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  CHAPTER I.
THE CROIX BLANCHE.


  IN one of the narrow, dirty and disagreeable streets, which abound in the Cité in Paris, is an inn of the lower order, and generally used by travellers only of the humbler classes. This inn is, or rather was, known by the name of the Croix Blanche. It boasted but slender accommodation for any who frequented it, having but a drinking room for the habitual visitors, and a kitchen occupied by the landlord and landlady. This kitchen, which had the usual huge fire-place, great square heavy table, with a rack of castroles, and other articles appertaining to the culinary and eating department, was moreover additionally lumbered by a large commode, in which more clothes and linen could be bestowed, than ever, we opine, belonged to the domestic economy of the Croix Blanche. It had however other uses, which we shall take occasion to describe as we proceed.


  One evening about a year after the restoration of the Bourbons, Dame Leroux, the stalwart and masculine landlady, was seated in her arm chair, dozing over the fire, as stout ladies are apt to do upon occasion. A savoury steam from the cauldron and castroles on the crook and three-legged iron stand, denoted that silent preparations were making for the last meal of the day; while a number of knives, forks, metal platters and dishes on the table, seemed to intimate that several parties were about to partake of the supper. Madame Leroux, however, was as yet only a passive observer of the scene; if she slept not, her senses were wrapped in thoughts far beyond any such sublunary comforts. Not so, however, the other occupant of the apartment. On the summit of the commode, at about five feet from the ground, sat a little man, whose cogitations were evidently divided between the meal which offended his nostrils, and the human garment which he was engaged in patching. By the light of a small candle, stuck for economy's sake in a bottle, did the little tailor ply his needle with a desperate energy, which was painful to look at. There was a fearful industry about the man, which was clearly unnatural. His eye roved uneasily about, as if he dreaded to be caught napping. Now he sniffed the savoury stew, which came like


  Sabean odours from the spicy shore,


  to his uneasy nostrils. Now he eyed the dozing dame askance, and as if fancying her sleep feigned and counterfeit, stitched away at his work with double perseverance.


  This silence had lasted about half an hour, when a girl, some seventeen years old,-a pretty brunette, with an intelligent and speaking countenance, entered the room, and touched the landlady on the shoulder.


  Eh! what is it? Ah! it is you, Cecile.


  If you please, madame, two travellers have entered the public room, who want to be accommodated with beds and supper. They are better dressed than the customers we usually have.


  Shew the gentlemeni n here, said Madame Leroux, rising in a stately manner. You need not have waited to ask me, I think. Entrez, Messieurs, entrez.


  As she spoke these words, two men, who were already advancing ere Cecile could join them, entered the kitchen of La Croix Blanche. The one a middle-aged man, of dark sallow complexion, with thick moustachioes, a heavy cloak, and a hat drawn slightly over his eyes; the other, a young man, slight, also dark, dressed simply, with a havre-sack on his shoulder. He had apparently just left the diligence. The first advanced to the fire, seated himself in the arm chair which Madame Leroux had left vacant, cast aside his cloak, and drawing near the fire, appeared determined to make himself at home; while the other, with somewhat more of modesty, allowed Cecile to point him out a stool, beside which he deposited his trifling baggage ; and then with a slightly retiring air, seated himself, and extending his hands, warmed them by the cheerful blaze which illumined the whole apartment.


  Cecile, said Madame Leroux, let us have supper. Tell Leonard and Jules to come in.


  Leonard and Jules, two habitual and hard drinkers, entered. Both were young mechanics of the best class-good workmen; who earned excellent wages, all spent in that house, where, being countrymen, they lodged. When we add that both were suitors for the favour of Cecile, and both mauvais sujets of the first water, we have summed up all that was marked in their characters.


  The elder traveller eyed the pair with very little favour as they entered, while the young men took no particular notice of them. Madame Leroux, however, whose very best customers they were, received them most graciously. They seated themselves one on each side of the pretty waiting-maid. One chair still remained empty.


  François, said Madame Leroux, severely, have you finished that pair of pantaloons ?


  This speech was addressed to the little tailor, who all the while sat perched on the summit of the commode.


  I have one stitch to do, said the little man, with much meekness.


  Finish then.


  I have finished.


  Cecile, put the steps. François can come down.


  This was said with the dignity of a queen. The elder stranger scarcely endeavoured to restrain his laughter.


  Is Monsieur your child? said he, with a look of cavalier audacity at the whole table.


  Sir, replied the dame, in the most imposing manner, François is my husband.


  Oh, ten thousand pardons! exclaimed the stranger gravely. I suppose, however, the young lady, who is so tenderly assisting down your husband, is at all events your daughter.


  Cecile is a foundling, at least so François says, observed the dame tartly.


  The stranger started and became silent, while the young man raised his eyes curiously, and fixing them upon the girl, examined her with some attention. Leonard and Jules were all the while intent upon discussing the merits of their supper, in preference to amusing themselves with a scene which, unfortunately for poor François Leroux, was of nightly occurrence. Madame, who had ever an eye to the main chance, and who, it will readily be believed, ruled the roast in that house, was in the habit of every day making her husband, who had been bred a tailor, do a certain amount of work, ere she allowed him to enjoy his meals. The meek little man willingly acquiesced, for, except on rare occasions, it was painful for him to rouse himself. He now approached the table, and gliding into his seat, as if anxious not to be noticed, ate heartily of the food which Cecile with much kindness of manner placed before him.


  At this moment a porter entered the kitchen, with a large portmanteau on his shoulder.


  Does Monsieur Amadis St. Barbe lodge here? he inquired, touching his hat.


  I am that person, said the elder stranger; take that box into my room, and there are forty sous for you. If you please, Mademoiselle, he added, observing that Cecile was about to shew the way, would you be kind enough to bring down the key of my bed-room ? and his eye rested with a sneering look upon the two mechanics.


  Leonard and Jules caught the sneer, but did not appear to consider it worthy of notice. The meal now proceeded without interruption, Cecile occupying a seat beside the younger stranger, that had been left vacant by Leonard, who had shifted nearer to Jules to whisper some remark concerning the sneer of Amadis. The latter, without taking the slightest notice of the two mechanics, addressed himself to his compagnon de voyage.


  It is curious, Monsieur le Comte, he said, that we should both select this inn for a lodging.


  Not at all! replied the quiet young man, who turned out after all to be a Count. You said you were going to the Croix Blanche; I agreed to accompany you, having business near at hand.


  The young Count, upon whom all eyes were now curiously turned, had had his rank accidently betrayed to his companion, by the salutation of a mounted traveller passing the diligence. His name was still unknown.


  I have business very near at hand, remarked the other, as if he expected the young nobleman to enter into some explanations.


  Indeed! said the Count, then I suppose I shall have the pleasure of your society for some days.


  I shall enjoy that honour! replied Amadis, biting his lip.


  If you please, Madame Leroux, observed the Count, rising, I would retire to my room for an hour, to rest myself after the fatigues of the day.


  François, exclaimed the dame, tartly, as Cecile hurried to open the door, shew the Count his room. Cecile, I shall want you. I am going to Madame Fricours.


  François rose meekly, and accompanied the Count to his The door reached, the young man turned round, thanked his conductor, and said:


  In an hour, I wish to speak to you privately. Mention this to no one. August the 2nd, 1802.


  The little man started, turned pale, and stood trembling at the head of the old rickety stairs. He would have answered the Count, but that individual had already entered his chamber, and closed the door. The landlord therefore descended the stairs, and with as much composure as he was able to muster, rejoined the company in the kitchen. Madame Leroux and Cecile were equipped for a journey.


  François, said the wife severely, here are the keys. Don't you run up any scores. Recollect, Jabot owes me twelve sous: he is not to be trusted a liard.


  Very good, replied the little man meekly, his pinched visage lightening up at the prospect of a few hours' freedom. During his wife's absence, the small man was very large in his own estimation. Accordingly, as soon as the landlady and her pretty companion had taken their departure, he rose, and walking to the fire, addressed the stranger.


  Is the country looking well ? he observed in somewhat of a dogmatic manner. I have heard it is presenting a most promising appearance.


  It is, said Amadis St. Barbe; and then leaning forward, he whispered, I wish to speak with you privately. August the 2nd, 1802. Get rid of these two fellows.


  François Leroux was petrified. His eyes wandered wildly round the room, as if fearful some horrid spectre was about to arise and confront him. By an effort, however, he regained his composure, and spoke, informing the men of his wish to be private. Leonard and Jules surlily remarked that they had no wish to pry into secrets, and left the room.


  


  CHAPTER II.
THE DEATH BED.


  THE clock of the small town of Chantilly struck. It was eleven in the evening. As the last sound of the booming bell came from afar off on the ear, a groan was heard from the couch of one of the children of luxury and wealth. In a splendid chamber, hung with tapestry, and furnished in the most gorgeous style, was a bed on which lay a man beyond the middle age. Pale, thin, ghastly, Death had set its seal upon him, and nature struggled vainly with the grim and ghastly king. It was the Marquis of Liancourt, dying at the age of fifty, a widower and all but childless. Three years previous he had a wife and three children ; but the Marchioness and two sweet girls had been dead more than a year, while his only son-a boy of fivewas now in the hands of the physicians. The grief of the father had been all along silent and stern, but the last blow overwhelmed him. He took to his bed, and now well knew he should rise no more.


  I deserve it, I deserve it! he cried in anguish, I had no pity for her: Heaven has none on me.


  A servant entered on tiptoe, and cautiously approached his master, as if expecting to find him asleep.


  Well, Sir! said the Marquis, sternly, his old vigour burning brightly for an instant, no equivocation; no lies-How is my son ?


  Alas! my lord, said the servant hesitatingly, I fear the news will-


  Speak, fool, idiot, cried the Marquis, rising by a mighty effort of the will to a sitting posture in his bed, How is my son?


  My Lord, the Count is dead.


  A hollow groan of anguish, a gleam of fierce horror, was all the dying man's reply.


  Sir, he said faintly, despatch messengers at once for my wife's nephew Amadis St. Barbe, and for the Count de Longueville.


  The servant obeyed, and in half an hour Monsieur Amadis was in the presence of the dying man. Monsieur Amadis could scarcely controul a lurking smile of satisfaction at the prospect before him. All the children were dead, his aunt was no more, and doubtless the Marquis was about to make him sole heir to his immense property. Approaching the bed, he he gazed an instant on the face of his relative, and then addressed him.


  My dear uncle, he exclaimed, how do you find yourself this evening ?


  Nearly dead, Sir, said the Marquis harshly, my son is dead already, as you are doubtless happy to hear.


  Sir! began Amadis, somewhat shocked at the sick man's humour.


 But, Sir, continued the Marquis, all this will avail you nothing. I have another heir, Sir, as you will find; God has deserted me, because I deserted my first child.


  My uncle !


  No words, he replied, look in the third drawer of my cabinet, you will find a packet there. You have it?


  I have, Sir.


  Well, then, in an hour after my death, or as soon as the coach passes through for Paris, take your seat therein-follow the directions contained in that packet, find my child—and if you win her favour, my fortune is yours. If not, I leave you, my blessing.


  But, my uncle, I have no means of reaching Paris, said Amadis, with a sneer on his lip that the old man saw not.


  In the same drawer you will find a purse; take that, and now go.


  Amadis obeyed his uncle's directions, and left the room to seek a chamber which had been prepared for him. It was hours after, when the Young Count de Longueville entered the sickroom. The Marquis slept, and his nephewthe son of a favourite brother-seated himself by his bed side. In doing so he accidentally pushed against a chair. The noise woke the sleeper.


  Ah! Charles, my dear boy, you are come to see the old man before he dies. Now do not speak, but indulge an old man by answering a few questions.


  Are you in love, or likely to be ?


  My uncle ! such a question now?


  You are then ? said the old man bitterly.


  No, uncle, I am not, nor am I likely to be; but why at such a time?


  Enough, my dear nephew; listen. I am not, I would fain hope, childless.


  My uncle !


  You are surprised; but hear me out. During the revolution I married ; my wife died, and I was left with a little girl. Concerned in a conspiracy against the government, I prepared for flight, but determined to leave my child behind me. Late at night, bleeding from wounds received in a conflict with the minions of authority, I sought one François Leroux, to whom I confided the girl, with certain instructions. I can explain no further. Fearful of what has happened, I prepared two statements. In the fourth drawer of yonder sécrétaire you will find ample instructions and explanations, which will suffice, with my will, made in case of the death of my second wife—whom as you know I married abroad-to restore my daughter to her rights. Now, Charles, promise me, if you can love the girl I speak as if certain of her existence-will you wed her? She will be wealthy-very wealthy.


  My uncle, I am a Frenchman and a man of honour, replied the Count; if I can love your daughter, I will marry her; her dowry will not enter into the consideration.


  The Marquis, who was becoming much exhausted, after giving one or two more directions to Count Longueville, and requesting him to repair to Paris at day-break without communicating with Amadis, from whom he was earnestly entreated to keep himself unknown, dismissed the young man with his blessing.


  Before dawn the old Marquis died, and the Count with Amadis St. Barbe were on their way to Paris, each utterly unknown to the other; the Count only discovering who his companion was on the arrival of his portmanteau at the inn.


  


  CHAPTER III.
EXPLANATIONS.


  AMADIS ST. BARBE and François Leroux remained alone. The former had again seated himself in the arm-chair, while the little tailor stood by the fireside in silent expectation of what was to follow. The huge logs burnt cheerily, while the whole chamber was faintly illumined by them and a very poor lamp on the table. This St. Barbe drew near to him, and then taking a paper from his pocket, propounded a series of questions from, it appeared, this writing.


  You are François Leroux, late tailor in the Alles des Veuves?


  The same.


  You remember the night of the second of August, 1802 ?


  I shall never forget it.


  Why?


  On that night, replied the little man, approaching near to the questioner, I was seated in my porter's lodge, when a man, all bloody, with a little girl in his arms, entered my room.  François, said he. Sir, said I. Here are a thousand francs and a little girl, he replied: will you take charge of her and bring her up well?' Believe me if I was delighted or not! I was ready to leap out of my skin for joy. You shall have five hundred every year, he continued. You are my man, I replied; and then he kissed the child, put it down, and went away. Well, I resolved at once to leave my porter's lodge, and, as Monsieur had said, bring her up respectable. I induced a very worthy dame, who then kept this cabaret, to marry me, (for do you see I did not know what to do with a girl); and here I am.


  And the money?


  Good as the bank; comes every year in a letter, with a request to send an answer to M. de L. at the post-office, Chantilly.


  And the girl?


  You have seen her to-night-Cecile—and an excellent girl she is.


So making her a waitress in a tavern you call bringing her up respectable ?


  Oh, Cecile is too good for us; but Monsieur le Curé, to whom of course I have confessed all, he took pity on her, and every day she visits him; while Madame Briese-a good ladyhas taught her to read and write. Reading is her vice.


  Come, said Amadis, this looks well. And she has no idea of her true origin?


  None-thinks every thing all right: though my wife takes leave to tell her, that though she may be my daughter, she is none of hers.


  Well, keep your counsel, said Amadis, and here are four louis for you. I shall tell the girl the whole myself. She must leave you.


  And my five hundred francs a year ? put in the tailor somewhat anxiously.


  Oh! he's dead.


What! M. L. ?


  Yes, and Cecile is now a countess in her own right, with a dowry of two millions !


  The ex-tailor rose two inches, opened his eyes to the capacity of moderate pancakes, and almost gasping for breath, said-two millions ?


Yes; and now that you know all, take care you breathe not a word of all this. I must proceed my own way.


  And the other one? said the tailor, with a knowing wink upstairs.


  What other one ?


  The Count.


  What of him? said Amadis, rising hastily, have I a rival suitor ?


  Oh, nothing; I only thought you came together, replied the tailor, a light breaking in upon him. And then he added to himself, I see two of them. I shall get my money from both.


  And now, Leroux, said Amadis, I am going out for a stroll. When Cecile returns, I must have an interview with her.


  But, Sir, my wife, Madame Leroux, will never allow it, exclaimed the tailor with some anxiety.


  Oh, say I am her father,-her grandfather, if you like. like. But see her I must.


  Amadis St. Barbe with these words went out, and François remained alone. In his hands were the four louis. To secrete these from his wife was now his object, as, did they fall into her hands, his delight in obtaining possession of them would be utterly fruitless. He was engaged in this task, when the door from the passage opened and the Count entered. François, who was stooping, with his hand in an old boot, started to his feet.


  You are alone ? said De Longueville, mildly.


  As you see, Monsieur le Comte.


  It is fortunate, as I wish a few moments' conversation with you.


  At your service, Monsieur le Comte.


  De Longueville advanced to the table, seated himself, and reading from a paper, as Amadis St. Barbe had done, spoke-


  You are François Leroux, late tailor in the Alles de Veuves ? he said.


  The very words of the other one, muttered the tailor, ere he answered in the affirmative. What other one ? inquired the Count, raising his eyes from the paper.


  The man who came here with you.


  Indeed! replied the Count, with a dark shade upon his brow. I see he must be got out of the way, for, he added to himself, a more dangerous and unprincipled man I know does not exist.


  This interruption over, the Count pursued his interrogations ; and having satisfied himself that Cecile was the old Marquis's daughter, was about to retire, when the unconscious Countess entered with Madame Leroux. De Longueville hesitated a moment, and then advancing towards the pair.


  Madame, he said, speaking to Cecile with profound respect, I have the honour to acquaint you that your parentage, hitherto unknown, is at length discovered.


  What! exclaimed Madame Leroux, loudly, is my François at last found out ?


  Hush said the little man, sidling up to his huge wife, Cecile is a lady, a Countess.


  The young girl herself was so surprised, that at first she did not understand; but the Count in a few words explained her true position to the wandering Cecile. Drawing a chair near her, he detailed her father's history and death.


  And is my father dead ? have I no friend ? exclaimed the bewildered girl.


  A very true one, whispered De Longueville, who now was quite willing to obey his uncle's command; it was your father's wish and will that I should acquire a very dear right to call myself your friend.


  You, Monsieur! a Count! a peer of France ! again said the girl hysterically.


  You forget, dear Madame, that you are yourself a Countess, and that to-morrow will see you installed in all the dignity and grandeur of the hotel de Liancourt.


  Cecile made no reply, but sinking back on the old arm chair, to which the Count had led her, begged he would leave her alone, to collect her thoughts awhile. De Longueville fully comprehending her bewilderment, readily acquiesced, and retiring to his chamber, appeared no more that night.


  It was a few moments after his departure, ere the Leroux's ventured to speak. They were struck dumb: that a real live Countess, wealthy, high born, and connected with the first families of France, should have been acting with them in the capacity of a waiting maid, was inconceivable; while both felt anxious to secure her future goodwill—a matter of some doubt in the case of Dame Leroux, who had not always been a kind mistress. Leaving them to make the attempt, we pass to early dawn on the morrow.


  


  CHAPTER IV.
A NEW DISCOVERY.


  It was early dawn, and François Leroux, with the two drunken mechanics of the preceding evening, were assisting Madame Leroux in preparing for the morning meal. Neither the Count, the Countess, nor Amadis St. Barbe, was yet moving. Cecile would have come down as usual; but on the previous night the old Dame had insisted on her acting in no such unreasonable manner; and the heiress, smiling at the change, consented to lie in bed in the morning for the first time for years. Jules and Leonard, however, being particularly industrious that morning, she was not missed; and when, radiant with loveliness, and beaming with the consciousness of rank, wealth, and the probable love of a handsome young nobleman, she came down, a breakfast awaited her, such as never before had been seen at the Croix Blanche.


  Good morning, Madame la Comtesse! I hope your ladyship has slept well, said the stout landlady, bustling up and offering a chair.


  Quite well, said Cecile with a laugh, but my good Madame Leroux, do not be so ceremonious. You are both, she added, taking the hands of the worthy couple, my kind tutors, and I shall never forget the very many happy hours I have spent under your fostering care.


  François, said the wife to him, with a husky voice, to hide a tear, go and call the gentlemen.


  François, equally affected, skipped out of the room and ran quickly up stairs, followed by Jules. The two returned in an instant, followed by the young Count.


  Murder! murder! robbery! oh! oh! shouted the little tailor, who, pale as a sheet, and eyeing with horror a bloody knife, which Jules, scarcely less pale and trembling than himself, held in his hand, The gentleman up stairs has been murdered ! Oh, Monsieur Le Comte, how could you kill him, though he was your rival !


  Villain, what mean you, said De Longueville, his eyes flashing fire, and his whole mien terrible with anger. Cecile stood petrified; her hand was raised to her forehead, as if she only just understood some fatal truth. Leonard, on a whisper from Dame Leroux, slipped away for the police.


  Oh! oh ! cried the tailor, whose mental faculties appeared to have received a fatal blow, I heard him say last night, he must be got out of the way! Oh! oh!


  I did indeed, exclaimed the young Count, biting his lips, and the words, as it has turned out, were unfortunate. But, my dear cousin, you cannot think me so base-


  Not a word ! not a word to me! she said, waving him off, murder has been done.


  And with Monsieur La Comte's couteau de chasse said Jules sneeringly, holding up the Count's hunting-knife.


  Which, scoundrel, I left last night lying on this table, said De Longueville, bewildered.


  True! true! exclaimed François: but here are the police.


  Four gendarmes with a commissary of police entered; the soldiers stood, two at each door.


  There stands the murderer, cried Leonard, advancing.


  Sir, you are my prisoner, said the commissary of police, laying his hand roughly on the young man's arm.


  Take that, exclaimed he, striking the officer on the hand with which he had seized him, and learn to treat a peer of France with more respect. I am Charles Count de Longueville. Lead on!


  The man, who now recognised the young nobleman, was about, in a crest-fallen manner, to hand over his prisoner to the soldiers, when Cecile spoke.


  Stay, she e claimed. Now I can speak. The Count is innocent. There stand the murderers, pointing to Jules and Leonard.


  And pray, my pretty girl, why is your word to be taken before that of an honest mechanic ?


  Speak with more respect, said she mildly; I am Cecile, Countess of Liancourt. But if my word be doubted, look in the villains' faces, and read the truth of what I assert.


  Jules and Leonard had made a desperate attempt to escape, but captured, they made no defence. The Countess then gave her evidence, which the puzzled officer took down, with many. demonstrations of regret for his mistake. It appeared, that sitting up in her room late, she had seen Leonard and Jules, towards morning, clamber out of a window, which she supposed, being that which they usually occupied, they were then leaving on one of their many wild expeditions she had often known them in the habit of indulging in. This caused her to take no particular notice at the time, her thoughts being otherwise engaged. In the morning the murder brought the scene vividly to her recollection, and excited her suspicion of the truth.


  We have little more to tell. Charles and Cecile were very soon one, and as Countess of Longueville, the latter shewed herself every way worthy of her rank. The Leroux were handsomely provided for by the young couple, while the murderers were equally carefully taken care of by the state. They expiated their crime--a crime instigated as much by Amadis St. Barbe's sneering manner, as by his gold-at the galleys, where they were sent for life.


  This is a true narrative, and related to me by the Count de Longueville, at Chantilly.


   


  -Ende-
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