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      The historian who desires to see his lessons deeply imprinted on the heart of man, in order to make him wiser or happier, must not be content with simply detailing a series of events; he must delve into their causes and progressively follow their effects; he must draw conclusions from the incidents as they occur, and always apply them to a first principle.

      

      Towards the end of the fifteenth century, on the anniversary of the birth of young Victoria de Loredani, almost all the high nobility of Venice was invited to her parents' palace to take part in a sumptuous celebration. The most amiable gaiety filled the assembly, and the beautiful Victoria, though haughty and disdainful, could not help smiling with an unusual complacency at the homage paid to her, thinking to herself that no Venetian beauty could equal her in perfection, splendor, or riches. Another reason for increasing the young woman's cheerfulness, and for making her triumph complete, lay in the idolatrous admiration shown to her by her brother Leonardo, always exuberant in his manner, who loudly declared that none of the women present was worth his divine sister.

      

      Seventeen years had passed since the Marquis of Loredani married Lorina de Cornari, a woman of rare beauty and endowed with a thousand virtues. Only one flaw marred these advantages: the excessive vanity she displayed at being admired, which gave her even greater confidence in her own worth. She was barely fifteen when she married the Marquis, and he was not yet twenty. This marriage of pure inclination had been contracted without the advice of any relatives and decided upon in the throes of love and youthful folly. However, it did not suffer the fate of most unions of this kind; disgust and regret were not its consequence. On the contrary, circumstances contributed to making the happiness of the young couple lasting. Time had not yet tested Lorina's character: she possessed a husband whose ardent love suffered no alteration; no temptation had yet presented itself to her; it was therefore not difficult for her to remain virtuous; and as, with the support of a number of years, her reason came to approve the choice of a passion born in the recklessness of youth, she continued to love as husband the one whom she had indiscreetly accepted as lover.

      

      Two children, born immediately after their marriage, were its only fruits, and the most blind tenderness accompanied their first steps in life; they were, quite frankly, spoiled. Such young parents were little aware of the extent of the duties they owed to these tokens of their union. To see them grow, to make them happy, never to allow their charming features to be clouded by tears or upset, was too great a pleasure to yield to any other consideration; thus, they turned a blind eye to the dangers to which this indulgence might later expose them. It so happened that Victoria, beautiful as an angel at fifteen, unfortunately possessed the greatest haughtiness and the most impertinent self-importance as vices. Her quick and impetuous mind was indifferent to censure, unyielding to reproach. Obstinate, vindictive, even cruel, nothing could change her mind once she had firmly set her mind on something.

      

      Young Leonardo, a year older than his sister, also possessed his share of the flaws inherent in a flawed upbringing. To those that characterized Victoria, he added a fiery spirit, easily swayed by every temptation. Lacking the strength to resist the slightest inclinations, he always followed the first impressions that stirred his heart; and these tendencies, while perhaps not leading him into vice, nevertheless prevented him from acquiring the courage and energy necessary to defend himself against evil. Although violent and vindictive like his sister, he was nonetheless capable of restraint and of heeding the powerful voice of gratitude. This young man also possessed a sound sense of honor: his noble and impetuous soul nurtured such a superior idea of ​​his birth and the dignity of his rank (in which he was infinitely encouraged by his father, the Marquis) that he would have suffered the most terrible death rather than do anything that might degrade him. It cannot be denied, therefore, that this character, however poorly managed, nevertheless had some brilliant hues.

      

      Such were the children whom an early education tended to corrupt, both in their physical and emotional states, and such were the children who, to preserve them from future depravity, required the most vigilant care, supported by examples designed to lead them to goodness. It was in this way that the dangerous tendencies that were evident in their childhood could have been corrected.

      

      However, with so many reasons to seriously reflect on their earlier mistakes, which only slightly affected the reason of these infatuated parents, they considered themselves a very happy father and mother. The whole city of Venice cited their home as the most perfect. Laurina di Loredani, still in the bloom of her beauty, was always adored by her husband, not with the delirium of her first passions, but with an enthusiasm born of faithful love. This man, the noblest, the most refined, the most sensitive of all, sought after and admired with ecstasy, nevertheless had eyes only for his Laurina, whom he alone had loved in the springtime of his life. To see her praised and celebrated by all was a great pleasure for him, while this vain woman often had the misfortune of appropriating exclusively the homage that her charms attracted to her.

      

      It is worth noting here that, at the time this story began, the Venetians were a proud, austere, and suspicious people. Nowhere else in the world was the vanity of the nobility carried so far. Their customs and manners also reflected much of the somber nature of their government, which, jealous and distrustful by nature, condemned to death on the slightest appearance. An execution, sometimes public, often private, dispelled the state's fears, and it always fell, through a secret trial, upon the most distinguished members. This power was exercised by the Consiglio di Dieci , or Council of Ten, which decreed that nobles should be hanged by their feet between the pillars of St. Mark's, or put to death in some other particular way; and so that Order would not suffer in the eyes of the people, their bodies were burned or thrown into the Orfano River. The Venetians, who tenderly loved their mistresses, were jealous of their wives to a degree that combined Italian perfidy and Spanish hatred in their greatest intensity. To avenge an insult, or what appeared to be one, the dagger and poison were equally at hand. Bloodthirsty and violent by nature, by upbringing, and by habit, once a Venetian's anger was aroused, he became implacable and remained so for life.

      

      Having given a succinct idea of ​​the character of a nation where the main scenes of our history took place, we will now follow its immediate course.

      

      During the splendid party held at Loredani's palace, a stranger arrived and asked to speak to the Marquis. Upon learning his name, the Marquis ordered him to be admitted. The doors of the drawing room were opened, and a distinguished gentleman stepped forward, bowing gracefully, and presented Loredani with a letter from Baron von Wurmsburg, a German nobleman and one of the Marquis's distinguished friends. The Baron begged Loredani to receive Count Adolphe, the letter bearer, with the kind hospitality he extended to his friends. He added that the young man was of illustrious birth, enjoyed considerable wealth, and had an impeccable reputation. As soon as the Marquis had read his friend's letter, he took the Count's hand and led him to the far end of the drawing room, where his wife, daughter, and company had discreetly withdrawn. He presented him first to the Marchioness, and then to all those present. There was something imposing about the stranger that struck them at first glance. His noble and regular features were accompanied by a majesty that shone throughout his entire being. His eyes, once fixed upon someone, were undeniably beautiful and radiant, captivating admiration. Such was the appearance of Count Adolphe, who soon found himself surrounded by the brilliant circle at whose center he formed. Each person, forgetting in the graceful ease he displayed that he was a stranger to society, enjoyed a charm and a hilarity the assembly had never before imagined.

      

      Victoria, like the young goddess of the party, was presented to him by her beautiful and no less brilliant mother: the count's eyes lingered for a moment on her charms; he said gallant and polite things to her, but with a little coldness, and then turned to the marquis with such expression that an unbiased observer could have noticed the nuances of his various homage.

      

      The assembly dispersed, and the count was led to a magnificent apartment in the Loredani palace.
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      It is not useless to give our readers, from this moment on, an idea of ​​the morality of Count Adolphe, his reception into the Loredani family having become the fatal cause of all the misfortunes which struck this unfortunate family.

      

      The Count was German by birth: left early in life to a state of independence by the death of his father, he departed his homeland to travel through England and France. In both countries, driven as much by his vicious inclinations as by bad example, he plunged into every excess of debauchery and, in a few short years, completely lost what honor and refinement he might have possessed. One of his favorite pastimes, and what he preferred above all else, was the dreadful pleasure of corrupting, not the innocence of a naive beauty, but women of a completely different social standing. His seductive designs aimed to sow discord among well-united spouses, to wrest from a passionate husband the tenderness of a sensitive and faithful wife; to spread the breath of his foul taint over a flourishing young family, to destroy the best, noblest affections of the heart, and then to glorify himself, in all the darkness of his soul, in the disorder he had just caused. Gifted with the most perfect physique nature had ever bestowed upon a man, to the misfortune of others, possessing all those seductive talents that could make him the most dangerous or the most charming of his sex, he employed these rare qualities as a demon might, taking the form of an angel to captivate hearts; however, even the most determined seducer grows weary of his conquests. Adolphe, after satisfying his passions and indulging his vanity, fell into boredom and disgust: despising all he had possessed, disdaining those women whose caresses had momentarily enchanted his desires, without ever touching his heart; He left Paris, the breeding ground of his vices and extravagance, and departed sated with everything, hoping that the change of scenery would rekindle the feelings that boundless pleasure had almost entirely extinguished. However, in changing his surroundings, Adolphe still failed to find what he sought with such avid and impatient curiosity: a woman capable of giving him ever-new sensations. For this proud man denied the possibility that such a woman existed; moreover, he analyzed and studied, with the contemptuous eye of prejudice, the character of every woman, and found in them only foolishness, weakness, and a lack of strength. Thus, after having triumphed over them, he abandoned his conquests and was ashamed of having allowed himself to be led astray by their charms.

      

      Such was the cruel, dangerous Adolphe upon his arrival in Venice, where the Baron of Wurmsburg, a friend and distant relative of his family, who had judged him on mere appearances and knew him very little (for Adolphe had deigned to visit his native land only once), sent him on a letter to the Marquis of Loredani. The baron scarcely suspected the corruption of his heart, as he commended him in the strongest terms to the friendship and hospitality of this nobleman, reminding him of the bond that had once existed between them.

      

      The Count had come to Venice solely to find a new field in which to display his seductive and destructive talents, little expecting to encounter an attraction that would keep him there. We will now give a brief account of what was the initial source of the curious and terrible events in this story.

      

      Adolphe soon grew envious of the happiness that reigned in Loredani's house. His treacherous soul burned to disturb this domestic bliss and sow disorder and misfortune around him. This monster, in order to more surely carry out his plan, turned not to the young and vivacious Victoria, but to her kind and charming mother, the wife of his overly generous host, the man who showered him with attention, consideration, and proofs of friendship; it was his honor, his peace, that he sought to destroy: it was his wife whose seduction he plotted! Such was the gratitude of the obliged toward the obliger; and such, alas, we still see every day.

      

      However, it turned out that the marquise, though prone to great vanity, flattered above all by the approval of a man of merit and endowed with as many advantages as Count Adolphe, still retained the most complete love for her husband, and she always regarded him as the phoenix of her sex. The courtship she received from all sides certainly held a great charm for her, but she must have attributed at least part of its cause to this husband, equally loved and esteemed; and this conviction became a powerful barrier against Adolphe's advances. Alas! He asked for nothing more than to encounter difficulties and opposition: it was what he had long sought and what spurred his dangerous whims. As he contemplated the charms of the faithful woman and her sincere attachment to a husband, he vowed, in the hateful depths of his heart, to conquer her at the cost of all sacrifices.

      

      He had been at the Marquis's house for nearly three months when a profound melancholy (partly brought about by the sight of a happiness he could not destroy, and by sensations hitherto foreign to him) seemed to take hold of him. Whether it was the conviction of Laurina's spotless virtue, or the high sphere in which she found herself safe from seduction, that gave greater irritation to his guilty desires and added a violent degree to his passion, is impossible to say; what is certain is that many women more beautiful than the Marquise had been seduced, obtained, and abandoned by him; therefore, it could not be her person, however charming she might be, that subjugated him; and as for the virtues of her soul, though they might have added glory to his conquest, Adolphe valued them little. How then, having a thousand reasons to avoid her presence, could he admit to himself, in the extravagance of his passion, the inconceivable ascendancy she had gained over his usual insensitivity? Sometimes he promised himself, to avenge this power, to reduce her to the level of the unfortunate women he had betrayed; but she was still Laurina, and he feared he could not triumph over her, so, in the fury of the passion that consumed him, this wicked man once experienced the just retribution for the evil he had done to others.

      

      Meanwhile, Laurina, having noticed his melancholy, felt affected by it to a degree she couldn't comprehend. It was difficult for her, however, not to perceive (as the insidious Adolphe desired) the part she played in this sadness. His languid, distant gaze, most often deliberately, was directed towards her constantly. His deep sighs, and the trembling that shook his body if by chance he touched her hand or her clothes, were all noticed by the marquise and began to make a disastrous impression on her; yet her soul was still pure: no thought of betraying her husband had tainted it... for the effects of a criminal passion are so gradual and imperceptible that Laurina would have shuddered at the certainty of feeling for Adolphe something more than the interest of simple friendship.

      

      One evening, as she strolled pensively along a path in her garden, the Count suddenly appeared before her eyes. It was not chance alone that played a part in this encounter: at that very moment, she was the object of his thoughts; some hope of seeing her had led him there. Looking a thousand times sadder than usual, his features excessively pale, he walked with a staggering gait... the Marquise stopped him! And looking at him with interest, she asked him in a soft voice if he was feeling worse. Such a question was all that Adolphe had been waiting for, but not something he dared to hope for. Forgetting this time to be on his guard, he was no longer master of his emotions, and throwing himself at her feet, he confessed, in abrupt and broken bursts of emotion, the passion that consumed his heart. Confused and speechless, the trembling Laurina did not know whether she should flee; However, to remain after such a confession would be to condone it and become complicit in his culpable audacity. She therefore struggled to free herself from the Count, who had seized her hands and fallen to his knees. But had she not already suffered having another man besides her husband occupy her thoughts? To listen for even a single minute to the confession of a criminal passion she herself had inspired—was this not the first step the unfortunate Laurina was taking on the path of vice? To retreat then became a difficulty that would have required an energy incompatible with the weakness she had just displayed. Finally, inspired by a sudden resolve, and keenly aware of the indecency of her situation, she tore herself from the arms of the seducer Adolphe, and fleeing his presence, she sought to calm her agitation in the solitude of her apartment.
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      We have all too often occasion to observe the ungenerous principle that leads a man to ardently desire the possession of an object, only to appear to despise it afterward. This is undeniably true; but in the circumstance we are mentioning, there was an exception to the rule. For the first time, a genuine passion had seized the seducer Adolphe. Not content with having abducted a wife from her husband, leading her to forget her sacred bonds, he wanted to possess her exclusively and indulge in the odious pleasure of convicting this generous husband of his dishonor. He wanted to plunge her children into eternal shame and deprive them of a mother's protection and tender care.

      

      To achieve his ends, he had to resort to a method truly worthy of his atrocious heart: to degrade the unfortunate Laurina in his own eyes. He told her, the moment she bitterly felt the weight of her guilt, that it would only add to it to remain with a husband who no longer possessed her love. That after what had happened, she would become doubly guilty, employing cowardly treason and the duplicity of crime; that delicacy and generosity commanded her to flee; since the treasure is gone, continued the sophist Adolphe, what good is leaving him the chest? Could you, Laurina, spend your life deceiving your husband, persuading him that he possesses something that no longer belongs to him? —Leave me, cruel one! she cried in her delirium. You dare to humiliate me after having ruined me! Ah! Leave me, flee my presence forever! I want to stay here, I want to die here; and may the torment I endure atone for a crime whose full darkness I know.

      

      Adolphe realized he had gone too far: he then employed all the eloquence and flattering tone he had used to bring about the destruction of marital happiness. Tears and lamentations did not intimidate him; and his plan, requiring all the more sustained perseverance as people seemed intent on stopping him, led him to swear (at that moment he could be sincere) that as long as he lived, he would never cease to adore the one who had sacrificed everything to make him happy.

      

      —And my children... my children! said Laurina in a strained tone.

      

      —May they call down the curses of heaven upon me, continued Adolphe; may these cherished children punish me, if ever I become perjured towards you, O most idolized of women.

      

      But let us leave this painful subject, which reveals so much weakness on one side and perversity on the other. The seducer's triumph was complete: he robbed his victim of her former glory... He tore her from her home, from her husband's arms, from the caresses of her children, and led her far from Venice, the place of her birth.

      

      To depict the horror Loredani felt upon discovering the treachery of those whom his noble heart loved and esteemed—of his wife, whom he had adored alone, and of the host he had received so kindly and in whom he had placed all his trust—would be impossible. He saw himself abandoned; he was humiliated, despairing of the conduct of the woman to whom his children owed their existence; alone to continue the care they had received until then from a mother, once virtuous and now lost! The Marquis, however, summoned to his aid that glorious energy of which great souls are capable; but another trial of adversity awaited him. He had scarcely mustered the strength to overcome his grief and leave the apartment he had guarded for several days when a new blow struck his afflicted heart with the terrible news that his son Leonardo, the pride of his name and heir to his house, had left the Loredani Palace almost immediately after his mother's flight and had not returned. The unfortunate father recognized in this his son's sense of honor and impetuous pride, whose conduct he could not inwardly condemn, even as he lamented his cruelty. He hoped, however, that the impetuous young man would return once the initial surge of pride had passed, and that he would mingle his tears with Leonardo's, embracing him in his fatherly arms. The Marquis entertained the thought that in that first moment of fervor, Leonardo had likely taken refuge in the home of some friend. But when he had searched everywhere for him, without being able to find him, he fell into discouragement, and, pressing against his heart the only being who remained to him, he sought to save himself from despair, concentrating on his daughter all that could still attach him to existence.

      

      Victoria, now the marquis's sole idol and consolation, reigned supreme in the palace. Every word she uttered was law; to question her desires in the slightest matter was sacrilege. Before her mother's fall from grace, it had always been difficult to find the slightest fault with her, but now it was utterly impossible, and this young woman indulged all her wicked inclinations with boundless freedom. In vain did the marquis hope that time and a more mature mind would correct what he himself wished to reform. Nothing could change what only a strict upbringing had the right to reform: a natural tendency toward evil. For such is our constitution that this second nature can very often rectify the faults of the first. Thus, Victoria, who in her childhood had shown signs of a wicked heart, might have changed, had her education not been neglected. For example, his pride could have been transformed into emulation for good and permissible self-esteem; his cruelty into courage, his obstinacy into firmness of character; thus, a bad nature could have been corrected. How much reproach his guilty mother had to make for her negligence in fulfilling the sacred duties that her station required, for having compromised the prosperity of her children; and instead of forming them in virtue, for having condemned them to a thousand future evils, by giving them examples of perversity, by depriving them of the esteem of the world, by even rendering them indifferent to their own.

      

      It was with the greatest sorrow that the Marquis observed the dreadful progression of his daughter's character; yet he still tried to conceal from himself that her heart was utterly corrupt. Adding to this misfortune was that everyone carefully avoided Victoria's company, not because of her mother's misconduct, but because of her intractable temper, which earned her the hatred of all the young ladies of Venice. The proud girl, however, attributed the neglect she felt solely to the former cause; and finding herself deprived of the world's esteem, she grew more indifferent to it day by day. Thus, vicious people console themselves for what they call injustice, in order to indulge without restraint in all the errors of vice.

      

      One evening, as Victoria sat in a somber silence beside her father, about a year after the Marchioness's abduction, he said to her gently: "Why, Victoria, do you shun the amusements that suit your age and rank, to share my solitude? Why do you not invite your friends to come and see you, and do you not visit them in turn?"

      

      Victoria replied haughtily: —Because they would not want to come to my house, nor receive me at theirs.

      

      "And how is that?" asked the astonished marquis.

      

      "Because my mother dishonored us," the unfeeling Victoria harshly retorted.

      

      Never before had the marquis uttered his wife's name since her ignominious flight. He even avoided making the slightest remark about the baseness of her conduct. Cruel Victoria had just reopened old wounds: she had just touched a chord that resonated deep within his heart. The unfortunate husband, leaping from his seat, left the apartment in a flash.

      

      These memories, restored in their entirety, condemned his soul to new torments. He had often thought secretly of his guilty wife, lamenting his error, but only in secret : it was there that he gave himself over to regrets, to bitter tears, for the loss of the one he had so adored, and no living being ever witnessed these feelings that made him blush. His pride shielded him from the compassion of others, and it was only alone that he relived all his sorrows.

      

      Unable to bear any longer, in solitude, the horror of the memories his daughter had just stirred up, Lorédani went out as night approached, hoping to lighten the weight of his thoughts through exercise. After walking for some time in a quiet part of town, he saw a man coming from his direction, wrapped in his cloak. A premonition made the marquis shudder... fury and despair seized him, and suddenly running towards the man he saw, he seized him; then, tearing off his cloak, he recognized Adolphe.

      

      "Defend yourself, monster, vile scoundrel!" cried the enraged husband, pulling a stiletto from his breast!

      

      "I have no sword," the count observed coldly, "but I carry, like you, a stiletto which is very much at your service."

      

      The Marquis heard no more: he struck his enemy several times with unparalleled fury; but these misguided blows, born of a thirst for vengeance, were by no means sure, and passion misdirected them; the Count, calm and in control of himself, parried them with rare dexterity. Having felt the point of his adversary's dagger, he gave way to a surge of rage, and, taking a step back, plunged the dagger into the breast of the unfortunate Loredani.

      

      Thus Adolphe became the husband's murderer, after having seduced the wife, and his crime became doubly dreadful. He left the scene the moment the marquis fell, carefully concealing his stiletto and wrapping himself in his cloak. He had the barbarity to leave the unfortunate man he had so horribly sacrificed without offering him the slightest assistance. The marquis lay bathed in his blood until some passersby, recognizing him, carried him to his palace. A surgeon was summoned immediately; he dressed the wound, and when the marquis was able to speak, he asked in a weak voice to be told the truth about his condition, to which the doctor replied that he believed him to be in danger of dying. "That's enough," said the marquis, "bring my daughter here."

      

      "Monsieur le Marquis, you must not speak," observed the surgeon. Lorédani looked at him sadly. "If I have so few hours to live," he observed, "why should I not make the most of them?... I wish to see my daughter."

      

      —Signor, this will hasten your death.

      

      Lorédani waved his hand.... Victoria was called. She entered with slow, trembling steps... she gazed at her father's livid features with horror and remorse; with horror, at his condition, and remorse, for having caused him such profound pain only a few hours before. It is true that Victoria showed herself susceptible to a similar emotion at this moment when her heart was not yet entirely corrupted. Her natural hardness had vanished, and as she approached the bed, she appeared deeply affected. The Marquis extended an icy hand, which she took, and pressing it to her heart, she fell to her knees....

      

      —Oh my daughter!... my Victoria, I am taken from you at the very moment, at the time when you could not do without my care. I am going to die!... dear child, listen well to what Heaven declares to you through my lips in this painful moment.... My Victoria, correct, I beg you, the errors of your heart, and the inclination of your character... think of what we all are... how precarious our life is... how unstable its possession... consider that in the midst of grandeur and youth, surrounded by riches and the pleasures they provide, a terrible event... unforeseen! an accident takes us away!... that is why! oh my daughter, do not allow the sad independence in which you will soon find yourself to make you vain, nor confident in your own strength. Consider that, though we are passengers in this world, a future unknown to us awaits us. Do not let your rank make you a proud, insensitive woman; Convince yourself that the chance of a noble birth does not exempt you from observing the strictest rules of virtue. Remember, on the contrary, that your inferiors will always be watching your actions, and that it is an indispensable duty and a moral obligation to remain vigilant and to make amends for the favors with which fortune has showered you, through the greatest gentleness and the examples of humanity and good conduct within your power, so that no increase of evil may come from you, and make you responsible for new vices whose epidemic you would spread throughout society. Do not be deceived by the contemptible idea that you should be less constrained than others; for in proportion to the power you have to protect yourself from harm, you must regulate your conduct according to the good that is fitting for you to do. How glorious it is to live with dignity and decorum, to reign over one's passions! to place one's happiness at the highest point of perfection of which our nature is capable, remembering that we must live for a state superior to the one in which we find ourselves here below .

      

      The Marquis's efforts to continue his speech caused him such extreme weakness that he thought it would be his last breath. His words deeply moved Victoria. It was past midnight!... a lamp giving only a very faint light made the dying man's features appear even paler. A somber and solemn silence reigned for some time: this terrible scene made the greatest impression on Victoria, and her only sighs broke the calm that foreshadowed her father's death.

      

      The Marquis's cold arm fell from his bed. Victoria pressed it to her chest; he gazed at her with a tender, sorrowful expression. "Oh, my daughter!" he strained to say again, "so you will remain without support!" A gasp of breath stopped him; a thousand searing memories rapidly flooded his mind. Suddenly, a noise was heard... the doors of the apartment were opened and... oh! no, it was not a dream! Laurina ran to throw herself at her husband's feet!

      

      "Heavens, what do I see!" cried Lorédani weakly, trying to sit up. "Am I already in the realm of shadows, where one meets one's first friends?"

      

      "Forgive me, forgive me, my God! Oh, Lorédani, forgive me! Offended husband, I beg your mercy, prostrating myself to the ground... Ah! I implore you, do not take with you in death the hatred that is due to me... do not curse me with your last breath!"

      

      By speaking thus, the foolish Laurina hid her face covered in shame against the bed of the husband whom she had so unworthily betrayed, and who, in the bloom of his years, was a victim of her misconduct.

      

      Lorédani managed for a moment to hold his head back on his hand: a heavenly expression revived his features; he looked at the unfortunate repentant woman, who was shedding a torrent of tears, with the pity of an angel. Signing to Victoria, he said: "Withdraw, my child, for a minute?" When his daughter had left: "Laurina," he said in a grave voice, "stand up."

      

      She raised her head, but still remained on her knees.

      

      "Laurina, sit down on this seat," he said again, in the voice of a man who felt he had no time to waste and didn't want to say anything useless. "Look at me, Laurina!"

      

      There was something so imperative in those words that the guilty woman could not help but stare at him.

      

      "It is still within your power to repair the harm you have done... As soon as I am in the grave, seek out your son... that son who deserted his father's house upon hearing of your misconduct? Search for him, and if it pleases heaven that you find him, leave Venice with him and Victoria... Venice is no longer a place of residence for you, who must atone in seclusion and through wiser conduct for the crimes of which you are guilty. Consider that you have jeopardized the happiness and honor of your children, for which there may still be a remedy. Withdraw to a secluded place; and when time has erased your faults from the eyes of the world, and your children can once again claim respect and consideration, lead them back to a new happiness... But, oh Laurina!" Tremble to return to crime, to infamy... the most terrible misfortunes would follow... There would be no remedy then. This night will never be erased from Victoria's memory, if you have the courage to abandon the path of vice and to give her, through better examples, a true taste for virtue and honor... O unfortunate woman, you whom I once loved with the tenderest love! Consider my advice: consider that you are responsible for your daughter's fate in this world and the next... Make the noble resolution to correct her with your wise teachings, and above all by your example ... swear this oath in this terrible moment, on my deathbed... You who knew how to abandon the fruits of marriage to pursue a seducer... preserve your daughter from the evil and dangers of bad example!

      

      "Oh! Spare me... I beg you, spare me!" cried the guilty Laurina in the throes of despair; "I swear..."

      

      "Bring Victoria in," said the Marquis, holding back his last breath. "I don't have a minute to live."

      

      Laurina gets up and calls to her daughter. "Quickly, ... quickly, my child, ... says Lorédani, kiss your mother!... Laurina ... swear to me now to protect and cherish your daughter ... to guarantee her from harm, never to abandon her.

      

      "I swear, I swear," said Laurina, sobbing, and convulsively pressing her daughter against her breast.

      

      "Victoria, swear to me," the marquis added in a low voice, "that you will forget your mother's mistakes and imitate her virtues in the future. "

      

      "I swear it, Father," replied Victoria, in a solemn tone.

      

      "Oh my god!... I... I thank you... I give you thanks... kiss me, Victo... ria... my... your hand, Laurina... I... forgive you... oh! my creator... I die content!"

      

      Thus perished in the prime of life, the noble Lorédani, a victim of a friend's ingratitude and a woman's corruption!
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      We have said that after the Marquis's disastrous encounter with Adolphe, the latter prudently fled the scene; he arrived home unseen. Then, without losing a moment, he rushed to rent, under an assumed name, a small house some distance from Venice, for the time he still had to remain in the country; he hoped, by this means, to evade the prosecution that would undoubtedly be brought against him for the murder of Loredani. Upon returning, he found Laurina waiting for him impatiently. His expression struck her; she tenderly took his hand (for such was the hold the traitor had gained over this woman's heart), and asked him what she should attribute the change in his gaze to.

      

      Adolphe pressed her hand, and looking at her firmly, said: "Laurina, I have just committed an action that my heart disavows, but to which necessity forced me. Before I tell you more, tell me that you will not hate me for what I did unintentionally."

      

      "Hate you," she cried, "oh! Adolphe, I could never do that, even if you had committed murder."

      

      "Murder!" repeated the lover, his expression grim. "I don't think so... but I'm afraid I've deeply wounded... your husband, Laurina!"

      

      A piercing scream was Laurina's only response in terror. Her crime was revealed to her with horror: she left Adolphe and ran, guided by the impulse of remorse, to the home of her unfortunate husband. Adolphe, who at first believed she was only avoiding him because of the emotion of the moment, did not suspect that she had left; he only realized it several hours later. When he was certain, his anger and fears knew no bounds. The fatal passion that the marquise had inspired in him—a passion that caused a thousand evils at once—had never before been so strong as it was now. In a soul such as Adolphe's, with such a character, opposition or difficulties could only increase its intensity. At that moment, he would have preferred death to relinquishing it. That is why he decided, at the risk of being discovered, to snatch Laurina from the sanctuary that was stealing her from him, and not to suffer her to exist independently of his will.

      

      With this in mind, he prowled in disguise around the Loredani palace, then the mausoleum of his once-happy master. He fully intended not to leave it until he had abducted the woman whom all likelihood led him to believe was within its walls.

      

      It was the evening of the second day after the Marquis's death. Laurina, consumed by grief and remorse, wept over the consequences of her misdeeds. A letter was brought to her; she opened it and read the following:

      

      "The place where you are now must no longer be a sanctuary for you, having acted in such a way as to authentically renounce the title of wife of the late Lorédani. I therefore believe I am within my rights to demand that you leave the palace immediately; otherwise, your husband's proud family, who will soon arrive, will accuse you and treat you with all the ignominy that the spirit of vengeance and avarice can dictate."

      ADOLPHE.

      

      Laurina, whose soul was still reeling from the weight of her dying husband's last words, and deeply affected by his crime, replied without hesitation in the following manner:

      

      "Oh, Adolphe! Would you have me believe that my guilty heart still loves you? You, whom my troubled mind sees as a seducer and a murderer ?... Unhappy as I am, could I?... What has fate reserved for me?... Yet listen to me. I am determined never to see you again. My intention is to leave this place where I am, with Victoria, the innocent victim of her mother's mistake. I will withdraw for a time to a distant province, and when my fault is forgotten, I will try to reappear in society, not for myself, but for my daughter, whom I have so cruelly wronged. Do not insist on seeing me again; it would be useless. I will not add to the burden on my conscience.

      Farewell forever."

      

      Having written this, she handed it to the messenger, who awaited a reply. But should it be said? Laurina, only half-repentant and in a state of emotional turmoil she could not control, hoped for another entreaty from Adolphe! She dared not admit to herself the secret thought she harbored: that he would not so easily renounce her love. It was only with trembling and deep regret that she made her preparations to leave a dwelling where everything forbade her to remain any longer.

      

      Not an hour had passed since the letter was sent when the messenger returned with a reply which, to Laurina's shame, caused her a feeling of pleasure at least as strong as the pain she had previously experienced. It was worded as follows.

      

      “You would like to leave Venice with your daughter! Be careful, Laurina, I am not to be trifled with. Leave the palace at midnight. I will be waiting for you and Victoria on the canal, opposite your windows. We will go to Montebello, a country house I rented upon arriving here, as a respite during the necessary stay I am still obliged to make. Its location is secluded and quite far from the city. We will be safe from suspicion there, for everyone believes the Marquis died at the hands of the bravos (assassins). I will only add that if you persist in your plan to flee from me, I will take you wherever you wish and then leave you in peace; let this be understood between us. I swear by all that is sacred, whether you agree to my proposal or not, that you will not leave Venice without me.” I will pursue you to the ends of the universe, if need be. I will be constantly on your heels, and will torment you eternally, if you hesitate, or if you try to escape me.”

      ADOLPHE.

      

      A painful sigh escaped Laurina's heart. Trying to convince herself that her resolution to be virtuous was irrevocably fixed, and unwilling to read further into her thoughts, she wrote the following:

      

      "Well convinced, cruel man, and the most demanding of all! Well convinced that I will be faithful until death to the promise I made to... God! I dare not write his name... my trembling fingers can hardly hold the pen... I consent to what you propose, and I rely on your honor for the execution of your word."

      

      With things thus arranged, the weak Laurina resumed her preparations. But alas! How swiftly she went about them this time! For, although it might have been difficult for her to define what was happening in her soul, she might still have discovered the pleasure of knowing herself still loved by the man she most wanted to avoid and even abhor. Such is all too often the strangeness of the human heart.

      

      At midnight, Laurina, accompanied by her daughter, left Loredani's palace. Adolphe was punctual. He received the ladies with an air of haughtiness and led them to a waiting gondola. In a short time, they were in Montebello.

      

      There is no need to dwell on this part of our story. Suffice it to say that, upon arriving at the pleasure house, the treacherous Adolphe called upon all the seductions that had previously succeeded in sowing discord in a respectable family. He omitted none this time, and the unfortunate Laurina initially agreed to a delay of only a few days to remain under the roof of the man who had ruined her, the traitor knowing full well how to prolong this delay. Indeed, what man, having corrupted the principles and heart of a woman he deceives, finds it difficult to maintain his victory, if he deems it worthy? Nevertheless, Adolphe kept his promise so precisely that Laurina could have left him had she continued to wish it. Oh, guilty woman! She did not wish it , for, blinded by the allure of her lover, it seemed impossible to live without him.

      

      Imperceptibly, this doubly criminal relationship intensified and became more entrenched than ever. However, Adolphe had the hypocrisy to travel to various places, even to considerable distances from his home, under the pretext of finding suitable accommodation for young Victoria and her mother. He knew full well that changing Laurina's surroundings would distract her from her painful thoughts and force her to consider his own needs. He also knew that as long as she was with him, she would not experience a moment of sadness, and consequently, she would only be able to view the moment of parting with him with horror.

      

      Adolphe's plans, always so well-arranged, rarely failed to succeed. Intoxicated by his seductions, Laurina sought to banish all painful memories; and, like a wretch afflicted with kidney disease desperately seeking the relief of opium, she escaped the pangs of her conscience by constantly gazing at the man who had defiled her. Otherwise, could she have endured the horrible thought of her crime? Had she forgotten that she had sprung from her husband's deathbed, where the blood still flowed, to throw herself into the arms of his murderer ? That she had betrayed her solemn vow; that the Count's soul had paused in its flight to hear her! Could she, even with the aid of sophistry, find the slightest solace for her conduct? No, her only recourse was with Adolphe. In his eyes, which she idolized, lay her excuse, and in his enchanting voice, a temptation to which she believed no being could have resisted.

      

      How terrible is the progress of vice! Laurina's only original imperfection was vanity and a love of admiration. This error, not very dangerous when left unaddressed, but fatal when pushed beyond the bounds of reason, became the cause of countless evils. Bitter sorrows had already followed her. Such a lesson should suffice to warn us against the errors of the heart, and never allow us to be deceived about the harmful effects of passions.
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      A year had passed since Lorédani's death; the sad events that had marked that fateful time had gradually faded in the mind of his widow; the searches had long since ceased; in short, the guilty woman no longer thought of separating from Adolphe.

      

      They did not come to Venice; they continued their residence in Montebello, fearing that their presence in the city would be viewed with contempt and indignation by the upper class of society. They therefore condemned themselves to remain constantly in the countryside, and compensated for this constraint by attracting every young man of pleasure they could find. This was not difficult for them, for there are those who would plunge into the dens of debauchery rather than refuse any pleasure whatsoever; just as there are very few individuals who have the right to censor vice. Montebello became a haven of gaiety and folly. Reflection was banished from it, and events that should have been engraved in letters of blood on the hearts of its inhabitants were recalled only with indifference, and then completely forgotten.

      

      Among the merry Venetians who frequented the company of lovers, there was one called the Count of Berenza. He was a man of singular feelings and an extraordinary character. He had not come to Montebello for amusement, nor out of indolence, but in a true spirit of curiosity, to analyze its inhabitants and discover, from the results of his observations, whether the evil they had committed and the conduct they persisted in following stemmed from the natural depravity of their hearts, or whether the inevitable force of circumstances alone had rendered them guilty. He came to study two characters and increase his knowledge of the human heart.

      

      However, he found nothing, or believed he found nothing, in the relationship between Adolphe and Laurina that could merit the consideration of a philosopher. He saw in them only two beings who had willingly plunged themselves into vice, without the power, or even the will, to extricate themselves from its fatal maelstrom. This is why he regarded them with contempt, without the slightest pity. He saw two wretches who had listened only to their passions, without regard for the consequences of indulging them.

      

      Having been thus warned, he ceased to concern himself with her; but he examined young Victoria with particular interest, without, however, considering asking for her hand; for, until that day, Berenza had not yet deemed any woman worthy of belonging to him in lawful wedlock. The fervor of his admiration could not, therefore, lead the philosopher that far. But, were it not for the dishonorable idea attached to this unfortunate young woman, he would have made her his wife by calculation; that is to say, confident in the power he believed he held over the human heart, he would have hoped to then mold her to his liking. First, working to diminish her pride, he would have undertaken to transform this imperious temperament into nobility and dignity; he would likewise have corrected her other imperfections. Alas! Berenza was unaware—for a man who thinks himself so knowledgeable about others is often ignorant of himself—that it was Victoria's elegant figure and lively air that gave her such a flattering impression of her character. She was nearly seventeen at the time, and Berenza thirty-five. His bearing was majestic, and his features, though suggesting gravity, possessed a charming gentleness of expression; but young Victoria's thoughts did not dwell on this personal merit, and the conviction that she had attracted the exclusive attention of a man of proud indifference gave real value to her conquest. This made her seek his company and attentive to him. Thus, Berenza's enthusiasm soon reached its peak, and her most ardent desire was to name her his lover. His philosophical soul had no other attachment, except for a brother a few years younger, who was then absent from Italy, to distract himself from an unhappy passion; therefore his thoughts and desires were all concentrated in Victoria.

      

      It is natural to suppose that the character of this young woman, more inclined to evil than to good, and needing a stern mentor to guide it, had not been able to improve much since her father's death; on the contrary, the bad example tended to corrupt it completely. She saw in her mother's conduct a violation of the most sacred oath; delicacy and virtue trampled underfoot; and although her inclinations led her to prefer the dissipated life in which she found herself to the seclusion ordered by the Marquis, she nevertheless reflected enough to feel the blameworthy nature of the neglect of his last wishes. In short, Victoria was a girl who did not think like everyone else, and her ardent imagination must have given things the color that struck her, rather than that of truth.

      

      Berenza had just awakened in her heart sensations that, dormant until then, resembled, in their inactivity, the sleep of a lion; only the slightest provocation was needed to stir them. Victoria had always regarded the seductive, and seemingly happy, union of her mother with Adolf with a certain feeling she couldn't quite grasp; but when Berenza distinguished it, when he addressed her with the language of love, it made her realize that this feeling was one of envy, and the burning desire to find herself in the same situation as her unhappy mother, to receive the attentions she did, to hear the tenderness there, and to become the object of a lover's passionate gaze. Such were the effects that a mother's vice produced on her daughter's soul.

      

      "Finally, I have found an admirer," she exclaimed with secret satisfaction. "I will be at least as happy as my mother, if Count Berenza loves like Count Adolphe."

      

      Indeed, Berenza loved, but with a true love, while Victoria was susceptible only to a vanity whose enjoyment she anticipated in a similar love. Berenza loved , and Victoria was merely moved and flattered . The philosophical lover considered that it would not expose himself to reproach to extricate her from the perilous position in which she found herself by confessing his passion and urging her to leave Adolphe's dishonorable dwelling. However, the Venetian's pride proved stronger than his love; for he rejected any idea of ​​making her his wife, and on the contrary, he used his cunning to persuade her to become his mistress.

      

      With this in mind, he sought the earliest opportunity to have a conversation with Victoria. She soon appeared, and having declared to the enchanted young woman the ardent love she had inspired in him, he frankly, but not without a certain reserve, proposed to her that she adopt what her enraptured soul had long suggested to her.

      

      Victoria's bold organization and her unconstrained way of thinking prevented her from taking offense at the Earl's proposal. If she had thought for a moment that her strict ideas of honor forbade him from asking for her as his lawful wife, despite his extreme desire for a lover, she would have rejected him with contempt; but here pride clashed with pride, and she persuaded herself that Berenza regarded marriage as useless, even degrading to a love like hers.

      

      It was while making this false remark that she held out her hands to him. Berenza seized them eagerly, as a sign of consent; and sitting at his mistress's feet, who smiled at him with extraordinary vivacity, he spoke in more detail of the arrangements and means to be taken to leave Montebello without arousing suspicion. Victoria listened to him with delight; pleasure enlivened her cheeks and shone in her haughty gaze. Her heart rejoiced at the Count's words, and without being able to define anything, she felt capable of surprising actions. Enthusiasm stirred her breast and spread its warmth across her features. Suddenly, in the midst of her congratulations, and while Berenza, still at his feet, continued her amorous discourse and described her plans for their future happiness, there arrived, trembling with rage, and horror painted in her entire demeanor... Laurina!

      

      "Unhappy woman," she cried, seizing her daughter roughly by the arm, "is this how you repay my indulgence towards you, the tender and blind trust I have shown you? And you, Signor Berenza, who here play the role of an infamous seducer, do you believe, by this conduct, that you are paying for Count Adolphe's hospitality? Is this how you call yourself his friend, while seeking to steal from us our only treasure, the innocent Victoria?"

      

      "Signora," Berenza resumed with a disdainful smile, "it truly suits you to put on trial those who violate the laws of hospitality!"

      

      The guilty Laurina's eyes were lowered instantly. Shame flushed her cheeks, her heart pounded, and she could scarcely stand; Berenza took Victoria's hand. "I don't believe," he continued firmly, "that I should refrain from seducing your daughter; on the contrary, I think I am saving her from seduction. Excuse me, madam, if I observe that this is the fate that awaits her, by remaining in this house."

      

      —Victoria, said her mother, returning from her agitation and not daring to answer the count, Victoria, I order you to leave here... yes, for the first time in my life, I order you to obey me, avoiding all opportunities to speak to the Count of Berenza.

      

      He glanced at the young woman. He wanted to ignite a spark of the fire within him and see if she would display the independence of feeling she proclaimed. But Victoria, proudly withdrawing her hand, which the earl had been holding, as if to prove she needed his help, stepped forward to her mother and replied:

      

      "That you never ordered me is true; that you are ordering me now, when it is too late, is equally true. I am therefore resolved to leave here, where there is no protection for me, and to place myself under the protection of the Count of Berenza, in whom I place all my trust."

      

      "Oh, Victoria, are you mad?" said her mother, clasping her hands, and beginning to feel the just retribution due to these guilty parents who corrupt their children. "Are you mad, my daughter, or do you want to plunge me into mortal pain?"

      

      "Plunge you into pain!" Victoria repeated bitterly.

      

      —Oh my child, my dear child, cried her mother, her head spinning and feeling the sharp sting of remorse, would you then abandon me?

      

      "You abandoned me , my father, and my brother," Victoria continued, losing all restraint.

      

      —What, my daughter!... Victoria!... is that you talking like that?

      

      “My mother, forgive me!... but you have dishonored us, ruined us forever. No one has found me worthy of love but the Count of Berenza. So do not prevent me from responding to his affection, from being happy. Why, I ask you, should considerations of your happiness prevent mine? When you loved Count Adolphe, you know, madam, that you left us without thinking of the pain you caused my father; remember that...”

      

      "Shut up, you unnatural girl, shut up!" cried Laurina, overwhelmed.

      

      "Well then!" continued the tactless girl, "stop taking offense at my leaving with the Count of Berenza. I would obey you, I would have for you all the respect a daughter owes her mother, if you had kept the oath... that oath you swore on my father's deathbed!"

      

      These reproaches, unworthy of a well-born child but deserved by a guilty mother, were far too much for the criminal Laurina to bear. She was seized by a violent convulsion and fell to the floor.

      

      Berenza, who at first had listened with pleasure and surprise to this independent spirit—which he considered merely haughty—was then shocked by Victoria's odious harshness toward her father, whose tenderness should at least have stirred some gratitude in her heart. Unwilling to analyze the effect this trait had on his love, and deeply pained by such insensitivity, he hastily helped Laurina to her feet. When she had fully recovered, he led her to his room, and after whispering a few words in Victoria's ear with a very serious air, he left them together.

      

      The Count's reserved manner did not fail to produce the desired impression on the young woman. She sensed his thoughts and saw that his merciless outburst against her mother might have inspired disgust in her. Terrified at the thought of becoming indifferent to her, she sought to regain her esteem. Therefore, approaching her mother with a gentler demeanor, she tried to make amends; but she had awakened remorse in Laurina's soul, who, seeing her mother in a more moderate mood, resolved to withdraw from the crime and save her from the dangers into which she had led her. A violent pain assailed the heart of this guilty mother as she recognized the effects of her fatal example. To rid herself of this burden, she vowed to renounce everything that had wronged her until then. The performance was thus brought into play, and Laurina tried to persuade her daughter of the necessity of a complete retreat for a time, to which the latter seemed utterly opposed. All the former could obtain, with reluctance, was the promise not to see the Count of Berenza all day, and Victoria would not even have consented to this, except that by depriving him of seeing her for a few hours, she hoped to make him feel the emptiness of his company, and that this would make him forget the mood she had seen him adopt.

      

      Laurina spent this time in the most intense grief she had ever known; she then parted from her daughter after seeing her go to bed. She ran to Adolphe and told him of her new sorrow. Bathed in tears, she announced that she wanted to leave him the next day to go to a retreat where she knew all too well that she would have been better off keeping her daughter after her husband's death.

      

      Adolphe listened to her without interruption; and when she had finished speaking, he looked at her with a serious but tender expression, and said:
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