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FATE BY A HANDSOME MARQUIS!
SHE SHOULD HAVE BEEN HAPPY....

But alas, the impoverished Verena Barrington
could not exult in a marriage forced on her
and her groom to settle a gambling debt.

She little wondered when the
Marquis of Stafford sequestered her at his
country estate and took himself off to Europe,
to forget his sullen bride.

The marquis’s aunt Harriet did not see the
situation as quite so dire, and under her
tutelage Verena blossomed into a beautiful
and intelligent marchioness. Stafford
returned to find the creature he
tried to ignore transformed: Verena was a wife
to be reckoned with—and so was her
distinctly dangerous beau....
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She would show him that a diamond in
the rough could shine brightest of all....




He drew her roughly to him, pressing his lips to her neck and shoulder. She remained impassive in his arms as his lips sought hers. Gradually the inertia left her. As she began to respond, pressed close to him, her body began to tremble beneath his touch and, unwillingly, her arms slipped around his neck as she returned his kisses with equal, if not more, ardour. . .
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PART ONE
He hath a daily beauty in his life That makes me ugly.
CHAPTER ONE
The young man threw his wig on to the library table amongst a litter of bills and vouchers and then turned frowningly to gaze out of the window again.
He was tall and his shoulders were broad. His hair was only a shade lighter than black as were his eyes, and his full lips gave him the look of a satyr.
His eyes burned into the distance, surveying the land that was now his. He experienced a fierce sense of possession suddenly, and he was thankful that it was in his power to save this place that he loved.
It was not yet dusk but a winter dampness had clung to the bare trees, which provided a windbreak for the house, since morning, and it seemed that it had never been fully light that day.
The house was quiet, unnaturally so, and the young man sighed, almost expecting to hear a sudden out​burst of drunken laughter. His suit of black, unre​lieved except for the stark white of his cravat and the lace at his cuffs, fitted well his broad shoulders de​spite the haste with which the garment was commis​sioned.
Outside, a small carriage was just starting out on its journey. The young man watched until it was out
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of sight and then turned as the library door opened hesitantly.
"Justin dear, are you still in here?"
The old lady peered short-sightedly down the room. Justin Faversham, Fifth Marquis of Strafford, smiled despite the troubles that were weighing heavily upon him.
"Yes, Aunt Harriet, I am still here."
Harriet Faversham hurried into the room. "Oh, do come into the drawing room, dear, and take a dish of tea by the fire. It is such a miserable day. The winter seems to go on forever. At this rate we shall never see the spring."
The young man looked away again. " 'Tis not tea I wish to be drinking just now, Aunt Harriet. A bottle of brandy would be more welcome. Better still two bottles."
Her face softened as he knew it would and he smiled at her again. Her gown was of an unfashionable cut, last worn on the death of her own mother more than twenty years before. Her face had always borne a gentle expression but her nephew was aware, al​though she hardly reached his shoulder in height and his hands could easily span her waist, that she had a firmness of will, when she so desired, which almost matched his own.
"It seems we have hardly exchanged a private word of late," she said as she came to stand beside him.
The carriage had by now disappeared from view. "Perhaps now we shall. Do you think Mrs. and Miss Purston are the last of our callers?"
Miss Faversham smiled. "I do hope so. It seems that your father and Oliver were more popular than we supposed."
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"Considering that they rarely visited their home, and when they did they brought with them enough hellrakes to anger the county, it is surprising."
"Is that why you excused yourself so abruptly?" she chided gently. "It was rude of you. I'm sure Miss Purston was most disappointed. It was your duty to be at least polite even though Miss Purston has noth​ing like the beauty of Lady Winch." She watched him carefully as he looked at her in surprise. She laughed. "You do not suppose that little affair is unknown to me, do you?"
"To you certainly," he answered as he recovered himself.
"I may be an elderly spinster, Justin, buried here in the heart of Essex, but I do keep my ears alert, es​pecially for matters concerning my family."
The marquis gave a gruff laugh. "Miss Purston's exceedingly plain countenance and the way her mother pushes her forward had nothing to do with my departure from the drawing room. There were press​ing matters to attend to, Aunt Harriet; that is why I excused myself."
Harriet Faversham's face grew serious once more. "Hadn't you better tell me about them, Justin?"
"There is nothing that needs concern you."
"Anything that concerns you, dear, is of conse​quence to me."
He looked down at her. "Yes, you have always been my champion, Aunt Harriet."
The old lady looked away in confusion. "You have needed no champion."
"Well," he conceded, "there have certainly been times when I have needed a sympathetic ear."
Harriet Faversham seated herself on an oak settle
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near the blazing fire and folded her hands com​posedly in her lap. "You are troubled, Justin. To one who has been as a mother to you it is very apparent."
His lips curved into a semblance of a smile. "Is it not natural that I grieve for my father and brother?"
"Again I say I have been as close as a mother; this is not your way of grieving." When he said nothing she asked, "Did Anthony and Oliver leave their af​fairs in a muddle? Is that what is troubling you?"
The marquis sighed again. "More than a muddle, Aunt Harriet," he answered, throwing off all re​straint at last. He went to the desk and took up a fist​ful of bills. "Much more than a muddle. With their hellrake ways my father and brother have all but bankrupted the estate."
Harriet Faversham's myopic eyes grew large. "Oh, no, Justin. It cannot be as bad as this." He made no reply. "I knew of late he and Oliver indulged in what​ever vice they fancied, but for it to come to this ..."
Justin held up a bill. His smile was a bitter one. "This is the final irony. It arrived only this morning; the bill for the curricle they overturned."
"And the others? Is every debt now accounted for?"
"I believe so. When the news of their death became known the creditors descended like vultures to pick the bones clean." He straightened the lace at his cuffs. "Another six months of such behaviour, Aunt Har​riet, and we should have been ruined. As it is between them they have drained the estate dry of funds, pledged their own and my mother's jewels. I have re​deemed them all." He glanced down at the enormous ruby he wore on the small finger of his left hand. "And the steward tells me we shall manage provided we are careful in our spending for the next twelve months."
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"Had he mortgaged Strafford Priory?" she asked in a small voice, and it was as if she feared his answer.
He was still staring at the ring. "No, heavens be praised, although I cannot understand why he did not. He mortgaged the London house a year ago." He walked back to the windows which were now stream​ing with rain. "Perhaps even he fell short of that, al​though I'm persuaded it would have come to it had he and Oliver lived but a few months longer. They were beyond mending their ways."
Harriet Faversham frowned. "But I fail to under​stand how you have contrived to repay all these debts."
He turned to stare at her. "I have found a buyer for Hawley Grange."
Harriet Faversham got to her feet. "Your mother left that estate to you, dear boy."
"That was when it was believed Oliver would be​come the fifth marquis, not I. Oliver was always healthy. No one could foresee that he would be crushed beneath a curricle on his way to a cockfight."
He spoke vehemently and his aunt put one hand on his arm. Her eyes sparkled with unshed tears. "This is all too much of a burden for you to bear, Justin. Surely there was some other way. This house is filled with treasures, paintings . . ."
'Wo," he said harshly, then, going on more softly, "They are all mine now, Aunt Harriet, and I don't want to part with any of them, these beautiful things that have been in the family for generations, paint​ings my mother collected, and those I brought back from Europe. They will not be sold to pay gambling debts while there is an alternative. Better it should be Hawley Grange. It never meant more than an in-
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come to me. My mother always loved this house best. Aren't you always telling me so? She would prefer us to lose Hawley Grange than to lose an acre of Faver-sham land. Never fear, Aunt Harriet, we shall come about in time. No one shall know how close to the wind we have sailed on this occasion. If no more cred​itors come forward with substantial claims all will be well."
Harriet Faversham nodded and wiped a tear from her cheek. "It's so unfair that you should have this to bear; you who have always conducted your affairs with such discretion. If only your mother hadn't died. If she had lived Anthony would not have turned to gambling and vice. He was always of temperate hab​its. I do declare her death turned his head."
"And I was to blame for her death," he answered grimly, turning away. "That is why it is right that I do everything in my power to save Strafford Priory from the creditors."
"You were not to blame for Diana's death. No one has ever blamed you."
"Not you, dear Aunt Harriet," he said warmly, "but it is true my mother was delicate from the day of my birth and did not live beyond my first birthday. My father never ceased to blame me, in his mind at least."
"I hadn't thought it so noticeable," she murmured.
"You cushioned me against his indifference," he answered softly. "Now he is at peace at last and I can​not hope to be sorry. We must look to the future. I be​lieve I have now settled all their outstanding bills. Oliver was a particularly good customer of his tai​lor," and he added in an attempt to lighten the gloom,
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" Tis only a pity he didn't deem to settle his reckon​ing from time to time.
"As far as I can remember there is only one piece of jewellery unaccounted for and I have no doubt it will turn up in due course."
"The gold ring with the Faversham crest," Aunt Harriet supplied.
He looked at her sharply. "You have it?"
She shook her head sadly. "No, but I did notice it missing from his finger the last time I saw him. He must have been desperate indeed to part with it."
The marquis drew out a gold snuff box inlaid with diamonds and rubies and took a pinch. "It is of no ac​count," he said a moment later. "All the rest is safely here, and we must be thankful for that. There may be some diamond buckles and buttons lost for good. I cannot account for everything. But all the Faver​sham jewels are safe, save for the ring."
His aunt studied him carefully for a moment before asking, "Do you intend to go to London soon?"
He nodded. "I have done all I can here. The estate is in the capable hands of Dewar in whom I have the greatest faith. I must now study what economies can be exercised at Conduit Street, although I have no in​tention of closing down the house. The Favershams have always lived in a certain style ..."
Harriet Faversham smiled at the pride in his voice. "You have, I think," she said slowly, "pledged your​self to the limit of your resources, Justin; it would be, perhaps, wise if you were to consider for both finan​cial and practical. . ."
He looked up at her from the papers he was study​ing and his eyes narrowed slightly. "Consider what, Aunt Harriet? You are unusually hesitant."
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"Marriage, dear boy."
He straightened up. "I have naturally considered it, but. . ."
His thoughts for the countless time returned to Lady Amelia Winch, the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. After Amelia all others seemed in​sipid.
"You have made considerable personal sacrifices to safeguard your home, Justin. Now you must safe​guard its future. Your heir as of now is your cousin, Quimby."
Her reminder of the man the marquis had no great affection for had the desired effect.
"Of course," he said, smiling at her. "You are an eminently sensible woman, Aunt Harriet." His eyes sparkled with sudden amusement and his aunt knew relief at the sight of it. "Do I dare to hope you have a lady in mind?"
"Victoria Mallory," she said promptly.
The amusement in his eyes gave way to dismay. "Victoria Mallory?"
"Both families have long desired a match and she is beautiful, cultured and, Justin, rich."
"Yes, she is indeed rich. I begin to see . . ."
Harriet Faversham laughed. "You are as unlike your father as can be, Justin. Her fortune will not come amiss."
He frowned, staring absently beyond his aunt. "It will be exceedingly welcome, but Victoria and Oliver were. . ."
"Exactly. Oliver was about to make an offer, and it might well have been the making of him as a man. The responsibility of marriage was just what he needed and would have lessened your father's bad in-
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fluence on him. However, that is all past. But you must see that your suit will be well-favoured by both Miss Mallory and her father."
The marquis nodded and turned away thought​fully, and his aunt added, "I shall go now and change my gown before dinner, Justin. We can discuss the fu​ture management of the household afterwards."
"There is no need to discuss that; the management of the household will remain in your hands as usual, Aunt Harriet."
"Thank you, dear." She paused for a moment and then said, "If you would like a little advice, Justin, then I would say, go to London without further delay. You are in need of diversions."
She knew he was smiling even though his back was towards her. "As long as I keep away from the gam​ing tables ..."
"I hardly think there will be any difficulty in that for you." She lifted her skirts as she was about to go and as she did so he raised one hand and ran it down the wainscotting in a loving gesture.
Harriet Faversham paused to watch her nephew's almost unconscious act and then said pensively, "It's odd, Justin, that after all it is you who inherits Straf-ford Priory."
He half-turned, frowning. "Is it so odd that my father and only brother die beneath an overset cur​ricle? They were both exceedingly drunk."
Her grey head shook slightly. "No, I did not mean that, Justin. It is only odd because it is you who has always loved Strafford Priory most of all."
Three days of almost continual rain had left Lon​don's streets a sea of mud, which had been churned
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into marshy ruts by the continuous stream of traffic down the Strand.
Verena Barrington wrapped her cloak more tightly around her in an attempt to ward off the damp and the bitter cold, but she could not prevent the damp​ness seeping through the wafer thin soles of her shoes. She felt she had never known a colder winter and yet she guessed that it was a lack of food inside her which caused such an awareness of the weather.
She held her precious burden beneath her cloak for fear that it would be snatched from her grasp by some urchin once she reached the back alleys of Covent Garden. Her hands were red and raw and devoid of feeling. It was some months since her last pair of gloves had fallen into useless shreds.
In her anxiety to be out of the cold she started across the road, only just saving herself from slipping be​neath the wheels of a passing coach. Somehow she re​gained her foothold, although no one sought to aid her, and reached the far side with the coachman's oaths ringing in her ears. Such blasphemies no longer troubled her; she was becoming accustomed to foul language.
She passed through the market, keeping her head bent for fear that she should be importuned, as had happened before, by some drunken buck in search of a woman to satisfy his desires.
Within yards of the luxury shops in the Strand, those frequented by the haute ton, stood the stinking alleyways and tenements inhabited by wretched creatures who barely eked out an existence. It was to the basest of these alleys that Verena was bound.
She was never able to repress a shudder when she hurried down those maze-like alleys which, narrow as
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they were, were filled with drunken, diseased and starving humanity. Her possession of a cloak, shabby as it may be, was enough to elevate her from the oth​ers who lived here. She pitied them with all her heart but still could not find it in her to associate with them and, therefore, had to run the gauntlet of jeering women in ragged clothes who preferred even the cold to the rat infested tenements and cellars in which they lived.
Verena closed her ears to the lewd remarks of the men and boys, deftly avoided their clinging hands, and closed her eyes to the pitifully thin children who ran hungry while their mothers assuaged their own hunger on cheap gin.
It had been an endless three months since their re​moval into this area. Up until that time they had never sunk quite so low. Up until now there had al​ways been something to pawn. Even so Verena was horrified to discover that she was becoming accus​tomed to the nauseating smell that filled the air, and the sights that had hitherto turned her stomach. She no longer trembled with fear at the cries of the sick and dying, or the oaths and screams of those who fought and robbed each other without cease because their lives were completely without hope of anything better than this.
She lifted the hem of her cloak free of the rubbish and mud in the alley and hurried down the steps into the cellar. It was only one room, cold and damp, but at least they were not yet reduced to vagrancy. Vere​na bit her lip; but what would happen tomorrow?
She paused in the doorway, taken aback at the sight of her father who was frantically searching through their pitifully few belongings.
13
"Father! What are you doing?"
He looked up at her guiltily. Her irritation gave way to pity as it always did at the sight of what was once a handsome face. The guilt that had crossed his face gave way to resentment seconds later.
"Where've you been?" he demanded.
His voice was slurred and Verena guessed that he had found one of his cronies who was in luck and will​ing to buy him drink. There was little hope that a lack of funds would curb his reliance on gin.
She closed the ill-fitting door as best she could, even though it darkened the cellar to a considerable de​gree. It was far too early to light the only precious stub of tallow-candle they possessed. Soon there would be none at all and no money to purchase any more. In the daylight this room, as damp and filthy as the worst Newgate had to offer, was forbidding enough to Vere​na, but the thought of it in total darkness with noth​ing to keep the rats at bay, made her shiver.
"I've been out," she said.
His eyes narrowed. "Out where? Not making up to the butcher's boy again?"
Verena sighed. "I was not making up to him, Fa​ther," she said patiently. "When one is all but pen​niless it does no harm to be pleasant to merchants and their servants."
"He's a lecher."
"He gave us bones to make that broth you so en​joyed."
He licked his lips at the thought of it. His daughter could see he was almost drooling, but a moment later he said, half raising his hand, "If I find you've . . ."
She glared at him fiercely then. "I haven't stooped so low ... as yet, Father."
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She laid her bundle on the wooden table and her father rubbed his hands together gleefully, forget​ting his anger and resentment for the moment. "What is it, girl?"
"Bread and cheese."
"Bread and cheese?" he echoed. "What food is that for a man?"
"It is all we can afford, Father. Tomorrow there will be nothing."
He began to stuff the bread and cheese into his ea​ger mouth. As Verena watched him, stifling her own raging hunger, she thought pityingly that he bore lit​tle resemblance to the handsome gentleman of her childhood. Only his proud bearing and his speech when he was sober was left as a reminder that her father was, indeed, a gentleman.
"Nothing?" he cried with a mouth full of crumbs. "Whatever happened to the money you got for the ring?"
She glanced towards the disturbed straw mattress. "Is that what you were looking for? You needn't have troubled. There is no money in the mattress. Of ex​perience I wouldn't hide it there."
He didn't answer, nor did he look at her. "I bought the bread and cheese with the last of it."
Suddenly he caught her arm and squeezed it so tightly that she gasped. "Been giving it away to those wretches in the alley, eh?"
"No, Father," she gasped. "No, I swear it. I needs must keep any money we have for ourselves."
He let go of her arm. "You are at last learning, girl," he said. "Where's it all gone then. It was a fine ring."
She recalled the ring very well. It was heavy, bear-
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ing the crest of some noble family—a falcon about to swoop upon its prey.
"This cellar is costing us one and ninepence a week."
"Robbery," he said, letting out a loud belch.
"That may be, but it's the cheapest lodgings I could find."
"You'd best pawn some more of your mother's things. I need more than bread and cheese to satisfy my hunger."
"I pawned the last of her things months ago," she said, and despite herself there was a catch in her throat when she thought of the little book of poetry, of little value except to herself. It fetched only a few pence. One day, she vowed, she would redeem it and the small pieces of jewellery that she had been forced to part with, gradually, unwillingly. With them had gone the last vestige of self-respect, her identity. Now she was as one with the other hungry and cold wretches of Gum Alley.
He looked at her for a moment. "You're not a bad girl, Verena. Could be worse. Yes, much worse." He pushed over the little crust he had left and she fell on it devouring it immediately. "It won't always be like this. Our fortune is going to change soon, Verena. I promise you that and I'm not one to break a promise."
She smiled with no pleasure. "You have been say​ing that these four years past, Father, and before that even when Mamma was alive. It is time our fortune changed right now. Tomorrow we go hungry."
He sat back in his chair and brought out a bottle of gin. He took a long gulp and Verena watched in dis​gust as it trickled down his chin and on to his stained
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coat. "Tomorrow might just be the day. You might be wearing fine feathers and jewels before you know it."
She looked at him curiously now. They were with​out money and without hope, yet Lome Barrington was displaying none of his usual rage at the blows life had dealt him, not the least being saddled with a daughter to drain his pocket.
He leaned over and stroked her hand. "Your mother was a lovely woman, Verena." His eyes were glazed, far away. "I remember well the first time I set eyes upon her. There was never a more beautiful woman in the whole world and never a finer lady." Suddenly his mind came back from the past and his hazy smile disappeared. "I don't know how she pro​duced a skinny bird like you."
"I didn't always look like this, Father," she said, shivering into her cloak. "I recall people saying I was a plump and bonny child, although that seems a long time ago." She could hardly prevent the bitterness creeping into her voice.
"I don't remember," her father muttered, drawing on the gin bottle again. "But you've looked after me as well as you can, Verena, I'll grant you that. I'm going to reward you for that."
Verena was still distrustful of his mood. "With what, Father? A whipping when you're in your cups." He kept on smiling as if he had secret thoughts. "I'm going to seek work, Father."
His smile faded. "No, Verena. I promised your mother on her deathbed that you'd be a lady, and a lady you'll be."
She laughed and it was a harsh sound. "Don't you realise how stupid you sound? Haven't you come down off that stage yet? You're not playing Shakespeare
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now, Father. This is real life and I'd settle for a good meal and dry sheets to sleep between."
His face contorted with rage and he reached over and slapped her sharply. "I won't take your sauce, Verena. I may not be much of a man nowadays, but it's your fault that I'm like this and don't you ever for​get it. Now you'll apologise to me like a good girl, or I'll box your ears again."
He raised his hand again and Verena knew all too well that he meant what he said. In his present mood he could half-kill her. She gasped, biting back a sob, and then said in a muffled voice, "I apologise, Fa​ther."
He subsided into his chair again. "That's better. A child has to have respect for its parent."
She looked at him pityingly, wondering where she could find respect for this human wreck. She held one hand to her smarting cheek and said in a mild voice, "I cannot believe Mamma would rather us go hungry and cold, whatever you promised her."
He got to his feet and began to prowl the room, tak​ing long gulps from the bottle from time to time. "There's a curse on me, Verena," he said in his best theatrical voice. "That this," he put one shaky hand to his pockmarked cheek, "should happen to me when I was about to become the greatest actor on the Eng​lish stage ..."
His eyes were bright with remembrance. Verena had heard it all before. "But now, Father, now. Now we are penniless. I must find work, for you cannot."
He scowled at her. "What kind of work can you do? Answer me that, madam."
Verena shook her head. "I'll do anything. I'm will-18
ing to work hard. I'll become a scullery maid. At least I'll be warm and well-fed."
"And I suppose it doesn't matter what happens to me."
"It's for both of us. Whatever little I earn will be for us both, naturally."
"You'd do better selling yourself for sixpence a time
in Drury Lane!" he roared and Verena began to be
afraid again as she always was of his drunken rages.
"You would have me do that?" she asked in a
frightened voice.
"I'd skin you alive, my girl!" he roared. "Haven't I always kept you decent?" He drained the bottle and threw it against one mildewed wall where it shat​tered to the ground, startling two rats who were feasting off the crumbs that had fallen to the floor. Verena shrank away as they ran over her feet. "You'll be no scullery maid, or harlot! You'll be the lady of the house and no less!"
Verena gave a broken little laugh. "How do you propose to achieve that, Father? Launch me into So​ciety?"
Lome Barrington sank down onto the mattress where a family of mice had settled. He cursed as they came running out, kicking at them blindly. He yelped in pain as his foot struck the wall instead. "These damned shoes are no good any more. My toes are fro​zen." After he had settled himself on the mattress he took a tattered piece of newspaper, cut from the Lon​don Gazette.
He waved it at his daughter. "Yes, you'll be launched into Society, my girl," he said, chuckling to himself. She stared at him in fear and disbelief.
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"Think I'm gammoning you, don't you? Well, you'll see.
"The Marquis of Strafford is dead, Verena, and his cub with him. Everything will change tomorrow You'll see."
Verena stared at him uncomprehendingly. He gave one last satisfied smile before his head fell back onto the straw and he began to snore.
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CHAPTER TWO
Lady Amelia Winch turned away from her reflection, well-satisfied with what she had seen. The mirror had been set in the panelling of her own personal coach so that she could reassure herself on her appearance whenever necessary.
"I cannot understand why everyone must attend these balloon ascents now, Justin. It isn't as if they're a novelty. I must admit I'm beginning to find them vastly tedious. I have attended no less than four since the Season began."
The coach edged forward slowly as it, along with countless others, attempted to leave Hyde Park. The rain of the previous few days had given way to blue skies and although a cold, sharp wind blew it seemed that every aspirant to the beau monde had taken the opportunity of being outdoors.
"Perhaps everyone wishes to see everyone else," her companion replied, feasting his eyes on her love​liness. It was a sight of which he never tired. "Or more particularly to see you."
She wore a blue silk gown, cut low at the neck to reveal snowy-white breasts which the transparent fischu did nothing to conceal. The colour perfectly
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complimented her blue eyes, and her auburn hair in a cluster of tight curls was dusted liberally with matching powder.
She dimpled and her eyes sparkled with delight. "Well I am delighted to see you, Justin. I declare that without you London, even at the height of the Season, is dull."
He lifted her hand and kissed it gently but when he spoke his voice was low with urgency. "When, Amel​ia, may I call on you? The past few weeks have been endless without sight of you to gladden my heart."
She gave a little sigh. "Winch will not be away un​til next week, but then," she added, brightening a lit​tle, "it will be for some days."
She looked at him delightedly and they smiled into each others eyes like conspirators.
She was married to Sir Hubert Winch who had the distinction of being one of the richest men in Eng​land. He also happened to be forty years the senior of his wife. The new Marquis of Strafford was her latest lover and had held this enviable situation for more than a year. It was something of a distinction for the young marquis, for Lady Winch, apart from being known as the loveliest woman in all England, was also known for being the most fickle.
She glanced at her reflection once more. "Do you like my hat, Justin? It's so plain—only two feathers and such a small piece of ribbon—I wasn't sure it would suit, but I was assured it would start a new fashion."
"It becomes you. You must know every woman in the town looks to you for a lead in what is fashionable, and rightly so."
"Margaret Nicolas had the impertinence to admire 22
it, and she is such a dowd any admiration from her lips must be an insult."
He smiled. Bedazzled as he was, the marquis was well aware that of anyone Margaret Nicholas was her near rival in looks.
The carriage came to one of its interminable stops. Lady Winch nodded imperiously to a young buck on a phaeton who was passing in the opposite direction.
"Hugh Goddard," she said in disparaging tones. "He will not stop calling on me, despite every dis​couragement. He declares he is madly in love with me, and I declare as everyone knows, he is a dull dog."
"Would you have me call him out?" he gallantly asked mischievously. "I own it would give me much pleasure to do so."
"Oh, la! What a stir that would cause!" she an​swered in delight. "I only wish it were possible, but I fear Winch would be piqued—and I'm not prepared for that just now. He desires me to be as decorous as pos​sible, while he wages his parliamentary campaign. What a bore, but necessary I suppose if I don't wish him to curtail my pleasures."
"To the devil with Goddard!" cried his lordship. "He will be in love with another within a month."
"You insult me, Strafford!"
"No, my love," he answered with a smile she could not resist. "I insult him. Tell me, does he send you notes of Pope's poetry?"
Lady Winch looked taken aback. "How could you know that?"
He smiled a secret smile and she pinched his hand. "Tell me you wretch!"
"I recall he had a habit at Eton of quoting Pope at length. I heard a tale that at Cambridge he caused
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some small scandal when it was discovered he had been sending poetry to a tutor's wife, and she had been receiving them with alacrity. It seems he has a liking for married ladies. Ye Gods! annihilate but space and time, And make two lovers happy," he quoted gaily with a flourish of his hand.
They laughed together again. "How amusing you are, Justin," she said at last. " Tis exactly his words, What a fool he is. As if verse can impress me half as much as jewels. I have also heard it said that Goddard holds tight onto the purse strings."
Serious again, the marquis said, "I do not intend to quote poetry, Amelia; I am essentially a man of ac​tion."
"Oh, I know," she said softly.
"I intend to call on you tomorrow morning, whether Winch is at home or not."
"Tomorrow, dearest, I am having breakfast with the Duchess of Crowley. We are then going to Newgate. There is a hanging and one of the felons was actually employed by Winch. Imagine that! He stole seven shillings. Just fancy!"
"Seven shillings," he repeated in amazement. "Surely he wasn't handed over to the law for so paltry a sum, Amelia?"
It was Lady Winch's turn to look amazed. "One cannot have these people stealing. It was all of seven shillings, Justin. Winch says he had to be made an ex​ample of, and I agree."
"It was a sum that would have fed his family for weeks, Amelia, yet it was hardly sufficient to buy a ribbon for your hat."
"Oh, really, Justin," she bridled, "your attitude amazes me. What has my hat ribbons to do with the
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matter. Don't tell me you are one of these law reform​ers?"
"I was merely remarking on the harshness of the penalty for the crime. Winch could have acted more charitably on this occasion I think."
"My husband acts as any law-abiding citizen might. Does he not pay for a hard day's work?"
"Not enough I'll warrant."
She stared at him in amazement and then smiled. "I do believe you have a kind heart, Justin."
He turned away from her, feeling an angry flush spread up his cheeks at her taunt. In his confusion he reached into his coat and brought out a satin-lined box. Her eyes opened wide in delight.
"A present, Justin?"
"To make amends for my recent neglect."
He had bought the set prior to his father's death, and thought grimly to himself that this would have to be his last gift to his love in a long time.
"Cornelians! Oh, Justin, just what I required. How thoughtful and how clever you are!" She looked up at him again. "The Countess of Littleworth wore cor​nelians at her ball last week and, do you know? Everyone who wore diamonds or emeralds felt vul​gar. Yes, positively vulgar!"
"You could never be that, my love."
She gazed at her gift in delight. "Oh, how envied I shall be in these."
"Will you be free after Newgate?"
"I think I shall be fatigued and must rest before the evening. Shall you be attending the ball at the Pan​theon?"
A shadow of irritation crossed his face as she
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waited, wide eyed, for his answer. "You know I can​not."
Her brow creased momentarily. "It was thought​less of me, I confess. When the news reached me I was prostrated. The day after it was necessary to call in the physician who bled me and ordered complete rest. Tis only three days since I was fit to receive callers."
She wiped a dainty tear from the corner of her eye with a scrap of lace. "London just will not be the same without them, Justin. Even now I cannot believe Oli​ver will not come racing up Oxford Street behind his team of greys splashing everyone with mud and laughing as he does so. Or that your father will not stake his diamond buckles at my next card party. Stokely so relies upon him to replenish his wardrobe, you know."
She drew a deep sigh and then turned to smile tremulously at him, touching his cheek lightly with one gloved hand. "It must have been such a strain for you, my dearest."
"The thought of you sustained me," he answered with a smile.
Lady Winch sighed again. "I pray that Winch will live for ever, for black makes me look quite insipid, but you look more handsome than ever in your mourning. I have never known another to turn it to such advantage. I am glad Mary Bickerton has a pro​nounced squint, for she was smiling at you most cov​etously."
He laughed and kissed her hand again, lingeringly on the palm this time. "You have no rival, nor, I'm convinced, ever could, my love." His smile faded. "But the time has come for me to consider matrimony, Amelia."
26
"Of course," she answered with unconcern, much to his surprise. "It is a matter that has filled my own thoughts for several days past!" He looked at her in some astonishment. "Finally, my choice was Cres-sida Duncan. She's a sweet child. I'm persuaded she will suit you admirably, Justin. Do you not agree?" She inclined her head conspiratorially. "Moreover, she will not interfere with our little arrangement, that is certain. A more biddable child I've yet to meet, and her eyes are quite appealing. You would not find marriage to her the least bit tiresome."
He continued to stare at her. "You have chosen?" he said at last as the carriage jolted towards Hyde Park gate. "I wasn't aware that it was your place to choose a wife for me, Amelia."
Her smile faltered. It was rarely anyone spoke to her with such severity of manner, and seeing the grim expression on her lover's face dismayed her even fur​ther, for he had never before attended to her with anything other than indulgence.
"Forgive me, my love, if I have put you out of coun​tenance, for I did not intend to be improper. You must, of course, have a wife of your own choosing although the very idea of it fills me with mortal pain."
His lips softened into a smile at her obvious dis​tress and he took her hand into his once again. "You know well I needs must marry before long, Amelia." She nodded despondently and as she did so the feath​ers decorating her hat waved as if in a breeze. "I al​ready have someone in mind so you need not trouble that pretty head of yours."
She looked at him questioningly and when it ap​peared he would not divulge more she said brightly. "Oh, certainly, Justin. I'm sure your choice will be
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quite the right one. A marriage right now is just what is needed for both our sakes. At least I have the con​solation of knowing you are not in love with your pro​spective wife, although there have been one or two such marriages of late. And while you are on your wedding trip I shall certainly pine for you, as I did while you were at Strafford Priory, and I shall hate her for having you at her side. The time before you return to me will seem endless, even though I appre​ciate the unfortunate circumstances which have made it necessary."
The carriage paused as it approached Hyde Park Gate and, eminently satisfied, Lady Winch turned to admire her reflection again. "I'm not quite certain that this hairstyle suits me. I'm persuaded the ring​let should fall over my shoulder, so."
As she turned to give him her famous smile of dev​astation, he said, "I think I shall walk from here," hastily brushing her hand with his lips. He climbed from the carriage and as he did so Lady Winch began to pout in disappointment.
"But, Justin . . ." she complained, "I have scarce spoken to you."
He held her hand briefly in his and his smile was acid. "I sincerely hope you enjoy the execution to​morrow. I'm sure you will find it... diverting."
She beamed, becoming animated again. "Indeed I shall, especially as one of the felons is known to me. And of course the speeches are always so entertain​ing." Her countenance suddenly fell. "But I did enjoy it so much more when it was at Tyburn. I cannot con​ceive why this wretched government has abolished one of the best entertainments in Town. It just isn't the same at Newgate. The atmosphere is quite differ-
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ent and nowhere near as festive. Are you sure you will not come? There is no reason why you should not."
He shook his head. The carriages in front of Lady Winch's started forward and Lord Strafford stepped back, bowing slightly as he did so.
"Don't forget that Winch will be departing on Wednesday, Justin," she whispered.
She gave her a stiff smile and stared after the de​parting carriage thoughtfully before setting off at a brisk pace in the direction of his house.
"Where are we going, Father?" Verena asked yet again.
She was slightly breathless from hurrying to keep pace with her father who, having slept off his drun​ken stupor, walked briskly along Piccadilly. He walked with something of a swagger, swinging one arm as if his hand held a cane. That had gone to pawn long ago, but it was easy for Verena to glimpse in him the man her mother had fallen in love with twenty years ago.
She kept her eyes downcast as had become her habit of late, for she felt ashamed of her much darned clothes. She and her father, in his outdated suit, its lavish embroidery obscured by the dirt of age, were distinctly shabby as they walked amidst the strolling Quality.
Her father paused and chuckled to himself. "I see no reason why you should not know. It is a matter which affects your future."
She looked at him sharply. "We are paying," he said in the grandiloquent manner of his stage days, "a morning call upon My Lord Marquis of Strafford!"
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Verena stopped and stared at him. "Did you not say he was dead?"
"The fourth marquis is certainly deceased. We shall have the honour of addressing his younger son who succeeds him."
"You cannot be serious, Father."
"I most assuredly am."
"For what purpose?"
"Why am I cursed with such a contentious brat?" he asked piously.
"I simply wish to know why we are calling on the Marquis of Strafford."
"I see no reason why I should answer, but I shall. It is over the matter of a gambling debt incurred while his father was alive."
He began to walk again and Verena ran to keep up with him. "You cannot pay, Father. We haven't a penny piece between us. Will he commit you to prison? Oh, I pray he is a merciful man!"
Lome Barrington smiled. "You may well do so, daughter, for you will be included in my bargain."
She halted again and the concern she was feeling was immediately replaced by trepidation. She was immediately jostled out of her alarming thoughts by a milkmaid, her buckets held by a yoke from her shoulders. Verena stood aside to let her pass and then said, "Father, you cannot mean . . . you do not ... I am not a pledge."
She had heard of the young bucks who had little re​gard for the welfare of females below their own sta​tion. She had heard speak of the Hell Fire Club to which some belonged, and the depravities practised by its members. A nobleman who would sink so low as to frequent her father's haunts must also be a
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member of that infamous band, and at the thought of it she shivered.
"You cannot have pledged me!"
He let out a loud guffaw which caused a passing lady to frown and complain loudly to her companion.
"You have no worth as a pledge, my beauty. Even the most hardened rake would draw back at the sight of you." He pinched her cheeks so hard that she cried out. "That's better. Now you have some colour in your cheeks."
"Food and warmth is all I need to put colour into my cheeks, Father," she answered bitterly.
"Soon you will have all you need."
"You have said that these four years past."
The back of his hand caught her on the shoulder. "Stop whining, girl. You'll soon have cause to thank me. Now, hurry, or it will be too late to call on anyone and I'll box your ears for you."
"I shan't come," she said in a frightened voice. "We cannot be admitted to a house of the aristocracy wear​ing these shabby clothes. We cannot, Father. We look disgusting."
Her voice trembled and he took her arm and be​gan to drag her along. "It makes no difference how we are dressed. We shall soon be wearing silks and lace."
She bit back a sob. "You threaten to thrash me if I look upon any man kindly, yet you are willing for me to settle your debts for you."
He chuckled again. "I enjoy having my sport with you, Verena. You are good for little else. However, you have mistaken me. I am not in debt to the mar​quis; he is in debt to me."
*   *   *
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The Marquis of Strafford sauntered back to his house in Conduit Street. He nodded to several ac​quaintances he passed, but made no attempt to stop and speak to any of them. His mind was too preoccu​pied with disquieting thoughts for casual chat.
The day was pleasantly mild after several weeks of bitterly cold rain and sleet, and the financial troubles his father and brother had left behind them seemed finally to have been resolved, and yet the marquis felt no particular satisfaction. During his enforced stay at Strafford Priory, when circumstances permitted, he had thought of no one other than Lady Winch, and yet after spending a long-awaited morning in her com​pany, he still remained in low spirits and somewhat dissatisfied with his life. Moreover he looked forward to paying court to Victoria Mallory with no enthusi​asm whatsoever.
Oh, indeed, she was fair of face, and accomplished in the feminine arts of music and needlework. What is more she possessed a respectable fortune that the mar​quis could not pretend not to covet. But the sight of her stirred no feeling of passion in his breast. Most of his companions would laugh to know he considered it a necessary attribute in so well-endowed a bride. Outside the marriage there were always compensations.
As he entered the handsome house built in Conduit Street by his father, the marquis handed the head footman his hat and silver-topped cane, and then sur​veyed the assortment of cards which had been left by various callers in his absence.
He glanced at them with no particular interest and then looked at the footman who said, rather hesi​tantly, "There is one ... er ... gentleman waiting still, my lord ..."
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The marquis waved one languid hand towards the silver salver. "Oh? Which is his card?"
"He had no card, my lord." The marquis's eyes opened slightly wider. "He professes to be an ac​quaintance of the late marquis. A Mr. Barrington." His tone betrayed the slightest disdain which the marquis did not miss.
At last Justin comprehended. His father's ac​quaintances were not always of the ton—quite the contrary; the fourth marquis, as his son full realised, often took perverse delight in associating with the basest of creatures.
The young man nodded and for a moment or two frowned thoughtfully into space. "Tell this fellow I'm out, Bonnard, and not expected back."
"I have already done so, my lord, but the ... er ... gentleman proclaims his intention to remain here until you do return. He says he will require no more than five minutes of your time on a matter of extreme importance."
"Ah, a problem indeed, Bonnard," he said, still in a thoughtful mood, and then briskly, "Very well, I shall give him five minutes and no more. Show him into the library, Bonnard."
As the footman made to do his bidding his master added, "Oh, Bonnard..."
"Yes, my lord?"
"Five minutes only. When that time is up I want you to come in and give me a message—an urgent message. You understand?"
"Perfectly, my lord," the servant replied without a flicker of interest passing his face. "Is there any par​ticular form you wish the message to take?"
The marquis considered for a second or two. "If nec-
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essary you can say my great-aunt Matilda is mortally ill and is calling for me. That should do. I rather think I will have finished with him before that."
"If I might make a suggestion, my lord . . ."
"By all means, Bonnard."
In the twenty years Bonnard had been employed by the Favershams, Justin had found his services inval​uable on countless occasions, many times saving him from an almost inevitable thrashing after a child​hood prank.
"Butterworth and I could always evict them forci​bly, my lord." Butterworth being one of the grooms who fancied himself an excellent bruiser. Indeed, he was an excellent practitioner in the art of pugilism, as the marquis had discovered in several practice bouts with the man.
"Them, Bonnard?"
Bonnard's facial expression did not alter a fraction. In fact the marquis could never remember him be​traying emotion of any kind.
"There is a child too, my lord. A Miss Barrington."
"Of what age is this child?" the marquis asked sharply.
"About twelve, my lord, as near as I can judge."
"Mmm," said the marquis thoughtfully. A child. A by-blow of his late father? It was a possibility. It could hardly be one of Oliver's; not a child of that age. If she were not, what the devil could these people want? he wondered. There was certainly one way to find out.
"Show them into the library, Bonnard," he said briskly, and a minute or two later when the couple were ushered in the marquis could readily see for himself the reason for his servant's reticence to do so.
The man and the child were hardly the class to be 
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seen above stairs. The marquis felt a distinct stirring of anger at his father's indiscretion. He could only hope that none of his countless acquaintances had been passing at the time these people were entering his house.
The man was tall and had a proud bearing that be​lied the shabbiness of his outmoded coat, and Justin was convinced he espied one toe pushing through the man's down at heel shoes. His overall appearance was one of disrepute.
The child was as shabbily dressed as the man Jus​tin hoped was the father. Her cloak and the coarse woollen gown she wore beneath it were so heavily darned and patched that the originals were hardly recognisable as garments at all, and she clutched the cloak around her as if she were afraid of it being sto​len off her back.
She lagged behind the man who showed no such re​luctance to enter the room. The man advanced down the room to where the marquis was standing before a blazing fire.
He bowed low. "Lome Barrington at your service, my lord."
His resonant voice, as well as his bearing belied his appearance. He had the look of a gentleman fallen upon hard times, but it was to the child the marquis's attention kept straying.
Having introduced himself thus, Barrington beck​oned to the girl. "My daughter, Verena."
The girl curtsied low and as she raised her eyes to his the marquis was astounded at the defiance he saw in them. He drew his eyes away from the child's re​luctantly and looked at the man once more.
"Your daughter?"
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"Certainly," answered the man and the marquis was relieved at receiving such an unequivocal an​swer.
"Please be seated," he said, rather reluctantly, sensing that this man was not one to be dismissed so easily. There was something about the man which in​trigued the marquis. His father's ways were noto​rious. It would be interesting to learn what connection this creature had with the late marquis, who took delight in mixing with the lowest of God's creatures as well as his fellow aristocrats.
The marquis's eyes strayed to the girl again; now her eyes were downcast, her face in shadow and he wondered if he had imagined the defiance in her expression. Certainly there was nothing about her manner now to indicate such an attitude.
Lome Barrington seated himself in a Chippendale chair near to the fire and said, "Verena, do as you are bid. Be seated."
Silently the girl obeyed, seating herself some way from both her father and the marquis.
"Now, how can I be of service to you, sir?" the young man asked, seeing his visitor comfortably settled and remarkably at ease, which created in him some small irritation. He might have been a man of some good looks before the smallpox had disfigured his face.
"It is I who hope to be of assistance to you, my lord," the man answered smoothly.
He glanced around him, at the walls lined with leather covered books, the bronze and marble statu​ary imported from Italy, and the paintings which also adorned the walls.
The marquis smiled slightly. "And how can that be?"
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Lome Barrington looked at him again. "I can see you are wondering about me, my lord. 'Tis true I have fallen on hard times and we are not fit to grace this fine house of yours, but once, before the cursed pox," his face twisted into a grimace and then he smiled again. "Before that I was a well-known Thespian. It was said I would be as great as the late Mr. Garrick, but for my misfortunate ..."
So he had come to beg, thought the marquis. His fingers automatically strayed to his purse. Five gui​neas, he thought to himself, and a warning that there would be no more. As like or not it would go this night on gin or cheap brandy.
He glanced at the girl again but her head was still bent. She was sitting uncomfortably close to the fire yet showed no discomfort. The hem of her dress had become caught on the carving on the chair leg and was hitched up to reveal a pair of pitifully thin ankles clad in ugly black worsted stockings that were darned. Where they were not darned a skinny ankle peeped through.
The marquis looked away again, clearing his throat as he did so. "What is it you want, sir? I beg you to come to the point quickly, for I have business I must attend to."
Lome Barrington looked suitably abashed. "I beg your pardon, my lord." Promptly he handed over a piece of paper which, after casting him a curious glance, the marquis scrutinised. As he read the words written on it he could not help but take in a sharp breath.
"How did you come by this?" he demanded after reading it twice.
"I won it fair and square."
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"You? My father would not deign to gamble with the likes of you, sir." But as he spoke he knew that this terrible possibility was a very real probability.
The man smiled. "My companions and I were often honoured by his lordship's presence. When in luck he was generous in the extreme, but on this particular occasion I regret the dice was with me and against him, and the desire to play was like a fever in him."
The marquis nodded sadly, recognising all too eas​ily his father's behaviour.
"The tavern was the Sinking Ship in a small alley​way off Drury Lane. You'll doubtless know it, my lord. His late lordship was well-known there." He scratched the side of his face thoughtfully. "You'll be recognising the hand..."
"Yes," answered the marquis heavily.
It was, without doubt, his father's hand that had signed away the title to Strafford Priory to this base creature.
"There was also a ring—a crested ring. Unfortu​nately it is in pawn. We have fed well on it for the past three months."
The marquis turned to face the fire for a moment and then decisively turned back. Much as it would grieve him to do so this debt must be honoured, al​though at that precise moment he could not see how it was to be achieved.
"It will take me some time to raise the money, but it shall be done ..."
His mind was frantically working. After all his ef​forts it had still come to mortgaging the estate. There could be no other way.
"You are already stretched to the limit, are you not, my lord?"
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The marquis stared at him coldly. "You are inso​lent, sir, in your supposition. I readily acknowledge the validity of this document, even though it was likely my father was drunk out of his senses when he set pen to paper. He was still alive when the three month time clause ran out. Be assured the debt will be met. In the meantime ..."
"The pledge was the title to Strafford Priory. A handsome house I'm given to understand."
The marquis was hard pressed at that moment to restrain himself from slapping this impertinent jack​anapes.
"The house and land cannot mean anything to you, sir," he said, restraining his anger, for he knew the blame for this unfortunate stroke of Fate could not be laid upon this fellow. "But it is worth a veritable for​tune, which will be yours in return for that voucher."
Barrington's bloodshot eyes grew bright with spec​ulation. "Then I am indeed a rich man?"
"Yes," answered the young man heavily yet again. ' 'Tis a pity money is of so little use to me, except perhaps to gamble away, which you must agree would be a pity."
The marquis drew in his breath sharply and clasped his hands, in a gesture of restraint, behind his back. "You must do with it as you wish," was his irritable reply.
The girl, the presence of whom the marquis had al​most forgotten, gave out a little cry, almost a stran​gled gasp, but when Strafford glanced at her she was sitting, head-bowed, as before.
"Such an abundance of wealth would enable us to live well for but a short while," Lome Barrington continued. "It would also result in my demise within
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the year." He looked at the marquis and shook his head. "Blue Ruin, my lord. I have a fancy for it."
The marquis sniffed derisively. "So I had noticed. But it hardly matters to me how the money is spent as I have already said."
"But there is an easier way out of this predicament for you, my lord," reflected Barrington, looking at his filthy nails with interest.
The young man felt his patience fast running out. "What is it you want, man? You'll get not a penny more than it's worth. Speak up now!"
"I am well aware I shall not live for ever, nor do I wish to if truth were told. I earnestly desire security for my daughter before I die ..."
The marquis relaxed a little. "That can be ar​ranged," he answered in a softer voice. "I can easily arrange for a portion of the sum to be paid to her as an income ..."
"That will not answer," replied Barrington im​mediately. "She is soft-hearted, my lord; a prey to any unfortunate creature, and we know of many. She will give it all away to all the wretches who feed on her generosity, although we have little enough to give at the moment. Or she might easily fall in love with a ne'er-do-well who may rob her of all she has, and it will come to nothing after all." He gave an exagger​ated sigh. "I have been a bad father, this I do not deny, but I have the opportunity to make it up to her now and I do not intend to let that opportunity pass me by."
The marquis fought hard to restrain his impa​tience. "Your daughter will be adequately safe​guarded. I can provide her with an establishment and
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a respectable female to bear her company, in addition to a regular income."
"This will tax your resources even further, my lord," he said, looking up at him slyly, "perhaps un​bearably."
The marquis could not deny it, nor could he meet Barrington's eyes. "That is of no account. The debt will be paid in full, be assured. Name the method you prefer and be done with it."
"Ha!" exclaimed the actor, jumping to his feet in, what seemed to the younger man, a theatrical man​ner. "It seems to me that you are already pressed for funds." He v/aved aside the younger man's attempted disclaimer. "What I have in mind, if you will but let me speak of it, will cause you little expense. Nothing like the expense of providing the establishment you spoke of and repaying the balance of the debt.
"It cannot be said I am a harsh man," he continued, pressing one scrawny hand to his breast. He levelled his eyes at the marquis who, despite Barrington's height, dwarfed him by inches. "I shall consider the debt discharged if you will marry my daughter."
There was a silence, save for the crackling of the fire, which seemed to last for ever.
"That is a preposterous proposal!" exclaimed the marquis at last, and although surprised, from his tone, it was evident he believed himself the victim of a jest. "It is insulting to imagine me a husband for a child of such tender years, even if she were eligible, which she is not!"
"Verena is all of sixteen."
"Her age is of no importance to me. I have offered to keep you both in comfort for as long as you both live. I assure you I will look after your daughter person-
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ally. She will have every comfort and safeguard it is in my power to provide for her."
' Tis not enough! She must marry into the aristoc​racy. It is the only way Verena can reach the position in Society that she deserves. I have decided upon it and nothing will change my mind.
"Strafford Priory, since last Wednesday, is mine to do with as I wish, and if you refuse to marry my daughter I shall immediately put it on the market. There are scores of city merchants who would snap up an estate such as ... mine."
The marquis's face was white with anger. He moved to assault this impertinent intruder into his house, but again he exercised the greatest restraint.
"Come now," said Lorhe Barrington, "is this type of marriage not transacted every day? People of every rank, especially your rank, my lord, marry to gain fortune and property, do they not? What I am propos​ing is not so different." He looked at his daughter who remained as still as a corpse. Her very stillness an​gered the marquis to a greater degree her discompo​sure could.
"Verena," her father ordered. "Stand up."
The girl obeyed, keeping her head bent and her eyes downcast.
"We have long since fallen on hard times," he went on, "but imagine her in fine silks and satins, her hair curled and beribboned. Imagine her when her in​nards are full of food and her curves rounded. Would she not look as fine as any of your pampered Society ladies?"
"Mr. Barrington," insisted the marquis, pointedly refusing even to look at the girl, "I tell you what you are proposing is outrageous ..."
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"Verena lift your head and have the grace to look at his lordship!"
The girl's head snapped up. She stared at him and her eyes were filled with that same defiance he had seen before. Suddenly the defiance was gone to be re​placed by a look of naked pain. She gave a little gasp and began to sink to the floor.
She would have fallen onto the cold wooden floor in an ungracious heap if the marquis had not had the presence of mind to rush over and catch her. For a mo​ment or two he held the swooning creature in his arms, not knowing what to do with her, and then he gently lowered her back into the chair. He kneeled beside her, chafing her hands, which had remained icy cold despite her recent proximity to the fire.
A moment later he glanced up at Barrington who was gaping at his offspring in amazement. "Your daughter is ill, sir. A physician must be fetched im​mediately."
"Verena has never been ill save for the pox which carried off her mother and left me like this."
"Bring some brandy from the table yonder, and ring for my man. Whatever you say, this child is ill and needs attention."
"My word, she'll answer for this display!" Barring​ton raged suddenly. "Verena having the vapours! What can she be about? You'll be thinking her dis​eased; I know what is going through your mind."
"Then you must be remarkably gifted," murmured the marquis, gazing at the girl anxiously.
"She's not with child, either, I tell you. I've beaten off every man who so much as looks at her! She's as healthy as a horse, and I'll guarantee she's still a maid. I've watched her carefully. She's still a maid,
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sure enough. There's nothing wrong with her, I'll warrant. Let me near her, my lord, I'll have her up in a trice."
The marquis fended him off with one arm as the man began to prod his daughter. "Be silent man, and do as you are bid. My library is not a cattle market. The brandy!"
Barrington, having recognised a tone that brooked no argument, hastened at last to obey, but out of the corner of his eye the marquis saw that he had helped himself to a large measure of brandy before hurrying back with the glass for his daughter.
"A fine brandy, my lord," he said as the marquis attempted to administer it to the girl. " 'Tis a pity to waste it on Verena. Water would do as well."
He too was bending over the girl and at such close quarters the marquis found the smell emanating from his unwashed body obnoxious.
"Pray stand aside and give her some air," he said shortly. "Ring for my man. My physician will come immediately and attend her."
As Barrington obeyed, pulling on the bell-rope as if he were tolling doom, the girl's eyes fluttered open at last. She gasped, coughing slightly as the brandy caught in her throat. She stared at the man kneeling by her side uncomprehendingly and then, as if only just recalling where she was, she struggled to sit up, her eyes widening with fear as they sought her father.
The marquis caught her hand to restrain her. "Pray stay where you are, Miss Barrington. You are ill. You must rest until a physician is called."
"Oh, please do not trouble," she said in a voice sur​prising for its sweetness. " 'Tis nothing I assure you. The heat after the cold outside ..." She sank back.
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"The hunger ... I shall be recovered in just a mo​ment."
"When did you last eat?" he asked sharply.
Verena again looked fearfully at her father. "Yes​terday," he answered for her. "We ... er ... shared out last crust, but it was not enough. She is a growing girl."
Just at that moment the door opened and Bonnard came in. If he was surprised to see his master on his knees at the side of this girl he did not betray it.
"My lord," he said grandly, "a most urgent mes​sage has just been delivered . . ."
The marquis waved his hand impatiently. "Never mind about that, Bonnard."
"But, my lord, it is of the utmost urgency . . ."
"And I said it is of no account! I am engaged for the moment."
He gave a gasp of exasperation, realising at last his undignified position. The girl was still staring at him wide-eyed. He got to his feet, brushing specks of non​existent dust from his breeches with a lace-edged handkerchief.
He glanced down at the girl again. It was easy to see why both he and Bonnard had mistaken her for a child of twelve. Even knowing her age it was difficult to believe she was a full-grown woman. On closer in​spection she seemed hardly more than skin and bone beneath the shapeless gown which had originally be​longed to someone far plumper. The hand he had held in his seemed no more than a skeleton, and he felt a furious anger explode inside him at the selfish man who must gamble and drink away whatever money he possessed. It must indeed be so, for the ring that had been pawned was worth far more than three
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months food and rent to these people. Whatever had become of the rest of the money, it had not fed Verena Barrington.
Suddenly she realised she was staring at him boldly and looked away in confusion. The marquis, however, continued to scrutinise her. Lome Barrington would have him marry her, but despite his indignance at such a suggestion the marquis was moved to pity at her plight.
"Bonnard," he said without taking his eyes from her, "in a few moments I shall require you to take Mr. Barrington and his daughter to the kitchen and give them a meal. See that Cook also provides Miss Bar​rington with a basket of provisions before she leaves this house."
"That is mighty good of you," her father mur​mured.
"Very well, my lord," replied the lackey. The marquis looked at him at last. "In the mean​time you may wait outside."
The footman bowed and as he left the room Straf-ford looked at his visitor. The intervening period had served to restore his balance, for in truth nothing had ever quite taken him aback as much as the discovery that his father had signed away the title to land and property which had belonged to the Favershams since the reign of Elizabeth Tudor. It would have been a blow indeed had the late marquis lost his estate to a fellow peer but to lose it while in his cups to this pa​thetic sot reviled his senses.
"I hope you will reconsider my offer, Mr. Barring​ton. It is the only one I shall make. The money will be raised within a se'nnight. You may take it as a lump
46
sum or allow me to purchase a property and make you a regular allowance."
Verena Barrington got to her feet and laid an im​ploring hand on her father's arm. "I beg you, Father, accept this very generous offer. It will mean regular meals and respectability ..."
He shook off her hand. "Be silent, brat. It is for you I do this when I could as well take the money myself and commit you to the workhouse and be done with you."
She recoiled from him and he looked at the mar​quis. "You are in no position, with all respect due to your lordship, to make conditions. It will take a good deal longer than a week to arrange the funds. In law I can foreclose immediately, but I will stay my hand although I mean to have my answer in three days from now. Verena will not shame you. She is a strong, healthy girl whose comfort I shall sorely miss."
He glanced at the girl who had averted her face once again. "I have done little enough for her. Now I in​tend to make amends for my neglect. I promised her mother Verena would become a lady and respected. A shabby house and an equally shabby dowd to bear her company cannot do that, nor can all the money in the world. As your wife she will have everything deserv​ing of her and, after your behaviour of a few moments ago, I am more than ever convinced you are the man for her."
"It is out of the question," the marquis reiterated, feeling vexed beyond endurance. "When I marry I shall choose a woman of fortune and breeding as be​fits my position. You must see how grotesque this proposal of yours is, Barrington, and one that can do your daughter no good either."
47
The man drew himself up to full height. "My daughter has a fortune, my lord—yours. There are few enough simpering drawing room misses who would encourage your suit should you lose your estate. Re​flect upon that, my lord. Moreover, Verena's mother was as fine a lady you could meet—a Courtenay of Bellworth. She taught Verena everything she knew. You'll not find her ignorant."
"I have never heard of the Courtenays, Mr. Bar-rington, and even if I had it is of no account..."
"Please, Father, let us go. We have taken up enough of his lordship's time." The girl's voice was thick with emotion, as well it might be, listening to the way her father was bartering her as if she were prize cattle.
Her father frowned at her for a moment and then said, "Quite so, my dear. Come along; there is noth​ing further to discuss." He sniffed loudly, wiping a drop of moisture from his nose on his sleeve. He then looked at the younger man again. "After the cere​mony this voucher will be yours to do with as you will. My daughter in exchange for Strafford Priory, and you have three days in which to make up your mind . . ."
"Three days!" exclaimed the marquis. "That is not enough ..."
"I cannot give you longer. It would grieve me if the noble name of Faversham were to be the object of ugly gossip when, as needs must, this matter becomes pub​lic."
He bowed stiffly and his daughter curtsied, keep​ing her head averted. She followed her father from the room with rather more enthusiasm than she had dis​played on entering.
48
The fifth Marquis of Strafford watched them go, patting his perspiring brow with his handkerchief as he did so.
"Hell and damnation!" he muttered as the door
closed.
He turned to stare unseeingly into the flames, his hands clenching and unclenching at his side. To think the future and good name of the Favershams reposed in the hands of Lome Barrington. He could only hope that three days would bring a change of heart; that Barrington's good intentions towards his daughter, whom it was easy to believe had caused him little con​cern before, would dissolve before a vision of wealth, for Strafford could not hope to raise the money in that time. Three days! It was a forlorn hope.
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CHAPTER THREE
The carriage swayed from side to side, jerking fre​quently over the frozen ruts in the road. Outside the sky was leaden, snow-bound, and from time to time flurries of snow passed the window.
To Verena these minor discomforts meant little, for the carriage was the most luxurious in which she had ever travelled. The seats were well-upholstered and the springing minimised jolting considerably. It was all quite different to the discomfort of long journeys she had endured in her father's travelling days.
She sat bolt upright, her back hardly touching the leather seat. She might just as well have been made to walk for the discomfort she felt, for her mind was numb, even though her body ached with fatigue.
She guessed she was being taken to Strafford Priory, but no one had told her so. Her father had not known the plans the marquis had made for her fu​ture, and the marquis had not seen fit to tell her either.
Not that it mattered. Nothing could matter after that parody of a marriage ceremony in which she had been forced to participate this morning. The small church had been empty save for the preacher, who had
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been paid well for his discretion, the preacher's wife who bore witness, her father, herself, a young man of the marquis's acquaintance and, of course, the reluc​tant bridegroom himself. She wondered that the floor hadn't opened up and swallowed them, so great was the blasphemy in joining two such unwilling parties together.
The marquis had looked almost frightening, grim-faced and dressed in severe black. The way he looked she felt he could be a pitiless man if he chose to be, and yet she could not forget his kindness to her the last time they had met. But he hadn't believed the marriage possible then.
Whenever she had had the opportunity she had searched his face for signs of dissipation, but had found none in his regular features. His back was straight, his appearance immaculate. His mouth was still firm and his brow uncreased. If he indulged in the excessive drinking, gambling and fornication for which Society was notorious, he bore it well.
The friend he had brought along was equally grim-faced and disapproving. His eyes had scrutinised her quickly and had shown immediate distaste. No one had deigned to introduce her, but she gathered that his name was Sir Robert Parish.
Apart from when necessary during the ceremony Verena had spoken not at all. The marquis (she could not think of him as her husband) had pointedly re​fused even to look at her, and so it had remained even after their immediate departure. He had handed her into the carriage and then had mounted his own horse, declining the company of his new bride.
When they stopped to change the horses he had been waiting at the inn, having already bespoken a
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private parlour for her. The face of the landlord's wife plainly showed disbelief that so shabby a creature was the Marchioness of Strafford, but the marquis was well-known at the inn and she was treated with respect.
There in the warm parlour, for the moment, Vere-na forgot her misery and uncertainty and partook, with gusto, of the meal laid out for her. Her new hus​band preferred the company in the public rooms and only returned to her when it was time to leave.
At this moment he was riding ahead, braving the bitter cold to be as far away from her as he could con​trive. For Verena it was something of a relief and yet it grieved her that it should be so. She had dreamed of marriage and of a man who would remove her from the sordidness of her present situation, but this was the dream turned into a nightmare. He could hardly keep their marriage a secret for ever, and yet he was no more likely to stand at her side and declare her his wife to the ton. She shivered; more likely he would have her disposed of quietly and buried somewhere in his vast estate, with no one the wiser. If he did, she could not find it in her heart to blame him. It would be a welcome release for them both.
While living in Gum Alley there had always been hope; now there was none.
Her hands, folded beneath her cloak, were stiff and sore with cold. Would she ever be warm again?
The marquis had given them money, some to re​deem the ring which was now back in his possession. Her father had allowed her a little with which to buy a new gown. She had found one of bleached cotton— the cheapest available—but at least it was clean and undarned. With the last few shillings she had bought
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a calico bedgown, for she could hardly grace the sheets of Strafford Priory in her tattered petticoats.
The carriage slowed, came almost to a stop, and then turned in at two enormous gates. A lodge with its windows already lighted was just inside and, as the carriage passed through, a woman shut the gates and hurried back inside.
The avenue seemed endless, but at last the house came into view. Verena roused herself to peer out of the carriage window, anxious for her first sight of this house for which the marquis was prepared to enter into a mesalliance rather than risk losing it to a dis​solute actor, and thus cause a scandal.
It must be, she decided, a remarkable place.
She gasped at her first sight of it. In her wildest imaginings she had not dreamed it to be of such hand​some proportions. It was far more impressive than St. James's Palace itself.
Situated on a rise to command a view of the sur​rounding countryside, at every side lawns as smooth as velvet gently unfolded into the distance and seemed at least as large as Hyde Park. The air was sharp; a flurry of snow flew in her face but Verena was only aware of the sweetness all around, where no smell of rotting rubbish, rancid food, and sweating, unwashed bodies assailed her senses. No cries of the dying, no cursing of the drunk were to be heard; apart from the gentle sound of the horses hooves on the gravel there was only blessed peace.
The carriage came to a standstill. Verena with​drew her head. Once again her composure threatened to fail her. She was afraid, more so now than at any time before. The only aristocrats she had ever seen before were those around Covent Garden, and mostly
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it was when they were rolled out of bawdy houses still in their fine clothes of silk and velvet, but dead drunk and robbed of their purses. Her father often came home and told her, laughingly, of their disgusting an​tics, the heirlooms they gambled away with hardly a thought, the disorderly houses they frequented, and the amount of drink they consumed. Verena had no reason to believe the man she had married was any different.
At least, living with her father, she had known him in all his moods, even his cruel ones. Now there was nothing but the frightening unknown.
The footman was letting down the steps. In that moment Verena wished herself back in Gum Alley amidst the smell and the noise. She didn't belong there, but no more did she belong with this proud man and had no right to his name.
The carriage door opened and he was waiting to hand her down. He gripped her hand and smiled, say​ing with dreadful irony, "Welcome to Strafford Priory, my lady."
She stepped down onto the gravel and straightened her back. It ached abominably but her voice betrayed no trace of her feelings.
"It looks nothing like a priory," she murmured.
"This house was built only fifty years ago, on the site of the old one. My grandfather all but bankrupted himself in the process." His smile was ironic once more. "It seems destined to cause us grief, and yet we Favershams refuse to give it up."
Pride again, she thought. She glanced up at the pil​lared portico and felt something of his fervour.
The carriage and team moved off and the couple were left standing on the driveway in front of the
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house. Welcoming lights were ablaze in many of its windows even though it was not yet fully dark.
A movement a few paces away on the grass startled her. "What it it?" she asked in a tremulous voice as a frightened animal streaked by.
" 'Tis only a fallow deer startled by our arrival. The park is full of them. You will be able to feed them from your hand in the daylight."
She looked up at him. "I am to remain here?"
He smiled again. "You don't object?"
"I am to do your bidding," she answered, lowering her eyes, "but I would deem it kind if you were to tell me what is to become of me."
His eyebrows rose a fraction. "Have I not already told you just now?"
"I do not believe that I am to remain here as your wife. I know such a matter is impossible, and in these circumstances it would be better, would it not, if you were honest? No one knows yet that I am ... we are married. You can dispose of me as you will. I would be grateful if you were to be frank with me."
He stared at this pathetic creature he had married, wondering why he had ever been disinclined to marry Victoria Mallory. "I had not imagined you such a quiz. However, set your mind at rest. I am no blue-beard to discard of an unwanted wife as if she were an aged horse, nor am I about to sell you to a slave-master bound for the Indies."
She kept her eyes downcast and the pity he had so far felt for himself was transferred to her. Her quiet resignation to the fate she truly believed she might suffer at his hands astounded him.
"Have no fear for your safety, Verena," he said in a softer voice. "You will come to no harm at my hand."
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It was the first time he had used her name. She shivered as an icy blast of north wind hit them. She drew the cloak about her and he said, "Come, Verena, you must not take a chill. We have tarried here long enough. You will be able to explore the house and grounds at your leisure."
The great doors were opened as if by magic as the marquis led her up the steps. It seemed an endless climb and her back ached even more while hunger plucked at her insides.
She drew a sharp breath as she entered the great marble hall. It was magnificent beyond anything she had ever seen before. Two chandeliers were ablaze with countless candles, and sconces lit every corner, exhibiting the paintings that lined the walls and the alcoves harbouring statuary of bronze and marble. Hundreds of candles were alight in the hall alone. The expense of it almost made her head reel.
As she stared about her in amazement she was di​vested of her cloak by a footman in scarlet and silver livery. Another lackey helped his master out of his caped riding coat. He sat down and had his riding bool:s removed after which another footman started up the giant staircase, holding aloft a branch of can​dles to light their way even more, which Verena re​garded as an unnecessary extravagance.
She looked at the man she had married as he took her arm. "Dinner is served, my lady," he said using that same tone of irony.
She went slowly up the stairs as if in a dream. She could not help but admire the magnificence all around. There were countless bronze statues, and portraits by Gainsborough, and others she could not
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recognise. The floors were of Italian marble, the walls covered with the finest damask.
When she saw all this Verena could not help but wonder why a man possessing such treasures needs must marry her. The question hovered on the tip of her tongue but she hesitated to ask it. She was still shy of him, still very much afraid, even though she had believed his assurance of safety.
At the head of the stairs more chandeliers were alight, illuminating the gilded ceiling. Facing Vere​na in a position of prominence was a full-length por​trait of a woman. Verena stared at it with interest. The woman was very beautiful, with dark hair and dark lustrous eyes that Verena felt she had seen be​fore. She was wearing a gown that Verena judged to be about thirty years out of date, but magnificent for all that.
Around her neck was a fall of diamonds that were matched by earrings and a brooch upon her shoulder. One hand rested on her full skirt and she was smiling as if she were a woman secure in the love of those around her, and full of the joy of life. Verena won​dered what it must be like to wear such a gown and to be able to smile in so confident a way.
The marquis followed her to where she stood. "Who is she?" Verena asked, forgetting her shyness for a moment. "She is so very beautiful."
"My mother," he answered, looking up at the por​trait. Verena glanced at him, realising that it was his eyes which were so much like those staring back at her from the portrait. "She died a year after my birth," he added. "I am told I was the cause of her death."
The bitterness in his voice was very evident. Vere-
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na did not know what to say and she was glad when he moved away and, taking one last glance at her husband's mother, she followed him.
In the dining room the centre was taken up almost entirely by a mahogany table which was set for two, yet there was sufficient food on it for at least a hundred.
A footman held her chair and she subsided into it, feeling more than a little lost. The marquis was fac​ing her but seemed a long way away at the other end. All around her the damasked walls were decorated with portraits of grim-faced men—Favershams of years gone by, Verena decided—and they all seemed to be staring down at her in disfavour.
The moment they were seated more servants ar​rived bearing silver dishes containing every type of meat and fowl. Verena stared at them, hardly know​ing where best to begin.
"Are you not hungry, Verena?" the marquis asked after a few moments.
"Yes, indeed," she murmured. "It is only that I cannot decide between the duck and the saddle of mutton. The beef looks very inviting too, and I am most partial to pigeon pie."
The marquis leaned forward, motioning to one of the lackeys. "You must have some of everything; that will settle the matter satisfactorily."
Verena was well aware that she had amused him in some way. She wasn't sure she liked to be the ob​ject of his amusement, feeling that she could under​stand and accept his anger far more readily.
However, at the sight of the food being heaped upon her plate, she forgot all else but her ravenous hunger,
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and began to feed upon more food than she had ever seen at one time in her life.
Much later, having partaken of some of everything as suggested, she finished on some blancmange and sat back in her chair. To her surprise the marquis had already finished and he was nursing a glass of claret, watching her with scarce-concealed amusement. He had, it appeared, long since finished his meal.
"Can I not tempt you with a dish of jelly?" he asked, "Or some plum pie? The plum pie is delicious."
She shook her head, ashamed of her own greed. "I do not think I shall ever need to eat again."
He laughed. "You will, I think, be of another mind tomorrow."
He allowed the footman to refill his wineglass but Verena shook her head when approached. She kept her eyes downcast in the manner that had become ha​bitual with her of late. Now the lengthy journey and the meal was over she was faced with the necessity of her husband's company, and she was at a loss how to cope.
"Tell me about yourself," he said after a few mo​ments of heavy silence.
"You know all there is to know, my lord."
"You cannot have lived in that wretched alley all your life."
"No, indeed," she answered, drawing a small sigh at the recollection, "it only seems like it. When my mother was alive we travelled the country. My father acted where he could, sometimes in barns, sometimes in public houses, and occasionally in theatres if he were lucky. We didn't live well but we rarely went hungry—and we were happy. He was a different man then," she went on wistfully, "I remember well,
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once, his portrayal of Hamlet. He was quite magnif​icent . . ."
She was suddenly aware of his scrutiny and be​came shy again. "Please, continue," he said quietly.
"We were in Leicester—about four years ago. The 'pox was rife but Father insisted on appearing there, although Mama wished us to move on. He was to play King Lear and in a theatre too. The opportunity was too good to miss, and the play itself was always of more importance to Father than anything else.
"None of us had had the 'pox. First I caught it. We were lucky in our lodgings; the landlady had already had it and allowed us to remain with her. My mother nursed me but caught it herself, passing it on to Fa​ther. She died; there was nothing anyone could do to help her. Father was disfigured as you have seen, but I was left unscathed."
She glanced at him and away again. "He was a changed man after that. He could find no work. I think he hated me for being unmarked while he ... He found some solace in drink, and whenever we had a few shillings, unless I spent them quickly on food, he would take them to buy gin or play hazard in some tavern. Usually he lost but occasionally he would win and we would celebrate. Those occasions were few enough."
The marquis eyed her carefully for a few moments and Verena realised that these revelations could hardly have improved his opinion of her. "Are you aware," he said at last, "that I have forbidden him to contact you ever again?"
"Yes."
"And you are not angry?"
"I understand."
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He leaned forward slightly, frowning a little. "But you must surely be sorry."
"No." Her voice was no more than a whisper. "There has been little felicity between us since Mama died."
He sank back into the chair again. "I am relieved to hear you say so, for it will not do. A man of such intemperate habits is not to be trusted, and I am de​termined that he shall have no further influence over you.
"But you need have no fear for him; he will not fare badly, I promise you. I have arranged for him to re​ceive a regular allowance."
She looked at him at last. "It is more than he de​serves," she said with cold deliberation. "And, more​over, it will do him no good. On the day he receives it he will fly to the gaming tables and for the remainder of the time he will go hungry and cold again."
"At least I have made sure part of the allowance goes directly to his new landlady. He will have a dry roof over his head in any event. As for the rest, that I cannot help. My father and brother had no heed for safety and prudence and perished for it. Your father must also live as he chooses."
"You have done enough, my lord. In the circum​stances you have been most generous."
"I can afford to be," he answered dryly. "I have been let off an onerous debt most lightly."
She looked at him sharply, and he said with more seriousness, "Your father was right when he sup​posed I was stretched to the limit of my resources. A mortgage on this land would have been most unwel​come at this time."
"More unwelcome than I?"
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He betrayed no surprise at her boldness. "Such marriages have been contracted before." Abruptly he got to his feet. "You look fatigued, Verena. It has been a long and tiresome journey. You must long for your bed."
The footman sprang forward and Verena got to her feet. The marquis walked with her as far as the door. "I shall be along to join you shortly and we can dis​cuss the matter of your future in further detail."
"My aunt, whom you will meet tomorrow, begs to be excused tonight."
She cannot bear to meet me, Verena thought in dis​tress.
"And as for the other servants, you will be intro​duced to them by her in due course."
Verena inclined her head and followed the footman from the room. When she glanced back the door was already closed.
The marquis returned to the table from which the cover had been removed. He sank down into the chair again, a scowl replacing the benevolent expression he had displayed to his bride during their repast. Per​emptorily he dismissed the servants and once they had withdrawn he reached for the brandy decanter and began to fill his glass.
CHAPTER FOUR
Verena gazed around her, awestruck at the sight of a spacious room filled with handsome oak furniture. There were several chairs, a brocade sofa, and a bed. She was just inside the doorway. This room like the others was brightly lit, and a log fire crackled behind a screen in the hearth. At the windows wine-coloured velvet curtains shut out the cold dark night that had encroached upon the house during their dinner.
Like a woman in a trance Verena walked across the room, her footsteps muffled by the French tapestry beneath her feet. In Gum Alley a bed such as this would have slept three families at the very least.
She ran her hand across the damask counterpane that matched the valance and tester. The material felt rich beneath her fingers.
At a sound behind her she whirled round to see a young maidservant come out of an adjoining room. The girl looked startled for a moment and then curt​sied low.
"My apologies, m'lady. I didn't hear you enter."
She looked at Verena fearfully as if she expected to have her ears boxed for such an admission. Verena
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studied her for a moment or two, realising that this girl was even younger and more afraid than she.
"It is of no matter," Verena answered in a gentle voice. "Who are you?"
"Me name's Rose, m'lady. Mrs. Johnstone—she's the housekeeper—appointed me your maid 'til an​other be found."
"Why should I want another?"
"Mrs. Johnstone says you'll be wantin' yer own, m'lady."
"Mrs. Johnstone is mistaken."
The girl's eyes lit with pleasure. Verena noticed that her new calico bed-gown had been laid across the bed, probably with undue reverence. Whatever must this girl think of the new marchioness? Verena won​dered.
She walked across to the fire. The room was pleas​antly warm, but it seemed, even with a full stomach, the cold had crept into her bones.
"Have you served his lordship long, Rose?"
"Yes, m'lady. Six years as a scullery maid, but I'm good at needlework," she went on eagerly.
No wonder the girl was eager to please. Becoming a lady's maid was indeed an honour, and an unex​pected one too no doubt. How well they were suited, Verena thought.
"Me family's served their lordships for genera​tions. Me dad labours on the farm and me younger brother's an apprenticed groom. He likes horses, does Jamie, and his lordship says he has a fair way with 'em."
Verena turned to face her. "How old are you, Rose?"
Rose looked anxious again, fearing she was too young and would be returned to the scullery in favour
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of an experienced abigail. "Fifteen, m'lady," she an​swered in a subdued voice, "but I'll be sixteen come March."
"Rose, it seems that you and I are very new to our respective positions and, therefore, I fully expect we shall deal well together."
The girl dimpled. "Yes, m'lady."
Verena half-turned away again. "I have yet to meet my . . . husband's aunt. . ." she ventured.
Rose smiled again. "Miss Faversham's a real tar​tar if 'er mind's set on it, but none of us has cause to dislike 'er. 'Tis said that she turned down an offer of marriage to a duke to care for his lordship when his ma died."
Verena was not reassured by such news. It was as like as not Miss Faversham was as proud as the mar​quis, with as much cause to hate her.
"There is some hot water in the dressing room, m'lady ..." Rose ventured.
This interruption into 6uch alarming thoughts as were passing through Verena's mind was welcome. "I should like a wash," Verena told the girl, hiding well her delight at the prospect.
Rose came towards her. "Let me unbutton your gown, m'lady."
Verena stepped back. "No." And then quickly. "Just prepare the water, Rose, for now."
The girl looked slightly perplexed but it was not for her to question and she obeyed. In the few seconds the maid was absent from the room Verena had un​dressed and was carefully folding her clothes.
Rose returned and was young enough to betray her surprise at her mistress's unorthodox behaviour in undressing without the help of her maid.
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I am unused to your services yet, Rose," Verena felt bound to explain.
' Tis to be hoped I'll soon be invaluable to you, m'lady," she answered with all the ebullience of her youth.
Verena smiled. No doubt the girl was relieved at having so human a mistress instead of a spoiled miss who threw tantrums at regular intervals.
There was immediately a sense of comradeship be​tween the two, and Verena felt she had found at least one friend in this vast place.
She went into the small dressing room where scented water was waiting in the wash bowl. There was a fresh piece of soap and a soft cloth on which to dry herself, and she revelled yet again in such hith​erto unfamiliar luxury.
When she returned to the bedroom she was just in time to see Rose rolling all her carefully folded clothes into a rough bundle.
"No, Rose! That is not the way to treat my clothes. Leave them as they were, if you please."
The girl bit her lip. "I have been given orders, m'lady. From his lordship. They're to be burned."
"But I've nothing else to wear."
Verena felt no shame at making such a confession to this girl who would herself possess at least a spare gown for Sundays.
"I've me orders, m'lady."
She looked frightened so Verena relented. She would hate to be the cause of trouble for the girl, and she supposed the marquis did not intend her to wan​der the corridors of Strafford Priory in nothing but a bedgown.
"Very well, Rose, you'd best obey orders." 66
Rose was about to leave the room but instead she came back to where Verena was standing and put the bundle down on the floor. "Sit down, m'lady; at the dressing stool. You look fatigued."
At such rare and genuinely uttered concern Vere-na's eyes filled with tears. She turned away and sank down on the stool in an attempt to hide them from the girl.
Immediately Rose's gentle fingers began to remove the pins from her hair and it fell to her shoulders.
"My, what lovely hair you have," said the girl in admiration. "Beggin's your pardon for sayin's so, m'lady," she added respectfully.
Verena blinked back her tears. "It's kind of you to say so, Rose," she murmured.
As she handled the silver comb and brushes set out in front of her she saw that each piece bore the falcon crest of the Faversham's. How many beautiful and worthy heads had they served? she wondered. Per​haps they had even been used by the late marchio​ness on that head of glorious dark hair.
Rose began to brush her mistress's hair with rhythmic strokes that gradually soothed the tension from her body. The dull ache in her bones was soon all but gone through the ministrations of this girl. If only her back did not ache so abominably. But the soreness would go in a few days if she could hide her pain during that time.
"There, m'lady, doesn't that look pretty?"
Rose held a hand mirror in front of her mistress's face. Verena opened her eyes and gazed at her reflec​tion. Her hair was smooth as a blackbird's wing after Rose's ministrations, and it bore an unaccustomed lustre. Verena wound one curl around her finger
67
thoughtfully. There was nothing Rose could do to im​prove her looks in any other way. Her face was still repulsively pale, the bones showing through her al​most transparent skin, and her eyes burned darkly in their sockets.
"Are you satisfied, m'lady?" Rose asked anxiously.
"You have done very well, Rose," Verena an​swered dully, putting the looking glass face down on the table.
Just at that moment the door flew open. Both girls turned to see the marquis enter. For the first time Ve​rena saw him without his wig, his dark hair tied back with a black silk ribbon. He had changed his black velvet coat for a light dressing gown.
He was totally steady but his face was highly col​oured and from the brightness of his eyes, which pre​viously looked so coldly at her, Verena guessed he had been imbibing of the brandy in her absence.
Rose stared at him and then dropped a deep curtsey when he glared at her for her omission to do so. "What's your name, girl?" he demanded.
"Rose, m'lord."
"You're Mrs. Johnstone's niece?"
"Yes, m'lord."
"Well, see you give her ladyship good service, and no slipping off to do your wooing."
"Oh, no, m'lord."
"Off with you then. You'll not be needed again to​night."
Rose bobbed a curtsey again and was gone as swiftly as a frightened rabbit. In her position as scul​lery maid it was likely that she had never seen her master at such close quarters, let alone spoken to him.
The marquis stared at Verena then, thinking she 
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was as skinny as a stripling. He could not help but compare her unfavourably to the voluptuous charms of Lady Winch, and his thoughts were like a pain in​side his head. Amelia who wore the softest silks and lace next to her skin, and this bag of bones in her ugly calico bedgown. Anger shot through him like a fever and then melted again at the sight of her frightened eyes.
"Sit down, Verena," he said in a softer voice, "we have much to discuss and the hour is late."
She sat down again as he sank down onto the sofa to face her. She clutched the bedgown around her throat although it was only an empty gesture. He was nowhere near aware of her as a woman, but she didn't doubt that he would assert his rights with her.
Through her own uncertainties she noticed he was tired and his face was drawn, probably through weeks of worry. And now he was committed to a woman he had no taste for. The material of her bedgown was coarse and scratched her skin, but she still clutched it around her, hardly aware of the discomfort.
"You told Rose to take my gown," she said at last, "but perhaps you didn't realise that I have no other."
"You will have several by the morning. My aunt's maid is busily working on them at this very moment. My mother left trunks full of fine gowns and they're being taken in to fit you."
"But there is no need ..." she protested but her voice tailed away at the hardness that came over his face.
"You certainly cannot stay at Strafford Priory wearing that garment you had on today," he said coldly. "Undoubtedly my mother's clothes are thirty years out of date, but that will hardly concern you.
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They are of the finest material and will suffice until my aunt can commission a mantua-maker on your be​half."
"I did not mean to suggest ..." she protested fee​bly, fearing his anger just as she had feared her fath​er's. "Your mother's clothes, I am sure, will be more than good enough for me."
"I have instructed my aunt," he continued, cutting her short, "to do everything that is necessary for your comfort and, Verena, you are to obey her in every​thing. Is that understood?" Verena nodded her head. "Then please look at me and say so."
She looked up slowly, saying, "I understand, my lord."
He got to his feet so abruptly that she started. He began to prowl restlessly round the room. "It will seem odd to the servants if you continue to be formal with me."
"They will certainly think it odd that the Marquis of Strafford has arrived with a bride who has only one cheap gown to her back."
She could have bitten off her tongue the moment the hastily uttered words were out. He whirled round on her furiously.
"Then you appreciate why only the most loyal of my servants have been allowed to see you. The others will not be allowed to set eyes upon you until you are prop​erly clad as befits my wife."
She looked away again. "Yes, my lord."
"Justin!"
"I cannot."
He strode across the room and gripped her by the shoulders. His fingers were not holding her with un​due tightness but nevertheless she gasped in pain.
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"Cannot! Did your father not teach you obedi​ence?"
"Oh yes, indeed," she answered wryly, clenching her teeth in pain.
"It is of little importance," he said quietly a mo​ment later, and she was relieved that his anger had abated as swiftly as it had come.
He was a man of varying moods. She was hard-pressed to understand him. He stared down at her. "Tomorrow it will not matter."
He let go of her and she fell back, knocking herself against the full-length mirror next to the dressing ta​ble. This time she could not suppress a cry of agony and as tears involuntarily welled up in her eyes she bit on her knuckles to force them back.
He was staring at her curiously now. "Are you ill, Verena?" She shook her head. "Then what is it that ails you? Not hunger on this occasion, I trust."
She moved away from him quickly. "Surely you are not afraid of me?"
She shook her head again and went across to the bed, clinging on to one of the posts. She prayed fer​vently that this feeling of sickness would pass off quickly, and that she would not be humiliated even further by being ill in his presence.
"I've already told you, you have no need to be."
"I'm not afraid of you," she said at last, knowing it partly to be true.
He moved away from her a few paces. "Don't mis​take me, Verena. I am here only to talk to you. To​morrow I am leaving for the continent. That is why I wished to speak to you tonight. By the time you are awake in the morning I shall be gone."
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She looked round at him, her momentary relief giv​ing way to dismay. "Gone? For how long?"
He smiled grimly. "Until I have found a solution to our problem."
"Then there is no need for you to go away. I can leave here instead. Few people know of our marriage. It can surely be annulled with very little trouble, and you can be free again. I shall never trouble you, I swear it."
"No, Verena," he answered, looking away. "That is no answer. I have accepted you into my care and so it must remain while you are my wife. There can be no annulment, certainly not while your father lives. He would never suffer that silently, and I have no mind to be the cause of scandal and speculation. All I have done these past few weeks has been in order to avoid just that. So while we are still legally married you will remain here. If you attempt to leave," he added, reading her mind with uncanny accuracy as she looked away from him, "and you cannot really think to do so without money, you will be brought back. Hunted down by my bloodhounds if need be."
"But is it necessary for you to leave the country?"
"Yes," he answered heavily, "I can think of no al​ternative. It is, you must see, impossible for me to stay here with you." A vision of Amelia's loveliness came suddenly into his mind and the thought of leaving her indefinitely smote him deeply. "I cannot keep this marriage a secret indefinitely if I do return, and if I were to be seen without you it would look odd. I trav​elled extensively over Europe once before and found it pleasant. I have every reason to believe it will be so again."
But then I was no more than a youth, he thought to 
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himself, eager for the delights of Europe could offer an inexperienced boy.
He came up to her again. "I am sure time will pro​vide us with the answer, Verena, for I am convinced this marriage is as abhorrent to you as it is to me."
She shuddered and he put two hands on her shoul​ders again. She gasped in pain once more as his fin​gers bit into her flesh, and he moved away again immediately.
"Something is ailing you, Verena."
"Nothing, my lord. The journey has made my back ache. It will be better in the morning."
He eyed her with a certain amount of suspicion. "I don't think you are a woman to suffer such trifling ailments. Are you going to let me see what is the trou​ble?"
"There is no trouble. I assure you," she answered, trying to sound unconcerned.
"Turn round and let me see what it is that ails you. My carriage is not so uncomfortable as to cause you to clench your teeth in pain, if sleeping on the floor of your fetid cellar in Gum Alley hasn't already done so."
With no further protest she turned round and un​tied the ribbons of her bedgown. She heard his sharp intake of breath as he laid eyes on the mass of half-healed wounds that covered her back and shoulders.
"Good grief," he said in an explosive voice. "How could you bear to travel at all?" Then in a quieter voice he asked, "Who did this to you?" She didn't an​swer. "You have no need to say. Your father was keen in his protection of you. No other man would have come close enough to do this." He stepped back a pace.
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"He shall have the feel of my whip about his shoul​ders for this."
She drew the gown around her quickly and turned to face him. "I beg of you don't touch him. He simply drank too much to celebrate our coming marriage, which is natural enough."
He smiled grimly and said, "Do you imagine I would believe such a tale? That your father did this to you in his delight at the prospect of our marriage. What did you do to displease him, Verena?"
She lowered her eyes and he said, "Could it be you made mention of your unwillingness to marry me? Is that why he beat you so savagely? Answer me, Vere​na. Isn't that why he did this to you?" She remained silent and he raised her chin with one finger until she was looking at him again. "I must have appeared even more of a monster than he."
"No," she said in a tiny voice, averting her eyes quickly. "Any change in my circumstances could only be an improvement. Even if you ill-used me too I knew I should at least eat and be clothed and be warm in winter. But what he has done to you is unspeakable. I didn't want to be a party to it."
"But nevertheless you are, despite the beating."
"He had no intention of taking possession of your house. He had no notion what to do with it, for all his bluff, but he said that if he was forced to accept the terms you had offered he would put me in the work​house, and I couldn't bear the thought of that. I have heard tell of how terrible it is in such places." She looked at him at last. "But I beg you don't think too harshly of him. He is a broken man. I cannot believe he has been quite sane since his illness. It was his
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promise to my mother, you see; he was insanely de​termined to fulfill it even though he almost hated me."
"I find his reasoning difficult to understand, but doubtless it makes sense in his own mind," the mar​quis said with a sigh and, then, moving towards the door, "I will be gone only a moment."
He was gone no more than the promised moment and when he returned it was with ajar of salve. "Lay down here," he ordered, motioning her to the bed. When she had done so he sat by her side and began to smooth the ointment across her wounds. Verena braced herself but to her surprise his fingers were so light she felt little pain.
"You should feel little discomfort by morning," he said when he had finished. "This should have been done last night."
She drew the gown around her once more and sat up against the pillows, pushing her hair from her face. "There was no money left to buy salve."
He got to his feet and towered over her. "I have a long journey ahead of me tomorrow. I leave you in the good care of my aunt."
Verena looked up at him. His aunt, a spinster with no child of her own. A woman who was as a mother to him. Verena knew she could expect no kindness from this woman. The marquis, she thought, would be hard-pressed to understand that cold hatred was, per​haps, worse than the occasional beating.
"You have married me only to safeguard Strafford Priory, yet you have not secured its future." She saw a muscle at the side of his mouth tighten and won​dered for the first time if there had been some gentle​woman he'd had in mind to marry. "You must want your own son to inherit this land now it is yours."
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"There is nothing I desire more," he said in a cold voice, staring at her hard. "But I am resigned to my cousin, Thomas Quimby, or one of his brats inherit​ing the home that has belonged to the Favershams for more than two hundred years."
Verena leaned forward eagerly. "Must it be so? If there is nothing else I can do for you, can I not do this?"
He stared at her in astonishment for a moment or two and then, to her surprise, he began to laugh. The sound of it, without mirth, filling the room, was hor​rible. Verena withdrew into the pillows as if stung as he went, still laughing, towards the door. When he reached it he paused, his laughter dying abruptly. When he looked at her again there was nothing but pure hatred in his eyes.
"Your father wanted you a marchioness, to satisfy some hidden machination in his sick mind. Well, so be it. You are indeed the Marchioness of Strafford. But any though of begetting an heir of you is totally repugnant to me."
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CHAPTER FIVE
Despite the tumult of a day in which so much had happened, Verena slept deeply and dreamlessly. She doubted that any woman had ever been elevated from the depths of poverty to the height of wealth in so short a time with so little joy resulting.
When she awoke she lay for a moment or two gain​ing some sensual satisfaction from the comfort of the clean sheets and soft feather mattress on which she lay. Once, many years ago, she had slept on such a bed but it was long ago, perhaps when her father had had some success in his chosen career.
After a few moments she sat up. The movement caused her no pain. She explored her wounds exper​imentally and to her amazement there was little soreness. She trembled suddenly at the thought of his gentle fingers on her back.
Hastily she threw back the covers, realising at last what had awoken her at such an early hour. The room was still warm and she noticed that the fire had been made up while she slept.
At the window she drew back one velvet curtain. The room overlooked the drive and there were trees and lawns as far as the eye could see. There was a
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catch in her throat as she surveyed it. It was forlornly beautiful now with every surface sparkling with frost, but her imagination envisaged it as it must be in the height of summer when the naked trees were adorned with their bright green mantles and the birds sang in the boughs from morning 'til night.
It was barely dawn, yet below her window a curri​cle was drawn up and trunks were being loaded into a small chaise which was standing behind it. As the last trunk was safely loaded the marquis appeared having, apparently, come out of the house.
Verena watched him. He was dressed warmly against the cheerless morning in a caped riding coat and stout boots. He looked around him slowly as if he were savouring the view, and then, with delibera​tion, he drew on his gloves. A footman handed him his hat and whip before he climbed up to the curricle.
As he took the reins he hesitated and then, almost sensing her eyes upon him he looked up. Verena drew back into the room for fear he would see her. The mar​quis looked away again and with one flick of his whip the two matched greys set off at a smart pace with the chaise following behind.
Verena watched until both carriages were out of sight and then she moved away from the window. She glanced around the room but was unable to see any​thing clearly, for the tears that were blurring her eyes.
It was unthinkable that he should be driven from his own home because he could not bear the sight of her.
Unthinkable too that she should leave, for she did not doubt his threat to have her brought back by force if necessary.
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He was an honourable man; he had been kind to her even though his parting words had been more hurtful than the most savage beating. Moreover, the pain would linger long after her scars had healed.
She knew he was right to be angry. Once their mar​riage was known he would be an object of amusement amongst his friends, and, perhaps, even ostracised by the society he coveted. She knew she must save him from that, and there was only one way in which she could do it.
If he was too honourable to rid himself of her, then she must do it for him. It was unthinkable that he should have to bear the shame of her for the rest of his life.
Having thus made her decision, Verena crossed the room, brushing the tears from her cheeks with two trembling fingers. When she had done so she noticed that a gown had been laid out for her use. She won​dered how long it had taken Miss Faversham's maid to alter it, so complicated was its design and so nu​merous were the seams. She held it up. The material was the most beautiful she had ever seen at such close quarters; figured silk of the most exquisite shade of pink.
Verena held it to her face, luxuriating in its soft​ness against her skin. Once, her father had bought such a gown for her mother, and she had worn it until it became old and torn, and unrecognisable as the original.
Now she tried to imagine the late marchioness wearing this one, almost hearing the rustle of her skirts as she wandered the corridors and rooms of Strafford Priory. It seemed almost a desecration for the gown to have been altered to fit the likes of her.
79
Although she knew it was the custom to wait until her maid roused her before rising, Verena washed quickly in cold water and slipped the gown over her own petticoats. She felt fleetingly sorry for Rose who was so proud to have been appointed her personal maid. By the end of the day Rose would be back in the scullery.
It was a shame to ruin the gown, Verena thought as she struggled with the buttons. Even though its style was many years out of date—probably worn over a hoop originally—it was still elegant and the most beautiful thing Verena had ever worn. It had been al​tered to fit perfectly.
Despite her resolution and her fear Verena could not help but admire her reflection in the full-length mirror by the dressing-table. The gown did become her, the richness of the material somehow putting a little colour into the desperate sallowness of her cheeks.
She bit her lips until they flooded with colour. "I could look as fine as any of them," she said to herself. "Father was right about that."
When she had dressed her hair in a simple style she opened the door slowly. The corridor was deserted al​though there were sounds from nearby as the serv​ants began their day's work, put back no doubt by the master's unusually early departure.
As Verena walked hesitantly down the corridor, feeling somehow the necessity of keeping close to the wall, a young maidservant came scurrying out of a nearby room, a bundle of bedding beneath her arm. She stopped sharply at the sight of Verena and, after both had looked at each other for a moment or two, the maid bobbed a curtsey and would have hurried on
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her way had Verena not said, "Is this . . . are you cleaning his lordship's rooms?"
The maid murmured, "Yes, m'lady," obviously taken aback by the sight of the new marchioness who looked so impossibly young and who wore so out​moded a gown.
And when Verena said, "Very well, you may con​tinue," in as imperious a manner as she could con​trive, the girl, probably with relief, went on her way.
Verena watched her out of sight and then went to the room, the door of which now stood open. The chamber was larger and even more handsomely pro​portioned than her own. If possible the fourposter was larger too. It had been stripped of its linen but the tapestry tester bore the falcon coat of arms which she recognised from the ring she had pawned.
The room contained a considerable amount of fur​niture necessary for a gentleman's comfort and yet it already bore an atmosphere of desolation, as if it had been stripped of everything it contained and not just its occupant.
Still hesitating on the threshold she glanced be​hind into the corridor to make sure no one was in sight before she entered the room and half closed the door. The room was of a similar plan to her own and she went directly to the dressing room, daring to hesitate no longer for fear her resolve should not last.
Fear made tight knots inside her now but she was, nevertheless, still determined on her plan. With a mixture of relief and dread she saw that the marquis had not taken with him his shaving table. She began to search through the drawers, most of which were empty. She opened the bottom one and there lay a ra​zor.
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Verena picked it up slowly, almost fearfully. It was likely it had an old and blunt blade but it would serve her purpose. As she stared at it her hand trembled, and she licked her dry lips. Slowly she forced it to​wards her left wrist and she wished, as her heart thudded within her breast, that it could be over with quickly.
"What do you imagine you are about?"
The stern voice from the doorway penetrated Vere-na's fog of fear and the razor dropped from her nerve​less fingers.
The blood drained from her face and she was aware that a chair was being placed behind her. She sank down onto it as her legs gave way beneath her. Some​one was removing the razor to a safe distance and when at last Verena was able to look up it was to see a woman, no taller than herself, who wore a cloak over her bedgown and a lace cap partially covering iron grey hair done into braids.
She was staring at Verena and her accusing eyes were full of severity. "What are you doing in these rooms?"
"Why should I not be in my husband's bedcham​ber?" she retorted.
"Justin told me a little about you, but he did not say you were a sauce-box. Whatever vices my nephew indulges in, I'm convinced taking a bag of bones to bed is not one of them; moreover, a bag of bones not long from the cradle."
"I am old enough to be married."
"There are degrees of age, madam, as you will dis​cover. Despite the life you've led I'll wager you're as innocent as a babe."
Suddenly tears began to gush down her cheeks. She 
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covered her face with her hands to hide her shame. The old woman said nothing but let her cry for a few minutes and then a handkerchief was thrust into her hands.
"Wipe your eyes now and you may cease to feel sorry for yourself. Nothing is ever as bad as it seems."
Verena obediently wiped her damp cheeks with the scrap of cambric.
"Now," the woman went on in a stern voice, "I asked you a question. Be so good as to answer me. What business are you about in my nephew's rooms at this time of the morning? I'll have my answer or I'll box your ears for you."
"You know full well, Miss Faversham, I sought to end my life."
"I wasn't aware that my nephew had treated you so ill."
"He has done nothing of the sort. He has been more than kind," she said recalling his solicitous behav​iour when she had fainted in his library, and again last night when he had tended her wounds so gently. Her voice dropped to a whisper, "That is my reason. I wish to end this shame he has to bear. It is the least I can do for him."
The old woman straightened up. Her eyes flashed. Verena had a sense of foreboding. Life would not be comfortable in this woman's charge, as she had al​ready suspected. Miss Faversham was every bit as formidable as Verena had feared.
"Justin has left you in my charge, my girl, and I will not have you abusing the trust he has in me. And, if by involving our name in the scandal of a suicide you hope to remove the shame of such a marriage, you must be a simpleton indeed."
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Verena looked at her in dismay. "I did not think, Miss Faversham. I only sought to relieve him of my presence."
"This family has survived many greater disasters than a mesalliance, child. Have I your word you will attempt nothing of this sort again?"
Verena nodded. "I doubt if I would have the cour​age a second time."
Miss Faversham smiled grimly. "That is a relief to me." A moment later she asked, "Are you with child?"
Verena stared in horror, partly at the unexpected​ness of the question and partly because it was posed by a lady as genteel as this. "What!"
"You are not deaf, child. Oh, I know about last night, but your father seems uncommonly generous in letting my nephew off his debt and equally as anx​ious to have you wed."
Verena shook her head yet again. "That was not his reason. My father was lax in many matters regarding my welfare, but he was extremely diligent in others. He believed in marrying me to your nephew he was fulfilling a death-bed promise to my mother."
Miss Faversham appeared satisfied. There came the sound of movement in the outer room. "Come," Miss Faversham ordered, moving towards the door, "standing in this draught is bad for my rheumatism. We will continue this conversation in the privacy of my room over a cup of chocolate. I hope you don't in​tend to rise this early every morning."
Perplexed and bewildered Verena walked behind that ramrod back, and when Miss Faversham was settled in her bed with Verena sitting beside, the
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maid, a plump woman of middle-age, brought in hot chocolate.
"Now," said Miss Faversham after she had dis​missed the maid, "what are we to do with you?"
"I'll do anything to help," Verena assured her. "I'd as lief run away, only the marquis assures me I should be brought back, and that would be shameful indeed and solve nothing."
Miss Faversham studied her with a disconcerting intensity. Her blue eyes were remarkably shrewd. "Justin is right in that," she murmured, sipping at her chocolate. "We have a problem, Verena, this I ad​mit, but it is not an insurmountable one."
Verena looked at her. She was unsmiling, her fea​tures habitually severe, but with a sense of wonder​ment she realised that far from having an implacable enemy in this woman, she had a friend.
"How can you say so? When your nephew has today banished himself from his home and country."
Suddenly the old lady threw back her head and laughed for the first time. Verena watched her, more bewildered than before.
"Your father, I am given to understand, is an actor, and it's easy to see you have inherited his talent. I am," she continued, "in a position to know that Jus​tin does nothing he does not wish to do. At the mo​ment he is indulging in a childish fit of pique . . ."
"He has a valid grievance. He cannot face his friends as a single man, nor can he produce me as his wife. I know that in other circumstances he wouldn't have me as a scullerymaid. I have no illusions, you see. I know what I am. I am no fit wife for a peer of the realm, a leader of the ton. In fact I am no fit wife for any gentleman."
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Miss Faversham eyed her steadily. "You may be maligning yourself unnecessarily."
"No. He may never return."
"Oh, he will return, once he has recovered from the sulks." She sipped at her chocolate unconcernedly, while Verena, despite it being delicious, could only let hers grow cold. "It is his habit. His mother died when he was but a babe, and Oliver became his father's fa​vourite. I tended to spoil Justin so I must take some little blame for his behaviour. There were times when it was quite outrageous. But he usually recovers his true nature, which is not at all alarming, in time."
She handed her cup to Verena to dispose of, and set​tled back into the lace-edged pillows. "I must own that when the news of your marriage was made known to me I was more than a little disturbed. I wondered just what he would bring home, but I like the look of you, girl. You have character and spirit, and I admire that."
Verena looked away in confusion at finding such an unexpected ally in her husband's aunt.
"There was a bride already picked out—a girl of im​peccable background and breeding. You may as well know."
"I feared as much . . ."
"Well, it would have been no more a lovematch than yours, so don't imagine he is heartbroken. She was rich, but you have brought with you your own fortune."
"It was his birthright... I cannot understand why you do not hate me too."
"I have no wish to blame you, child, for my own brother's weaknesses. You and Justin happen to have become victims of that. We are fortunate there has
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been no scandal, nor will there ever be. You are le​gally married and a Faversham now, and we needs must make the best of it." She leaned forward a little. "Do you wish to help your husband?"
Verena's eyes grew bright with hope. "With all my heart, Miss Faversham."
"Then you will obey my every command?"
Unwillingly Verena found herself smiling. "He did say I must obey you, Miss Faversham, and I fear mat​ters will go badly with me if I do not."
"Good, then start by drinking your chocolate. You look as if you may fade away. Your bones show through your skin. My first task is to make you look presentable, and you will never be that unless you eat heartily at every meal."
Verena quickly finished her chocolate and looked at the woman. "I have an excellent appetite. Only last night I believe the marquis was amused at the amount of food I consumed at dinner."
Miss Faversham smiled and said gently, "Do you think you could call me Aunt Harriet? It would be more natural, and as you are now legally my niece I would prefer it."
Verena smiled, a broad, natural smile that lit up her eyes and lifted the drooping corners of her mouth. "I think so."
Miss Faversham patted her hand. "You should smile more often; it quite transforms your face. I have great hopes for you. Yes indeed I have." She leaned forward again. "Now, listen carefully, Verena, for this is what we shall do ..."
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PART TWO
All changed, changed utterly, A terrible beauty is born.
CHAPTER SIX
The spring sunshine beat down on the fashionables strolling in the gardens of the Tuileries which bor​dered the Seine.
"What an agreeable surprise, Robert!" exclaimed the marquis, thumping his friend heartily on the back. "It must be some considerable time since we last met."
"Indeed it is, Justin," agreed Sir Robert Parish. "More than two years, on the day of your wedding, to be precise."
The marquis's smile of pleasure at being reunited with his friend after such a stretch of time abruptly disappeared at this reminder. "Let us be seated, Rob​ert," he suggested. "Over here, where we can talk." When they were seated, shielded from prying eyes by a thicket, he asked, "How goes it in London, Robert? Have you see my aunt?"
The marquis looked at his friend anxiously. Both hands were resting heavily on his stick. "The day be​fore I left for Dover."
"And she is well?"
"She is in excellent health, Justin, and asks me to 
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give you her love. She also says she hopes to see you before long."
The marquis smiled to himself as he thought of his aunt. He had hardly given a thought to leaving France until this unexpected meeting with his old schooldays friend. Suddenly he had a longing to see his aunt and his friends again.
Then he looked at Sir Robert again, "And how goes it with you, Robert? What brings you to Paris? Not solely a desire to see me, I trust."
Sir Robert laughed. "Not solely. My mother had a fancy for new bonnet ribbons, and nothing but Paris ribbons would do. Needless to add the prospect of seeing you was an incentive for me to accompany her. But I doubt if we shall stay above a se'nnight."
"Do you not find Paris the most delightful of cities, Robert? I recall you did when we were embarking upon our Grand Tour?"
Sir Robert laughed again. "Yes, indeed. We have some famous memories of those days." His smile faded. "But Paris is not the place it was, Justin. Surely you feel it too. On the surface it is as delightful as ever, but beneath that surface it is seething with unrest."
"There has been some talk of a peasant's revolt," the marquis agreed, "but King Louis is not per​turbed. The Court at Versailles is as gay as ever it was. I believe it will come to naught, as our own threatened revolt did some years ago."
"Well, I must say you are looking in fine fettle."
The young man smiled again. "I am to be congrat​ulated, Justin. I was recently betrothed. That is an​other reason I long to be home."
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The marquis's smile grew wide with pleasure. "Am I acquainted with the bride?"
"You are," beamed Sir Robert. "Miss Victoria Mal-lory has done me the honour of agreeing to be my wife."
The marquis's own smile faltered a little and he looked away. "Then you are the most fortunate of men, Robert." He looked at his friend again, giving him a genuine smile of pleasure. "I certainly wish you happy. When is the happy day to be?"
"August it is to be hoped, and I wish you to perform the same office for me as I did for you."
The marquis studied his features for a moment and then nodded slowly. "I shall consider it, Robert." He inclined his head to a passing couple of his acquaint​ance. Then he looked at Sir Robert again. "How is my wife? Did Aunt Harriet say?"
It was sir Robert's turn to look away. He stared firmly ahead, across the great open spaces of the Champs Elysees. "I saw Lady Strafford too. They are both in London."
"My aunt's in London? Good grief. What has brought this about?"
The marquis stared at him in astonishment. Sir Robert felt uncomfortable. "You really have not heard?"
"Heard what?" asked the marquis in a deceptively quiet voice.
Sir Robert looked him in the eye at last. "Miss Fa-versham brought your wife to London this Season."
"You are gammoning me, Robert," he answered, giving a laugh. "Aunt Harriet never comes to Lon​don. She has always regarded it a dirty, noisy place,
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and if she can be persuaded to remain a se'nnight 'tis amazing."
"Nevertheless she has been there these six months past, and from what I perceive, Justin, enjoying every moment of it."
"And Verena? You say she was brought into Soci​ety this Season?"
"She is the rage of the ton, Justin."
"You are jesting."
"No, I swear I am not. She has grown into an un​commonly beautiful woman. I scarce recognised her myself the first time we met. It was at Somerset House. The Academy had its autumn show and she was the centre of a considerable crowd of admirers who seemed to prefer to look upon her in preference to the paintings. I was never more surprised in my life."
The marquis continued to stare at him. "I hope I am right in assuming those who have welcomed her into their circle are not aware of her status before she was my wife. How was the circumstances of our marriage explained away?"
Sir Robert sat back. "Ah, there I think you owe a debt of gratitude to your aunt, Justin. There is a most romantic story being circulated round the drawing rooms and I believe she is the author of it."
The marquis cleared his throat. "I think, Robert, you had better acquaint me with it."
Sir Robert chuckled. "Well, apparently, Justin, Verena is the daughter of a north-country gentle​man, and you and she have been in love for years. Only, of course, because of her youth you were unable to marry earlier than you did. Her father was reluc-
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tant to release his daughter at such a tender age de​spite the pleas of you both."
"This is fascinating."
"Very, I agree."
"Pray continue. I cannot wait to hear the next part of the story. So far I find it quite heart-stirring."
Sir Robert chuckled once more. "You will find the rest of the tale as moving I promise you. But to con​tinue. At about the time your father and brother were killed Verena was recovering from a serious illness which all but put an end to her life. Once you had set​tled your affairs you decided to delay no longer and her father relented. You were married quietly due to her debility and your recent bereavement."
"And my subsequent decampment, leaving my bride behind in such an unnatural manner?" he asked.
"Ah, there is where Miss Faversham's brilliance shows itself best. I do believe, Justin, she could rival Miss Burney's literary success if she chose to do so.
"It is believed that you are on secret business on be​half of no less a personage than the Prince of Wales himself!"
At this point the marquis let out a roar of laughter. "Upon what business for Florizel could I possibly be employed, Robert?" he asked a moment later. "Un​less it be on matters concerning drinking, gambling and whoring!" He laughed again. "She is quite an amazing woman, my aunt!"
"Very much so," his friend agreed. "Naturally, it is understood Lady Strafford was taken to Strafford Priory to recover from her illness while you go about your business abroad, of which, as needs must, noth​ing can be told!"
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The marquis, along with his friend, began to laugh again. "This is famous, Robert. What else is new? 'Tis amazing how much occurs when one is absent for but a short while."
"Your cousin, Thomas Quimby, seems set to gam​ble away his fortune, but I don't think that is news."
"A family failing," remarked the marquis dryly.
"He's recently become the proud father of a bounc​ing boy, after several girls you will recall. The event seems to have affected his sanity somewhat, al​though I have always considered him a trifle un​hinged. I'm told, only the other night, at Boodles he recorded a bet that as you have now been married ap​proaching three years with no heir none will be forth​coming and he will inherit the Faversham estates. He was, of course, exceedingly drunk."
The marquis looked at him with eyebrows raised. "Will he indeed?" He turned to stare ahead, his eyes narrowing against the sun. "I hope there aren't many others as rash as Cousin Quimby, for I declare they will lose their money."
"Justin! Oh, Justin, how wonderful to see you! What a surprise! And there could not be a more wel​come one."
Harriet Faversham had rushed into the library only seconds after her nephew had arrived. With his usual tolerance towards her he allowed himself to be embraced, and then he held her away as she re​mained, still quivering with excitement, in his arms. "Have a care for my cravat, Aunt Harriet," he chided gently.
Harriet Faversham wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. "Oh, my dear boy, you do indeed look fine."
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"Do you really think so, aunt? I was thinking that the braiding on this waistcoat a little outre. Perhaps lam wrong."
Aunt Harriet gave a shout of laughter. "You are forever funning. You know I didn't mean your clothes, Justin. One waistcoat looks much the same as an​other to me, whether there be one row of buttons or two, although I am told there is considerable differ​ence to the man of mode.
"I mean you look fine. Europe agrees with you as much as the last time. When I recall how much you always enjoy travelling, I wonder that you returned at all, bearing in mind that the last time you were with a tutor to restrict your activities somewhat."
The marquis turned away to continue what he had been about when his aunt had interrupted him. When he had poured his brandy and stoppered the decanter he turned to face her again.
"Since I left Strafford Priory I have travelled the length and breadth of Europe, Aunt Harriet. Italy is as rich in artistic culture as ever it was, and I've brought back many treasures, as you will see in due course. I stayed in Prussia for a while but became restless after but a short time. It was the same in the Low Countries. Finally I came to Paris which is still very beautiful but seething with unrest at this mo​ment. Some of the titled families are anticipating a revolt and are already preparing to leave. I consid​ered it time I left also."
Harriet Faversham was watching him carefully as he spoke. "We received no message from you."
His eyes were downcast into his glass. "I sent no message. My decision to return was a sudden one."
"You must be hungry," she said suddenly, lifting 
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her skirts in preparation to go. "I will send orders for dinner to be prepared for you."
The marquis put his hand on her arm. "Be still, Aunt Harriet. I have already dined.
"I am by the far more curious at finding you in Lon​don and looking in excellent health too."
She smiled sheepishly. "Amazing is it not? We have been here for six months, and what is more my health has never been as good. I am actually enjoying myself as never before. Why, only yesterday we visited the zoo at the Tower and saw all the beasts! Fancy, Jus​tin, lions and tigers, mercifully caged . . . and two kinds of bears—black and white!
"Oh yes, and last Tuesday we drove to the British Museum, and I never did imagine there could be such odd objects to exhibit. . . Oh, Justin, I do go on. This cannot be of any interest to you; you have seen all this and more on countless occasions."
She had become flushed in her excitement and her nephew looked at her in amazement. She was as flus​tered as a child on its first outing.
He sank down onto the corner of the library table and smiled at her in amusement. "Be seated, Aunt Harriet. The sight of you thus causes me nothing but pleasure. This joie de vivre—as the French say—is long overdue to you."
She blushed slightly and sank down into a bro​caded chair, straightening her cap which had, some​how, become askew.
With something of a further surprise the marquis noticed that her gown was of a more modish style than she had hitherto worn.
Her nephew refilled his brandy glass and with one booted leg swinging on the edge of the table he said,
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"Now, Aunt Harriet, what is all this mischief you've been up to in my absence?"
She looked at him quickly and then away again, re​minding him of a recalcitrant child. "You have seen Sir Robert."
"I have the feeling he came to seek me out delib​erately."
"Oh no, Justin," Harriet Faversham assured him hastily. "That is not so. Lady Parish was determined to visit the French capital to see at first hand the lat​est fashions." She gave a little laugh. "Surely, Jus​tin, you are well acquainted with the ways of women." "That is so," he answered dryly, "but due to her age, Aunt Harriet, not with the ways of Lady Parish. "But it was good to see him, I own." He hesitated a moment. "He tells me the oddest tale of a miracle you performed on Verena."
"I performed no miracle, Justin. Nature did all that was necessary," she said and the firmness of her voice startled him somewhat. She was more the aunt he was accustomed to.
"And this story of our marriage?" "Would you have everyone know the real truth?" They eyed each other steadily for a moment and then she said, "There is a great deal of truth in it. She comes of good stock—you only have to look at her to know that. Verena's mother was a Courtenay of Bell-worth."
The marquis made a gesture of impatience. "So Barrington told me, but the name means as little to me now as it did then."
"It certainly means something to me." He looked at her with interest then. "Verena told me of her fam​ily background eventually. She's shy and rather
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proud. She was reluctant to confide in me at first, but she told me of her background bit by bit. Winter at Strafford Priory can be lonely. I discouraged callers at first. We have become very close these past two years, and she has been a great comfort to me."
"Continue with the story, Aunt Harriet."
She smiled slightly. "Of course. I knew Verena's mother slightly once. I knew the name the moment Verena mentioned it. Her family were from the north. Verena's mother—her name was Jessica inciden​tally—was brought to London for a Season. That is how I remember her. She was quite a handsome girl with a good portion. She made some minor stir and received a number of proposals during the course of her stay, all of which were refused. At the end of the Season she returned home and that was the last any​one heard of her.
"What actually happened was that she met and fell in love with Lome Barrington and would have no one else. Her family, quite naturally, disapproved, so she married in secret hoping that they would come round to it in time. But they cast her off completely and she spent the rest of her life travelling from town to town with her husband, and was quite happy to do so ac​cording to Verena.
"When Mrs. Barrington died, Verena's father con​tacted the family again, hoping they would relent and at least agree to care for Verena. The life he led wasn't suited to an adolescent. But the grandparents had died and the estate had gone to a nephew who had sold up and gone to the Indies. There was no one to care for her so she stayed with her father, although it seems to me she cared for him rather than it was the other way round. But the loss of his wife and his call-
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ing due to his disfigurement ruined him. From that time onwards he sank lower and lower, dragging Ve​rena with him."
"A sad story indeed," remarked the marquis with​out the slightest degree of sympathy evident in his voice. "Robert says I would scarce recognise her but I fear he was indulging in a jest."
"Yes, I feel sure he was. She has become consider​ably plumper, but that is due to the regular meals at Strafford Priory. Her skin has a lovely bloom which I'm convinced is due to the country air. Her mother had taught her quite well and while we stayed in the country Verena learned to ride, and I employed a dancing master for her. She is an excellent pupil, very willing to learn. She has quite a voracious appetite for learning, sometimes too much so for a woman, as I'm often at pains to tell her.
"Somehow her mother also contrived to teach her to play the harpsichord, but I am afraid she will never be as proficient as I would like. However, she has a pretty voice, and is often asked to sing.
"No, Justin," she added, smiling at him slightly, "I don't think she has discredited you quite as much as you had feared."
The marquis looked away from so disconcerting a gaze. "If that is so, I believe it is due entirely to you, Aunt Harriet."
"No, dear boy, I must disagree. No one but her Maker could bestow upon her a sweet nature and the looks that were always there but for the shocking life she led for so long. She was quite reluctant for me to commission a mantua-maker on her behalf. She wanted nothing more than she had been given al​ready, but all her gowns were becoming tight, and be-
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sides they were shockingly out of date even after being altered. And as I intended to bring her to Lon​don she began to appreciate the necessity of looking every inch the Marchioness of Strafford, for your sake, let me add, not her own.
"We were at Strafford Priory fully a year, Justin. Then I took her to Bath, which benefitted the both of us. Last summer we went to Brighthelmstone for the sea-bathing which I am convinced aided the improve​ment in her health. After that I dared hesitate no longer to bring her before Society. I had, of course, hoped you would have returned by then, but even so I am sure everyone was curious to have a sight of her. Luckily she was a great success and," she chuckled, "half the bucks in London are in love with her."
He stared at his aunt in patent disbelief. "It is per​fectly true, Justin. One in particular, Hugh Goddard, is never far from her side."
"Hugh Goddard!" The marquis gave a harsh laugh. "He was my fag at Eton and a bigger bonehead I've never met. He was forever with his nose in a book and when he wasn't, he was spouting poetry to whoever would listen—and there were few enough of those. Moreover, he has fancied himself in love with half the women in Mayfair."
"Nevertheless," his aunt reminded him gently, "he is exceedingly rich, and I believe in earnest over Ve-rena." She chuckled again. "Scarce a day goes by without a note arriving from him."
Her nephew shot her a look of disgust. "He quotes, as you say, Justin, the most beautiful poetry, but then, Verena is very fond of verse."
The marquis made a noise of derision as he stared down at the table top. "Where is she tonight?"
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"At Vauxhall." She hesitated a moment. "A mem​ber of Lady Winch's party."
His head shot up. "Amelia?"
Harriet Faversham nodded. "Her husband died six months after you left for Europe. It was quite sudden. He was taken of a seizure in bed."
"I hope Lady Winch didn't find the matter of acting the bereaved widow too onerous."
"I think not, Justin. There were compensations."
He looked at his aunt then, his eyes narrowing con​siderably. "Amelia will not have been taken in by this nursery-tale you've spread around."
Miss Faversham shrugged slightly. "Everyone else has. I don't see why she should not. She doesn't seem, to me at least, to possess an oversharp brain. Never​theless, she has taken up Verena, and is in no small part responsible for her success this Season."
She got to her feet. "I am tired, Justin. I had all but retired when the news of your arrival was brought to me."
The marquis's face softened and he slid from the edge of the table. He kissed her cheek gently. "I have been selfish in keeping you so long from your bed. Sleep well."
She moved towards the door, her nephew watching her carefully. Just as she reached it she paused. "You have had a long journey, Justin. Would it not be best if you too retired for the night?"
He smiled. "I am used to late nights, as you well know. Besides I have a fancy to see my wife with no further delay after an absence of such length."
"She will not return for some hours."
"I shall wait."
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She turned to go and once again changed her mind "Justin ..."
He looked at her expectantly and her face relaxed into a smile again as she said, "Goodnight, dear."
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CHAPTER SEVEN
It was some hours later that the sound of a carriage halting outside the library window roused the mar​quis from the reverie he had fallen into on the depar​ture of his aunt. The candles had some time ago been replaced by new ones. There was a sound of activity in the hall; a footman was struggling sleepily to his feet.
The marquis lowered his legs to the floor—he had been resting his still booted feet on the table. He pushed the almost empty brandy decanter away from him and got to his feet, gripping the edge of the table to steady himself as the room whirled about him. After a few moments he was steady and he pulled himself to full height.
As he approached the door he heard voices in the hall, and the sound of feminine laughter. Then he heard her say, "I thought I must burst when Lady Warren was dropping all her hair powder on Lord Gilmore's coat, and he could not excuse himself be​cause she scarce drew breath for a full half hour!
"Oh, Hugh, I cannot recall having such an amus​ing evening."
"Even though you were at first reluctant to join
105
us?!' came the ponderous voice the marquis recog​nised as that of Hugh Goddard.
His lips curled into a grimace as she replied gaily, "It was the place, not the company, I assure you, Hugh. I have been to Vauxhall four times in as many weeks."
"Then we must make certain you are not bored by further visits in the near future, my dear Verena. I shall endeavour to discover some new haunts for you, but in the meantime you will not forget we are to ride together on Thursday? I shall be, as always, the most envied man in London when you sit up beside me."
She laughed again. "You are so extravagant in your praise, Hugh, but I shall not forget our appoint​ment. And after that I expect you will be at Drury Lane. I believe the Duchess of Derby has extended an invitation to you too to join her in her box. A perform​ance by Mrs. Siddons is not to be missed."
"A chance to be with you is not to be missed."
He was just raising her hand to his lips when the library door unexpectedly opened. Both looked to it, the young gallant gasping in surprise. "Strafford!"
His companion said nothing; she appeared unable to speak for the moment. That she was surprised at being faced, so unexpectedly, by one who had gone out of her life so long ago, was evident, but she was fully in charge of her faculties. Her eyes were wide, her lips moist and parted.
Despite believing himself well-prepared for the change in her appearance, the marquis was still taken by surprise. It was hard for him to recall the scruffy urchin whom he had first set eyes upon in this very house. She had indeed put on weight; her cheeks were plump instead of hollow, and bore a rosy bloom
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that was fetching. No longer were her bones almost visible through her flesh. No longer were her eyes haunted with fear.
She wore a gown of the very latest style, cut low in the neck. Around her neck she wore the Faversham diamonds and their matching earrings, and the black mass of hair he had last seen lying about her bruised and beaten shoulders was now powdered, coaxed and combed into a mass of curls which were topped by five ostrich feathers dyed the very same shade of blue as her gown.
The marquis, with only one glance, took in her ap​pearance in less than a moment, during which time Hugh Goddard began to look very vexed indeed, and the marquis himself felt an odd kind of anger kindle within him.
Verena withdrew her hand which was still re​tained by her escort and, selfconsciously, it went to the three ringlets which lay over one bare shoulder.
"This is indeed a surprise," she said at last in a breathless voice.
The marquis came forward then and bowed low over her hand. "A pleasant one, I trust."
She gave a fluttery little laugh, looking up at God​dard and then away again. "But of course. 'Tis only surprise that has rendered me speechless. Your mes​sage must have gone astray otherwise nothing would have prevented my staying to receive you tonight."
"Then I most certainly regret not having sent one."
She turned in some confusion. "Strafford, you are no doubt acquainted with Mr. Goddard ..."
The two men bowed stiffly to each other. "Indeed I am," answered his lordship, "and I am given to un​derstand you have been kind enough to escort my wife
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in my enforced absence. I appreciate your kindness, Goddard."
The young man flushed slightly. "The kindness is on the part of her ladyship, who was good enough to permit me her company."
The marquis waved one hand languidly towards the door. "I am, you will appreciate, anxious to be reunited with my wife with no further delay, God​dard ..."
Hugh Goddard roused himself from whatever thoughts were coursing through his mind and said, "Er . . . yes, yes indeed." He turned to Verena and took her hand again. "I shall take the earliest oppor​tunity of calling upon you, Lady Strafford."
He bowed himself out of the house, watched by a grim-faced marquis. He had noted with some displea​sure their familiarity with one another when they had believed themselves alone, and how they had re​verted to formality in his presence. And perversely, far from being pleased, at his wife's social success and the vast improvement in her appearance, the sight of her hand roused him to an unreasoning anger.
However, when the door was closed he turned to his wife and smiled urbanely. She smiled with uncer​tainty, no longer the confidant socialite, laughing gaily with her companion. Despite the elegance of her appearance she was more the girl he knew, and some of his anger melted.
"Well, we have much to say to each other, Verena."
"Will it not wait until morning?" she ventured.
"I think no. Much has happened since we last met."
"Nothing that displeases you, I trust."
"On the contrary. You are looking very handsome, and it gratifies me that you should do so."
108
He went back towards the library and rather re​luctantly she followed.
"Have you returned for good?" she asked the mo​ment they were inside.
He gazed at her steadily for a long moment. "I rather think I have, Verena."
"Did you find Europe diverting?" Her voice was full of forced gaiety.
"As you already know, I did not go to be diverted. I went, if you recall, to seek an answer to our quan​dary."
"Oh," she answered in dismay. "And did you find
it?" He smiled, a secret smile. "Yes, as a matter of fact,
Verena, I have."
He turned to pour himself another brandy and she said abruptly. "My father is dead."
He looked at her for a moment and then calmly stoppered the decanter. "When did this happen?"
"Three months ago." Her hands had been working continuously since she had entered the room. In com​parison to her remarkable languor on the previous occasion they had met, now she seemed unable to keep still. She began to move about the room, her skirts swishing as she went.
"For pity's sake, Verena, you are making me
dizzy."
She halted, her eyes wide. "I beg your pardon?"
"You are fluttering round the room like a captive moth. Be seated. It will be easier on my head."
"I find it uncomfortable sitting in full dress, Justin. I would rather remain as I am, if you please."
"I do not please," he answered, frowning at her. 
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"You can remove your gown and sit in your petticoats if need be, but I insist that you do sit down."
She hesitated, biting her lip, and then sank down into a chair, her skirts billowing over the sides to re​veal layers of lace-edged petticoats and white silk stockings.
"Not a darn in sight," he murmured. She looked uncertain again. "The expense, I'm per​suaded, was great, but Aunt Harr. ..."
"My dear girl," he assured her, holding up one hand to halt her justification, "it is worth every guinea spent. You were about to inform me of your father's death . . ."
Verena clasped her hands in her lap. "After I left him it seems he cared little for his own welfare, as I suspected would be the case. He lost a whole three months' allowance in one night at hazard when he was already heavily in debt. He had bought himself several suits of clothes, an ebony stick like yours with a silver top, all purchased on the expectation of his allowance. He bought many other things too and inevitably he could not pay for them. I knew nothing of this until an urgent message was delivered to me from the Fleet Prison where he had been confined for several weeks.
"He'd been trying to convince the jailer that his daughter was rich and titled, and finally succeeded in doing so, and on the promise of a fat bribe was able to send me a note."
She put one hand to her cheek in distress. "You cannot imagine the squalor of that place, Strafford. Why, Gum Alley was luxurious in comparison. I am already a member of a new committee of interested people who are determined to raise the standards of
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these places. And you may have heard that there is a new movement pledged to bring about the abolition of slavery in our colonies ..."
She wrung her hands again. "Oh dear, where was I?"
"Having received a note," he answered promptly.
She gave him a reluctant smile of thanks. "By the time I arrived there Father was already mortally sick with a putrid fever, and had been for some time. Aunt Harriet provided the money for his release and we ob​tained a physician, but it was of no use. Nothing could be done to save him and he died before we could re​move him from that place."
She raised her eyes to his fearfully. "He broke his word to you in sending for me."
The marquis refilled his glass. "So he did. But I am afraid I shall be unable to call him to account for it— at least for a time, I trust." He glanced at the demure figure facing him. "You seem well acquainted with Hugh Goddard, Verena."
A faint flush spread up her cheeks. "He wishes to marry me."
"But you are already married, are you not?" he an​swered after pausing only a second in surprise. The surprise was not at Goddard's impudence but at her boldness in mentioning it when he was only just re​turned from his travels. She had been the cause of his initial flight, and now as calm as you please she was asking for release. A spasm of anger shot through him again.
"I think we should speak plain, Justin," she said without looking at him.
"Please do, my dear," he answered in a deceptively mild tone.
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"This marriage has been a mockery from the very beginning. Neither of us desired it. Now that my father is dead only four of us know the real circum​stances and none will ever speak of it. We are married in name only and there can easily be an annulment."
"An annulment? That would be hard on my repu​tation."
"You and your pride!" she scoffed. "You have Aunt Harriet to thank for saving you worse ridicule. It is well-known I was still 'ill' when we were married. No one will think amiss of a failure to consummate the marriage. Your resolution can only commend you."
"You are a remarkably plain spoken woman, Vere-na."
A twisted smile marred her lips. "I am not one of your Society ladies. Perhaps that is why I am able to speak plainly to you. It's odd, isn't it, Justin? Only now I am accepted in the first circles of Society, is it possible for you to be rid of me with impunity."
He savoured the brandy slowly. "Perhaps," he said after a moment's consideration, "I would prefer to di​vorce you for misconduct. I am sure there are ample grounds."
She jumped to her feet, her face white with anger. "Mr. Goddard is a gentleman!"
"Your loyalty is most touching, Verena."
She began to pace the room again. "So you insist on tying us to a marriage that is distasteful to both?"
"I don't find it distasteful," he answered in mild surprise, reaching for the decanter again.
She hurried over to him and put her hand on his arm. "I beg of you, drink no more tonight."
He shrugged off her hand. "What is this? Am I mar​ried to a nag?"
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She drew away. "It seems you have had more than your fair share of alcohol tonight."
"Since long before I came of age I have decided that for myself."
"Justin," she reasoned, "do you not wish to find a woman who is more to your taste?"
He looked at her again, his eyes travelling slowly from her face to the hem of her gown, and as they did so a pale flush crept into her cheeks. "You are very much to my taste, Verena," he said thickly.
"I wish you would stop teasing me. This is a matter of the utmost seriousness."
"And I am being serious. I have taken a fancy to you, and I am sure I am not alone in that if what I have heard is to be believed. My money and name has turned you into the woman such humbugs as God​dard believe themselves in love with. Would they love you so devotedly if they knew who you were? What you look like without the fine clothes you wear today? I have no such illusions about you, Verena, so am I not the better choice?
"What is more," he added as she drew away from him in horror, "I am now turned thirty; it is time I provided myself with an heir to my considerable es​tates, which, I may add, are thriving, and in no small measure is it due to the dowry you brought with you." "You cannot be serious!"
"Why ever not? It is not natural that I should want a son to follow after me?"
She gazed at him steadily. "I recall very clearly saying as much myself, but you found then the thought of it repugnant."
"If that was ever the case, be assured I no longer
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feel any repugnance. I have quite changed my mind about you."
"I have also changed my mind, Justin." Her eyes were  defiant,  reminding him of the expression in them on their first meeting.
"But it is not for you to do so. Did you know my cou​sin has laid bets in public that he will remain my heir? It is for me to lose the wager for him. You will change your mind again, my dear."
The expression on her face was one of utter disbe​lief. "You wish to use me to get back at your cousin? Oh, how can you be so black-hearted!"
His face took on an expression of surprise and amusement. "Black-hearted because I wish to enter into a state of conjugal bliss with the woman I mar​ried?"
He began to laugh and she stamped her foot on the ground. "You wish nothing of the kind." She tossed her head back in defiance. "I shall resist you, and I am no longer the weakling you remember. It would be a mistake if you misjudged me in my determina​tion in this matter."
He had been leaning negligently against the table up until that moment. Now he straightened up as she marched erectly to the door. "Verena!"
Her footsteps faltered. She stopped but she did not turn. She knew by the trembling fury in his voice the anger she had roused in him. He had taken up the rid​ing whip which was lying on the table, and smashed it down on the surface, shattering a small porcelain ornament.
"Look at me, I say!" She turned slowly.
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"I won't be disobeyed. You know full well how a di​vorce is obtained and I tell you I have no intention of going before parliament and have the entire country ogle our marriage, nor have I any wish for the true facts to come to light, as they needs must if there is to be an annulment." His hands tightened on the whip. "I have paid for you dearly. I mean to have you."
She raised her eyes to his furious ones. "You seem to forget the prospect of a whipping does not frighten me. Do I have your permission to go?"
He drew his breath in sharply and nodded. As the door closed he brought the whip down on the table again with all the strength the brandy had given him, and it snapped in half.
When he entered Verena's room a few minutes later she was seated at the dressing-table, removing a star-shaped patch from the corner of her eye. When the door burst open she hesitated only for a moment and then continued at her task with apparent uncon​cern.
He had thrust the door open and stood in the door​way surveying the scene before him. Verena had re​placed the blue silk gown with a satin and lace wrapper over a bedgown of gossamer silk. Rose was in the process of putting the gown away amongst an assortment of other garments, all of which were equally as handsome.
She closed the door of the cupboard and looked hes​itantly at her mistress who was slowly combing her ringlets.
"Well, girl, what are you waiting for?" the marquis demanded. "Be off with you before I box your ears."
Rose looked from one to the other indecisively. 
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"Rose sleeps in the dressing room," Verena told him without looking round.
"Not tonight." He looked at the maid.  "Your name's Rose, isn't it?" "Yes, m'lord."
"Well, Rose, I'm telling you to leave and without any delay."
"I takes me orders from her ladyship, m'lord." Verena turned then, to look at her maid in aston​ishment. Her lips were set into a stubborn line as she stared down at the floor. The marquis was leaning negligently against the door jamb, but for all his ap​pearance of ease he fixed the maid with a steely stare that made Verena shudder. Poor Rose. What had come over her?
"You must be exceptionally devoted to your mis​tress, Rose." His voice was deceptively mild. "Yes, m'lord."
He straightened up. "That is very commendable. I am gratified to know that my wife's maidservant is of such a loyal nature. But you seem to forget that it is I, not Lady Strafford, who employs you." He looked at Verena and his voice hardened. "Perhaps, my love, as you hold such sway over your maid, you will order her out; and perhaps explain also that if she does not leave this room immediately she will be dismissed from my service without a commendation in the morning."
Verena got to her feet. "Leave us, Rose. Your loy​alty on this occasion is misplaced. His lordship's word -is always to be obeyed." The girl hesitated and Vere​na added softly, "You cannot be of service to me if you are turned out, for I shall not be able to prevent it. I wish you to sleep in the servants' quarters from now
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on. I no longer need your company now that my hus​band is home."
Rose bobbed a curtsey and was gone. The marquis smilingly held the door for her and then closed it be​hind her.
Verena drew a sigh of relief. It was as well that Strafford was the worse for drink, otherwise, without doubt, Rose would have been dismissed.
"I'm beginning to think the household has gone mad in my absence," he commented. "Even my own servants are disobeying me."
"Servants are thinking people for all their status," she said softly. "You don't seem to realise it just isn't possible to exact the same kind of blind obedience from human beings as it is from animals."
"I'm sure that belief has cost you dear in pain in the past." His gaze went to her shoulders. "I am relieved to see that no lasting marks resulted from your last beating. Your skin is white and smooth."
He put his hand on her shoulder, caressing it gently. She did not shrink from him despite the odour of brandy about him that repulsed her.
"Physical hurt soon fades," she answered dully.
His hands tightened on her shoulders. "Are you al​ways so unwelcoming to your lovers? I think not, Ve​rena."
"I have no lovers," she answered dully.
"Goddard may be a bonehead, but he is a man of flesh and blood; and you are, I believe, very much at​tached to him."
"Believe what you will. In your present condition I cannot hope to reason with you." She looked up at him and said in a more gentle tone, "I wish you would go to your room, Justin. It has been a long tiring day for
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us both. You are much the worse for drink and only seek to humiliate me for the humiliation my father caused you."
He grinned at her wickedly. "What a pretty speech, my lovely, but you don't move me."
"Justin, Mr. Goddard wishes to marry me."
His lips curled in disdain as he gripped her more tightly by the shoulders. "Do you really think Hugh Goddard would want to marry a nobody? You forget who you are."
Her eyes flashed with the now familiar defiance. "I am not a nobody! I am the Marchioness of Strafford! It is you who forgets, Justin."
"So you are, my love," he answered, still smiling. "My thanks for the reminder."
He drew her roughly to him, pressing his lips to her neck and shoulder. She remained impassive in his arms as his lips sought hers. Gradually the inertia left her. As she began to respond, pressed close to him, her body began to tremble beneath his touch and, un​willingly, her arms slipped around his neck as she re​turned his kisses with equal, if not more, ardour.
At last he lifted her unprotesting to the bed and she no longer sought to fight against the tide of passion that was all but washing her away into a joyful obliv​ion.
He laid her gently down, and she waited eagerly for him to join her. For a moment he stood looking down at her and Verena was reminded of their wedding night and the hurt he had caused her with his heart​less words.
His smile was now one of triumph. "Cuckold me with a dullard like Goddard, would you?" he said. "It is just as I suspected; beneath the fine clothes my
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money has bought you, you are still a slut. One man is as good as another to you."
Her tender smile disappeared and her expression hardened as he leaned over her. As he was about to kiss her again, the hand apparently raised to touch his cheek tenderly, raked it instead with sharpened nails.
She watched with satisfaction the shock and disbe​lief on his face. He pulled back sharply, drawing out his handkerchief which he pressed to his cheek. At the sight of the blood staining the delicate cambric he got to his feet and the momentary triumph she had ex​perienced was replaced by fear.
For a moment she believed he was about to strike her, and then he withdrew, striding to the door. When he reached it he glared at her.
"Damn you, Verena," he said, in a calm, controlled voice that sent a shudder of fear down her spine. As he strode from the room the walls reverberated at the force with which he slammed the door behind him.
Verena started with fright when he hurried unan​nounced into her room the following morning. Rose was just finishing dressing and powdering her hair while Verena stared forlornly into the mirror, won​dering how the ravages of a sleepless night could best be hidden.
At his appearance she drew the wrapper around her and said in a low voice, "Leave us, Rose."
When the girl had gone Verena stole another look at him and saw that he was dressed for travelling.
"I have come to apologise, Verena. I was, as I seem to recall you saying, the worse for drink last night."
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She turned to face him, looking questioningly into his countenance, but he refused to meet her eyes.
"I am leaving for Strafford Priory this morning. There is much for me to attend to there, so I should be gone some time. You may rest assured that nothing of the sort will happen again. I had no right..."
She got to her feet quickly. "On the contrary, Straf​ford, you had every right." She saw now the marks where her nails had raked his skin, and she was full of remorse. She looked away. "It is I who . . ."
But as she looked up he had already gone.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
"But you must come, Verena, I really do insist."
Lady Winch stood at the window of the first floor drawing room, gazing down into the street below where her groom was exercising the horses. She wore an overgown of heavy silk in the palest green to com​plement her auburn hair, on top of which sat a large feathered hat.
Verena sat in the corner of a brocaded sofa, her feet resting on a cushion. Her profusion of curls were hid​den beneath a lace cap and she wore an underdress of pink crepe.
"I shall try. I shall certainly try, Lady Winch," Ve​rena replied, restlessly putting aside the magazine she had been attempting to read when her visitor had arrived.
"That is not good enough, Verena." Lady Winch, her skirts swishing around her ankles, came across the room and sat at the opposite end of the sofa.
"Are you sure you do not wish to accompany me to Newgate on Tuesday? Lexington has secured excel​lent seats. You would find it diverting, my dear. The antics of the condemned are quite amusing, and a di​version is just what you need, I'm persuaded, al-
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though it is not quite the spectacle it was at Tyburn. Then it was possible to enjoy the procession too."
Verena shuddered. "Nothing would persuade me to watch those poor creatures in their last moments be​fore a humiliating end. I fail to understand how you can bear it."
Lady Winch pouted. "Oh really, Verena, that is too much! They are, remember, convicted felons."
"More often than not convicted of stealing a loaf of bread."
"Exactly—stealing!"
"To feed a starving family, Lady Winch," Verena pointed out, even now remembering the misery of her own hunger very clearly.
Lady Winch laughed then. "Oh, Verena! You will have me wringing my hands in anguish in just one moment."
"I don't think," Verena said quietly, "it's possible to judge people when one has never been hungry. Most of those who pass judgement on those wretches suffer from obesity and gout. I hope they suffer greatly for their greed."
Lady Winch looked at her, her expression a mix​ture of outrage and amusement. "Verena, child, you really are behaving in a remarkably odd fashion."
"It's this wretched chill," Verena explained quickly. "Dr. Macaulay left me powders, but there has been little improvement, I fear."
"Then you must allow me to send you some pow​ders of my own making, which, I guarantee, will work—and long before next Thursday."
"You are too kind."
"Nonsense!" exclaimed Lady Winch. "I must have my dearest friend at the musical event of the Season.
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Only fancy, Verena, to have secured Signorina Tar-elli to sing in my house!"
"You will be the envy of the ton" Verena replied in the manner expected of her.
"Indeed I shall. So you must come." Lady Winch glanced around her and smiled acidly. "And dear Miss Faversham too, of course. I purposely included her on the invitation, knowing how greatly attached to her you are."
Verena thought of the pile of invitations lying now in the hall. She hadn't opened one of them for weeks.
"Miss Faversham is at present in Dorset visiting some relatives."
"Ah," Lady Winch sighed, "that is a pity." She straightened the lace at her cuffs. "Is it possible that Strafford may attend?"
Verena looked at her sharply, for the moment snapping out of the languor that had assailed her since her husband's abrupt departure for his country estate. She knew she would have to answer such a question at some time, even if she remained perma​nently indisposed, but the asking of it still caught her somewhat unawares.
"I don't know," she answered, looking away again. "He is at present at Strafford Priory, and there is much business he needs must attend to after such an absence."
Lady Winch gave a gay laugh. "How unlike Straf​ford! There was never a time when he would prefer estate business to the social round." Her eyes nar​rowed slightly. "Have you and he quarrelled?" She smiled sweetly. "Come now, you can tell me."
"How can you think so?" Verena gave a brittle lit​tle laugh. "The notion is ludicrous."
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Lady Winch laid a hand on her arm. "Forgive me, my dear. I am only exercising my prerogative as a friend of you both."
Verena looked at her again. "You are a friend of Strafford?"
Lady Winch withdrew her hand and laughed nerv​ously. "Of course. Did you imagine Strafford was un​known to me? We mixed in the same circles for some considerable time before he had to depart for the con​tinent."
Verena smiled, albeit faintly. "How foolish of me. The simple fact is, Lady Winch, I know so few of Jus​tin's friends. He has never spoken to me of any."
There was a strange light in Lady Winch's eyes, but Verena did not see it. A smile remained on the older woman's face. " 'Tis only natural. When one is in love, no one else is of any importance." She laughed again.
Verena wound the ribbon of her gown around her finger. She had refused so many callers of late, plead​ing indisposition, but Lady Winch was not one to be put off, and she was too shrewd by half. She could sense scandal and gossip as easily as a bloodhound could detect a rabbit's scent.
Lady Winch got to her feet once more. "I own I was never more surprised when I heard of Strafford's re​turn. I saw Mr. Goddard at the Pantheon last night. La! what a wonderful evening, Verena. Such a pity you missed it. I swear the Countess of Rossthey wore at least two dozen feathers in her hair, apart from a thousand sequins on her gown. And the colour of her hair powder ..."
"You were saying . . . Mr. Goddard . . ."
Lady Winch dimpled. "Ah, yes, he partnered me in the opening minuet, and when he told me of your hus-
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band's return I thought, 'What a minx Verena is. I was with her that night and she mentioned not a word of it!' "
"Only because I was unaware of it myself, Lady Winch. Strafford concluded his . . . business abroad far sooner than he had hoped."
Lady Winch turned round to face her, smiling brightly. "How delightful for you." Her expression turned to one of concern. "You have so bravely faced his absence, hiding your sorrow behind such coura​geous gaiety while your husband—nay, your bride​groom—has been in the service of his country."
She held up one hand. "I do not wish you to com​ment, Verena. And although I hope I may lay claim to being a dear friend of yours, I would not wish you to betray a confidence, especially when that confi​dence relates to the security of our country."
Verena could no longer look at her. It was one thing for people to believe the farrago of lies that Aunt Har​riet had put about, but quite another for Verena to have to listen to a commendation of them by one who had been more than kind to her.
"But I was," she went on, "most surprised to find you back in London so soon."
"Back?" echoed Verena.
Lady Winch's eyebrows rose a little. "Why, yes. When Strafford appeared so suddenly and nothing more was seen of you for days—no, weeks—I said to all who mentioned it, 'Depend upon it, Verena and Jus​tin have gone to Strafford Priory to continue that in​terrupted honeymoon.' "
"I was only aware of your return when I attended Mademoiselle Deluvier for a fitting of my new ball gown, and discovered you were there that same day.
125
"Really, Verena, you are most neglectful of your friends I must say, but at least, I said to myself, the fun would begin again now Verena had returned to London. And when I saw Mr. Goddard riding alone in the park this morning, and looking so very mournful, knowing you were in residence in Conduit Street, I knew. I must discover what was amiss."
Verena affected a yawn. "You know full well I can​not abide rusticating above a few weeks."
How long, she thought, can we hide from the world that something is wrong? And why should I want to?
Lady Winch smiled. "Unnatural wife. However the Season will soon be over and you and he will be able to spend the summer savouring the delights of Straf-ford Priory together."
Verena ignored her questioning look and picked up the magazine again, artlessly turning the pages, not​ing nothing that was on them. "I may be accompa​nying Miss Faversham to Brighthelmstone instead."
Lady Winch was never taken aback for long and was soon recovered from her surprise that Verena's announcement had afforded her. "La! How amusing; Strafford at Brighthelmstone."
"The sea bathing proved beneficial to my health last summer," explained Verena, not correcting her assumption that Justin would be there.
Lady Winch looked at her slyly. "I do believe, Vere​na, that you have no real liking for Strafford's prin​cipal seat." She waved one hand airily. "Well, I do declare, / always preferred Hawley Grange." Imme​diately she had spoken, Lady Winch bit her lip in ap​prehension.
"Hawley Grange?" enquired Verena, smiling in mystification.
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"You do not know of it?"
"I do not recall."
Lady Winch turned her back, making a great show of examining a Claude Lorraine landscape brought back from Italy by the marquis after the Grand Tour of his youth. "Hawley Grange was Strafford's estate left to him by his mother. It was sold just prior to your wedding. I don't doubt it was to settle his father's debts. It was well-known he had left the estate in dis​order.
"I expect that is why the name is strange to you."
Verena stared at her back, feeling sick all at once. The truth quite plainly stared her in the face at last. Lady Winch's lovers were legion. She was a beauty without parallel, and Strafford was as human as the next man. No wonder, Verena thought, Lady Winch has been so interested in me. She was simply doing a service for her lover.
"I do recall it," she said at last in a small voice that did not convince her visitor, "but as we were married after it was disposed of, I had no chance to go there."
Lady Winch turned again, her red lips curved into a smile. "I, myself, hope to visit Lexington Hall for several weeks this coming summer." The ageing Earl of Lexington being her current cisisbeo.
Verena could scarce bring herself to look at her vis​itor as the woman gathered up her gloves and reti​cule, saying brightly, "I have to visit some relatives living in Kensington, so I needs must leave you now, my dear. I really cannot see why people are thought​less enough to live so far out of the town. I find such a journey quite tedious, and make it no more than twice a year, but, then, they are exceedingly dull peo​ple. But one must do one's duty."
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Verena tried hard to stifle her relief, although she felt bound to ask, "But will you not first take a dish of tea with me, Lady Winch?"
"I thank you, but I must leave now." She pulled on her gloves. "I shall send round those powders, and I want your word that you will take them."
"I would be ungrateful indeed if I did not."
Lady Winch smiled with satisfaction, and then, after studying Verena for a moment or two, she said, "You are shockingly pale, Verena, but you are for​tunate such a state becomes you. When I am indis-' posed I am not fit to be seen by anyone other than my dresser."
Verena struggled into a sitting position, "I really think accepting so many invitations has debilitated me. I shall be forced to refuse a great portion in the future, I fear."
Lady Winch walked to the door. "You would be ad​vised to do so, dear, so long as you accept mine. Straf-ford too, don't forget."
"I really don't. . ."
Lady Winch smiled again, wrinkling her nose. "I really think he should. It is time he resumed his hus​bandly duties. Never fear, I shall contrive to arrange it. I shall write to Strafford myself. I always had a cer​tain amount of influence over him, which I am cer​tain has not faded with the passage of time. He will not fail a personal request from me, you can depend on that. . ."
The great rooms of Lady Winch's town house were ablaze with lights. Verena was certain every one of importance in Society must be present tonight. Many of her acquaintances had greeted her with genuine
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pleasure, enquiring after her health after her very noticeable absence from society affairs.
In the intervening week Verena had remained in​disposed, suffering from what Rose had described as the longest-lasting chill in history; one that would have laid the stoutest woman in her grave. Verena did not care how unlikely a story it was; she was in no mood for socialising. Before Strafford's return she had enjoyed her role, had rejoiced indulging in hitherto unknown pleasures, knowing all the while her origins, if they were known, would scandalise those people who now fawned about her. She was almost able to forget that she was once cold and hungry; that her father was not a north-country gentleman of im​peccable antecedents but an actor who had died, weakened by drink, in a debtor's prison.
But since Strafford's return her bubble of happi​ness had burst. She no longer found balls, routs and masquerades diverting. Her role was no longer amus​ing, for the one man to whom it could matter had not forgotten that she was unsuitable to bear the title he had been forced to bestow upon her.
Verena listened hard to the recital of one of Bach's violin concertos, but for once she was not entertained by the music she normally enjoyed. Only Lady Winch's formidable personality had forced her to at​tend this evening's entertainment; the woman al​ready suspected a quarrel and Verena was somehow anxious to disprove any such conjecture.
It was fortunate that the nature of the evening ren​dered it possible for Verena to avoid Lady Winch, for she could think of no way of hiding her feelings about her recent discovery. Verena had sought desperately to dismiss her suspicion lightly, but her mind had re-
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turned to it continuously, and as time passed she grew more and more angry and distressed.
A true socialite would be able to greet her hus​band's mistress with panache—right at that moment, two rows ahead of her, Lady Jane Marriott was in​volved in a convivial conversation with Mrs. Agger-son. But Verena was not a true socialite, although she acknowledged that she must have inherited some of her father's acting talent to make everyone believe so.
It was also something of a relief when, after all, Strafford did not arrive to escort her. He was safely ensconced in Strafford Priory. So, Verena thought, smiling to herself, perhaps Lady Winch's influence was not as great as she had believed.
As she smiled she caught the eye of Lord Lexington whose wig, dressed high, made him look ridiculously like the young Macaronis, who minced around in high heels and towering toupees. Lord Lexington, who was rather red of face, was liberally adorned with patches in various positions. Despite his present situation in Lady Winch's household he leered lecherously at Ve-rena's decollete. Determinedly she turned her atten​tion back to the soloist, at the same time noticing Sir Robert Parish sitting a few seats away, next to his bride-to-be. He caught Verena's eye and nodded un-smilingly. Even as Verena smiled warmly in return he turned away again. He was unfailingly polite to her whenever they met, but she could not help but feel he still resented her marriage to his good friend. And being one of the few people who knew of her real cir​cumstance she really did not blame him.
The soloist finished and was enthusiastically ap​plauded. The guests then rose to take supper before
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Signorina Tarelli was to sing her arias. As Verena, who had been seated next to the dowager Duchess of Holmesdale, made her way to the supper room with that lady, she drew level with Sir Robert and his fi​ancee.
Miss Manville had also remained aloof from Vere​na, and as Sir Robert had been sworn to secrecy Vere​na was convinced Miss Manville knew nothing of the terms of her marriage, therefore such coolness puz​zled her.
However, she smiled warmly as she greeted them.
"I am given to understand Strafford is returned," said Miss Manville in the uncharacteristically haughty manner she normally used towards Verena. "My parents would like you both to spend a weekend in the country with us in July, prior to the wedding."
Verena felt flustered. "Well, that is kind of them indeed," she answered, laughing nervously. "I shall certainly inform Strafford of the invitation."
"I'm surprised he isn't here tonight," said the other, gazing beyond Verena as if expecting to see
rhim. "He was never one to miss one of Lady Winch's entertainments.'' Verena's smile faltered. Did everyone know, she wondered? Before she could find an answer Miss Manville went on quickly, smiling sweetly now. "Does Strafford not intend to return to Town before the end of the Season?"
"It is doubtful," Verena answered carefully. "Mat​ters of business . . . they were pressing after his ab​sence, you understand."
At the head of the throng now leaving the room Ve​rena caught sight of Lady Winch, clinging to the arm of one of her gallants. In a gown of peacock blue velvet
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appliqued with seed pearls she looked dazzlingly beautiful. Without warning Verena felt a stab of alarm, and then wild anger. She swallowed to regain her calm and then turned, wide-eyed, to Sir Robert, saying. "I beg you, Sir Robert, may I speak with you in private—on a matter of the utmost importance?"
A fleeting expression of annoyance crossed his fea​tures, which Verena ignored. Reluctantly Sir Robert bowed stiffly, "At your service, my lady."
Verena put one hand on Miss Manville's arm. "My apologies, Miss Manville. This will take but a mo​ment."
As she followed Sir Robert to a small anteroom Ve​rena was very much aware of Victoria Manville's hostile stare on her back.
Once the door was closed Sir Robert faced her, and said impatiently, "How can I serve you, Lady Straf-ford?"
"We can dispense with the social rigours, you and I, Sir Robert. I simply wish you to confirm that Lady Winch was, or is, my husband's mistress."
Sir Robert paled, almost to the colour of his cravat. "Lady Strafford!"
"It is true, is it not?"
He looked away, a dull flush creeping into his bloodless cheeks. "Thank you, Sir Robert. You have given me the confirmation I sought. I shall keep you from Miss Manville no longer."
He turned to her as she made to go. "I really cannot see v/hy you sought to know at all," he said irritably. "It is of no moment to you even now. Do you not re​alise it would not be for you to question such an ar​rangement even if. . . ?"
Verena halted. "Even if I were the lady everyone 
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believes me to be?" Her lips curved into a bitter smile as he averted his eyes. "I am only just beginning to acquire the manners of Polite Society, Sir Robert, so you will have to forgive my question. I understand it is also quite acceptable for a married woman to have a lover too; this is understood and even approved. Yet, low-born as you and my husband believe me, I was at least brought up to a standard of marital fidelity. Scorned by society as such, my mother would have no more betrayed my father, than he would have be​trayed her. Not for the first time do I regret my fath​er's passion to place me in the cesspool of high society."
She swept out of the room, her eyes awash with unshed tears. She was trembling from head to toe, and only sought to escape, knowing even so her behaviour was strange. As Sir Robert had plainly pointed out, Justin's mistress was of no concern to her.
Unseeingly she almost cannoned into Mr. Goddard who greeted her warmly. "My dear, I have been searching for you everywhere. Let me escort you into the supper room at once." He peered at her. "Is any​thing amiss, dearest? You look unusually pale."
At the sound of such concern she wanted to cry all the more. At least here was a man who truly cared for her. He took her icy cold hands in his and she made no attempt to withdraw them.
" 'Tis nothing but the heat. I was slightly over​come."
"I was afraid you were taken ill again." He began to lead her to the supper room. "Lady Winch has some excellent champagne. You will soon be revived, for I am sure you will not want to miss Signorina Tarelli
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who has sung in every capital in the world, and before the Imperial Court of Russia."
Verena relaxed a little and went willingly. "I would not for the world wish to miss it, Hugh."
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CHAPTER NINE
'You are quite, quite heartless, Justin," remarked Lady Winch, tapping his cheek playfully with her fan. They were conversing in the now deserted hall of her house while a babble of noise was forthcoming from the supper room.
The marquis took out his watch and frowned at it. "My apologies, Lady Winch, for the lateness of my ar​rival. However, the loss of a curricle wheel on the road was quite unseen and most inopportune. I trust I am still welcome."
"Of course," she answered warmly. "And I forgive you." She fluttered her long eyelashes. "I forgive you anything now that you are here, but I still say that you are heartless in leaving me so abruptly without so much as a word. I declare it was a full month before I recovered my spirits in any measure."
The marquis smiled urbanely. "Rather, a full month before you finally decided upon my successor." He gazed down at her. "Lexington, I believe, is at present receiving the honours."
She blushed. "Lexington is an old dear, and an old, old friend of poor Winch's. You know, of course, about poor Winch."
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"He died in bed?" She nodded sadly. "Sad," he re​marked, "but I have every reason to believe he died happy."
Lady Winch chuckled. "You know well, Justin, that no one could ever mean as much to me as you." Her flippancy hardly covered the seriousness of her meaning. At her first sight of him she knew he was still capable of rousing intense emotion within her breast. In his dove-coloured coat, which was the plain​est of any worn by her many guests, he was by far the most elegant man gracing her house that night.
He adjusted his cravat, securing the diamond soli​taire pinned to it and eyed her with a certain amount of amusement. "I earnestly hope you were not too devastated, Amelia. If you are, or were, I swear it does not show in your features. You are as dazzling as ever."
She pretended to blush. "I am relieved you do not find me ravaged."
He glanced around, anxious to be done with the pleasantries but his hostess showed no predilection to share him with her other guests. She studied him carefully for a moment or two. His arrival had con​vinced her that she was able to reinstate herself in his affections with little effort, even perhaps become his wife if rumour was to be believed that the marriage was foundering and Goddard was in earnest. But there had been a subtle change in him since they had last met, she realised at last, and that change dis​turbed her.
"I do approve of your bride, Justin," she said brightly.
He returned his wandering attention to her and smiled more broadly. "So do I, Amelia, and I do thank
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you for your kindness to her in my ... er ... enforced absence."
"I could do no less in view of the many happy hours we have spent together." She looked up at him again but his eyes were on the open door of the supper room. "But I feel I must say she does have some odd hu​mours." He looked at her questioningly then. "Has she not told you she had joined a committee which is pledged to bring the foul conditions in our jails to the public attention, and public conscience? Those are her words, Justin, not mine."
"I never believed they were," he answered.
"And you may have heard tell of this new move to abolish slavery." Lady Winch looked shocked, as in​deed she was at the very thought of it. "Your wife, Strafford, is backing the movement."
He nodded. "Verena has told me of some such fancy of hers. It will keep her out of mischief."
"I do wonder," Lady Winch said thoughtfully. "Of course they were glad to accept help of a lady of such high rank. But does it matter what conditions felons and debtors are in? And everyone knows the wealth of the Indies would founder if slavery were abolished. Half of Winch's fortune was founded in the Indies. I shudder to think of what might have happened if there were no slaves to operate the plantations. I do beg you, Strafford, show her the error of her ways be​fore she becomes a laughing stock."
"I wouldn't dream of interfering with Verena's ac​tivities, Lady Winch."
She looked a little taken aback and pouted. "It would be more to the point if she tried to have the state of our roads improved. Why, the Edgware Road is well nigh impassable after a heavy fall of rain.
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When I visit my estates it takes a full three days for me to recover from the shaking."
When he was failed to be moved by her expression, her face became artful. "I wonder how it came about that you told me nothing of dear Verena. We were so very close."
The m'arquis's eyes narrowed fractionally as he considered her a moment. "Yes, but I do recall, Amel​ia, that we spent little of our times together talking."
Her fan fluttered bashfully across her face. "How did you come by her? I am dying of curiosity."
The marquis drew out his snuffbox slowly and took a pinch. "The family owns considerable land adjoin​ing Hawley Grange in Yorkshire. It is to that family that Hawley Grange has passed. You may remember it," he added dryly.
Lady Winch smiled. "Indeed I do." Her smile faded abruptly. "But Verena has never heard of Hawley Grange!"
The marquis, whose attention had been wandering towards the supper room again, turned on her. His eyes were cold with fury as he caught her wrist in an iron grip. "You spoke to her of Hawley Grange?"
Her chin trembled. "Only in passing, Justin, I as​sure you."
With some difficulty she released her wrist from his grip. "You relieve me, Lady Winch."
She was still looking at him questioningly, and, feeling no small amount of annoyance, the marquis knew he would be forced to make some explanation. Amelia Winch, if she chose, could cause a deal of mis​chief.
"Her family's land was considerable. It is possible Verena never knew of its name, so rarely was I there
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to receive visitors. I visited her at her own home on each occasion, and as for Hawley Grange passing to her father... it would not concern my wife. She cares nothing for such matters."
"But I am aware of every acre /possess."
The marquis smiled. "I am sure you are, my dear."
He started towards the supper room and she has​tened to keep up with him. "Strafford—Justin," she said quickly as they reached the door. "You realise I shall always be free to receive you should you need a friend."
His gaze was impersonal. "Yes, indeed, you are a true friend, but more so now, are you not, to my wife?"
Her smile became tight and her knuckles showed white as she gripped her fan tightly. "Can I not be a friend to you both?"
"I think not, Amelia," he answered gently, looking to where Verena stood with Hugh Goddard. Her gown of silver lace was by far the loveliest of any worn in that room. He looked down at the woman standing by his side. "Am I not the luckiest of men, Amelia, to be wedded to the most beautiful woman in Town?"
Lady Winch's fan snapped open. "And 'tis said not a happier one," she answered in a strangled voice. "Only look at them; are they not most assuredly in love?"
At that moment Verena was looking up into the face of her companion and her laugh rang out loud above the babble as she responded to some witticism he had uttered.
"You didn't tell me that Strafford was to be here," the good man said in injured tones when he caught sight of the man in the doorway.
Verena's laugh died away abruptly and she turned
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to see her husband enter the room at the side of his hostess. They paused in the doorway, Lady Winch's arm resting lightly on his. Now she was smiling broadly and it seemed to Verena that she was reas​serting her position to everyone present. The sound of voices died away momentarily, and everyone turned to look at the couple before the marquis acknowl​edged their interest with a short bow, and advanced into the room.
The buzz of conversation started up again and Hugh Goddard said in Verena's ear, "The look of hor​ror so clear upon your face at his arrival has proved to me beyond doubt what your feelings for him are. I know now I shall never rest until he has released you."
Verena in her confusion turned to him again. "Oh no, Mr. Goddard, you are mistaken. I was indeed dis​mayed to see Strafford here tonight, but only because I understood business would prevent him attending this evening's affair."
"There is little that would keep him from Lady Winch."
As the marquis approached them Verena put down her plate and opened her fan to hide her crimson cheeks. It seemed that Justin was still intent upon humiliating her. She could hate him for it but she could not find it in her heart to blame him.
"Well, did I not promise that Strafford would be here?" cooed Lady Winch.
Verena was breathing heavily and she made a con​centrated effort to still her heaving breast.
"Come, Mr. Goddard, shall we adjourn to the draw​ing room? I have scarce had a chance to speak to you
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and I am sure Lord and Lady Strafford have much to discuss."
When they had gone Verena remained eyes down​cast as he studied her. His expression was bland; she had no way of reading his mind. The circumstances of their last meeting was still fresh in her mind; the ef​fect he had had on her emotions still more so.
"I hear that you have been ill, Verena," he said at last. "I am relieved to find you looking so bonny."
"I was indisposed for a day or two. I hope you were not too distressed."
"But naturally I was."
She looked up at him then. "I did not look to find you here this evening. I was somewhat taken aback at your appearance just now."
He smiled. "Evidently." His eyes filled with mis​chief. "But surely you did not doubt Lady Winch's powers of persuasion?"
She stiffened. "Is that why you have come—be​cause Lady Winch commanded you? If that is so I shall have to start fluttering my eyelashes and issuing or​ders."
His face remained impassive but amusement still lurked in his eyes. "My reason for coming was a sud​den desire to prove to the prattle-boxes, known to both of us, that our marriage is flourishing. You may know of a rumour that says it is not. True enough it is not fashionable for married couples to accompany each other, but our behaviour is, I am told, causing raised eyebrows."
He held out his arm. "Shall we follow the others into the drawing room and prove how ideally happy we are, Verena?"
"To what purpose, may I ask?"
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He grinned. "Why, to enjoy Signorina Tarelli's singing, of course."
Verena clamped her lips together and as he still awaited her she laid her hand upon his arm and they joined the throng streaming out of the supper room.
"You are looking uncompromisingly grim, my dear," he said a moment later as he stood aside to al​low the dowager Duchess of Holmesdale to pass. "I do hope Mr. Goddard has not put you out of humour with his tiresome attentions. I distinctly noticed your vexed expression as I crossed the room."
She gave a little gasp. "Mr. Goddard has done noth​ing of the kind," she snapped. "He is the most amia​ble of men, with every concern for my comfort. I simply do not wish to smile just to satisfy people, for whom I have no particular regard, that something is not what it appears."
He handed her to a chair near the front of the gath​ering, and much to Hugh Goddard's chagrin sat down next to her.
"Do you not find Mr. Goddard's predilection for verse tedious?"
"Certainly not. I am very fond of it. It is totally wrong that a man should be an object of ridicule be​cause he has a serious turn of mind. Moreover, Mr. Goddard declares he has never met a woman so knowledgeable.''
"So you are fond of verse," he said wonderingly, and then a moment later, "Faithless as the winds or seas," he quoted, "Sometimes coming, sometimes coy, Yet she never fails to please.
"Does that not prove I am not the frippery fellow you thought me?"
She looked at him, refusing to rise to his gentle 
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bantering, and answered with a quickness that sur​prised him, "Of all the griefs that harass the dis​tressed, sure the most bitter is a scornful jest."
"Ah, the admirable Dr. Johnson," he said smil​ingly. "I trust you are not too distressed, for I do not jest."
Verena fanned herself furiously. The atmosphere was overpoweringly hot. She looked sideways at her husband, having recovered in some measure from beingrendered breathless by his appearance, more so by his blatant hypocrisy.
"Are you sure your sudden appearance tonight has nothing to do with a desire to frustrate your cousin, Thomas Quimby?" she asked in sweet tones. "He and his good lady are looking distinctly vexed at our ap​parent felicity. It may well be he envisages his bet being forfeit..."
She felt considerably mollified at his dismay. "Thomas Quimby is here?"
"Oh, certainly," she said, smiling behind her fan. "He and his wife are at this moment viewing us with some degree of concern."
Strafford turned to bow stiffly to a couple who were looking in his direction, and by the guilt on their countenances, apparently discussing him in no kind terms. There was little love lost between the Faver-shams and the Quimbys. The Quimbys usually jeal​ously resented the Faversham looks and style which they vainly sought to emulate, but invariably failed miserably.
"Cousin Henrietta has called on me several times in Conduit Street," Verena informed him airily. "And she always asks such leading questions."
The marquis turned back to his wife. "What a vul-
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gar couple to be sure. His coat is of the most shocking shade of pink I have ever seen. I wouldn't be seen at Spitalfields before dawn in such garb. And as for his good lady wife, Cousin Henrietta's laugh is quite ob​streperous even at this distance. I do vow, Verena, the peacocks at Strafford Priory make a prettier noise."
She laughed. She could not help herself. His de​scription of the pair, universally unpopular, was so acute to be devastating.
"I'd as lief acknowledge a city merchant as a rela​tive than that raffish pair."
"Or me, Justin?" she teased, but he was not listen​ing.
His face registered a new shock. "Good grief, Vere​na, how the devil do you come to know of Quimby's bet?"
Verena looked demurely to the floor. "Why, Justin, you were at pains to tell me of it yourself, the night you returned from Paris."
A muscle at the side of his mouth twitched. "Then it is obvious I must be more abstemious in future."
"I heartily endorse such sentiments, Justin. As you well know I am in a position to appreciate the awful effects of unsparing tippling."
Aware of his intense scrutiny of her she deliber​ately looked ahead, smiling sweetly at a young beau who was trying to attract her attention, and having done so blushed to the very base of his wig.
"Do you intend to remain in London long, Straf​ford?" she asked. When she looked at him her eyes were artless. "I beg you don't think me impertinent but should anyone ask ..."
He was still gazing at her and she had to look away again, her heart beating unevenly against her ribs. It
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was a phenomenon she could scarce understand and could only attribute it to the heat of the crowded room.
"There is still some business outstanding at Straf​ford Priory. During an absence of some two and a half years much has occurred that needs my attention.
"It was quite disconcerting to discover in my ab​sence my steward has become the father of two more children."
Verena turned to him eagerly. "Oh yes indeed! I was fortunate to be there on both occasions. Two bon​nier babies I've never seen, and such proud parents. The elder five children are all a delight too. And they're all so very loyal to you."
She looked away in confusion, closing her fan and gripping it tightly in both hands, for he was still look​ing at her, with some, she was sure, admiration.
He leaned closer and she stiffened. "Then perhaps you would care to accompany me to Strafford Priory when I leave tomorrow? If you won't have enough time to prepare I can delay my departure a day or two."
She looked at him suspiciously. There was cer​tainly nothing in his expression to show whether he really wished her to go or not.
On Verena's part she had a sudden longing for the peace of the countryside, the chorus of the birds awakening her each morning, and the sweet perfume of the flowers that would now be growing in profusion in the gardens. And perhaps even more, she longed to be with him, when he no longer despised her or wished to humiliate her.
The memory of their last meeting was still fresh in her mind; the feel of his lips on hers, the pressure of his body against her own. She had never believed it
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was possible to experience such pleasure. Now at last she understood her own mother's readiness to forsake her family for the man she loved.
Out of the corner of her eye she espied Lady Winch amidst a circle of admirers, and she said quickly, tak​ing in a sharp breath, "No, Justin, it just isn't possible for me to leave Town just now. I am afraid my engage​ment book is made up right to the end of the Season."
There was no response for a moment. Verena dare not look at him, convinced that this refusal would en​rage him, but his countenance betrayed no sign of an​ger. It appeared that the request had been a perfunctory one after all, and Verena was glad she had refused.
A moment later the marquis got to his feet. "It seems that Signorina Tarelli is about to begin her re​cital," he said in pleasant tones. "You will have to ex​cuse me, my dear. I would rather listen from the back of the room should I be overcome with emotion during one of the arias and need to make a quick exit."
Verena pressed her fan to her lips to suppress a gig​gle. "Oh, shame on you, Strafford. Signorina Tarelli has sung before all the crowned head of Europe."
"Then I must give thanks to my antecedents for not aspiring to the throne." As she laughed again he glanced across the room and his smile became tight. "There will, in any event, be no cause for you to be lonely in my absence; Goddard is losing no time in claiming my chair."
He raised her hand formally to his lips, bowing brief​ly, and was gone, leaving Verena to stare after him.
The marquis stood against the back wall. The air was filled, apart from the gentle swishing of fans,
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with the dulcet tones of his wife's voice. Aunt Harriet had not been excessive in her praise, he decided. He should have known it.
Signorina Tarelli's recital of songs and arias had long since ended, but the assembled guests, having taken so long to prepare themselves in their finery for this evening's entertainment, were reluctant to go home just yet. And so, at the invitation of Lady Winch, several ambitious mamas had pressed for​ward their offspring and Strafford had been forced to yawn his way through several more airs when he would have as soon joined the company, employing a game of faro, in an anteroom.
After the fourth damsel had exercised her musical talent, in an attempt to bedazzle some buck or an​other, and a fifth had demonstrated some small abil​ity, on the harpsichord, the marquis was about to follow his inclination into the anteroom when Lady Winch rose from her chair and publicly requested Lady Strafford to sing.
Strafford froze and turned angrily to see his wi​fe's reaction to a request she could not refuse. In​deed the assemblage were determined that she should not, and rather reluctantly she stepped onto the dais after some little encouragement from those all around her. Strafford's lips tightened into a thin line as Lady Winch smiled across the room at him. Was that minx determined to shame Verena? he wondered.
The last sweet note died away and as the applause died down he was aware of feeling strangely satisfied. He watched his wife return to her seat, stopping every yard to be commended by some acquaintance or an​other.
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He need have no fears on Verena's behalf; she was well able to look after herself. But at the same time he was aware that if he were not so amused at the irony of the situation, he would be a great deal more irritated at the impudence of the chit to gammon so​ciety as she had.
He drew out his snuff box, flicked open the lid, smiled laconically as a damsel fluttered her eye​lashes at him, and took a pinch of snuff. As he re​turned the box to his pocket he glanced around. The buzz of conversation had started up in earnest as the evening drew to a close.
He walked slowly along the back of the room in​tending to make his way to where Verena was sitting. One glance at his watch told him the hour was late, and he was anxious to be away with her and finish with this playacting. The time had come for plain and serious speaking.
Already some of the candles were guttering in the chandeliers, and those that could easily be reached were being replaced by the servants. The room was a seething mass of humanity and he could no longer see his wife. As he scanned the room for sight of her he espied a speck of snuff on the sleeve of his coat. Straf-ford brought out his handkerchief and flicked it away. He paused as he did so, for he had caught sight of one of his cronies—a Viscount Sanderton—whom he had not seen since his return. He raised his hand to greet the man, but before he could attract the viscount's at​tention he heard someone say, "How delighted I am that dear Lady Strafford is back amongst us."
His hand dropped to his side. Two dowagers were sitting in high back chairs, a yard or two from where he was standing. All that was visible to him was a pair
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of high-dressed heads, well-powdered, one topped with waving feathers and the other threaded with ropes of pearls.
"I cannot agree more, Felicity," replied the other. "She has an agreeable voice, has she not? Most pleas​ant."
Strafford found his lips curving into a smile as he unashamedly eavesdropped on the conversation.
"And possessing a delightful disposition too. I must own that when the news of this marriage was told to me I had the gravest misgivings. I feared some indis​cretion, although I had always believed Strafford slightly above the scandalous behaviour of his father and brother. But the Favershams have always been a giddy brood, and secret weddings seem quite the vogue these days. I cannot understand why. Only last week young Darington eloped."
"Ah, but, Felicity, Darington had little choice. I be​lieve he had taken up with a shopkeeper's daughter.
Strafford was hard-pressed to stifle his laughter.
"I was quite concerned when I heard of Lady Straf-ford's indisposition," continued the lady called Feli​city, "and sent a note straight-away to Conduit Street. Lady Strafford has not to my knowledge re​fused one invitation this Season and when she began to refuse them all, it was plain something was quite seriously amiss. The child is still quite pale and has a definite look, don't you think, of a woman in a del​icate condition? I seem to recall feeling ill myself on every occasion."
Strafford's smile faded. Automatically he looked to where Verena had been sitting but she was no longer there. The scene of gaiety before receded into a mist of fury which blighted his eyes.
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How foolish he had been. This was why she had wanted her freedom so urgently. And Goddard! He would ring his miserable neck.
He caught sight of Lady Winch and hurried to​wards her. She turned to smile at him, fluttering her fan coquettishly. "Ah, Justin, I had thought you gone. I am so pleased you are still here. There must be so many . . ."
"Have you seen my wife?" he demanded without preamble, and the Beauty was not allowed to finish what she had been about to say.
At the sight of his anger, although she had no way of knowing the cause of it, her smile did not falter. "Why, yes," she answered, "and only a few moments ago." Her gaze moved to where a window stood slightly ajar. The curtain was being ruffled by the breeze. "She was going onto the terrace with God​dard."
The marquis went rigid. Lady Winch looked at him in amusement. In the year he had been her lover she had seen him in a variety of moods, and she recog​nized all too well he was beside himself with anger now. Without troubling to answer her he moved away, his eyes never leaving the window leading onto the terrace beyond. A moment later, unaware that Lady Winch was sill watching him, he marched to​wards the window and thrust it open.
"What peace! What tranquillity! And the pleasure of having the night air revive me."
Hugh Goddard looked at her as she moved grace​fully to the edge of the terrace. "I am not sure the night air is at all good for you, my dear." His nose quivered. "Yes I believe I perceive a slight dampness
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in the air." He looked at her again. "It would be folly if you lingered out here too long and were to contract another chill. You still look far from robust and I fear you have made light of your ailment. Let me fetch your mantle and I will see you home."
"Soon, Hugh. I was only rather hot, and the room was so stuffy. I shall feel better in a moment."
He came to stand at her side, taking her hand in his. "Ah, what a sublime voice you possess, my dearest. You were a great success. I am persuaded you were better received than Signorina Tarelli herself."
"Oh, Hugh, that is too much."
"But it is true. You are so modest, and so indes​cribably lovely. And how can she compare in looks to one who is beyond compare?"
"Hugh!" she gasped, opening her fan in an effort to hide her confusion. "I think we should return to the drawing room before we are missed."
"No one will miss you," he said, holding her back. "Not your husband surely?"
She stopped abruptly. "What do you mean?"
He drew her back towards him. "My dearest Vere-na, do you not think that a man such as I, who adores you, cannot see that it goes ill with you?"
"You are mistaken."
"No, I don't believe that. Every expression that crosses your face is familiar to me. I am sensitive to your every mood, and proud that I can boast that it is so. You have been downcast since Strafford's return. Will you tell me what troubles you?"
She stiffened. "I don't wish to discuss it, Mr. God​dard."
"It is Lady Winch, is it not?" She looked at him then. "Strafford and Lady Winch have resumed their
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relationship, that much is obvious to all those who are here tonight. In fact Lady Winch told me as much herself." Verena flinched as if struck. "It was to be expected. Before your marriage it was well-known he was besotted by her. He showered gifts upon her even when he was seriously in debt. The affair had gone on a year . . ."
"A year?" she repeated in dismay.
"Perhaps even longer. Although how can he bear to return to her when he has you for his wife I cannot understand, but can only thank providence for his foolishness."
She looked at him questioningly as he gathered her hands in his. He was quite handsome, she realised for the first time, and always so very considerate. His features were more regular than Strafford's, his phy​sique almost as manly, but somehow his bearing did not command the same admiration, and he never drew from her those unexpected bursts of amuse​ment. If only Mr. Goddard were not so serious and in​tense at all times ..."
"Verena, I love you so very much. Did you receive the note I sent you?"
"Yes," she answered breathlessly. "Marlowe. It was lovely."
"Oh, thou art fairer than the evening air, Clad in the beauty of a thousand stars. How appropriate as I look upon you now." His voice became low and urgent. "You were but a child when you married Strafford. I know nothing of the circumstances but whatever ad​vantage you brought to him by the marriage can no longer matter. I don't need a wife with a large por​tion."
She smiled sadly, moved by his declaration. "Would
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you still love me if I were not what you thought, Hugh?"
"You are everything that is good and kind and beautiful. And everything that I have ever sought for in a woman. I know you care for me. You have always been so carefree in my company. Tis only Strafford who had caused the light of happiness to leave your eyes. 'Tis fashionable to pretend a cherie amie is of no account. Forgive me for speaking to you thus; you are a woman of uncommon sensibility and I know your husband's behaviour can do no other than grieve you.
"Leave him, my dearest, and come to me so that you can be happy again."
She stared at him for a long moment, unbelievably moved once more, for there was no doubt of his sin​cerity. Then she looked away. "I believe it is possible that Strafford would divorce me in such circumstan​ces for misconduct."
"As a man of honour he would have no choice."
"It will be unpleasant. Your family ..."
"I care nothing for that. There have been scandals before and they are soon forgotten. But is the idea so abhorrent to you?"
His eyes were filled with concern as they raked her forlorn face. She was again vastly moved that his con​cern should be for her only.
"I don't know, Hugh, but I do know I cannot con​tinue as we are."
"Then we shall abscond together." His grip on her tightened. "I promise you, my love, if you do this—if you commit yourself to me—I shall cherish you for the rest of your life. You shall have everything your heart desires."
Verena's eyes filled with tears. How often in some
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dingy attic or damp cellar she had dreamed of a man speaking those words to her. And this was one of the richest men in all England.
Through tear-washed eyes she looked up at him. "I believe you mean that, Hugh."
"Indeed I do."
He pressed his lips to hers and she responded ea​gerly, seeking to recreate the passion the marquis had roused in her with his kisses. |
The window leading to the terrace banged back against the wall and cracked from top to bottom. Ve-rena gasped and jumped back, away from her equally startled companion.
Her hand flew to her mouth as she sought to stifle a gasp of dismay the sight of Strafford, who stood there, his eyes ablaze with anger, arose in her heart.
"So, now, you insist on making love in public," he said through clenched teeth.
"You are mistaken," she assured him, glancing quickly to Mr. Goddard, whose mouth gaped open and his eyes bulged with fear. "It was a moment's folly."
Strafford smiled grimly. "Then your lover shall pay dear for his folly." He strode up to Hugh Goddard and glared at him.
"The matter will be public soon enough," said the younger man in what Verena thought was a remark​ably calm voice. "Verena and I wish to be married."
"And you? Do you wish to marry him?"
Verena could not look at her husband as he trans​ferred his furious gaze to her. She simply nodded and the marquis drew in his breath sharply.
"We shall see," he said, and Verena hesitantly looked up. His face was white with anger. He looked back at his rival. "You shall have her, but it will be
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over my dead body!" He slapped Goddard squarely across the face. "I shall have satisfaction, Goddard. Make it as soon as you please."
At that moment Sir Robert Parish came hurrying out of the drawing room, along with several other persons who were anxious to discover what the noise was about.
"No, Justin," shouted Sir Robert, "This is quite un​fair. Mr. Goddard is no match for you, as you well know."
"The challenge is issued," answered the marquis stubbornly. "Mr. Goddard shall meet me under con​ditions which are fair to us both."
Verena, who had been looking from one to the other in horror, spoke at last. She put one hand out beseech​ingly to Goddard. "I beg of you, Mr. Goddard, do not accept this challenge."
His eyes remained on the marquis's face. He swal​lowed convulsively and Verena was close enough to him to know he was trembling. "I cannot, Lady Straf​ford. If the marquis wishes it to be settled this way then so it must." He looked at her then. "I could not love thee, Dear, so much, Loved I not honour more."
Verena felt the insane desire to laugh out loud but no sound passed her trembling lips.
"Still spouting, Goddard?" The marquis gave him a wicked grin. "I have heard it said that love will make a dog howl in rhyme." His eyes flashed with an​ticipated triumph as he turned to his friend. "Robert, I can rely on you?" Sir Robert looked undecided and then with some reluctance nodded. "Good. I noticed Sanderton present tonight. Ask him if he will act for me also, and make it as soon as pleases Mr. Goddard.
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I have a mind to see this matter settled as soon as pos​sible."
"No!" cried Verena. 'I am not worth this foolish​ness."
As far as the marquis was concerned she might not have been there. After his initial address to her he had not looked at her since.
"You are worth it to me," said Mr. Goddard grimly.
The marquis smiled, now fully in control of his tem​per. "I trust you will still think so after we have met."
"For pity's sake wait until your anger has cooled," implored Sir Robert in one last attempt to avoid bloodshed.
"By tomorrow the matter will be decided."
The marquis turned on his heel and marched back into the house. Hugh Goddard gripped his hands to​gether tightly. Verena looked to Sir Robert appeal-ingly but his eyes were accusing, and lifting her skirts she ran after her husband.
She followed him through the drawing room, heed​less of the curious stares she was attracting, and into the hall. The vast majority of people still present were unaware as yet of the little drama enacted on the ter​race, although Verena knew that such a state of af​fairs would be shortlived.
When she reached the hall her husband was being handed his hat and his gloves. She rushed right up to him. "Justin, I beg you retract. You will kill him and it will be no less than murder."
"It will be fair," he answered reasonably, pulling on his gloves. "However, it doesn't surprise me that that poltroon has sent you to plead his case."
"You know very well that Mr. Goddard would do no such thing; he is a man of honour as well as you. /am
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begging you, Justin. Do not do this thing. You will have it on your conscience for the rest of your days."
He looked at her at last. "And will you not have it on your conscience, my dear?"
Her chin quivered and her eyes were bright with tears. "Oh yes, Justin. If either of you are so much as scratched I shall never forgive myself. A kiss cannot be worth such dire consequences."
He buttoned his cuffs with steady fingers. "That really depends upon who bestows the kiss." He eyed her keenly. "Your loyalty is most worthy. It is only a pity it has been wasted on someone not deserving of it."
Her eyes were still silently beseeching him, and she looked more lovely than ever in her distress. For a moment he was tempted to relent, whatever the rid​icule must be heaped upon him as a result of such ac​tion, but then he recalled that she was pleading for her lover and his resolve hardened once more.
"Do you wish to add further shame to my name by having me branded a coward as well as a cuckold?"
She gasped and drew away from him. He straight​ened up and took his stick from an impassive foot​man.
"You need have no fear for my safety, my dear," he said smiling with scarce concealed irony. "I shall deal with Goddard as he deserves, and then I shall return home to deal with you."
He glanced across the hall as the footman opened the door. "Lady Winch, I thank you for an evening of such unrivalled entertainment." He bowed. "Robert, I'd be grateful if you would see my wife to her car​riage. I have a fancy for some air."
Verena watched in horror and disbelief as he strode
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out of the house, and then turned to find a small au​dience had gathered in the drawing room doorway. Sir Robert Parish detached himself from the others.
"Lady Strafford, have I your permission to order your carriage? It would be best, I'm persuaded, if you were to leave without delay."
"Sir Robert, can you not do something?"
"I am afraid not," he answered coldly. "It is a mat​ter of honour between gentlemen, and must be settled according to the prescribed rules."
"Honour!" she scoffed. "I am at a loss to know what honour there can be in murder."
He brushed past her.. "Pray excuse me, my lady, while I have your driver summoned."
Lady Winch was also standing in the hall watching the proceedings. Behind her fan her eyes were amused. In desperation Verena hurried up to her. "Lady Winch, can you not do something to avert this tragedy?" she asked, her voice, lowered to a harsh whisper.
Lady Winch's eyes grew wide. "But my dear, they are not fighting over me." She patted Verena's hand. "Relax and enjoy your notoriety. I have had several duels fought over me, and I promise you it is not as tragic as you believe."
Verena's expression hardened. "Can you not exert that influence you have over my husband?"
Lady Winch smiled. " 'Tis impossible." She closed her fan, her smile fading as she did so. "And in truth, Verena," she went on as she swept back into the drawing room, "I really have no mind to."
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CHAPTER TEN
"Oh Rose, what am I to do?"
Rose held out the satin negligee into which Verena slipped her arms. "Do, m'lady? What you must do is wait 'til they've returned."
Verena impatiently allowed the diamonds to be un​clasped from about her neck and ears, and then she dropped down into a chair and sank her head into her hands.
"You don't understand. My husband will kill Mr. Goddard. There is nothing more certain. Justin is as fine a swordsman as there is in the country. I have often heard it said."
"Now, now, m'lady. It won't help if you take on in this way. You'll not help poor Mr. Goddard by having an attack of the vapours."
"I'm not at all vapourish," answered Verena indig​nantly, rallying slightly at such a suggestion. "I am only distressed that somehow—although I cannot conceive how, Rose—I have ruined two men."
"It cannot be as bad as that, m'lady. It will only be a wonder 'til the next time."
"Oh, I care that much for gossip, Rose," she an​swered, snapping her fingers.
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"I'm thinking it might be best if you sat back and enjoyed it like all the other fashionable ladies do, m'lady."
Verena looked at her sharply. "How can you say such a thing, Rose? Why, the only person who can de​rive any satisfaction from this is the surgeon who has been hired to attend the wounds. Oh," she cried as if in pain, "I cannot bear to think of it. Poor Mr. God-dard. He is such a nice man."
She jumped to her feet and began to pace the floor, wringing her hands. Rose was just putting Verena's jewellry away in its satin lined box. "Should you not be concerned also for his lordship, m'lady?" she asked.
Verena put one hand to her head. "But I am, Rose. Oh I am! If Mr. Goddard dies I am the one who has turned a good man into a murderer."
"Then there's nought to worry you, m'lady. Sword-fights rarely end in death these days."
Verena hurried across to the dressing table. "Is this really so?"
"Oh yes, m'lad}'," answered Rose in unconcern. "They fight until one of them yields. As often or not there's not a drop of blood spilled."
Verena sank down onto the stool. "God be praised for that. I hardly care what becomes of me if no deaths result in last night's catastrophe."
Rose began to remove the pins from her mistress's hair. "His lordship will not punish you, m'lady."
"It would be a relief if he did."
"Don't think of it any more. Let me brush your hair for you. You know how it always relaxes you. Then you'll be able to sleep, and it will do you good."
Verena gave a broken little laugh. "Rose, you are so good to me. Please do brush my hair, but you are
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quite mistaken if you think I shall not think of it. Nei​ther shall I sleep a wink until this wretched business
is over."
Verena awoke with a start. For a moment or two she could not understand why she had awoken so early and with such a feeling of dread. And then she remembered. Her hands clutched convulsively at the bedclothes. This morning was the culmination of her father's wicked folly. Even he could not have forseen what far reaching effects his behaviour would have.
She reached for her dressing gown and crossed to the door. She doubted if she had slept an hour at the most. It was not yet dawn and she had not left Lady Winch's until the early hours.
That heartless creature, thought Verena with a great degree of indignation, to dismiss a duel so lightly. And to expect her to do so too.
How a man, so eminently sensible as Strafford, could fall for such a woman—moreover a woman who rejoiced in human misery as exhibited at Newgate and Bedlam—was beyond Verena's comprehension. And then a vision of Lady Winch appeared in her mind and she acknowledged that a woman's nature mattered not when her countenance was so fair.
She opened the door stealthily and peered into the corridor. There was no one to be seen. She hurried across to the landing and looked down into the hall below. Strafford's valet, Kingston, was helping his master into his greatcoat while a lackey held aloft a branch of candles.
Sir Robert Parish was near the door, looking ill at ease and anxious to be off.
"My affairs are all in order, Robert," said the mar-
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quis in a remarkable tone of unconcern. "You are sure you are acquainted with everything to be done in the event I don't come back?"
"You have told me several times," replied his friend with scarce concealed impatience. "And I wish you would not speak such nonsense. It is to be hoped Mr. Goddard has his affairs in order."
"It is to his misfortune if he has not."
He strode across the hall and slapped his friend heartily on the back. "I beg you don't look so glum, Robert. I declare the last time I saw you so out of spir​its was on my wedding day."
"Must you jest so? In faith I don't know which was a sadder day."
Verena gasped to hear such bitterness issuing from his lips, and as she drew back both men turned to stare at her. Verena gave her husband one last look of appeal. His answering stare was cold and expres​sionless before he turned back to his friend and said, " Tis time we were leaving, Robert. I should not like to be late and so concede victory to Goddard."
Verena was still standing on the draughty landing when the sound of the departing carriage was no longer to be heard. Rose came hurrying down the cor​ridor, clutching a shawl over her bedgown.
"Lady Strafford! You will be struck down with in​flammation of the lungs if you remain in this corridor in your bedclothes. See, you are chilled already. Come, I will light you a fire, and perhaps you will sleep."
Like a child Verena allowed her maid to escort her back to her bedchamber. "Rose," she said in a trem​bling voice, "he said his affairs were in order should he not return."
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Rose chafed her mistress's hands gently. " 'Tis only right, m'lady, that he should do so. It means noth​ing." She pulled back the bedclothes. "Get into bed do, m'lady. You'll catch your death. I'll go and warm a brick for you. You'll soon be as warm as toast."
"No, Rose. Fetch a gown for me. I must dress."
The girl looked astounded. "But 'tis not yet dawn."
Verena nodded as she gazed sightlessly ahead. "I know, but they are gone only to Hyde Park and should return soon."
Despite persistent appeals by her maid, Verena insisted on dressing, allowing Rose to dress her hair in the simplest style before packing the girl off to her bed.
Once this was accomplished Verena hurried down​stairs and put the servants to some agitation by her appearance at such an early hour. As the menials went about their appointed tasks Verena alternated between sitting composedly by the door and march​ing restlessly up and down the hall.
After what seemed like a lifetime the sound of car​riage wheels in the street outside made her stiffen. When the carriage stopped outside she began to trem​ble.
The door was opened and Verena, who was about to start forward, shrank back as her husband was brought in supported by his two friends. His coat was' loosely thrown about his shoulders, hardly covering the tear in his shirt, and blood was oozing steadily out of an ugly wound in his arm.
"How did this happen?" she asked, once she had re​covered in some small part from her initial shock.
The marquis opened his eyes, stirred by the sound of her voice. "Go away, Verena."
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"A shot from a pistol," answered Sir Robert, point​edly averting his eyes from hers.
For once she was immune to his unspoken con​tempt. Shock no longer numbed her senses. Indigna​tion raged through her like a fire. "A pistol! But it was to be swords!"
A small man dressed in black hurried in behind them, clutching to him a small black bag filled with instruments.
"Swords are less sure to kill," answered Sir Robert through his teeth.
"To the bedchamber," urged the surgeon. "There is no time to be lost. His lordship had bled profusely all the way from the park."
Verena hurried after the procession as it made its laborious way up the stairs. Even when the door was closed in her face she remained outside, wringing her hands in misery. A moment or two later the two friends came out. Viscount Sanderton bowed low and promised to return later to hear the news of his friend's condition.
When he had gone Verena looked at Sir Robert. "How did this happen, Sir Robert?"
The young man's lips formed a tight line. "Mr. Goddard chose pistols."
"He is also hurt?"
"You have no need to fear for him. He is unin​jured."
Verena became even more agitated although she strove to keep her voice level. "But how has it come that Justin is hurt? Is he not also a good marksman?"
"The best, only he aimed to miss and Mr. Goddard shot to kill."
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His eyes held hers. At last she said, "I cannot credit it of him."
"Nevertheless 'tis true. Do you doubt it? Had your husband not aimed to miss, Mr. Goddard would be a dead man now, and if Mr. Goddard had not been such a bad shot Justin would have a bullet in his heart and not his arm."
One hand went to her trembling lips. "Is he badly hurt? Don't spare me, Sir Robert."
Sir Robert smiled grimly. "I have no wish to do that, my lady. As to your husband's condition we shall not know until the surgeon has made a full examina​tion." He held out his arm and glanced down at it. "I do know he bled all the way from Hyde Park and is excessively weak. By the time the ball is removed he will be weaker still."
Verena recoiled from the sight of the extensive staining on his sleeve. She stifled a sob and her eyes were wide, becoming blurred with tears. "It cannot . . . surely he cannot be in danger of his life?"
"If he dies it will not be Mr. Goddard's bullet that has killed him."
Verena whirled round, burying her head in her hands and sobbing heartbrokenly. She laid her head against the wainscotting. "If he dies I shall die too, for I cannot bear it."
"Lady Strafford .. ."
"Oh, please go, Sir Robert. I don't wish you to wit​ness my discomfiture."
He put his hand on her shoulder. "I cannot leave you in such distress, ma'am. I beg your pardon for the unkind way in which I spoke to you. I beg your for​giveness quite humbly, Lady Strafford. Be assured it
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is only my distress for your husband that has caused me to insult you so."
"I deserve your strictures, Sir Robert," she said, calmer now. "I have been nothing but a burden to him since the very day I walked into this house. I knew my father was wrong. It was for me to have refused to do his bidding. I could have run away if no other course was open to me, but I had not enough courage."
"Lady Strafford..."
"It is of no use." She turned to face him, trying des​perately to compose herself. "You are a good, kind man, Sir Robert. A trusted friend. You know what I am. Fine clothes cannot change that as Justin, him​self, has recently said. I am not of your stamp and I cannot pretend to understand the codes by which you behave."
She looked up at him. "You despise me and I de​serve it, for I have caused him nothing but pain." He shook his head and she laid one hand upon his arm. ' Tis true, but I beg you believe me when I say that from the very day of our marriage I sought only to do him credit. And I swear by all that's holy I have never, in word or deed, betrayed him."
Her eyes were pleading for his understanding. He was the first to look away. "Lady Strafford, again I beg your forgiveness. I believe I have sorely mis​judged you, when it was not my place to judge you at all."
"You had the right as a friend of my husband."
He smiled. "You are generous indeed. If there is any way in which I can be of service to you, ma'am, during this trial, I beg of you don't hesitate to ask me."
"Thank you, Sir Robert, I will remember that." She
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put away her handkerchief. "And now I must see the surgeon. He should have completed his examination by now . . ."
Just as he was about to protest a footman came hur​rying up the stairs, carrying an envelope on a silver salver.
"A message for you, my lady."
She broke the seal impatiently, irritated at being delayed further. She scanned the sheet and dropped it back upon the salver. "There is no reply for the mo​ment."
She watched the lackey until he was gone and then looked at Sir Robert. "That was a message from Mr. Goddard." Sir Robert looked uncomfortable. "He wishes me to join him immediately."
"Do you intend to do so?" he asked rather hesi​tantly, evidently embarrassed by her frank disclo​sure.
Verena smiled bitterly. "Shall I have any choice? Justin, if... when he recovers will turn me out, and quite rightly, for I have been nought but a burden to him. But I confess, Sir Robert, I have lost my taste for damp cellars and rat infested lodgings." She drew a sharp breath. "But I cannot think to leave here until I know . . ."
She put her hand on the doorknob and Sir Robert put out one hand to stop her entering the bedcham​ber. "That is no place for you, my lady. Allow me to go on your behalf. I will return immediately with whatever news there is."
She smiled at him. "I thank you, Sir Robert, but that will not be necessary. I am not in the least squeamish. I have seen much that is sordid in my life​time."
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With some reluctance he began to open the door, but she gave a little gasp as he did so and laid a hand on his to stay it. "Did you mean what you said about being of service to me, Sir Robert?"
"Most certainly."
"Then you could do me a very great service, if you would."
"You only have to speak of it," he vowed.
"Aunt Harriet—Miss Faversham—is at present in Dorset visiting relatives. She must be informed of this."
"Would it not be kinder if she were to remain in ig​norance for the time being? It may be possible to spare her some anguish."
Verena shook her head. "Miss Faversham is not a vapourish female, no more than I am. If anything. . ." She closed her eyes in anguish at the very thought of it. "Miss Faversham would want to be here, and if you go it will be kinder than a letter—quicker too."
"I shall leave for Dorset the moment I have heard the surgeon's report, and will bring the old lady back to London myself."
Verena squeezed his hand. "Thank you, Sir Robert. I shall be forever in your debt."
"No, Lady Strafford, this service I do you is in the way of discharging my debt to you—the debt incurred by my harsh judgement."
He opened the door as gently as he could and she preceded him into the room. The surgeon was still working on the marquis, assisted by the valet, King​ston. A footman held a branch of candles aloft al​though it had been fully light for some time.
The injured man lay upon the bed, his eyes closed. Rough sheets had been placed all round the wound to
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save the bed linen. Verena winced and closed her eyes at the sight of all the blood staining them. The air was filled with a distinct odour of brandy, which had been given to the patient to sustain him in his ordeal.
Sir Robert put one hand on her shoulder and said in a whisper. "Let us wait in the dressing room, my lady. The surgeon is applying a dressing so he must be all but finished."
She nodded her assent and followed him into the smaller room. It was only a minute or two later that the surgeon came in. His black coat was now some​what soiled and the full wig of his profession that he wore upon his head was slightly askew.
"Lady Strafford?"
She nodded. "This is Sir Robert Parish. You may speak plainly in front of him. How is my husband, Mr. Wentworth? Is he . . . ?"
"He still lives," answered the surgeon, frowning, "for the moment. I have removed the ball and it has damaged no vital organ." Verena clasped her hands tightly in front of her to stop them trembling. "But shot is notorious for setting up infections, so I would ask your permission, Lady Strafford, to amputate the arm immediately to prevent such a happening."
Verena could not suppress a cry of dismay. She looked at Sir Robert and saw that her own horror was reflected in the expression on his face.
"This cannot really be necessary," she said, still keeping her voice low.
The surgeon looked disdainful. "In my experience, my lady, it is. I beseech you, Lady Strafford, make a quick decision so that it may be done while his lord​ship is still unconscious."
Verena walked away, moving towards the window.
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A young buck, returning from an evening's revelry was riding his curricle down the street. She watched him out of sight and then turned her back on the win​dow. As she looked at Sir Robert, silently pleading for his help, he lowered his eyes and she knew she was alone in her decision.
"No, I cannot give you permission, Mr. Went​worth," she said at last.
"But, my lady, do you not understand? If an infec​tion takes hold it will spread through the blood and then nothing can save his life."
She shook her head, fighting back the tears. "He would rather die than lose an arm," she said in a choked voice.
"Very well,"answered the surgeon in resigned tones. "I shall finish dressing the wound. It has been cauterised so we can at least hope for the best." He shook his head. "But I am convinced you will rue this day."
He straightened up. "You will find his lordship considerably debilitated owing to the ordeal he has just undergone, and he is already fevered. However, I have bled him, which may relieve the fever."
"Bled him! But surely he has lost enough blood al​ready."
"Lady Strafford!" exclaimed the surgeon. "Allow me to know what is best for my patient. If you are in any way dissatisfied ..."
Verena waved her hand helplessly and said in a whisper. "I apologise, Mr. Wentworth. You must treat my husband in whichever way you see fit. Pray continue."
The surgeon's pinched features relaxed and, mol​lified, he continued, "If the wound becomes too pain-
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ful, a few drops of laudanum will relieve him." He bowed stiffly. "I shall call again tomorrow."
"Thank you, Mr. Wentworth," she managed to an​swer. When he had left the room she turned to Sir Robert whose pale face was turned towards the wall. Verena put one hand to her head. "Was I wrong?" she begged. "Tell me if I was wrong."
He shook his head which he kept averted. "I cannot say." He turned round then. "Oh yes, I believe you were right when you said he would rather die than live with one arm. He would consider himself a crip​ple, and for a man like Justin ..."
"But, Sir Robert," she said in anguish, "I would rather him be that than die."
He moved towards the door. "If it is any comfort, I believe you have made the decision that Justin him​self would have made.
"Now I must make haste to leave London if I am to reach Dorset before tomorrow. Have no fear, Lady Strafford, I shall not rest day or night until Miss Fa-versham is safely back."
Verena remained in the ante room for a moment longer in ofder to compose herself, and then she went back into the bedchamber. The surgeon had gone, having completed the dressing of the gaping wound, and Kingston was removing the bloodstained sheets.
Verena stood at the other side of the bed looking down at him. His eyes were tightly shut, his long dark eyelashes fanning out onto bloodless cheeks. As she stood there she thought of his prowess with the sword, his skill as a whipster, his enjoyment of every physi​cal sport, and she knew she had been right in her de​cision, but yet she was still unable to control the tears that began to gush down her cheeks.
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Kingston looked up as she made no attempt to check the tears that silently coursed down her cheeks. "My lady," he said, "would it not be best if you were to rest awhile. I shall be here with him, have no fear."
Verena quickly wiped away her tears. "I need no rest, Kingston. And when I do it will be in here. I shall not leave him until . . . until the fever is broken."
"My lady, there is no need. I shall. . ."
"How long have you been with Lord Strafford, Kingston?"
The valet straightened up. "Since he was a boy, my lady."
"He relies upon you greatly." The man allowed himself a smile. "You have a great many duties, Kingston, and when he is recovered his lordship will expect to find everything in order, which it cannot be if you remain here unrelieved for what might prove to be some considerable time."
"I don't trust any of the others, beggin' your par​don, my lady."
"You can trust me, Kingston. Between us we shall nurse him diligently, and still contrive to have our sleep."
The man nodded. "Yes, my lady."
"What is it you are about now?" she asked briskly, coming to the other side of the bed.
"I must remove his clothes, my lady."
Verena leaned over the bed. She was now fully in control of her emotions. "Very well, Kingston, fetch his lordship's bedclothes. I have no doubt you have performed this office for him on any occasions follow​ing a heavy night, but we must be careful to cause him as little pain as possible, so on this occasion I believe a lady's hand is the lighter."
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
Verena started violently, sitting up straight in the chair. Her needlework, in which she had tried to be​come interested during the long hours she had spent at Justin's bedside, lay on the floor where it had fallen from her hands.
She was angry with herself for having dropped to sleep like that, even though her eyes could scarce stay open a moment longer. True enough Kingston had done his share of keeping vigil over his master for the past two days and nights, but Verena found sleep hard to come by, and the actual nursing was exhausting to one who had become used to a life of leisure.
For two full days he had burned with fever and thrashed about the big bed, to such an extent that Ve​rena was afraid he might reopen the wound and so bleed to death, and in his delirium the marquis seemed stronger than ever. It had taken all her strength to hold him down on countless occasions. And with every movement came a groan of agony that cut through her like a knife, for the wound was still raw and exceedingly painful.
The surgeon had come several times, only to leave on each occasion shaking his head doubtfully.
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Verena picked up her sewing and placed it on the chair. Having done so, she leaned over the bed. She stood stock-still, staring down at him. His skin was no longer flushed with fever and where the sheet lay across his chest there was no movement to be seen.
She bit on her knuckles, forcing back a cry of alarm and, resisting the urge to run from the room to sum​mon help, she lowered her head. A moment later she straightened up, holding onto one of the posts, for she felt faint with relief. No longer did he labour to breathe; his breathing was rhythmic and natural. She placed a light hand on his brow and found it cool to her touch.
Just at that moment the door opened and Aunt Harriet's white face appeared in the crack. Verena rushed over to her. "Aunt Harriet," she said in an ex​cited whisper, "all is well! The fever is gone and he is sleeping normally! Isn't that wonderful?"
A great deal of tension seemed to drain from the old lady at that moment."Thank God," she said in heart​felt tones.
She drew Verena into the corridor. She still wore her traveling cloak and bonnet. Verena averted her face. "I cannot face you, Aunt Harriet. I am to blame for this."
"We can discuss it later," Miss Faversham said firmly. "Sir Robert has acquainted me with the cir​cumstances during our journey, so you need not seek to explain, or to make excuses for him."
Her head shot up. "Excuses for him!" Her hand went to her breast. "Oh, Aunt Harriet, it was all my fault."
"Nonsense." She loosened the strings of her cloak and handed it together with her bonnet to the maid
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waiting nearby. "I am glad he will recover, if only so I can tell him what I think of such childish behaviour. And I believed I had taught him common sense."
Verena suppressed a smile as Miss Faversham eyed her shrewdly, "What has happened to Mr. Goddard?"
Verena could not meet her eyes yet again. "He was unhurt. He had every right to try and kill Justin but I cannot forgive him for doing so."
"Well, he won the duel. Has he won you also, Vere​na?"
"He has been bombarding me with notes, but so far I have answered none of them."
"That is not what I asked. Perhaps I should put it more clearly; now that Justin is no longer in danger of his life do you wish to go to Mr. Goddard?" Verena shook her head. "Then you do care for Justin?"
Verena looked at her at last. "Oh yes. Is it not ob​vious?"
Miss Faversham smiled. "It has always been ob​vious to me. I wondered if it was as obvious to you."
"He despises me though. Only fancy, Aunt Harriet, he fought a duel over me; a woman he has no regard for, and almost died. Is it not tragic?"
Miss Faversham gave her a withering look. "My dear Verena, I have yet to come across a man who fought over a woman he did not care for."
Aunt Harriet scrutinised Verena's face while Ve​rena could only stare at her in astonishment. "You look fagged child. Have you had any sleep at all?"
"Yes," Verena lied.
"I was scarce over the threshold when that maid of yours accosted me. Railed me, if you please, because her mistress had gone without sleep these past three days. And indeed you are pale, Verena. But I really
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don't know what we are to do with servants these days. They go beyond themselves."
"I shall speak to her."
"You will go to bed."
"Kingston and I have taken turns, Aunt Harriet. I have had rest between times even though I wished to be with him as much as I could."
Miss Faversham's face relaxed and she patted Ve-rena's cheek. "Yes, I know, dear, but I am here now. If the fever has gone he will sleep several hours yet. Get some rest and be pretty when he wakes." When Verena showed no disposition to go, the old lady added. "Sir Robert and I spent an excellent night at an inn beyond Kensington, so you need not think I am in need of rest myself. I have a fancy to stay by Justin myself. Off you go and I refuse to listen to any further protest."
It was several hours later that Verena, fortified by a restful sleep and a light meal, tiptoed into her hus​band's bedchamber. Miss Faversham, who had been sitting bolt-upright in her chair, turned and smiled.
"He is still asleep as I predicted would be the case." She got to her feet. "You look much refreshed, my dear. That gown becomes you. Cerise is very much your colour. And your hair is neat now. When I saw you before it was tumbling from your cap and there was powder still clinging to it."
Verena blushed. "I have had little chance to attend to it up until now. It is a great relief to have you here."
"I wish I could have arrived earlier. As it is you have had so much to bear alone, but you have done well. Far better than he deserves, in fact." She moved to one side. "He is becoming a little restless and I be-
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lieve he will awaken soon. Sit down at the bedside, Verena. I am going to rest for a while myself and change my gown. I still feel somewhat travel-stained. You must remind me to pen a note of thanks to Sir Robert."
"Yes, indeed, I will, Aunt Harriet. Now please go and rest."
As Miss Faversham passed she kissed Verena's cheek and Verena in return gave her a weak smile. When Miss Faversham had gone she stood at the side of the bed. His eyes were still closed and he was frowning as if in pain. Involuntarily Verena put one hand on his and leaned over to kiss his brow lightly.
"Ah, that was delightful."
She jumped back as he opened his eyes. "You are awake." She recovered herself quickly. "How do you feel?"
"Need you ask?" His hand strayed towards his in​jured arm but she caught his hand before he could touch it.
"You mustn't, Justin."
"Do I still have an arm?"
She smiled tremulously at the anxiety evident on his furrowed brow. "Yes, it is still there. Mr. Went-worth says is may be stiff for a long while but now you are recovered you will regain its full use in time."
He relaxed into the pillows, beads of perspiration breaking out on his forehead. Swiftly Verena wiped them away with a damp cloth she had at the bedside.
"How long have I been like this?"
"Three days."
He looked up at her. "And you have been here all that time?"
"Most of it. Kingston was here too. Did you know?"
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"I knew you were here, but I believed it was delir​ium that made me think so."
"When you were brought in you told me to go away, but I couldn't while you were so ill."
He waved one hand feebly. "I didn't want you to see me in such a condition. My damned pride again. It is of no matter after the past three days." He glanced up at her. "Does my aunt know of this?"
Verena nodded. "Sir Robert was good enough to fetch her from Dorset. She arrived this morning."
He gave a weak little laugh. "How often she has warned me of the folly of duelling, and now she has come home to see me like this. I fear I am in for one of her scolds."
"A full-grown man cannot be afraid of a sweet old lady like Aunt Harriet," she said shortly.
He laughed again. "I don't believe you have ever had one of Aunt Harriet's set downs."
"There you are quite mistaken," she answered stiffly. He made an automatic movement which re​sulted in him wincing with pain. "Do you want some laudanum to relieve you?" she asked quickly, reach​ing for the bottle.
He shook his head. "The discomfort is of no great degree, and I have been long enough out of my senses without partaking of further soporifics."
His voice was harsh. She turned away, attempting to tidy the bottles on the table in an effort to control the convulsive sobs that were racking her body. She chided herself for her lack of control, and told herself she no longer had cause to cry. He would recover his full strength within days now, and eventually the full use of his arm. There would be no more than an oc​casional weakness in the limb. Yet still she cried.
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"Verena, why are you fidgeting over there?"
"I'm sorry. Do I disturb you?"
"Always. Come here where I can see you better. You have no need to hide; I am quite the worse for wear and can do you no harm. Nor, I confess, do I wish to, although the other night I could have strangled you and enjoyed the experience."
"I thought I would go and fetch you some broth Cook has prepared," she answered in faint tones, re​maining partially hidden by the curtains.
"Broth! Oh spare me further agony, Verena. Be​sides it will save you the effort if you rang for a serv​ant. In case you have forgotten, they are employed expressly to perform such chores."
Verena sniffed loudly and was about to reach for the bell pull when he said, "I have already made it plain I don't want broth. If you present me with it I shall be forced to pour it away."
"I fear the fever has left you peevish."
"And I suspect that you are crying behind that cur​tain. Please obey me and come where I can see you."
At so authoritative a command she came reluc​tantly from behind the curtain, brushing away her tears furtively. He took her wrist in a grip that was remarkably strong and forced her to sit on the edge of the bed beside him.
He searched her face with eyes that seemed to have sunk into their sockets. "Does my recovery distress you so?"
Her hand flew to her mouth. "Oh, no!"
"You need not fear," he said in a weary voice, look​ing away, "you shall have your freedom. The better man has won." He gave a bitter little laugh. "She's beautiful and therefore to be wooed; she is a woman,
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therefore to be won. I don't think your prosy lover could put it better than Mr. Shakespeare."
She buried her face in her hands, sobbing uncon​trollably now. "Oh, you beast! You ungrateful wretch! How can you speak to me in such a way, and joke about it when I have watched over you and suffered with you for three days! I don't know why I've re​mained with you. Perhaps I am suitable for Bedlam. You should have me committed and then Lady Winch can call and have tea with me, as she does with the other lunatics whenever the fancy takes her."
Gently he took her hands away from her face as best he could with his one serviceable hand. "Tell me why you remained here, Verena? You cannot tell me God-dard has not been importuning you to go while I have been lying here insensible."
"I could not go not knowing if you would live or die."
"That is obvious. The reason why intrigues me." She did not answer but stared down at the handker​chief crushed in her hand. "Do you love him?" Again she did not answer. "Well? I am waiting for an an​swer. I should like to sleep soon so I beg you not to keep me waiting too long."
"I have little regard for him since he sought to kill you."
"Your concern for me is heartwarming. He was perfectly entitled to kill me."
"I still feel he has acted somewhat unfairly. But if you mean to turn me out, Justin, I shall go to him, for I have no intention of returning to my former way of life."
"Do you really believe I would want you to?" 
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She looked at him quickly and then away again. She fingered the pearl necklace at her throat.
"Why, then, Verena, would you have me believe you were in love with him? I saw with my very own eyes you were in his arms with not so much as a feeble protest."
His voice was harsh with remembrance. She looked down at the counterpane, automatically smoothing a wrinkle with unsteady fingers. "He loves me, you do not. I wanted so badly for someone to love me. It was easy for a while to pretend it didn't matter who it was.
"I could bear my life with a father who did not care for me, because I always hoped and believed when I married it would be to some man, even if he were as desperately poor as I, who loved me. Hugh didn't de​mand my love in return. It is as well, for I could not guarantee to give it, fond as I am of him. But I vowed to be good and faithful and make him happy. I am an ungrateful woman, Justin. Fine clothes and a fine home to live in are just no longer enough. I just can​not bear to be unloved any longer."
He cupped his hand beneath her chin and turned her face so that she was forced to look at him. Her eyes brimmed again and two tears spilled onto her cheeks.
"You are not unloved, Verena."
He drew her towards him and kissed her gently on the lips, and then as if he had gained strength from it, with more passion. It was Verena who drew away at last.
"We must be careful of your arm."
"Confound it."
He wound his free hand in her hair and drew her close again. "You are a remarkably beautiful woman."
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She gazed back at him in all seriousness. "You didn't always think so."
"Perhaps not, but it is true, Verena, however far I travelled there was scarce a day when you were out of my thoughts."
He kissed her again and as he attempted, unthink​ingly, to put his injured arm about her he gave a gasp of pain and fell back onto the pillows.
"I am as weak as a new-born babe."
She smiled at him fondly. "And so you will be for a further few days, therefore you will have to contain your ardour."
He gave a weak laugh. "It has been contained too long already." He kept his hands entwined in her dark ringlets and suddenly his expression became se​rious. "What on earth have I done to deserve your loy​alty and your love, Verena?"
She drew back a little although he was determined to keep her as close to him as he could contrive. "You took me from that squalor."
"I had little choice."
"It didn't matter. You cannot imagine how it was; the misery of it, the beatings when he was in an ill humour, and the utter despair when what little money we had was thrown away at the turn of the dice."
She felt his hand stiffen. "I should have horse​whipped him as he deserved."
"No, dearest, he was an unhappy and disappointed man. Whatever his mixed-up reasons, he did cause us to be brought together."
He smiled again. "So he did."
"You took me away from him and the continuous hopelessness of my life, Justin. I would have given my
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wholehearted love and loyalty to any man who was prepared to do that, whatever his reason."
"Then I must be grateful that Fate designed me that man." He drew a sigh of weariness. "We have wasted so much time, you and I, Verena," he said.
"I think not. I had a great deal of growing up to do and so, I suspect, had you." Her eyes grew troubled. "But I was never untrue to you, Justin. I beg you to believe that."
"I always did, but I was prepared to kill him just for thinking about it." Unthinkingly her hand went to her necklace and, as if reading her thoughts, he said, "You also have nothing to fear from any other."
She looked at him then, biting her lip. "I under​stand it is quite a usual arrangement. Lady Winch is quite beautiful."
"And so are you, more so to my eyes."
She looked at him again, smiling in amazement and unsought for pleasure. "Oh, Justin, do you truly mean that?"
"Indeed I do. Had I but known it then, the affair was over before I ever set eyes on you.
"Men of my position often choose brides who bring them only increased wealth, so they are forced to look elsewhere for the more mundane pleasures of life. Hav​ing you for a wife, I have no need to look elsewhere."
She blushed with pleasure, her fingers still uncon​sciously wound round her necklace. "That brooch and necklace," he said, "I don't recognise them."
Her hand went to her breast. "They were my moth​er's. They were in pawn for a long time. Aunt Harriet said I might redeem them. I hope you are not angry."
"No, of course I'm not," he told her. "When will you 
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cease to be afraid of me? I haven't been so much of an ogre to you have I?"
She smiled shyly. "Far from it, as well you know. And to answer your question, I shall cease to be afraid of you when you stop being jealous of poor little men like Hugh Goddard, who never had my heart."
He looked suitably abashed. "You must forgive me for thinking so for a time."
She leaned over and kissed him lightly on the brow. "You must rest now, Justin. I fear you must be ex​hausted."
"Will you stay by me?" he asked, patting the bed​covers.
"If you wish it," she answered breathlessly. She went round to the far side of the bed and, heedless of her skirts, clambered in beside him. "Did you really want me to come with you to Strafford Priory when you invited me the other evening?" she asked a mo​ment later.
"Yes, naturally. I intended to return there and wanted you to accompany me. I still do." He turned his head and looked at her. "Could you cry off those pressing social engagements?"
She gave a little laugh. "As if they mean any​thing to me. I haven't a real friend amongst all my considerable acquaintances. At least none who would stand by me if they knew my father was one Lome Barrington, late of Gum Alley."
"Then we shall go as soon as I can travel, and the devil take them all."
She gave a sigh of pure contentment. "Oh yes, let's." She looked at him. "You have no notion how I love that place."
"Really?"
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"You seem surprised, but is it so strange that your home should seem like heaven to me after Gum Alley and the places that came before it?
"I stayed there a year, as you know, and it was the happiest time of my life. Aunt Harriet was so kind, and she taught me so much. I loved wandering over the fields and visiting the farms, and when it was cold and wet Aunt Harriet sewed while I read books from the library. Because my sewing is atrocious Aunt Harriet said I would be best employed reading, pro​vided I didn't become a blue stocking."
He laughed and she added, "I've never seen so many books. Are they all yours?"
"Only some of them. Most were collected by my grandfather.
"I too am partial to Strafford Priory, but my late father and brother always found it tiresome when they were forced to rusticate. They always brought with them a horde of gambling cronies to help pass the time." He turned to her again. "But what does all that matter now? The next time we go we will be to​gether and in harmony."
She smiled as he laid his head in the hollow of her shoulder. "I cannot imagine anything more sub​lime," she murmured, and when she glanced at him again he was fast asleep.
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