubtful result of the
coming combat. Tt was not my lot to fall—my time had not
come yet—I felt certain of that! No!* All the fateful forces

of the universe would help me to keep alive till my veng
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quiver of his convulsed face and tormented frame had been
fraught with satisfaction tome ! Each moment of his life was
now a pang to him. Well! it would soon be ever—thus far at
least I was merciful. I drew out pens and paper and coms
menced to write a few last instructions, in case the result of the
fight should be fatal to me. I made them very concise and
brief—I knew, while writing, that they would not be needed.
Still—for the sake of form I wrote—and sealing the document
I directed it to the Duke di Marina. I looked at my watch—
it was past one o’clock and Vincenzo had not yet returned. I
went to the window, and drawing back the curtains, surveyed
the exquisitely peaceful scene that lay before me. The moon
was still high and bright—and her reflection made the waters
of the bay appear like a warrior’s. coat of mail woven from a
thousand glittering links of polished steel. Here and there,
from the masts of anchored brigs and fishing-boats, gleamed a
few red and green lights burning dimly like fallen and expir-
ing stars. There was a heavy, unnatural silence everywhere—
it oppressed me, and I threw the window wide open for air.
Then came the sound of bells chiming softly. People passed
to and fro with quiet footsteps—some paused to exchange
friendly greetings. I remembered the day with a sort of pang
at my heart. The night was over, though as yet there was no
sign of dawn—and—it was Christmas morning |

CHAPTER XXV.

THE opening of the room door aroused me from my meditas
tions. I turned—to find Vincenzo standing near me, hat in
hand—he had just entered.

“ Ebbene I” 1 said, with a cheerful air—* what news ?

“ Eccellenza, you have been obeyed. The young Signor
Ferrari is now at his studio.”

“ You left him there ? ”

“ Yes, eccellenza,”—and Vincenzo proceeded to give me a
graphic account of his adventares. On leaving the banquet-
ing-room, Ferrari had taken a carriage and driven straight to
the Villa Romani—Vincenzo, unperceived, had swung himself
on to the back of the vehicle and had gone also.

* Arriving there,” eontinued my valet, “ he dismissed the
fiacre—and rang the gate-bell furiously six or seven times. No
one answered. I hid myself among the trees and watched.
There were no lights in the villa windows—all was darkness.
He rang it again—he even shook the gate as though he would

break it open. At last the poor Giacomo came, half undressed
L ?




