
 
 
 
 
 



Rita


Vivienne



[image: ]


    Published by Good Press, 2022




goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 4066338088499
  


BOOK I.


Table of Contents






CHAPTER I.—THE CHÂTEAU OF RENONÇEUX.


Table of Contents




"Half light, half shade She stood; a sight to make an old man
young."....Tennyson.

THE dusky shade of a green wood.

Golden bars of sunshine are slanting through the trees; the morning
dews gleam from the opening hearts of wild flowers, and on the
spear-like blades of waving grasses. Above stretches the wide, warm
beauty of a cloudless sky—a sky that glows with rose and sapphire as
the dawn touches it with a farewell kiss, and leaves it to the fuller
splendour of the waking day.

The wood stands on a southern hill-side in the fair vine country
of Lorraine. The land is bright with the new-born beauty of
spring—glorious with light, replete with colour wherever the eye
wanders. The young vines have just begun to uncurl their delicate
tendrils; the breath of budding blossoms weighs on every breeze.
Through the corn-fields and bridle-roads there is a delicious, delicate
gleam of tender green, or wondrous flushes of pale pink from the almond
and peach trees. The grasses are crimsoned with tulips; every nook is
sweet with odours of violets, and where the silver light of the winding
river catches the sun's rays, there rises the faint blue vapour of the
morning mists, or the smoke of a barge lazily drifting on the quiet
water, while its owners sleep.

Beyond the wood a broad white road is visible, bordered on either
side by flowering chestnuts, and winding downwards into a valley from
whence it again ascends, and leads on through breadths of corn-land
and fragrant orchards, till it is lost in the distance. In the heart
of the wood where the shadows are deepest a tiny brook runs merrily
along, singing a song of its own to the lilies and forget-me-nots which
grow on its borders; but the lilies are not the only listeners this
fair spring morning, and the shy forget-me-nots, as they peep into the
waters to see their own reflection, behold another vision there to.

A young girl stands by the brook-side, smiling down at the waters
which mirror her own loveliness. Only a girl of some sixteen summers,
bare-headed, poorly clad, but beautiful exceedingly, with that beauty
which no poverty can hide. The slender form owes nothing to the coarse,
ill-fitting garments which may disfigure but cannot conceal its perfect
grace and rounded outlines. The lustrous eyes, and tender poetic face,
are eloquent with thought and feeling; but the loveliness that makes
the face so infinitely witching is something purer and deeper than even
its external perfection—it is the beauty of a lovely soul, a pure and
noble spirit.

She seems in deep thought, as she lingers there in the warm spring
glory of the early day. The light breeze kisses her hair. The birds
overhead sing loud and sweet, but she scarcely heeds them. The musing
languor deepens in her eyes, and some wave of deeper feeling, some
touch of graver thought shadows the innocent calm of the girlish face,
and, while taking nothing from its beauty, gives that beauty a sweeter,
sadder meaning.

"What a picture for an artist!"

These words, uttered just loud enough to reach her ear, startle her
suddenly from her abstraction. Glancing hastily round she observes two
figures on the path beyond, attentively watching her. The hot, swift
colour flies to her cheek as she becomes conscious of their scrutiny,
and as if that scrutiny were in some way offensive to her she turns
hastily away, and unheeding the laughing salutation which follows her
departure, disappears with rapid steps in an opposite direction.

"Too bad, really! Have I frightened her, De Verdreuil?" questions the
younger of the two men who have disturbed her solitude so abruptly.
"But I say what a lovely face to find in these woods of yours! Do you
know who she is?"

"I can't say I do—a paysanne, or cottager's daughter, I suppose. I
have been so long absent from Renonçeux that I can claim no knowledge
of its sylvan divinities. Have you fallen a victim to this new face
already, Legard? You look moon-struck enough. How you do rave about the
beau sexe to be sure! The very sight of a petticoat puts all your
ideas to flight with the exception of one—that of making love to its
owner!"

"True enough!" laughed the other. "But how am I to help it, Raoul? I
was born to adore women—it's my nature. I believe I fell in love with
my nurse at the tender age of three, and since then I have gone on
improving."

"Improving, Gaston!"

"Well, my dear fellow, don't look supercilious over it. I know what a
cynic you are in these matters, but make allowances for others who find
charms in the pursuits you despise."

"Le jeu ne vaut pas la chandelle, in my opinion. Thank goodness
I have no time to waste on women, and less inclination than time.
Flirtations are only for idle fellows like you, Legard!"

"Lucky for me, I say. Love-making is the poetry and essence of
life. Fancy preferring politics to bright eyes, and ministerial
embroglerie to boudoir intrigues. It will be all the worse for you
one day though, mon ami."

"Indeed—and why?" asked his companion, raising his eyebrows with a
faint gesture of disdain.

"Why? Because I never yet knew one of you cold, cynical individuals who
despise or affect to despise women, who did not do one of two things;
worship hopelessly a very cold one, or fall madly in love with a very
bad one. Take my word for it, De Verdreuil, you'll do one or other yet."

"My dear Gaston!" laughed the other; "it is no use arguing about it,
I know, for we should never agree. It seems to me 'a folly's crown of
folly,' if I may venture to use such a parody, for any man to sigh and
languish, and make himself an object of compassion and ridicule to all
beholders for the sake of a woman. Thank God I have never done it, nor
do I mean to begin, if I can help it."

"All very fine to talk," laughed the other. "One of these days, Raoul,
you will find that your heart is not so invulnerable as you imagine.
Even Achilles had his weak point, you know!"

"Of course as you pass your whole existence in love-making, Legard, you
cannot believe that I really mean what I say on the subject. Change,
it pray—there's a good fellow. I promised to show you the finest view
of the château, did I not? Just wait till we turn this point, and then
look at something fairer even than a woman's face—at least, in my
opinion."

An exclamation of involuntary admiration fell from Gaston Legard's
lips, as he obeyed his companion's directions.

They were out of the wood now, and on the summit of the hill which
sloped gradually down to the park and estates of Renonçeux, one of the
oldest and noblest possessions in Lorraine, and belonging to a race old
and famous as itself. At present it was owned by Raoul de Verdreuil,
father of the dark, grave-looking man, who now stood gazing down at his
prospective possessions with mingled pride and admiration. The château,
with its grey towers and sloping terraces, its famous gardens blushing
with roses from end to end, was very old and very beautiful. It looked
tranquil and innocent enough now in the clear soft morning light, but
it had a host of traditions, of blood-stained records, and terrible
deeds surrounding it. Those shady, odorous gardens, full of the murmurs
of birds and bees, and sweet with the fragrance of scented winds, bore
many and mournful memories; had witnessed scenes of guilt, and woe,
and passion; had heard love-tales both reckless and despairing. But
there were no voices to speak of it now, for Nature keeps her secrets
so faithfully and well, that no living mortal ever yet accused her of
confidence betrayed.

Raoul de Verdreuil, whose grave, dark eyes rested with mingled pride
and affection on his beautiful home, was the last of his race; a race
famous for loyal courage, for a lofty, stainless pride in name and
possessions, for dauntless chivalry and unimpeachable honour; yet a
race who had won more fear than love, more admiration than regard.
Kings had known the value of their services, changing dynasties had
felt the terrible influence of their power. The courtly graces and
faultless chivalry of the old régime still lingered round them,
but their ruling passion was pride—a lofty, self-sufficient pride,
that never brooked insult, or forgave dishonour; that held aloof from
the follies, and passions, and failings of the day, more because they
deemed them unworthy of imitation, than that they really despised them.
A pride that had broken many hearts, cursed many lives, and yet was
inherent in each successor.

"Well, was I not right in telling you the view was worth the trouble of
the walk?" said Raoul de Verdreuil, breaking the silence at length, and
turning towards his friend.

"It is splendid—magnificent!" was the reply. "Ah! De Verdreuil, I
am inclined to envy you, indeed. Not only have you won a position
for yourself in the ministerial world, but you have all this wealth
and property in prospect. Truly fortune has smiled upon you to some
purpose!"

"Yes; I have not much to complain of," was the answer.

"And yet I daresay you are not content," said Gaston Legard, laughing.
"I wonder if any of us ever are content with our life, and sphere,
and prospects. I don't believe it. Look at yourself for instance;
instead of living quietly at home or enjoying yourself, without any
trouble, you must needs plunge into all the embroglia of ministerial
life, and worry yourself from morning to night with diplomatic
stratagems which carry you off to all parts of the globe, when you
might be amusing yourself in Paris. How foolish it seems to me!"

"Only because you are differently constituted," said Raoul de
Verdreuil, smiling. "What seems to you delightful and amusing is to
me little else than boredom and ennui. I get so heartily sick of
the intrigues, follies, and scandals of fashionable life, that I am
thankful to fly from it at every opportunity. My ambition lies in
winning fame, in achieving distinction, in tasting the sweets of power,
and ruling, instead of being ruled. Yours, Legard," he added, laughing,
"consists of conquests of which you tire as soon as they are achieved,
and sunning yourself in smiles, whose very sweetness palls upon your
fancy in the space of a month."

"Quite as sensible a proceeding, it seems to me, as that of playing
the part of 'Monkey and roasted Chestnuts' to a Court," was the quick
retort, "in settling petty ministerial squabbles, in flying abroad
at a moment's notice to fulfil impossible instructions, or suavely
endeavouring to pacify countries who quarrel over split hairs. What
pleasure can such a life have? To me it is an incomprehensible mystery."

"I suppose so," was the quiet answer. "Well, we won't pursue the
subject, Legard; as we only seem inclined 'to agree to differ'
respecting it. Shall we go back the way we came, or would you prefer a
change of route?"

"I suppose there's no chance of the 'pretty paysanne' appearing on
the scene again," said Gaston Legard regretfully. "Well, I will trust
to your choice, De Verdreuil, you know more of the locality than I do."

"Come this way, then," said his friend, leading the way down the hill,
and turning into a broad road shaded by large and magnificent trees,
which appeared to run straight in the direction of the château. They
proceeded slowly along, discussing subjects grave or gay at intervals,
but it was evident their minds were of too dissimilar a nature for any
great sympathy to exist between them.

"By the bye, De Verdreuil," remarked Gaston Legard, as they were
nearing the entrance gates, "how do you like the new inmate of
Renonçeux? Your beautiful and juvenile belle-mère; your manner does
not give me the idea of her advent being a pleasant one to you. I
suppose the change was not agreeable?"

A flush rose to the dark, handsome face of Raoul de Verdreuil at this
inquiry, and a strange light gleamed in his eyes, which might have
warned his companion that he was treading on dangerous ground.

"No change could be exactly agreeable that interfered between the close
relationship and complete confidence of my father and myself," he said,
coldly. "However his happiness is above all selfish considerations, and
where it is concerned my own feelings must not interfere."

"I know that very well; your love for your father used to be a byword
among us even in your school days, Raoul; but nevertheless, I should
scarcely think that the sudden introduction of a young and beautiful
woman like the Countess de Verdreuil into your domestic life was quite
welcome to such a woman-hater as yourself. What changes she has made in
Renonçeux already!"

The calm, grave face of the young count grew paler and harder than its
wont at these careless words; it was evident that the discussion was
not a pleasant one to him, though he skilfully evaded any expression of
his real feelings.

"Changes for the better, you must allow, Gaston," he said lightly. "The
old château wanted brightening up, I am sure, and female influence,
however much it interferes with the serious interests of life in my
opinion, is yet a necessary evil sometimes. The place looked quite
dreary and deserted a year ago, and look at it now!"

"It is lively and gay enough, at all events, under the rule of its
present chatelaine," answered the other. "She knows how to make life
enjoyable, does she not, De Verdreuil?"

"According to your views of enjoyment, yes," said Raoul de Verdreuil;
"but you know our opinions differ very widely on that subject."

"And on a good many others, eh, de Verdreuil? Well, we've no more time
for arguments or disagreements either, for here comes your fidus
Achates to meet you. I suppose I'd better beat a retreat, for you two
will be up in the clouds, and raving about celestial chords, and divine
harmonies, and goodness knows what."

"Nonsense," said the other, sharply; "Albert Hoffmann can talk about
other things beside music, Legard. Don't hurry away like that."

As he spoke the object of these remarks came up to them.

He was a young man, apparently about eighteen or nineteen years of age,
but he might have been even less, so fair and boyish was the delicate
face, so slight and almost fragile the figure. Many people looking at
that dreaming brow, those soft, violet eyes, and tender, mobile lips,
called the face "womanish," and womanish perhaps it was in its extreme
beauty of form and colouring. Albert Hoffmann looked what he was—a
poet—a dreamer—an artist whose whole soul was filled with dreams of
some impossible greatness, some beauty and divinity that only vexed the
humanity which vainly strove to shape and clothe it in more material
forms. Of life in its grosser, harsher phases Albert knew scarce
anything. He had been carefully sheltered from all such knowledge by
his guardian, Raoul's father, and he had lived at Renonçeux as long as
he could remember.

A few words will tell his history as he joins Raoul de Verdreuil
and Gaston Legard, and walks with them up to a side entrance of the
château. His father was a German nobleman, who had married a beautiful
singer, a fair dazzling creature of no known parentage, but of great
gifts. They had both died, and the Count de Verdreuil being the chief
and only friend of the Graf von Hoffmann, undertook the sole charge and
care of his infant son, who seemed to have inherited all his mother's
genius and beauty. Albert Hoffman had no remembrance of either of his
parents; he had grown up and associated with scarce any one but Raoul
de Verdreuil and his father—grown up with an artist's soul within his
fragile, delicate form, and a poet's dreams of all things beautiful in
his heart.

He loved Raoul devotedly—worshipped and admired him perhaps all the
more, for the very contrast his splendid physical powers and cultivated
intellect presented to his own fragile strength and dreamy nature. His
constitutional delicacy had interfered in a great measure with his
education, and his nervous dread of public schools had obliged his
guardian to keep him entirely at home. The boy's absorbing passion
was music. Of that his soul was full—of that he dreamt unceasingly.
He would spend hours in the music-room at Renonçeux pouring out the
fancies that filled his brain, wedding the strangest and subtlest of
harmonies into that one perfect whole of beauty and of power which
calls on music for its sole interpreter; proving the strength and force
of his gifts by every trifle that he penned, yet withheld from public
hearing for very diffidence and fear.

He worshipped music with mingled awe and rapture—uncertain of his own
powers, yet conscious of a strength possessing him and leading him
on to dare the wildest difficulties of his art. Longing for praise,
yet dreading discouragement, timid and fearful of his own strength,
yet feeling his heart thrill with divine ideals, and tremble with
ecstatic joy as slowly and surely dawned upon him the almost certain
conviction of his own genius. There was a story for him in the songs of
the birds, in the waving branches of the trees, in the brown brook's
laughing babble, as it chattered over the stones and kissed the blue
forget-me-nots that bordered it. There was a history for him in the
opening blossoms, in the tender buds with the dews shut in their virgin
hearts, in the golden hues of the corn fields, in the flaming scarlet
poppies, in the rich, sweet fragrance of the laden vines. Everything
in Nature touched him and appealed to him, for Art is no Art when it
cannot bow the heart it rules, to love and reverence that one great
Teacher.

Albert had never left Renonçeux; its familial beauty was dear and
sacred to him as the only name he had ever known, and neither his
guardian's nor Raoul's persuasion could ever induce him to accompany
them on any of their visits to Paris. "He was happier at the château,"
he always said, and when they found he was really in earnest they let
him please himself in the matter, and ceased to wonder at, or argue
about his strange fancy.

So years had drifted quietly along; then suddenly came a change
in Renonçeux, for which neither Raoul nor Albert Hoffmann was
prepared. The old Count de Verdreuil, after being twenty years a
widower, suddenly married again; a woman, too, whose extreme youth
and marvellous beauty were apparently her sole attractions, for no
satisfactory account of her birth or antecedents was ever received by
the world. Society shrugged its shoulders and wondered and whispered
many things about the new Countess of Renonçeux, but to no one did
the news of this marriage give such grief and anger as to the proud
and haughty Raoul de Verdreuil. He was absent at the time, but came
hurrying home with swiftest speed at the first news of his father's
marriage.

What passed between them no one ever knew; no whisper of the nature
of that interview ever escaped one or other, but that it had been a
terrible and agitating one was plainly seen. Raoul left the château
immediately afterwards, ostensibly on business of political importance,
but Albert, who received his hurried farewell, saw there was some
strange and forcible reason for this hasty departure.

"God bless you, my friend," he had whispered in hoarse and uncertain
accents, "I am not coming back for another year; it is best so. Look
after my father for me, and don't let him believe ill of me!"

Then he was gone, and Albert Hoffmann in no small wonder and surprise
was left to puzzle over this mysterious conduct on the part of his
friend. At first he thought it must arise from jealousy. He had loved
his father so deeply that he could not bear any one to step between him
and his father's love and confidence. "Yes, that must be the reason,"
thought Albert to himself, "and perhaps in time when the first pain
and jealousy wears off they will be reconciled, and as good friends as
ever."

He did not know that men once estranged by a woman's influence can
never again be quite the same. The world has proved that over and
over again.

A year passed, and then news reached the château that the young
count was coming back to Renonçeux once more, and great joy filled
Albert's heart at the news. There had been changes innumerable since
the installation of the new countess. The reception-rooms had been
altered and redecorated to suit her taste, the gardens laid out in
improved style and on improved system, but she had sense enough to
see that the antique and faultless beauty of the château itself could
be in no way improved by modern art, and so she suffered it to remain
with the severe and time-worn character of its architecture untouched
and undisturbed. But she filled it with guests. She made the most of
her first Parisian season, and having conquered coldness and smiled
down distrust, was pronounced by the World of Fashion to be a success
in her way. She was too beautiful, too bewitching, too full of life,
and joy, and vitality herself to mingle in society and not captivate
it; and when, for the first time since her marriage, she threw open
the long-closed portals of Renonçeux to the élite of the world of
fashion, her invitations were eagerly accepted, and people affected
to forget they had ever styled the lovely Blanche de Verdreuil "a
designing adventuress."

But to return to the trio on the terrace this bright spring morning.
Albert Hoffmann came eagerly up to his friend, and seemed longing yet
hesitating to make some request to him which the presence of Gaston
Legard interfered with. Raoul's quick eyes read the restraint in his
manner immediately, and helped him out of it.

"Excuse me now, Legard," he said, as they reached the broad flight of
steps leading to the entrance; "I am going to the music-gallery till
breakfast time. I promised Albert to hear and see all he has been
doing during my absence. Oh! there comes Beaumarchais; he will be
delighted to have a chat with you, I'm sure;" and nodding gaily in the
direction of the gentleman in question, who was sauntering along with a
cigar in his mouth, Raoul linked his arm carelessly in that of Albert
Hoffmann's, and entered the château with him.
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"There was an aged monarch;


His heart was sad; his head was grey;


This poor and aged monarch


A young wife married one day."

....Heine.

"WHAT was it you wanted, Albert?" Raoul de Verdreuil asked this
question as he stood in the music-room beside his friend.

"Nothing very particular, Raoul, only——" and the boyish face flushed
suddenly with shame, and pride, and pleasure, "only I have written an
opera at last. It is quite finished now, and I thought if you would not
mind asking the countess for me, that we might have it performed here
at Renonçeux. It is only in three acts, and we could do without scenery
even, or get it from Paris. You know the theatre she has had built
would do admirably, and she sings so well and acts so well herself
that I am sure we could manage it. I want to hear how it sounds. If it
pleases me I might get it done in Paris afterwards; don't you think so,
Raoul?"

"Why, how ambitious you have become, all of a sudden," laughed his
friend, gazing fondly down at the flushed, eager face, as he spoke.
"A year ago we could hardly get you to acknowledge even what you had
composed, and now you want to challenge public opinion on it. What has
created such a change in that bashful mind of yours?"

"Please don't laugh at me, Raoul," pleaded the sweet, boyish voice; "I
am in earnest about this, but I don't like to ask the countess myself;
she is very kind and sympathetic, and often comes here and makes me
play to her, but I have not courage to proffer this request for all
that. Will you do it?"

"If you wish it, yes," said Raoul, his face darkening slightly as he
spoke, as though the mission entrusted to him was not an agreeable one.
"But I would much rather not. The Countess de Verdreuil and myself
are not the best of friends, and I scarcely think a request of mine
will carry much weight. However, I will try my best. You know there is
little or nothing I can refuse you!"

"Indeed, you are only too good to me always, Raoul," said Albert
Hoffmann earnestly; "but tell me why are you so averse to the countess?
she seems so interested in you, she talks so much about you, and yet
you are so cold and indifferent, and appear to me to dislike her so
much. Why is it, Raoul? Did you know her before she married your
father? Is there any real reason for your antipathy?"

"Those are questions I do not care to answer," said Raoul de Verdreuil
coldly. "I did know the countess before she married, and that knowledge
was sufficient to make me feel certain she was no fit wife for my
father. He married her in a moment of deepest infatuation, and when I
found the step was irrevocably taken I knew it was no use to rake up
the bitterness of the past. But this I know, in Blanche de Verdreuil's
life there is a secret, and the women of our race have ever brought
unsullied hearts and natures to the lords of Renonçeux. I said some
such words as these to my father when I first heard of his strange
and sudden marriage, and the result was that we came about as near
to quarrelling irrevocably as ever two men, fiery, and proud, and
self-willed, could come. I have not forgiven yet the woman who came
between me and my father's love; the woman who first caused us to part
in anger. True, we are reconciled again, but there is a restraint
between us now. The old perfect confidence has given place to reserve.
The first seeds of estrangement have been sown, and the harvest may
be a plentiful one for aught I know. Women are born mischief-makers I
verily believe."

A look of distress crossed Albert Hoffmann's face as he listened to
these words.

"I am so sorry, Raoul, for your sake," he said gently, "but perhaps you
are mistaken about the countess. She is so gentle and winning, and your
father is so devoted to her, that I cannot help thinking the step he
has taken is for his own happiness. He looks ten years younger since he
married."

"Yes, it is all very well now," said Raoul, turning to the window
impatiently; "but will it last? That is the question arising constantly
in my mind; the question I cannot answer."

"Let us hope it will last, Raoul," said the quiet voice of the
boy artist who, living in his own world of dreams and fancies, could
scarcely comprehend the vexed and troubled questions of grave duties,
sterner truths, the whole wonderful and contradictory elements of human
life around him.

"Now I fear I have made you melancholy, Albert," said Raoul de
Verdreuil, after a moment's silence, during which his thoughts had not
been pleasant ones, to judge from his face. "I forget sometimes what
a veritable tyro you are in the ways of the world. Banish that grave
face now, and go and play to me; your music will soothe me better than
anything, and effectually drive away my ill-humour."

Albert obeyed immediately; his friend's slightest wish was ever law
to him. In truth it was no common friendship that bound these two
apparently dissimilar characters; for the timid, trustful, clinging
nature of Albert Hoffmann needed the support and sympathy of a stronger
nature, and had found it in Raoul de Verdreuil, and by force of that
very contrast which so often marks the friendship of men and women,
so in like manner, the firm, self-reliant, and proud heart of the one
found a strange peace and content in the innocent love and inalienable
devotion of the other. Raoul de Verdreuil was Albert's beau idéal
of manly perfection. His very coldness and hauteur, his steadfast
will, his unrestrained ambitions, and his pride of race and heritage
were all virtues in the eyes of his friend; for to him he was never
cold; never negligent; never proud. The most perfect confidence and
sympathy existed between them; the sympathy of mutual comprehension, of
exhaustless tenderness, of boundless trust; and though their friendship
was not one that proclaimed itself to all eyes and ears as women's
friendships so often do, yet it lived in their hearts and spoke in
their lives, and was to each a sure and living reality that needed few
words, that was rather felt than seen.

Obedient to Raoul's wish Albert Hoffmann turned now to the organ, and
the melody of his own creation rolled out in waves of richest sound in
the stillness of the early day. His friend stood silent beside him,
listening to the deep-drawn, melodious chords, solemn as a cathedral
chant, tender as a dream of youth, pure as the inspiration of a poet.
The lingering harmonies grew sadder and more plaintive; the artist gave
the rein to fancy, and let his hands interpret his thoughts as they
would, and Raoul's eyes rested musingly and regretfully on the player.

The light from the stained glass windows cast strange shadows on the
oaken floor, and fell across the ivory keys of the organ. Now and then
a lingering sunbeam touched the bent head and loose, golden curls of
the young artist, and still he played on and on, forgetful of all other
presence; while the thoughtful beauty of his face grew rapt and bright,
and the dreamful, far-off look in his eyes made Raoul's heart ache with
strange and sudden pain. It seemed as if the unearthly beauty of the
boy's young face struck him with fear and foreboding in that moment. So
might the angels look in the courts of glory above, but so does never a
human face look unless the seal of another Life is set upon its beauty.

An hour later Raoul de Verdreuil was seated in the breakfast-room of
the château. The room was filled with guests; the table glittered with
crystal and silver, and the sunlight sparkled on rare fruits and costly
dainties, on dishes and wines that would have tempted even the most
exingéant of epicures.

Through the open windows the scents of the rose-gardens below stole in
with soft and subtle odours and golden rays of light flitted ever and
anon through the lace and azure hangings, to rest on women's faces, and
linger on tresses sunny as the summer sunshine itself.

There was one woman there whose beauty was so rare and perfect that
it made her shine out among the groups around as something too
exquisite for rivalry. She was Blanche, Countess de Verdreuil, wife
of the handsome, white-haired man beside her, who bore his threescore
years so lightly and gracefully still. He and Raoul were very like
each other—the same dark, haughty face reminding one of Vandyck's
portraits, the same grave, proud eyes, and broad, thoughtful brow had
descended from father to son. Both were eminently handsome men, worthy
of the race from which they sprung; the race whose boast had ever been,
"Their women were always lovely, their men always great."

The old count's infatuation for his young wife had become a byword
among his friends and acquaintances, and her loveliness was a potent
spell sufficient in itself to account for the rapt and unalienable
devotion she received. She was very fair—too fair to be of southern
origin, with great lustrous eyes, and hair that seemed to have caught
its hue from the sunlight and kept it evermore. Her lips were lovely;
laughing, child-like, scarlet as carnation buds; lips that whether
parted in smiles, or closed in gravity, were always full of charm.

In fact, Blanche de Verdreuil was that most enchanting, and dangerous
creation—a perfectly beautiful woman. Figure, face—both were types of
feminine loveliness, faultless in their way. If the perfect face was
trained to each expression, if the eyes wanted depth and sincerity,
if the lovely, child-like lips wore that seemingly innocent smile, a
trifle too often for it to be quite genuine, none noticed it, save and
except—Raoul de Verdreuil.

To him—a man well skilled in reading natures, to him who thinks men's
hearts and passions are instruments for his skilful hands to play upon
as he will—this woman's shallow, selfish nature bears the stain of
that one vice he abhors,—deceit. He knows it, and she knows that
he does; that to him her witcheries, and airy graces, and matchless
coquetry, are all a sham. There is no ring of true metal in the base
coins she proffers; artifice is her real charm; her beauty and her
nature are alike, shallow and soulless. Perhaps of all the men who have
been blinded by her charms and led captive by her coquetries, Raoul de
Verdreuil is the only one who read her nature too thoroughly ever to
be deceived by it. In the black gulf of years long past—years that
Blanche de Verdreuil never thinks of now without a shudder as of some
nameless fear—she learnt her own powerlessness to charm this one man
to love or believe in her.

The secret of those years lies between them, unknown to any save
themselves, and it is one destined to work terrible havoc in the time
to come.

Raoul de Verdreuil was right when he told Albert Hoffmann of his fears
for the future, since this fair, radiant creature had become the
mistress of his home, but those fears would have been doubly terrible
could he have foreseen what lay in this woman's power, or read the
treachery of her heart.

With all her beauty, with all her witchery and grace, Blanche de
Verdreuil is a woman who will prove a subtle antagonist, a dangerous
foe.

She is relentless and vindictive; she has neither the generosity to
forgive or foreget the slightest offence against her own supreme beauty
and self-love. She has her own schemes to work even now, and a storm
is already hovering on the horizon of that home life at Renonçeux—a
storm that will work a deadly, fearful havoc over more than one of its
inmates when it bursts.

But there is no sign of it yet, no omen of its ruin, and fury, and
despair on the radiant face of the lovely châtelaine of Renonçeux, in
the adoring worship of her husband's eyes as they rest on her ever and
always from amidst the many other beautiful women she rivals, as the
sun outrivals the stars; in the grave, impassive features of Raoul de
Verdreuil sitting there by Albert Hoffmann's side, with never a smile
upon his lips at the gay jests and idle words that fall upon his ear.
But he looks up suddenly at last as Blanche de Verdreuil's clear, sweet
voice exclaims gaily,—

"A forest divinity, Monsieur Legard! Who can it be? I thought I knew
most of the fair paysannes around, but I can call to remembrance
none worthy of such an enthusiastic description as yours."

"Oh, Gaston is romancing as usual," said a beautiful brunette, Madame
de Villeroi by name, and cousin to Gaston Legard. "He is always
lighting upon some rara avis, you know, who generally proves the
very reverse of what we were led to expect."

"I am not romancing in this instance, however," said Monsieur Legard.
"Ask De Verdreuil if I am not right in what I said? Raoul, was not the
maiden we frightened from her forest retreat this morning as lovely as
any nymph of classic lore?"

"She was very beautiful, I allow," said Raoul coldly, "but we had so
little time to judge that I could not undertake to catalogue her charms
as you have done!"

"There! did I not say he was romancing?" cried Madame de Villeroi,
flashing her beautiful eyes triumphantly on her cousin's face. "How
could you tell what she was like, Gaston, when Monsieur de Verdreuil,
who had the same time and opportunity for judging, declares his
inability to do so. Was she fair or dark, Monsieur de Verdreuil?"

"I really cannot say," said Raoul, with a faint smile. "Fair, I
think."

"Wrong!" exclaimed Gaston Legard; "she was dark; at least her hair
looked like a mixture of bronze and gold in the sunlight, but her eyes
were dark—dark as night. What is the use of asking De Verdreuil about
a woman, he never knows what they're like. I suppose he would describe
Madame la Comtesse as dark, if any one asked him. I never saw any one
so ignorant and so indifferent on all matters appertaining to your
adorable sex, madame" (with a slight bow to the Countess de Verdreuil),
"as Raoul is. But, as I told him this morning, it will be all the worse
for him one day."

A general laugh followed this remark. Raoul de Verdreuil's coldness
and indifference towards women were, indeed, proverbial, and many a
beautiful and, as she deemed, irresistible member of the beau sexe
had used all her powers of fascination in vain to chain him to her
side—to win something warmer than that calm, perfect courtesy which
never changed, and was as faultless as it was cold.

No wonder women called him heartless, for no loveliness had ever
charmed him to warmth and passion; no eyes lulled him to forgetfulness
of his own aims, his own ambitions; no lips wooed him to the brief
delirium of love. His indifference was borne of real, not pretended
coldness; was no cynical affectation of disdain, but simply the very
thing it appeared. Love was to him an empty sound—a meaningless jest;
a passion, that lived in men's words—not ruled their hearts; a name
that he greeted with that superb disdain which only strong natures feel
for the weakness of their fellow-men.

He smiled at those words of Gaston Legard's—a smile, that illuminated
his dark, haughty features, without softening or warming their
passionless repose.

"All the worse for me one day," he answered, echoing Legard's last
words. "By the time that indefinite period arrives, Gaston, I hope I
shall be able to combat its dangers. I am undergoing my novitiate under
good tuition."

"Indeed, whose is that?" asked his friend eagerly. "Didn't you, just
this morning, declare that you were never in love in your life, and
never wished to be, and——"

"Oh hush, pray!" interrupted Raoul, laughing. "Don't betray my
confidence so rashly; a nice fellow you are to be Father Confessor, I
must say. What I told you though is quite true, and if you want to know
the secret of my invincibility, as you call it, it lies in disbelief
and indifference—two potent charms, are they not, madame?"

The latter portion of his sentence had been spoken so low that only
Blanche de Verdreuil heard it. She looked hastily up at the young
count's face, but meeting only that look of quiet amusement in his
eyes, turned hastily away, and said, as if to hide her momentary
embarrassment, "I think I must try and find out who this wonderful
beauty is."

"For what purpose?" asked Raoul de Verdreuil suddenly. "Let her rest
in her own sphere, madame, and keep that greatest of all earth's
blessings, which the poor alone seem able to retain—content."

"Don't get epigrammatic, for goodness sake, Raoul," laughed Gaston
Legard; "there's a season for all things you know, and none of us want
to think seriously so early in the morning, I'm quite sure. By the
way, Madame," he continued, turning to Blanche de Verdreuil, "did you
not propose we should ride to the ruined abbey of St. Marguerite this
morning? I think it is time the horses were ordered, if we mean to do
it."

"Certainly," said the countess, looking intensely relieved at the
change of subject. "Raoul, will you give the orders while we make our
toilettes? I suppose you won't care to join us."

"Why not?" he said, in his most negligent, indifferent tone. "If one
is bound to be idle, you know, one may as well be idle in company,
and as I am taking a holiday from work I may as well take my fill of
pleasure. What horse shall I order for you, madame, 'La Belle Etoile?'"

"No. I shall ride Estelle!" said the countess, rising from her seat.

"My dear Blanche," interposed her husband, "pray don't ride that
chestnut again. It makes me quite nervous to think of your attempting
it; remember the last time, and how nearly she threw you."

"Oh! I am not afraid," was the laughing answer. "There are few horses I
cannot master if I choose."

"It will be great folly for you to attempt it, I think," said Raoul de
Verdreuil quietly. "Estelle is not fit for a lady to ride. She is the
wildest mare in the stables."

"Nevertheless, I mean to ride her," was the answer, given haughtily
and coldly, while the flush deepened on the delicate cheek of Blanche
de Verdreuil; and without another word she swept out of the room, with
the graceful, swaying step so peculiarly her own. In vain her husband
followed to entreat her to change her determination, she was firm and
resolute, and declared her complete ability to master any horse she
chose to ride, and the Count de Verdreuil, finding all remonstrance
useless, could only beseech his son, who was a skilful and admirable
horseman, to keep near the wilful beauty, and look after Estelle if she
appeared inclined to show any mischief.

The mission seemed by no means a pleasant one to Raoul, for his face
looked darker and graver than ever as he sauntered up and down the
terrace waiting for the horses to appear.

"Are you coming, Albert?" he asked, stopping before the window of the
library, and seeing his friend there watching him.

"No. I don't care for riding, you know, and besides I have some work to
finish. The morning is the only time I can find now, since we are so
gay at Renonçeux."

"But, my dear boy," said Raoul gently, "you work too hard, it seems
to me. You are much too pale and thin for my liking. Do leave off
composing for once, and come for a long ride. It will do you all the
good in the world, and give you fresh inspiration too."

Albert Hoffman shook his head with a faint smile of disbelief.

"Don't tempt me, Raoul," he answered. "I know what I have to do, and
I must do it. Life is short enough for art as it is. I do not care
to waste an unnecessary moment. Ah! here come the riders. Raoul," he
whispered, leaning forward so as to be nearer his friend, "you won't
forget what I asked you, will you? about the opera, you know."

"I shall not forget," said Raoul quietly, his eyes wandering to the
exquisite figure of Blanche de Verdreuil, as she came slowly towards
them, in the full radiance of the sunlight. "Good-bye, mon cher, and
don't overwork yourself, if only to please me."

The boyish face flushed all over with pleasure at those words.

"Rest assured of that," he said earnestly. Then he retreated from the
window, and Raoul de Verdreuil turned slowly away to meet the countess.

"The horses are here, madame," he said, as he joined her. "Shall I
assist you?"

"If you will," she answered, glancing at him in some surprise;
his offers of courtesy were not very frequent. "But I thought you
disapproved too much of my resolution to further or assist it in any
way?"

"I do disapprove of it," said Raoul coldly, "but for all that I am
going to help you in your evident determination to break your neck. As
I cannot defeat your purpose, I may as well aid you in the first step
towards it."

"What a pleasant speech!" laughed the countess merrily. "Really,
monsieur, you must study the art of making yourself disagreeable,
I think. That speech of yours at the breakfast table has mortally
offended all the ladies here—they will never forgive it."

"I am very sorry, I am sure; I know by experience that truth is the
one thing tabooed in polite circles. Bring that with you and you can
count your enemies by the score immediately. I have unfortunately not
yet managed to do without that unpleasant companion who has such an
awkward knack of intruding when not desirable. Hence my reputation as a
disagreeable man."

"A diplomat and truthful!" exclaimed Blanche, shrugging her
shoulders with a gesture of incredulity. "Nay, monsieur; that is an
anomaly I cannot believe in. Say rather, you make truth serve your
purpose only when it suits you to hurt other people's feelings. Ah!
here is Estelle. Now mount me, please. It is time we were off, for it
is a long ride to St. Marguerite's Abbey."




CHAPTER III.—WHAT "HAS BEEN."
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"She look'd so lovely as she sway'd


The rein with dainty finger tips.


A man had given all other bliss


And all his worldly wealth for this—


To waste his whole heart in one kiss


Upon her perfect lips."

....Tennyson.

OVER the mosses of the forest path Raoul de Verdreuil rode by the side
of the Countess of Renonçeux. Through the leafy boughs stray sunbeams
fell across her face, from which all the smiles and mirth had died
away, leaving it grave, and anxious, and disturbed. The riding party
had fallen into pairs as if by one consent, and none had disputed
Raoul's claim as he took his place by Blanche de Verdreuil's side.

For some moments a total silence reigned between them, but the gloom
deepened in Raoul's eyes, and the firm, grave lips were compressed as
if with some determination—not pleasant, but still unalterable.

One swift glance from Blanche de Verdreuil's eyes read the expression
of his whole face in an instant, and her cheek paled slightly as if
with some fear she only breathed to her own heart. She knew that of
all men she had met in the world, and with whom she had played at
love-making in the ordinary course of events, none would have ridden by
her side as Raoul did now, neither heeding nor admiring the dazzling
beauty whose power she had long deemed invincible; neither lifting his
eyes to meet her own, nor seeking to awaken her interest with words and
courteous speech.

Blanche de Verdreuil was a thorough coquette, a woman who had studied
the weakness, the foibles, the passions of men so well that she
could adapt herself to each nature it pleased her to conquer. There
was no womanly charm, no feminine grace she could not counterfeit
most perfectly. The sweet voice could thrill, and sink to tenderest
sympathy. The beautiful eyes could darken with earnest feelings, or
sparkle with brightest mirth, or veil themselves beneath their fringing
lashes to suit every sentiment and feeling she chose to simulate. She
had a passionate belief in, and supreme love for, herself. She loved to
think herself invincible; to rouse passions in others she could never
feel, but which were the sole gratification her vanity craved, the
insignia of her sovereignty—the very crown and sceptre of her kingdom.

But in one instance her arts had been useless because they were
arts. Her schemes had been faulty, her beauty valueless; nay more,
those schemes had recoiled on her own head, and inasmuch as they had
been powerless to win the love for which she longed, had yet taught her
the weakness of her own heart, which, waking at last from its selfish
slumbers, had thrilled and burned with the reckless, unavailing passion
she had so often kindled in the hearts of others.

In the hour that taught her one man's power, Blanche de Verdreuil
first learned the full extent of woman's weakness; learnt it too when
reckless of consequences, mad with despair, she had forgotten all
womanly scruples, all womanly shame, and cast down her heart at the
feet of a man who had not spurned, but simply and coldly declined the
gift; had scarcely even cared to veil from her eyes the amused scorn,
the half-concealed contempt he felt for the reckless self-betrayal,
which coming from a woman was, in his eyes, inexcusable.

And so taking her wounded pride, her broken vanity, her aching
undisciplined heart back to herself again, Blanche de Verdreuil had
vowed that her life should be spent henceforth for one purpose,
dedicated to one end—revenge; and fate playing into her hands, as it
often does play into the hands of those who give themselves over to
evil, sent across her path the father of the very man who had scorned
and rejected her. Her decision was soon made. Her victim in this
instance brought an old man's adoring faith and passionate belief, and
boundless love to this beautiful woman's feet, and became her slave as
blindly, as willingly, as she could have wished. All she told him as to
herself, her life, her antecedents, he never questioned, never doubted.
His first marriage had been of ambition, not of love; and twenty years
of a wifeless, solitary life had left his heart still fresh and young
despite his years. The love this woman kindled there burnt up like
a devouring flame all thoughts of prudence, all demands of rank and
honour. His passion blinded him, and its overmastering power swept all
doubts and scruples away with swift increasing force. He married her
and brought her to his home; that home where all the women had been
noble, and pure, and true, where no stain of dishonour rested even
amidst reckless passions, and faithful loves, and terrible temptations;
brought her there to worship, and adore, and believe in her from that
day forward, till the faithful, loyal heart she had won so securely had
ceased to beat for life and love; had gone to learn in another world
the secret she had guarded so well in this.

"You are very silent this morning, madame," said Raoul de Verdreuil at
last, as he glanced at the beautiful face beside him.

"I might say the same of you," answered Blanche with a faint, nervous
laugh. "May I ask to what I owe the unusual honour of your escort?"

"I promised my father to look after you," was the reply given coldly
and indifferently. "He does not consider Estelle trustworthy."

Blanche de Verdreuil's lips curled somewhat scornfully.

"Any one else could perform that service equally well," she said;
"but since I have the unusual pleasure of your company, Monsieur de
Verdreuil, permit me to ask if you have altered the determination you
expressed on the occasion of your last visit to Renonçeux?"

Raoul's face grew dark with anger at these words.

"I have not altered it. I repeat what I said then; the position you
have gained here has been gained by treachery and deceit. For my
father's sake I tolerate your presence and respect the secret of your
real antecedents; but Renonçeux can no longer be my home while shared
by you."

The hot blood dyed Blanche de Verdreuil's face as she listened.

"You still keep your old art of wounding, to perfection," she said
passionately. "Ah, monsieur, the world speaks truly when it says you
have neither pity nor love, nor even compassion for either man or
woman. You have come to Renonçeux for one purpose only—to wound and
torture me. I hear it in your words, I read it in your looks; it sounds
in the veiled meaning, the cruel satire of every speech I hear from
your lips!"

"Don't get excited, pray. You are frightening Estelle," interrupted the
cool, tranquil voice of Raoul. "My object in coming to Renonçeux really
does not deserve such abuse as you give it. I never war with women; I
don't consider they are worth the trouble; but all the same, madame,
Blanche Lecroix has no title to her present position, and she knows
it; and it is small wonder that I—knowing it also—should scarce feel
courteously disposed towards one so unworthy of the name and place of
my dead mother."

"Oh, hush!" cried Blanche, her very lips growing white at his words.
"For pity's sake forget that name, and all belonging to that time.
The past is over and done with, how can it benefit you to rake up its
memories again? You tried it once when you appealed to your father to
annul our marriage; you know his answer; and I," she added, slowly and
softly, "know my power. You had better let it be peace between us,
monsieur."

He laughed again: a chill, merciless laugh which made her shiver at the
sound.

"Do you really suppose," he said quietly, "that I shall enter into any
compact with you? That, knowing what I know, suspecting what I do, I
fear to measure weapons with you, or dread your influence, great as it
may appear at present? You know very little of me, madame, to imagine
such a thing. I am not given to softness or weakness as a rule, but
what little I possess can never plead your cause, should it ever be
in my power to make you answer for the shame and loathing which has
filled my heart ever since I knew who it was my father had chosen
as his wife. And now——" he paused a moment as if to curb the anger
raging in his heart,—"now even, I might excuse you, did I think you
really cherished and valued that wealth of love, that adoring trust,
that boundless faith lavished upon you; could I think that any pure or
womanly motive had prompted your marriage with my father. But I know it
is not so. I know that ambition, vanity, selfishness, perchance motives
even worse, alone influenced your choice; and looking at the Future by
the light of the Past, I feel my heart ache with forebodings. I know
that for once my home and race are in danger of what has never yet
darkened the one, or sullied the other—dishonour!"

Blanche de Verdreuil raised her head with proud contempt, and her lip
curled with intense scorn.

"I wonder you dare say such words to me," she said, her voice trembling
with passion. "Were you so blameless in those days we know of,
monsieur? Has the white flower of virtue been so entirely yours, that
you should blame a woman for succumbing to such a temptation as your
father's love was to me? You know what my life was, you say; is it
then so wonderful that I should welcome any change, especially a change
that promised to raise me from the degradation, the misery, the despair
of such a life? Why should I have raised barriers in the very face of
the peace and safety I had craved for so long? Why——"

"Why, in short, should you have been for once honest and unselfish,"
interrupted Raoul: "two virtues rarely found in women. No, I suppose
it was not to be expected of you, madame. Loyalty and courage are not
feminine qualities, at least as far as my experience goes; you were
only true to the instincts of your sex after all. You thought it no
shame to hide the sins and follies of the past behind the safe and
sheltering love of a man's great trusting heart, beneath the honour of
his name, the social distinction of his rank and wealth; and he—he
believes you disinterested in your choice. Truly, the world may well
say 'Love is blind;' a surer instance than this was never found of the
truth of that proverb."

"How you must hate me!" she cried passionately, as the last of those
cold, merciless words fell on her ear. "Oh, Raoul whose fault is it
that I made this choice? who——"

"I think you had better not say any more," he interrupted, with a
sudden flush upon his dark, grave face, a strange light in his eyes,
as they rested on the beautiful, agitated woman before him. "There are
some things a man cannot well hear, even from a woman; and you know,"
he added more gently, "the fault was not mine, say what you will; even
if it were, I hold to my old creed; a woman who marries without love,
who brings to her husband a heart whose histories are sealed from his
knowledge, is a woman not worthy of his love, his home, his confidence."

"What an old-world, impossible creed that is!" laughed Blanche de
Verdreuil scoffingly; "look at the society around you, the world you
live in, and ask is such a doctrine possible. Does it exist in one
marriage you have witnessed? The very social laws of France are against
it."

"That may be," was the quiet answer. "I know it sounds absurd and
impossible to women, because it would so materially affect their
interests. I believe that goes before everything with them, does it
not? Hearts are a mere secondary consideration."

"Not always," she said in the same tone; "but if you are going to wait
till you find a woman who comes up to the standard you have described,
I fear you will never find one worthy the inestimable honour of
becoming your wife."

"Very probable, indeed. But yet there are such women in the world. You
look incredulous. Well, it is only natural you should; I suppose you
cannot understand the type of womanhood from among whom I might seek,
yes, and find one capable of a disinterested marriage."

She flushed hotly at the speech. She knew its severity was well merited.

"You are a model of courtesy, I must say. I wonder all women——"

"Don't hate me?" he questioned as she hesitated. "Well, so do I
sometimes. But it matters little whether they do or not. Take care,
madame!" he cried, as the countess's horse suddenly swerved and reared,
"Estelle is getting decidedly impatient of this quiet pace."

"And so am I," exclaimed Blanche de Verdreuil, with a bright, defiant
smile. "I want a good stretching gallop to shake off the effects of our
conversation."

"You should have had a curb for that mare," continued Raoul, somewhat
uneasily. "I don't like her looks at all."

"Chut!" cried Blanche lightly. "There is nothing to fear from her.
I am not afraid. There was never a horse yet I feared to mount. Now,
monsieur, I shall join the others. Our tête-à-tête has lasted long
enough. I don't suppose either of us will regret its termination. You
are sure," she continued more earnestly, as she reined in her horse for
a moment, despite its impatience, "you are sure it is to be war—not
peace? I will never ask it again after to-day, Raoul."

As she spoke his name she looked up at his face with real anxiety
shadowing her eyes; but his own never softened, even as they took in
the living, exquisite loveliness of this woman he counted as a foe.

"Peace between us," he said bitterly. "Is it possible? Is my memory
of the past too faithful when I say I cannot promise it? I will make no
compact with—you."

Her face blanched beneath the quiet scorn of his words, but her eyes
gleamed with a fierce, unsparing hate under the long, sweeping fringe
of their lashes, and her mouth compressed tightly as if to keep back
the fury of her unspoken wrath.

"Be it so," she said at length, her voice chill and passionless as his
own! "Yours is the decision; yours be also the result. Only remember—I
never spare."

Ere he could speak, she raised her whip, and struck the chestnut
impatiently with it, forgetful of the warnings she had received. The
animal started, reared, then dashed suddenly forward; the rider was
unprepared for the sudden demand upon her nerve and coolness, and in
another instant Estelle was tearing along the narrow road with the bit
between her teeth, totally unmanageable.




CHAPTER IV.—THERE IS SWEET MUSIC HERE.
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"There is sweet music here that softer falls


Than petals from blown roses on the grass."

....Tennyson.

THE notes of the organ were pealing through the music-gallery at
Renonçeux.

From the gardens below the faint, soft breeze, laden with fragrance,
swept softly in at the open window. All the drowsy, sunlit silence was
full of odours of flowers. The terraces were deserted, and the rose
aisles were left to the bees and butterflies in the stillness and hush
of the hot noontide hour.

The music thrilled and quivered in the silence, as if it were some
living voice tremulous with passion, weighted with joy akin to pain
in its depth, and fervour, and happiness. It haunted the stillness
without and within; it fell on the ear of a girl lingering in the
picture-gallery beyond those heavy velvet portières; a girl standing
awed, entranced, with parted lips and great, dark, changing eyes,
and a faint scarlet bloom on her cheeks that came and went with the
breathless agitation of the moment. Involuntarily she moved nearer and
nearer those doors whence came the magic of that wonderful melody.
Stirred and moved but by one impulse—to be nearer it.

A light touch and the doors opened, and she stood within the shadowy
room, trembling at her own temerity, yet incapable of retreat. The
light from the stained glass windows fell on the gilded pipes of the
organ, and on the head of the player whose back was towards her, and
who was quite unconscious of her presence. The great melodious waves
of sound filled the room with their wonderful power, and he, wrapped
in the vague, enchanting dreams that music always brought him, never
heeded the shadow that fell across the sunlight, the soft footstep
crossing the oaken floor—never thought for a moment that he was not
alone.

The rich harmonies suddenly grew soft and subdued; a few weird, solemn
minor chords changed the whole character of the music. No longer glad
and triumphant, but sweet, and sad, and mournful, it thrilled out its
tender melody; and the face of the player was very grave, and the face
of the listener very pale. The last notes died away in the stillness,
the white, fragile hands left the keys, and then—suddenly—a
deep-drawn sigh that was almost a sob fell on his ear, and turning
hastily round he saw a figure leaning against the embrasure of one of
the windows—a woman's figure half revealed, half indistinct in the
shadows where she lingered so timidly. When she saw she was observed
she came hurriedly forward.

"You will think me very bold, monsieur," she said, blushing deeply; "I
had no right to intrude here; but I was in the gallery adjoining, and I
heard you playing. I listened till I could not resist coming in here.
It is so long since I heard music like yours. It took me back to the
old days, and the old life—and I forgot all else, monsieur." Her voice
seemed to Albert Hoffmann as the low chime of silver bells. The faint
foreign accent lingering in its tones was inexpressibly charming.

"Do not apologize any more, mademoiselle," he said, wondering who this
girl could be, with her wonderful beauty, her graceful speech, her shy,
half-bashful air. "I am sure you were perfectly welcome to listen as
long as you pleased. Are you," he hesitated slightly—"are you staying
at the château?"

She looked at him with great, astonished eyes, as if she thought he
spoke in mockery.

"I, monsieur?" she exclaimed, glancing involuntarily down at her shabby
garments, and the thick dusty boots covering her dainty feet; "no; how
could any one in my station be a guest at Renonçeux? I only came over
with gran'mère to-day, and while she stayed to chat with her nephew,
the chef de cuisine here, the housekeeper gave me leave to look at
the pictures, as all the visitors were away. That is how I heard you
playing, monsieur!"

"Are you very fond of music then?" inquired Albert, thinking what a
picture she made, with the crimson and violet hues of the stained glass
weaving out a fanciful robe for her graceful figure, and the rippling
masses of her half-bright, half-dusk hair glistening in the rays of the
sunlight.

"I love it," she said quietly, though her eyes shone and flashed with a
wonderful eager light. "I have always loved it since my childhood."

"I wonder who she can be," thought Albert, more and more puzzled every
moment, and feeling half embarrassed by her presence. He was always shy
with women.

"Is this the first time you have come to Renonçeux?" he said presently.

"Yes," she answered; "I have not lived here long. My home is in that
little cottage just off the high road and beyond the wood. I live there
with Gran'mère Beauvoir."

"Have you no parents of your own, then?"

"No," she said sadly. "Gran'mère has adopted me, but I have no claim
upon her except my friendlessness."

She ceased abruptly, and Albert longed to hear again that rich, sweet
voice, whose music lingered in his heart like a sense of new-born joy.

Yet he scarcely liked to question her about herself. She seemed at once
so shy, so proud, so full of womanly dignity and girlish frankness.

The poverty and coarseness of her dress only seemed to display the
grace of her figure to fuller advantage. She had the tall, slender,
voluptuous form of the south; the dreamy, passionate eyes; the soft,
mournful smile, the broad, thoughtful brow we see in an Italian face;
but the fairness of the skin betrayed some other origin also, and gave
a rarer charm to the dark eyes, the dusky gold-flecked hair.

"You are not French, mademoiselle, I see," said Albert, presently;
"your accent betrays that."

"Oh, no," she answered quickly; "Italy is my birthplace. But it would
be hard to decide what I am," she continued, with a faint smile. "My
father was French, I believe, my mother of English extraction, though
born in Italy like myself. It is little enough I know about either of
them."

"Are they not living now?" said Albert, so gently, so sympathizingly,
that it robbed the question of anything like curiosity.

"No," she said sadly; "my mother died shortly after I was born; my
father I know nothing of."

Albert was silent.

Those few words spoke a whole history; it might be of shame, it might
be of error; but whichever it was, the pure dawning life of the young
girl before him was shadowed by that nameless sorrow.

She vaguely understood its meaning; the simple history she had told
the young artist was the only history she knew; all else had been kept
from her by the love and watchfulness of the only friend she possessed
in the world, the old faithful peasant-woman, her foster-mother Manon
Beauvoir; and the nameless, motherless child, had grown up to womanhood
with the proud instincts, and the vague longings of a high-born, lofty
nature, yet with only poverty and friendlessness for her portion, and
the unproven error of her dead mother's past for her heritage.

"I lived in Italy for many years," she said presently. "In Bologna,
in Pisa, in Florence. Gran'mère was very poor, but we managed to live
comfortably: somehow one needs so little in Italy. I was very happy. I
learnt all I could. Gran'mère managed that I should be educated, and I
was always fond of reading; and the good sisters at the convent where
she worked taught me as much as they could. But still I fear I am very
ignorant."

"And your name?" asked Albert presently, as she paused.

"Vivienne St. Maurice. It was my mother's name. After her death, my
father told Gran'mère that he was going away for a few weeks on a
journey; that she was to take charge of me until his return; and he
left her money enough for all necessaries during his absence. From that
day he never returned. Gran'mère heard no more of him. Whether he is
living or dead she does not know to this day. But pardon me, monsieur;
I am wearying you with my foolish confidences."

"Indeed, no," said Albert eagerly, "I like to listen to you. I wish I
could do anything to help you. Did your father leave no clue to his
movements, give no hint of where he was going? Perhaps something may
have happened to him, some evil, some accident. It is strange he should
disappear so entirely."

The girl shook her head sorrowfully.

"I know no more," she answered. "Perhaps if any one great or
influential had sought for him, or striven to trace his history, I
might have gained some clue ere this, but Gran'mère knew no one, and we
had no friends to interest themselves about us; and so the years have
passed, and I am a child no longer, and the life I lead seems against
all the instincts of my nature; and yet,—what other can I hope for?"

The simple pathos of the words touched her listener's heart; their
restrained pain, their wistful longings were so full of sadness. He
turned from the appealing eyes, so child-like in their sorrow, so
womanly in their gentle patience, their infinite regret.

This girl interested him strangely. Little as he had ever thought of
women, there was something about her that charmed and touched him
indescribably; she was so fair, so pure, so child-like; it seemed hard
to think that one so young was already touched by life's suffering;
already shadowed by the world's reproach.

Not caring to answer her last words he turned to the music-desk before
him.

"Can you play?" he asked softly; "you seem fond of music?"

"I used to play the organ; not a grand one like this, monsieur, but I
fear I have forgotten the little I learnt by this time."

"It is a pity your love has not been fostered and encouraged. Music is
such a joy in itself, I think. Judging from your face, mademoiselle, I
should say you appreciated it for its own sake. Am I right?"

"Indeed you are. I scarcely know why I love music so dearly. Perhaps
because I was brought up in a land where it is inherent in almost
every soul," she answered; "one hears it everywhere in Italy. In the
peasants' voices, in the muleteers' songs, in the great nobles' houses,
in the cathedrals and churches, in the streets of the poor, in the
palaces of the rich. When I was a little child of five years old I
used to go to St. Eustache, a church in Florence. I would creep up to
the organ-gallery and listen to the music and the singing for hours
together. At last an old man noticed me, he was the organist there; a
grave, gentle, kindly man, whose whole heart was full of music, whose
whole life had been spent in service of his art. He taught me to play,
and trained my voice, and let me come and sing when he practised his
choir. I know most of the grand masses and all the beautiful chants
they used to sing, by heart."

She paused, and then went on more sadly, with the pain of some wistful
memory in her sweet young voice.

"From the time I left Italy I have had no opportunity to follow music
or study it as I should wish. I sing to myself, for I can never forget
what I have learnt; but oh! I miss the organ, and the dear old master
who taught me all I know, all I shall ever know, I fear. Your playing,
monsieur, was to me as a glimpse of my lost paradise again."

"You are very good to say so," he answered. "Do you know the mass I was
playing?"

"Mozart's—the third, I think. Yes, I know it, monsieur. Shall I sing
the 'Agnus Dei' to you?"

She asked the question as simply and naturally as if it was an ordinary
request. There was no shyness, no hesitation on her face; nothing but
the glow and enthusiasm of an artiste for the art she reverenced.

"Do, pray!" said Albert eagerly; "I should like to hear your voice."

She obeyed immediately. The first notes as they rang out through the
vast gallery, rich, clear, impassioned, fairly startled Albert as he
heard them.

Her voice was of rare and exquisite beauty, mournful, thrilling, yet
so sweet withal that the young artist felt like one entranced by its
beauty, spell-bound by its power. She sang the old Latin words with her
pure Italian accent, her whole fervour of heart and soul thrown into
their meaning, interpreting the whole divine truths of a master mind,
as though its genius tired her own.

Albert listened in amazement. Music gave her the one charm that could
sway his soul, and touch his nature—the one spell which made her
beauty irresistible, and seemed to bring the divinity he had only seen
in dreams and imagined in idyls, before him as a living presence. Never
had he felt as he felt now, when he heard the tender sweetness of that
perfect voice floating sadly and faintly away with the last chords
of the closing harmonies. His hands left the keys. His eyes, rapt,
passionate, awe-struck, rested on her face.

"It was perfect—sublime! Who taught you to sing like that?"

"Nature, I suppose," she said, smiling a little at his enthusiasm. "Do
I really sing well?"

"Sing well? Your voice is perfectly marvellous," cried Albert
enthusiastically. "You have a gift great and glorious beyond all words.
Friendless, nameless, obscure, with that. Why the world would give
you eternal fame if it heard you!"

"Is that true?" she questioned breathlessly, as if unable to believe
his praise, and all the hopes which sprang to life with its utterance.

"True, mademoiselle? Indeed it is; why should you doubt it? Are you so
ignorant of your own powers?"

"I think so," she said, with a faint smile. "No one ever told me what
you have done, monsieur. Gran'mère always said I was her nightingale,
and my old master used to prophesy that my voice would be a grand
one some day, but I never thought it might do for me what you say,
monsieur,—give me fame, wealth, friends. Ah! I thought I would be
always poor as I am now."

She lifted her eloquent eyes to his face with all a child's gratified
vanity and gladness shining in their depths. That look startled Albert,
and distressed him too. Had he been wise in telling her, her power? Was
not the life he had spoken of attended by dangers hitherto unimagined
by her in her dreaming childhood, her innocent faith? A child with the
beauty of a woman, ignorant of peril, unconscious of harm, nameless and
obscure, would not the world be full of danger to such a one?

Involuntarily he stretched out his hand and laid it on her own.

"Child," he said gently, "you are safer in your poverty; you are richer
in your innocence and purity than ever the world can make you. Do not
weary your young heart with futile wishes; with hopes that if realized,
may, after all, fail in giving you content. The world, for all its
allurements, is full of troubles and griefs that in your present life
you need never know—of heartaches and miseries that now you cannot
even imagine."

"I do not care for that," she answered, proudly drawing herself away
from his touch. "I want to be great—famous—loved. At least, I should
not be scorned as a peasant then."

He paused a moment, saddened by her words.

"You would not leave the friend who has sheltered and protected you so
long for the imaginary glories of the world, were the choice given you
now—would you?" he asked at length.

"Oh, no!" she exclaimed; "nothing would tempt me to leave Gran'mère;
she has been all in all to me; she took me from my dead mother's arms;
she tended, nursed, and sheltered me. She worked for me through all the
years I was helpless. Oh no, monsieur! I would never forsake her. Only
if I have any gift, any talent as you said, why should I not use it for
her in her old age as she has used her strength and given the labour of
her hands for me? Surely it is not wrong to wish to repay her if I
can?"

"Not wrong, certainly. But for the life that would give you fame, I
doubt her counselling you to leave your present one. If she knows
anything of the world she knows the perils of the stage."

"But the great singers I have seen in Italy were always so happy and so
rich," cried the girl eagerly. "They always looked as if they had not
a care or a grief in the world. And then to see them on the stage, so
lovely, so graceful. The brilliant lights, the rapturous applause, the
enthusiastic praises of vast crowds rewarding all their efforts! Oh!
monsieur, a life like that must be paradise."

"With the serpent's sting in the roses—Yes. I was foolish to tell
you of such a possibility as the life you name. I have made you
discontented. Sing to me again and forget this grave conversation. Will
you try this?"

He drew a MSS., part of his own opera, from among a heap of music, and
first playing the melody over for her to catch it, waited for her to
sing. The girl hesitated, a little shy of beginning, but seeing his
expectant look she complied with his wish, and the young artist heard
his own aria performed faultlessly and correctly for the first time
since it had left his pen. Although the music was new to the girl, her
quick ear caught it immediately, and the sweet rich notes thrilled out
once more, stirring the young artist's heart with keen delight, with
still greater wonder.

"Thank you," he said simply, when she had ceased. "I had no idea my own
music could be so exquisite as you have rendered it."

"Is that yours?" she asked, in astonishment. "Oh, monsieur, how
beautiful! That is for an opera, is it not?"

"Yes," he said, smiling at her surprised face. "My first attempt."

"Then you write music, too, and you play so magnificently! Ah,
monsieur, what happiness you have given me to-day!"

"I hope you will come again," he said quickly. "I shall always be glad
to play to you—still more glad if you will sing to me. A voice like
yours is rare; I could never tire of listening to it; it seems hard it
should be wasted in obscurity," he added musingly, as his eyes wandered
again to the girl's fair, downcast face.

"And yet you first counselled that very obscurity as safety; methinks
you are changeable, monsieur," said Vivienne, smiling archly at him.

She had been puzzled and disappointed by his words. It seemed hardly
fair that he should breathe a hope so exquisite in her ears one moment,
to dash it to the ground the next. In her unconsciousness of all
harm, her ignorance of all danger, the life of a stage singer, with
its dazzling allurements, had seemed a perfect paradise of delight,
promising untold bliss to her young heart. The world was a golden realm
of joy, and hope, and gladness; what could harm or hurt her there she
wondered, and a grave shadow passed over the sunny fairness of her face
as she thought of Albert's discouragement.

He noticed it quickly, and was angry with himself for his own
inadvertent words, spoken on the impulse of the moment. For some
minutes an embarrassed silence reigned between them both, while he
hesitated to answer her last remark.

"Changeable am I?" he said at length. "Indeed I am not. If a time ever
comes when I can serve you I will do so, but I will not urge upon you
a life which, dazzling and alluring as it is, carries great peril and
sore temptations to one young, friendless, beautiful as you are. If you
wish, however, I will speak to the countess about you. It may be in
her power to do something for you or your gran'mère. You live just out
of the wood, I think you said; that cottage with the large pear-tree
before it, I suppose."

"Yes, monsieur. It belonged to a sister of gran'mère's, and at her
death her nephew, who is chef de cuisine at the château, as I told
you before, bade gran'mère come and live there if she liked rent free.
So we came to France then, and settled down at Renonçeux, and——"

"Vivienne! Vivienne!"

The name rang out through the adjacent gallery reminding the girl of
the length of her absence and startling her by its suddenness.

"That is gran'mère calling," she said hurriedly. "Oh, how long I must
have been away. A thousand thanks to you, monsieur, for all your
kindness. Adieu!" and ere he could speak a word to detain her she fled
swiftly away through the curtained doors, and left Albert Hoffmann
alone once more.

Yet could he ever be alone again in that room, while her presence
haunted it, and would so haunt it from this hour?

The slow hours waned, the shadows grew deeper, weaving fantastic images
on the oaken floor, and shadows of the future, stranger than any thrown
by the lingering light and waning day were gathering and shaping
themselves around the silent figure bending there over the closely
written score, whose chief attraction now lay in the fact that she
had sung it.

"Who can do it justice now?" he murmured, as he placed the sheets
tenderly and carefully together. "It will never, never sound the same
to me again."

And the girl whose face haunted him could think of nothing but his
promise. Its glamour of hope was before her eyes, as she told the
history of the past hour to gran'mère, who softly chided her for giving
her confidence to a stranger, and trusting in his words with so little
maidenly reserve. But the gentle rebuke was unheeded, for the girl's
eyes were dazzled by the promised glory of a new life, and no warning
could chill her fervent belief in Albert's promises.

As she passed on to her house (such a poor and humble home it was after
the magnificence of the château of Renonçeux) her heart seemed gay
and light as a child's, sweet snatches of song rose to her lips, gay
and glad, as those of the birds above her head; but her eyes for once
seemed heedless of the beauty around her.

The old triumph had begun, the triumph of the world over the innocence
and peace of an unstirred, dreaming heart. New hopes, new thoughts,
new ambitions had sprung up to life within her. Would they be pure,
unsullied, noble still? Would the tranquil rest and the innocent dreams
be worth more than the glories her heart whispered of now?

Perchance they might, but being a woman the chances lay in favour of
ambition—not of the rest of heart and content of mind which must be
sacrificed to obtain it.




CHAPTER V.—DANGER.
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ON and on over the narrow bridle-path, fleet as the wind, and mad with
the wild, glad sense of freedom, the chestnut flew along. And pale and
white her rider sat, grasping desperately at the reins which were now
powerless to check the furious animal.

Her eyes were fixed on the road before her, the long, stretching,
shelterless road into which the forest path opened; once that road
was reached there was no danger. The horse would tire in time of this
tremendous pace; it could not last, and she was not afraid of keeping
her seat, even though the swift motion made her giddy, and the little
hands clutching the reins so desperately were cut and bleeding with the
strain.

But the path was narrow, and the great trees, with their wide-spreading
branches, made it difficult to guide any horse even at a moderate pace.
Again and again Blanche bent her head down to the very saddle-bow, to
avoid being struck by some low branch; her hat was carried away, her
habit caught and torn, her breath came in low, quick gasps. Would the
road never be reached; would the speed never slacken?

It was near now, stretching white and distinct before her in the bright
glare of the blinding sunshine. They must reach it soon.

But the mare thought otherwise; suddenly she swerved aside with a
swift, sidelong movement. There was a crash, a fall, and her rider fell
from the saddle, stunned by the blow of the huge, projecting branch
which had struck her unprotected head. Fortunately her foot was not
entangled in the stirrup, or a fearful fate might have been hers. As
it was she lay motionless at the foot of the tree, while the chestnut
freed from its burden dashed madly along, and was lost to sight in an
instant.

The sight of the prostrate figure, with the long, loose trail of its
golden hair streaming over the mossy ground, struck with a strange
dread to Raoul de Verdreuil's heart as he came up to it at last. He
checked his horse, and hastily fastening the bridle-rein to the nearest
branch, approached the motionless woman.

He bent over her as she lay white and still on the dank, mossy roots of
the tree. There seemed no breath or life in her. The beautiful face was
like marble; the smooth brow had one dark, terrible bruise on it, where
the heavy branch had struck it. There was no flutter of life in the
pulse, no throb or beat in the heart beneath the dark, closely-fitting
riding-habit. Raoul felt alarmed. He scarcely knew what to do.

Involuntarily he loosed the bodice of her habit at the throat, and
raising the beautiful head from the ground, rested it on his arm. Water
there was none at hand he knew, but he fancied she was only stunned by
the fall, and trusted to nature to bring her round.

In a moment or two he knew he was right, for he felt a faint,
fluttering sigh breathe from the lips over which he bent; then a
quick, tremulous, shiver ran through her whole frame, and Blanche de
Verdreuil's eyes opened on the grave, anxious face above. A faint blush
flushed the marble whiteness of her skin as she tried to withdraw from
his arm; but her strength was not equal to the exertion, and her eyes
closed again.

Raoul held a flask to her lips, which he drew from his riding-coat, and
forced a few mouthfuls of its contents down her throat. It seemed as
if the cordial revived her immediately, for her eyes opened again and
fastened on Raoul's face with an eager, passionate glance, that even
her weakness and her danger could not withhold.

"Are you much hurt?" he asked anxiously. "No, don't move yet, you may
faint again. Rest quietly for a few moments, and then I will help you
to rise."

She did not answer; the white-veined lids drooped over her beautiful
eyes, and she leant silently against him. How beautiful she looked at
that moment! Even Raoul, cold and indifferent as he was, felt that
thought stealing through his heart, as the faint colour slowly warmed
her face, and the rich bloom returned to her lips, and the heavy
fragrant tresses of her loosened hair swept across his breast, on which
her head rested so wearily and languidly.

Involuntarily the thought crossed him—"If the soul within was as
perfect as the form, this woman would be irresistible indeed."

"I hope you are not injured, madame," he said presently. "I fear that
fall was a terrible one at the speed you were going."

"I don't think I am much hurt," she answered faintly; "only bruised
and shaken. I can't remember anything after the bough struck me. I
only wonder how I managed to get free of the stirrup, and escape being
dragged along by that terrible mare!"

"You would ride her in spite of remonstrances," said Raoul. "I only
wonder your life has not paid the penalty of your wilfulness."

"You would not care if it had!" she exclaimed, trying to draw
herself away from his supporting arm. "Oh, Raoul, if you only knew how
little I value my life, you would not wonder at my recklessness."
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