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Marianne was a most unwilling bride...

And the Earl of Tarrisbroke was an equally unwdlimusband.

But neither of them had any choice.

Marianne Johnson, rich young widow of a merchamtij& not destroy her
family's one chance to be so close to the nobifityd the earl, faced with
impending financial ruin, saw marriage to a plebéeiartune as his only
hope.

Not for a moment did anyone expect this unlikely pacare for each other.

Especially when, at first meeting, Marianne appgass a vulgar,
overdressed female, and the earl as an unremgtiol!



CHAPTER ONE

Sir Henry Lane surveyed the assembled companyestgwvith a jaundiced
eye. After two months of junketing around Europetlie wake of the
Bourbon court he was weary of the glittering parteend had started to think
longingly of London and the quiet orchards of tetage in Kent. A lifetime
spent in the service of his Government had develd&ie Henry's natural
strain of cynicism, but he found the fickle loya#iof his Italian hosts more
than he could comfortably bear.

A slight stir of excitement attracted his attenfiand glancing across to the
marble staircase he saw that Viscount Rodboursendphew, had finally
decided to grace one of tlgontessaBarbazone's parties with his much
sought after presence. Sir Henry looked at theotists pale face and noted
with exasperation the lines of mingled strain aisdigation that had started
to etch themselves on to his nephew's harsh featude reflected
ascerbically that the sooner the Viscount's fatb#rerwise known as the
Right Honourable, the Earl of Tarrisbroke, succuchb@ the combined
effects of chronic alcoholism and a lifetime spleanched up over the card
tables, the better it would be for all concerned.

Sir Henry experienced a sudden, unexpected spusymipathy for his
nephew who, for the past ten years, had been fdaocethnd helplessly on
the sidelines and watch as the Earl gambled awayfrthits of a landed
inheritance dating from the sixteenth century. disviittle wonder, thought
Sir Henry, that the Viscount had scarcely waitedttain his majority before
sailing away from the frustrations of his nativadaand embarking upon a
way of life made conspicuous chiefly by the beaany dazzling variety of
his mistresses.

Sir Henry decided to ignore for once the claimsse¥eral distinguished
French Government officials, and made his way ¢oside of the ballroom,
where Viscount Rodbourne could be seen dancingytiaelrille with the

woman widely reputed to be his current mistrese FhncipessaMaria

Gabiriella, now busily conducting an expert flirtattiwith the Viscount, was
the proud possessor of a comfortably wealthy husbarcousin who was
reigning Prince in the Italian province of Ancoaad a flawless olive skin
that Napoleon Bonaparte himself had declared tothee most perfect



complexion in Europe. She danced divinely, had #macive smile
and—other than a certain addiction to wearing lame elaborate pieces of
jewellery all over her body—was invariably dressedmagnificent and
tasteful fashion.

Tonight she shimmered in a gala robe of almossparent gold tissue, her
head and neck a blaze of multicoloured jewels. Mis¢t Rodbourne, with a
sense of irony that was probably wasted onRhacipessabut was much
appreciated by his uncle, had chosen to clothedifmsunrelieved black.
Only the white ruffles of his shirt stood out fraime sombre velvet of his
evening coat, and a single diamond glittered antbadolds of his cravat.

The Viscount's absorption in the laughing convérsabf his partner was
not as great as it seemed, for at the conclusidheoset he escorted Maria
Gabriella-to the side of her next partner, and imliately crossed the
ballroom floor to greet his uncle.

"Well, sir, this is an unexpected pleasure. | didt rthink that our
Government allowed you to leave King Louis unateshdl have the
impression that they fear he may return to choppifgthe heads of
Bourbon enemies if you are not there to restraim hi

Sir Henry Lane laughed wryly. "You over-estimate muence with King
Louis, my dear boy. It would take an army of Biitisfficials to prevent
Louis' supporters indulging in a little bloodsheftea so many years of
exile." He lowered his voice and remarked in tongs genuine
bewilderment. "You know, sometimes | ask myself twhiauld be required
to convince the French monarchists that it is béttevin a man's affection
than to chop off his head. I'm afraid Louis is I&déthe ether Bourbons—a
slow learner."

The Viscount shrugged graceful shoulders. "I ane Raris already regrets
its eager adoption of the white lily. It would rtake a very well organized
group of revolutionaries to topple the Bourbonseoagain."

"My dear Quentin!" Sir Henry was horrified. "l bggu to exercise a little
caution. You must watch what you say! As an Enghiah, without any
official position, your presence in Paris makesaoestantly uneasy."



Viscount Rodbourne spoke lightly. "You should natuble yourself, my
dear sir. | have long ago decided that the devikéng care of me for a
special purpose of his own. | sometimes feel guidestructible! Besides,
Paris will soon be rid of me. Maria Gabriella inftg me that she pines for
the sight of her native land and wishes me to ¢$mrinto Italy." He added
prosaically, "The truth of it is probably that Hersband has summoned her
back to Ancona and threatened to cut off her fuhdfe doesn't come."
Once again his shoulders lifted in a delicate shiBgt it makes no odds to
me where | am located, so | will accompany her te@na if that gives her
pleasure.”

Sir Henry spoke abruptly, avoiding his nephew'segd2 have today
received a letter from your mother." He waited Hafpg, but upon
receiving no comment from the Viscount, he reluttyapressed on. "Your
sister made her ddbut this Season, and it seerly tikat she will contract
an eligible alliance with one of your neighbours."

The Viscount spoke curtly. "l am pleased, for nsfesi's sake." Then, almost
against his will, he added, "I trust that my motisewell ?"

"Yes," said Sir Henry. "She is as well as can hgeeted. But your father is
sick, Quentin, and he is not expected to survive rtfonth.” He stole a
glance at the marble-like rigidity of the Viscosng&xpression, and cleared
his throat nervously. He was evidently experiencamyuncharacteristic
difficulty in finding appropriate words. "I was wdaring if you might care
to make the journey across the Channel beforaaisate,” he said finally.
"There cannot be many days of life left to youh&at"

The Viscount raised his quizzing glass and peerdith wxaggerated
curiosity across the room. "My dear uncle, do l@kwhat has arrived.
Every time that | see théhevalierde Veronne | believe that he will never
again have the power to shock me, and every tipreve myself wrong!
Would you but glance at that extraordinary waisteba

Sir Henry tried once more. "Quentin. ..."

Viscount Rodbourne turned to his uncle and spokg gently. "I believe |
must accompany therincipessamy dear sir, as | had already planned. She



has come to rely upon me in these small matters.lodked at his uncle's
crestfallen features and allowed the mask to doomffew moments. "Ah

uncle! We have nothing to say to one another, rthyefaand I. Believe me!l
It is not too late now —it was too late for us mamars ago. | shall wait for
Mr. Cowper to summon me to London, and then | stedlirn to England.

My mother and sister will find me ready to do alhny power to make up for
the long years of our estrangement. | desire ngtimare than to settle down
in England with an amiable wife of meek dispositiblow, my dear sir, |

think 1 must beg you to leave this subject quitein.fact, absolutely ...

alone.”

Sir Henry acknowledged defeat. "Do not leave Paiilsout informing me
of your direction, Quentin. You will no doubt wighe to pass on any
messages which may arrive for you from the lawyer."

Viscount Rodbourne opened his snuff-box with agahe flick of one wrist,
offering it to Sir Henry. "I am, as ever, in youelt. And now | see our
hostess bearing down upon us in a fashion thatyates the possibility of
escape. Only let us hope that she has not founé sem Bourbon princess
for me to dance with. My toes have not yet recoydrem an experience
last week with a lady of regrettably abundant clgatm

Sir Henry spoke in a moment of unguarded irritatiibammit, Quentin,
you are capable of doing something better with yiime than squiring
dubious Royals around the fringes of European sotie

Viscount Rodbourne smiled. "Come now, uncle. Wogdd describe my
role in precisely those terms ? | had rather priohgdelf on the fact that |
have been able to help you on several occasionsteTare not many
Englishmen, you know, who have the entree intouglly every court in
Europe.”

Sir Henry spoke shrewdly. "You may count yoursedidy that our hostess
has almost achieved her passage across the balfftoomand | am thus
prevented from speaking frankly. We both know thiaile you consider the
doors of London society closed to you, your sucaeg&surope is little more
than salt rubbed into a wound."



The Viscount greeted his hostess with a low boat, sliccessfully masked
his expression:Signora Contessajou have arrived in the nick of time. |
was on the point of asking my uncle how he hasdmddeath at the hands
of his irate colleagues for so many years. Hislesth exposure of all the
weak parts in my character was becoming painful.”

The Contessa tapped Sir Henry's arm with her fahefl you shall come
with me, Sir Henry, and meet a strange man fromAirericas, who is
dressed all in brown and wears woollen stockin§8€ smiled archly at the
Viscount. "Dear sir, | cannot have my two most iesting Englishmen at
odds with one another. Look! | see that BrencipessaMaria Gabriella is
coming to speak with you, and | think we shall ke&er to nurse you back
into a good humour with all the world."

Viscount Rodbourne raised plump fingers to his #éipd avoided his uncle's
searching eyes. "At one of your parti8gynora Contessa, is impossible to
feel anything but good- humoured.”

Maria Gabriella disposed herself upon a day condter dressing room, and
allowed the diaphanous gauze of halne de chambréo float seductively
open from the baby blue ribbons tied at her thri§he lay back against the
cushions, comfortably aware that her soft, rourutstly was now displayed
to its best advantage. Viscount Rodbourne wounéshfcravat carelessly
round his neck, tucking the ends into a creditaldae d'amourwithout
visible effort. His mind was full of the family neagiven him that evening
by Sir Henry, and he was finding Maria Gabriellajsulent charms a
somewhat unwelcome distraction. He looked dispassgly at her
voluptuous body, the seductive tangle of dark Hewing over her
shoulders, and he was conscious of a slight frisdafistaste. He tried to
crush the thought, remembering the passion thestime body had aroused
in him less than an hour before. He walked quitilghePrincipessa'side,
dropped down on to the sofa and rested his armygemther body, hastily
snatching her fingers and dropping a kiss on eaehwhen she moved to
run her hands through the springy strands of his ha



"Ah no!" he laughed. "Even for yogarissima,l cannot allow my cravat to
be disarranged. And | have to leave you now if weeta set off for the
Adriatic tomorrow. There are tasks that | must puhand. My servant
mustbe given his instructions, and the landlordnmied of my intention to
depart.”

Maria Gabriella pouted. "Always you English wishlie so organized. |
have a much bigger house here than you, but | tplan to waste the night
in preparation for tomorrow. There are better thing do." She leaned
towards him as she spoke, allowing her gown todpén, so that her soft,
white body pressed against the muslin of the Viatsishirt.

With infinite tact he extricated himself from heankrace, and continued the
seemingly languid pace of his dressing. "Neverdgleara, | feel that |
cannot emulate your excellent lack of preparatie. English are afflicted
with the most rigid of childhood educations, and¢dime martyrs to the
systems imposed upon us in the nursery. Do natrthishy equilibrium by
attempting to shatter my established routine, | diegpu.”

With the total inconsequence which the Viscount load) since learned to
tolerate, théPrincipessachanged the subject. "My brother is angry with me.
He does not like that | shall be involved with yniso many celebrations for
King Louis. He does not have faith that King Lowuigl remain the king.
What do you think, Quentin ?"

The Viscount looked at Maria Gabriella with a suddash of concern. "
think, cara,that your brother should take car$ in showingdistike of King
Louis. It is known to the British Government thatwias an ardent supporter
of Bonaparte's government, and this is not a morteemtave such views
like a banner. Rather than reproaching you,Gbeatedi Mazaretto should
attempt to consolidate his position with your caygie Prince, and with the
British troops stationed in the Province." He shadtcthe perfect regularity
of her features, hoping to discover some tracerajteon or understanding
in her eyes, but she had been trained from childhtwobelieve that a
doll-like and empty prettiness constituted the@pi¢ of female beauty, and
S0 now, as always, her face remained a blank. ipeelentually formed a
delicate pout, and impatiently the Viscount asKéslthis why you wish to
return to Ancona? Your brother has ordered youetRér



The pout became slightly more pronounced, and fmoaent he thought
she might be about to reveal the true reasonsdiosidden urgent desire to
remove from Paris. But, with the instinctive seiseess that she had long
since learned was her best measure of self-protecthe turned aside his
qguestion with a trill of laughter. "Oh la, Quentibu are becoming too
curious. | have told you that | wish to return tnodna because | need to see
the sun. Paris is a dull city—all grey skies anoh.rdVe Italians need
sunshine or we start to wither."

The Viscount accepted her mood. He felt a certeimsas of protective
obligation towards therincipessachiefly because he distrusted the volatile
political manoeuvrings of her brother and her husbaBut his deeper
feelings remained untouched by her, and—he admittemimost with
reluctance—the burning attraction he had oncetéslards her body was
beginning to pall.

Nevertheless, he summoned up a smile to match weramd murmured
gallantly, "You need no sunshinearissima.l have found your beauty
blossoming under the autumn rains."

She sighed contentedly and moved into his arms, @irentin! In your

compliments, you are not an Englishman, Sometimthsn you make love
to me it is as if you were indeed a native of oeadtiful, warm country.
Soon,caro mio,you will forget that you were born in such a cald ugly

island, and think you have always belonged to Italy

She felt him stiffen in her arms, and he movedpllgaaway from her. "You
are mistaken, Maria Gabriella, if you think that mative land is forgotten."
He sighed at the impossibility of confiding anyhia$é deeper emotions and
struggles to this woman, or to any of the women Wwhd graced his bed
over the past years of voluntary exile. In the dmal,decided regretfully,
when the hours of love- making were finished, thewes little point of
contact between a man and a woman.

He knew that she could not begin to understand gwatights, so he touched
her softly on the cheek. "I must go now, Maria Gella. | shall see you here
tomorrow morning, and | will take you back to AnechHe raised her hand
and kissed the soft palm. "I may have to go backngland soon, even



though you consider it a cold and ugly island. il e better if you are
safely returned to your native city, with many memsgof your family ready
to protect you."

Maria Gabriella sighed discontentedly. "They knowwh to protect
me—yes, that is true. But you, Quentin, you knowHho love me. What
shall I do if you are far away from me, locked ouy so freezing castle, full
of gloomy servants?"

The Viscount looked at her sardonically, and gekigged the tips, of her
fingers. "I should suggest, dear Maria Gabriellgttyou find another
lover." And with these words, he closed the dodt@fbedroom leaving the
Principessavondering, not for the first time, whether shauatly exercised
any control over the Viscount's emotions whatsoever



CHAPTER TWO

The lawyer polished his eye-glasses with a larligehsindkerchief, rubbing
at an invisible particle of dust with grim concexton. With evident
reluctance he finally perched the spectacles onetiee of his nose, and
shuffled the impressive pile of documents thagiét his desk.

The former Viscount Rodbourne, now fifth Earl ofrfist broke, eyed him
cynically. "You may stop procrastinating, Cowperddell me the worst. |
have long been reconciled to the idea that my tateymented father would
reduce us all to penury."

The lawyer removed his spectacles and examined tiaafully, but no

smear or speck of dust offered an excuse for fudieéy. He cleared his
throat. "You say, my lord, that you have long bermed to the thought of
penury. | do not think, however, that you can bam@wf the extent to which
the late Earl had ... er ... speculated.”

The Earl laughed without noticeable mirth. "My inregion is pretty vivid,

Cowper, and | have plenty of past experience tp hmlind out the picture.
You, even if nobody else, must know that my prokmhgesidence abroad
was a direct consequence of my father's activaidhe gaming tables. Not
to mention his frequently expressed dislike of mgsence at Tarrisbroke."

"What precisely do you mean, my lord?"

"Heavens above, Cowper! Surely you are aware ottimversation | had
with my father on the day | attained my majority¢ . . . revered . . . parent
greeted me with the news that the lands normabyaveed on the heir to the
earldom had been sold to meet his gambling debéwtsDof honour, |
believe he termed them! It was then that | decitiiedmight prove less
expensive to sustain on the Continent. An incomsiohundred pounds a
year does not allow one the freedom of choice dm&t might wish, you
know." He smiled without rancour. "However, | shebmot complain. The
activities ofMonsieurBonaparte have made my years abroad . . . integest
... to say the least."



Mr. Cowper appeared anything but reassured byngwg information, and
calming himself by drawing several deep breathsfihally burst into
speech. "l knew nothing of the conversation you tomenmy lord. Indeed
for the past several years | have laboured un@emibapprehension that the
income from the Norfolk estates was yours to efijglys shoulders hunched
in an agitated heap behind the piles of paper.ski you to forgive my
disorganized presentation of the facts to yourdbipl The truth of the
matter is that the case seems so desperate thaily know where to begin.
The Norfolk estates represented my last hope. thadted on finding them
maintained in good order."

"Cowper, | feel you have now suitably prepared ordlie depressing nature
of your tidings. For God's sake, man, proceed tithactual details. | beg
you to remember that | have been travelling fordays across Europe and |
can think of nothing save hot water, a shave aad:timforts of a bed. All
other matters are beginning to seem of little marien

The lawyer drew towards him a deep leather box,rehattantly unwound
several papers tied neatly with red ribbons. "# ttebe admitted that the late
Earl did not always manage his affairs in the wayight have wished."
With sad dignity, Mr. Cowper turned to face the riearl. "I attempted to
remonstrate with your father on numerous occasiogdord. Indeed, while
always mindful of the different stations in lifewtich we had been called, |
would make bold to suggest that | remonstrated tiith quite severely, but
to no avalil. In fact, | fear that | have done yawght but a disservice, for on
the death of your father it became apparent thatymeansactions had
occurred which had been deliberately concealed fmoex’ Mournfully he
tapped some papers. "l hold here, for example, whiabught to be the
deeds to your personal estates in Norfolk. Theytrobsiously be mere
duplicates, since you have just told me that timel lpassed out of your
possession more than ten years ago."

The Earl stood up from the comfortable chair whegenad been lounging
and walked across the faded expanse of Turkistettophe small window.
He looked out on to the narrow street only for ameat, before turning to
confront the lawyer.



"All right. | see that this is not a moment forvisiity. In round terms, |
suppose you are telling me that there is littlelyezash, and that the estates
are in even more disastrous order than they weenwtleft England. Is that
about the size of it ?"

Mr. Cowper hesitated, then spoke in a rush of uaetqal firmness. "There
is no ready cash, my lord. Everything which might bedsohs been sold.
Your grandfather's fine stable of horses, for edampas auctioned off
almost eight years ago. The paintings from Rodb®ttouse have all gone.
Tarrisbroke Hall itself is urgently in need of rdfishing."

The Earl laughed without much humour. "It is oblyufortunate that an
income of six hundred pounds a year has alreadylléasin me some

notions of economy. Had | been looking to my intaerce to salvage me
from debt, | should certainly have been lookingam." He smiled through
tight lips. "Take heart, Cowper. My boyish desirés adventure

disappeared when Bonaparte annexed the provinseanina for the second
time. Fleeing through Europe in a peasant's cagt bea considered an
adventure the first time it occurs. On the secondasion it has to be
accounted a dead bore. | now desire nothing mane tih settle down and
become a farmer. | shall retire to the country siodly Mr. Arthur Young's

new ideas about growing turnips. | shall only eredrgo the light of town

when my sister needs to refurbish her wardrobe.nat say that all will be

righted by next summer, but in five years we mapehthat the land is
beginning to come about.”

The lawyer continued to shuffle his papers, anddadmeeting the Earl's
eye. "My lord, you have not heard it all. Certaigbu are right in suggesting
that the estategould be made to turn a comfortable profit. In your
grandfather's day, Tarrisbroke lands produced @i far in excess of ten
thousand pounds a year, and there is no reasotha&fghould not be made
to generate such sums again."

"Then we are in agreement," the Earl interruptegatently. "Cowper, my
man, | do thank you for your concern. And | shaturn to you tomorrow so
that | can ask for your excellent advice on eveayter that currently presses
for attention. But just now | am truly exhausteakl d must leave you for this



evening. Only tell me how many days | should plarstay on in town.
Come, Cowper. Do you need me for three days ? AWe& sennight ?"

Cowper dropped his eyes to the desk and spokefasty

"The land is mortgaged, my lord. The payments aressly in arrears.
Tarrisbroke Hall itself and the Home Farm havegidily been pledged
twice. Your creditors could have taken possessibthe Hall in your
absence, but as a courtesy to you—and at my eangsiaty—they have
waited for your return. You are ruined, my lordtedly ruined.”

The blood drained from the Earl's face, exposimgities of fatigue and the
grey pallor of exhaustion that marked his cheekse&," he said, returning
to his seat by the fire. "It was foolish of me tage any reliance whatsoever
upon my father's sense of obligation to his fanaiygl his heritage. | have
certainly had ample evidence in the past that thens of duty made no

impression on him when he found himself in fronaafard table."

Mr. Cowper coughed apologetically. "Unfortunatehyy lord, it must be
admitted that the attraction of the late Earl tofafms of gambling was
notorious. So unlike your grandfather and, | thimklike yourself."

The Earl shrugged his shoulders. "When | wish faitement, | find there
are more diverting ways of obtaining it than stgkaoins on the turn of a
card." He turned his face into the shadows. "It igainful... for me to think
that Tarrisbroke Hall will pass out of our familyit since | do not possess
the resources to redeem my father's pledges, loréy ask for your
assistance in carrying out the practical necessitimnected with its sale.”

The lawyer inclined his head. "You know that | $lahlvays be honoured to
be of service to the Earls of Tarrisbroke."

The Earl spoke dryly. "Considering the way theyéhnandoubtedly treated
you, that is most generous. | only wish your wisarsel had been allowed
to prevail." He stopped himself abruptly. "Howevielis useless to repine.
We must see what arrangements can be made foretheval of the
Dowager Countess and my sister to town. It willdest, | think, if they
spend a few weeks with me in London before we gitéore-organize their



permanent living arrangements. Fortunately, my exg¢hointure, though
not large, is more than adequate to support hethiouse of moderate size."

The lawyer passed an agitated hand across his"&gtord, even now you
have not heard the extent of the financial disdakteatening your family. In
a document drawn up by another lawyer, your fathes assigned the
income from your mother's lands to one of his ¢oedi The land, thank
God, was secure from sale by him and will evenyuaiert to your sister.
Lady Eleanor's portion is, therefore, safe. The Bgev Countess, however,
is totally without means of support.”

The Earl sprang to his feet, the chair crashingeedlrd to the ground as he
flung it away from him. "This is too much! Why wasot informed of the
disastrous route my father was taking? All elsedld have tolerated, but it
is insupportable that my mother and sister shoeltefi in financial straits
that are beyond my power to rectify." Angrily heosle up and down the
room. "It is my own fault,” he said at last. "I shd not have allowed false
pride to come between me and my responsibilityht mhembers of my
family. | could not bear to watch my father's exsgssand now, because of
some foolish youthful notions of honour, | havetmtemplate the Dowager
Countess begging for support from whichever menadbdrer family may
choose to be generous. My father must have beet' mad

Mr. Cowper observed his client's outburst withrdilgympathy, but he could
not smother the hopeful gleam that crept into Ri@ession. Long years in
practice as a legal adviser to the aristocracydeaeloped both his innate
tact and his inborn sense of timing. If ever thd Eauld be brought to agree
to Mr. Cowper's plans, it would be now.

The lawyer walked round from his desk, quietly teghthe position of the
fallen chair, and poured two glasses of his bemtdy, watching the Earl as
he tossed back the liquor at a single gulp, thmggtie glass out for a second
serving. Mr. Cowper refilled the glass, still wititcsspeaking, and once the
brandy had been consumed, the Earl turned to gelawith a small
grimace. "Forgive my display of rudeness, Cowpaunrevelations came
as a very great shock to me."



"As they did to me, my lord. | could not have exjeelcyou to take such news
calmly. May | ask what you plan to do now?"

The Earl shrugged. "What can | do? | shall endeatouestablish my
mother and sister in a small house—perhaps in Batid—trust that my
sister makes an early marriage. As the daughtan efirl, and with a modest
competence of her own, we can hope for a reasonadutieh.”

"And what of yourself, my lord ?"

"l confess to being a little weary of travel, bus@éems that | have no choice
other than to appeal to my uncle, who has justntbcdeen called back
from France and asked to lead our Government's ssyhia the Emperor of
all the Russias. I trust that he may find employhienme on his staff. | am
too old for a soldier and not suited for a careethe Church, so it seems |
must become a diplomat. My former position as ansad at the Court of
Prince Alberto has left me with some first-hand engnce of European
politics, and | have been of assistance to my uoglseveral occasions in
the past.”

He spoke dryly. "I realized several years since thg education, while
ideally suited to the owner of a large estate,adlyslacking in the skills
needed for the serious pursuit of a professiono8btloy Greek and an
intimate knowledge of the ways of the Polite Wosldl hardly open many
doors to a man."

Mr. Cowper looked at him shrewdly. "I think you wdiprefer to remain
upon your estate in England, my lord."

The Earl responded impatiently. "I have alreadyl shat | am weary of

travelling. But in this instance there is littldfdiulty in deciding to return to

the Continent. There is, | believe, some sayinghto effect that beggars
cannot be choosers."

"In this instance, my lord, | believe there is dtemative open to you,
although | do not expect you to find the choiceattractive one."



"It is marvellous to discover that | have any opsioto consider. Pray
enlighten me."

Mr. Cowper examined the cuff of his black sergetc®éou could marry,
my lord."

For a moment the Earl looked at the lawyer in diedesilence, and then a
great burst of laughter filled the darkening offi¢é | did not know you
better, Cowper, 1 should swear that you were jgstiraving aside the fact
that | am no longer acquainted with any of the ypladies currently on
offer by doting Society matrons, just how do yoggest that | phrase my
proposals ? Should | mention first the utter latkmancial resources ? Or
should | perhaps stress the need for an immediatEliwg so that we may
enjoy our honeymoon with a roof still over our he &dOn the other hand,
perhaps | should resist the temptation to mentiorh ssordid details and
merely stress the depth of my passion? Surely wmatld be no more
ridiculous than anything else about taking a wiféhes point in my life?"

"If you have quite finished, my lord, | shall bel@lo explain to you what |
have in mind."

"My God, Cowper,-1 do believe you are serious!"

"Never more so in my life, my lord."”

The Earl spoke stiffly. "Marriage is not a statattholds out great attractions
to me at the best of times. | do not find th§ thHotugf a permanent female
companion pleasant. It is hard to see, in my pitesiecumstances, how |

could tolerate the added burdens a wife would irapos

"The wife | have in mind, my lord, would remove myasf the burdens that
surround you at present.”

"You are no doubt suggesting a union with some ri@Being, for | fail to
see how a mere mortal—especially a female—could dirsolution to the
problems | now face."

"l do not suggest an angel, my lord. Merely anaxely rich widow."



The Earl rose to his feet and from the advantagatbér more than six feet,
looked down with deceptive mildness at the fivet fieeir inches of Mr.
Cowper. "Ah!" he said meditatively. "An extremelighr widow. | gather
that you have a specific ... lady ... in mind."

"Yes, my lord. | have met the lady and understaralsould be willing to
consider such a match."

"I wonder what particular deformities | am supposedverlook in this
delightfully willing bride ? If her dowry is suffient to take care oy
financial burdens, then she must have a truly thisas defect to overcome.
A hunchback perhaps? Or else she is entirely l[dtmaPnot be mere lack of
beauty, for a large enough fortune will persuadg mmmber of men to
forgive mere plainness of features."

"Mrs. Johnson is not plain, my lord. Indeed, ottlean a slightly greater
height than some men might find appealing, | thinkould be fair to say

that Mrs. Johnson is something of a beauty. lbidwer looks any more than
her fortune which is at fault, my lord.” He pauseda moment, then spoke
bluntly. "It is her birth. Her father was a tradesmand so was her late
husband. Her brother has manufacturies in the rdriingland.”

The Earl flicked a speck of dust from the sleevéisfcoat and responded
with exaggerated formality. "It is good of you t@ke this suggestion to me,
Cowper. | know you have always my best interestseatt. However, | do
not think that |1 have yet sunk so low that | mustimain the outward
dignities of our family at the expense of my peedantegrity.” He reached
into a waistcoat pocket and examined the timephecearried there. "l see
that it is way past your dinner-time, Cowper. | tnoist detain you further.”

"You go too fast, my lord. I think it would be bettif you did not dismiss
this suggestion quite so hastily."

The Earl spoke curtly. "l see that | must remind,yGowper, that | am not a
tradesman. | do not consider myself a saleable cmatrtgn”

"Noble sentiments, my lord," said the lawyer witttdptive mildness. "You
prefer, perhaps, that the Dowager Countess sheutdmsidered a beggar?”



"Damn it, Cowper, | cannot accept such statemeata fou!"

"The truth, my lord, is frequently unpleasant. évartheless remains the
truth.”

Wearily the Earl sank back into the chair. "Perhgps are right. Who am |
to prate of the family honour after all that yowadeen forced to tell me
this evening ? Tell me about your Mrs. Johnson, @awls she old ? Is
there any hope that | could marry her and soon Walawer? What of her
behaviour ? Is it ... unbearably .. . vulgar ?"

"I have met Mrs. Johnson only on one occasion, ong. IHer brother is
better known to me since we have had frequent mg=lin regard to the
mortgages on the Tarrisbroke estates. Mr. Perkihatt$ the name of Mrs.
Johnson's brother—holds the first mortgage on Slaroke Hall."

"l see. And what is your impression of Mr. Perkamgl his sister?"

"Mr. Perkins is a tradesman, my lord. He does metgmd to be otherwise.
He is a shrewd merchant and a successful manuéactunave found him

always to be honest and forthright. It was he winggested the possibility
of this match to me when the full extent of younaincial problems became
apparent. He makes no bones about the fact tHadbeen on the lookout
for an aristocrat to wed his sister ever since fliet husband died. Mrs.

Johnson was in India with her husband, | believel she survived the
journey home but he did not."

"She is no doubt brown and wizened by the sundditi@n to being bred up
in a commercial spirit?"

"As to that, my lord, she is certainly dark, bdblnot recall that her skin was
particularly wrinkled. | spoke to her only brieflykwas introduced when |
was a guest at her brother's house, you understantishe seems a modest,
unassuming young woman. Quiet and deferential irohather's presence,
as is only proper of course. But dignified in hgreach, my lord. |
understand she was educated at Miss Beale's SenfiaraYoung Ladies,
which as you know, is the very best. Her godfatb&ir William Kenneth,
and | believe he repaid some financial obligatmiMts. Johnson's father by



sponsoring her admission to Miss Beale's. So ydufwd she has every
refinement. Plays the pianoforte, sings and wigtestry. Everything you
could wish for."

"Indeed,"” said the Earl sarcastically. "With suatamplishments what
more could any prospective groom demand?"

Mr. Cowper was relieved to see that his client appe to be accepting his
fate with proper resignation. Tentatively he veatba question. "Do | have
your permission to tell Mr. Perkins that you aregared to continue the
negotiations, my lord? Some preliminary financiataagements have
already been agreed upon—subiject to your apprdvauwse." He hurried

on, before the Earl could break into speech. "Waould, perhaps, care to
meet the lady in question ?"

"It would probably be better if | saved that tr&atmy wedding day, since |
clearly have no choice in the matter." Angrily leept his hand across the
lawyer's desk, scattering papers in random heagstbe floor. "Oh, there's
no need to look like that, Cowper. I'll see her aag all that is pretty. God
knows we had better furbish up the sale as besawePerhaps we can even
persuade the Dowager Countess that it is a lovehtiat

Cowper ignored the sarcasm and nodded approvitighat would be a
very wise decision, my lord. Now you are behaviagssbly, just as | knew
you would. Mrs. Johnson has travelled extensively dne so young,
particularly in view of the highly unsettled statbthe Continent over the
past few years. We could probably give out therimfation that you and
Mrs. Johnson met abroad."

The Earl laughed bitterly. "I know | can rely upgou, Cowper, to put the
best possible gloss on this miserable affair. lseshape that Mrs. Johnson
considers the title of Countess and a decrepit mariea the country fair
exchange for so many thousands of her poundsrgjerli

"She will be acquiring a very desirable husband,longl. There are many
ladies who will envy her good fortune."



The Earl spoke softly. "Mrs. Johnson's money walboiying my estates, my
houses, my horses, my family name and a measumng pfotection. | wish
you to make it quite plain to her, however, tha shll notbe acquiring me.
Her funds—magnificent as they may be—are insufficiéor such a
purchase."

The lawyer replied soothingly. "Never fear, my lotdshall see to it that
your wishes are carried out in every detail. Mmkifes is a shrewd man of
affairs and he will be happy to accommodate yowdse Mrs. Johnson,
although a widow, is not yet twenty-two. You wiligbably find her quite
unused to forming her own opinion and quite willitagdo whatever you
desire."

"Enough, Cowper. | have heard enough for today. €amund to
Rodbourne House tomorrow and tell me what arrangé&sn@u have made
for my meeting with this wonderfully docile widow. wish to have
everything settled before | leave for the countngl @ reunion with the
members of my family."



CHAPTER THREE

"I will not do it! | refuse! You cannot make me!"

Thomas Perkins shifted uneasily in his armchair laotted warily at the

stormy expression of his sister. "Now, now, Mareyinhe said

experimentally. "You know very well that you woulle to be a countess.
Any woman would."

"Well, | am notany woman. | am me, and | do not wish to marry some
grouchy old Earl who has run through his fortune has decided to forgive
me the smell of the shop so long as | come perfuwiddenough money
bags!"

Mr. Perkins winced. He was frequently forced to tomclusion that his
father's good brass had been sadly wasted at MiakeB Select Seminary
for Young Ladies. "Marianne," he murmured reprolyngThat isn't the
way your Father would have wanted to hear you'taélk.rushed into further
speech before his sister could find time to intdrj@nother indelicate
comment. "Besides, the Earl of Tarrisbroke is ndt be is a young man of
two-and- thirty. And a fine looking fellow so Mr.o@per tells me."

"Mr. Cowper?" Marianne whirled round to confront beother. "You mean
the lawyer whom | met at luncheon here last weekthis Earl of
Tarrisbroke's lawyer?" She laughed scornfully. Wander you did not dare
to tell me what his business was."

"Now come along, lass. You can't stay a widow allnfife. You're a young
woman, and one day you'll be wanting to have céiidsf your own. You
have to marry somebody. Why not this Earl ?"

Marianne's expression softened slightly as sheddak the earnest appeal
in her brother's face. "I have already been marieck to a man of your
choosing, Thomas, and | have no wish to repea¢tperiment.”

"Horace Johnson was a good man," said Thomas Rarkiignantly. "He
and our father did business together for years,Hordce never put a foot
wrong. Wonderful business head he had, and asdsride day is long."



Marianne sighed. "You are quite right, Thomas. ldenaas indeed kind and
| have no doubt that his business acumen was taryarkable. | fear,
though, that | am regrettably hard to satisfy whergbands are concerned. |
require other qualities than kindness and sourahfiral sense. There must
be some interests in common, some spark of felkwlirfg. Perhaps | am
even romantic enough to hope there could be love."

Thomas Perkins seized on the part of the speecloulmed easiest to
understand. "Well, what could be more romantic tmanrying an earl?" he
asked reasonably. "Most girls in your situation \dobe carrying on
something remarkable at the thought of becomireghblive countess. After
all, you can't expect to find anybody very romantteen you're living with
me next door to the manufactury. And you can't staiiondon on your
own, my girl, and that's flat."

"Miss Thatcher did say that she would be pleaseditay and keep me
company, Thomas. Surely she is now old enough &xbeunted a suitable
chaperone ? After all, | have been married!"

"No!" Thomas closed his snuffbox with a decidedpsridou are too young.
| am your guardian until you are twenty-five, arm telling you to marry
the Earl. Sometimes a man has to be firm in takisglecisions. | can't let
myself be influenced by your opinions, MarianneuYe still nought but a
chit of a lass when all's said and done, and t eaipect you to know which
side your bread is buttered."”

"Why are you so certain that | shall be better ddoe if | am married? |
have scarcely finished my year of mourning for Kerand now, when |
have my first chance of freedom, you tell me thahust sacrifice my
independence yet again. What is so marvellous akedting an earl?"

"Really, Marianne, sometimes you shock me. If yan'tsee the advantages
of being wed to a peer of the realm, then | doe& Bow | am going to
explain them to you. | know I shall be mighty praodalk about my sister
the countess, and that's a fact!"

"No doubt it will be marvellous for trade," said Nanne bitterly.



"Not a doubt of it," said Thomas cheerfully ignayihis sister's sarcasm.
"Cowper tells me he is bringing the Earl round Hegore Evening Service
on Sunday. So you make sure you're looking yout tmgsgirl. None of
those dowdy old greys and lavenders you've beeningegecently.”

"No, if you say not, Thomas." A sudden flash of maaiion crossed
Marianne's features, although it was quickly supged. "Would it be too
late to have the carriage brought round, dear Tis@nhdnave just decided
that | will ask themodisteto fashion me a new dress in which to receive his
lordship. You are right that | have allowed mygelfbbecome too drab just
lately."

Thomas smiled benignly at his sister. Ladies and deesses fitted well
together in his scheme of things, and since heanasfectionate brother, it
always relieved him when Marianne consented to \aehike the other
females of his acquaintance. "I'm sure it's newerlate in the afternoon to
indulge a lady in a little shopping spree." He @atMarianne lovingly on
the arm. "Now you run upstairs and fetch Miss Thatand your bonnet,
and I'll see about the carriage. Make sure youradmething eye-catching
for the Earl! We want to surprise him."

Marianne smiled mistily at her brother. "That)sactlywhat | had in mind,
Thomas," she murmured. "How splendid it is whersee eye-to-eye in this
manner."

"You're a smart looking lass, Marianne, I'll sagttfor you. Nobody would
ever know you'd spent two years out among all thsaseges, burning up
under that heathen sunshine. You tell Madame Yvoonevhatever she
calls herself, that she can send her bill to miébkt a pleasure to see you
looking your best."

"You are too good to me sometimes, Thomas." Magaturned away
abruptly. "Are yousureyou could not reconsider these wedding plans?"

"Now, now, Marianne. | thought that was all settl¥du worry your pretty

little head about the dress, and | shall seettmitthe Earl knows that he has
to treat you right. I'll see that it's written mthe marriage contract that you
have a large allowance to spend just as you wish:INe able to have a bit



of fun at last. | daresay you'll hardly see thel B&er the first few months,
anyway. | understand these aristocrats never spemd than a few weeks
of each year together."

"A true union of the spirit,” said Marianne ironilga and then seeing that
her brother was looking puzzled again she turnedkéssed him lightly on
the cheek, feeling full of contrition. "I am out béimour today, Thomas. |
shall go and buy a new dress and see if that miagemee to restore my good
spirits."

"That's my girl. A new dress will turn the trickrfa female every time."
"In this instance, Thomas, | am hoping ferventlgttiou are right.”

Thomas Perkins nodded happily. His sister was a gobmost of the time,

and if she could ever grow out of the childish khadsithinking her own

opinion every bit as important as that of the ménésound her, she would
make some man a wonderful wife.

As soon as he had rung for the carriage, his thisugilmitched back to the
tangled state of the Tarrisbroke finances. He hadger's word for it that
the present Earl was a very different man fromfather. Nevertheless,
Thomas Perkins had not reached his present corbfepasition by relying
on other people's judgments. He would meet the featimself, and if he
looked all right he'd see that the marriage payerg drawn up so that none
of the money settled on his little sister wouldrefugd its way into profligate
Tarrisbroke pockets. The hard-earned brass of ledafalinson and Thomas
Perkins Senior was never going to be tossed awdysogaming tables, he'd
see to that!

Thomas helped himself to a generous pinch of smiféezed contentedly,
and settled down more snugly against the cushiaalipg his wooden
chair. Little Marianne about to be a countess! Mdsrtha Perkins would
gain such a commanding lead in social prestige alerthe other
Manchester ladies that there would be no catchengThey were good folk,
his wife and his sister. Fine looking women both tbém, although
Marianne was a bit thin for his taste. Thomas MPstkhead nodded
contentedly on to his chest, and he slept.



It was almost closing time when Marianne enteredelegant establishment
presided over by Madame Yvonne de Blanchard, a tHdfashionably
foreign appearance and fierce temper, who had beamin the heart of
London's Spitalfields, and had never been closdtrémce than a week's
excursion by stage-coach to the coastal port dédstbne.

Marianne, who spoke alarmingly good French in camspa with most of
her gently-nurtured contemporaries, always tagtigfrained from uttering
a single phrase that was not in plain English wimeeMadame Yvonne's
presence. Either because of this, or perhaps beaduser trim figure and
naturally chic taste, she invariably received eecel service from the
modiste.

On Thursday afternoon, however, Madame Yvonne was Iput to

maintain her smiling facade. She viewed Mrs. Johrmarchases with an
increasing disfavour that rapidly sank into outtignd incredulous
condemnation. Mrs. Johnson's choice of materialhir new outfit left

Madame Yvonne gasping for words, but her descmaticthe style in which

the material was to be cut, and the trim which feffteappropriate, caused
Madame Yvonne's normally rigid control to desert he

"Mrs. Johnson!" she exclaimed. "You ain't nevemgte do that!" Hastily
she recollected herself, although the satin strgpesrulent purple and acid
lilac were almost sufficient to overset her oncaiagShe tried a more
moderate protest. "If Madame chooses striped satoh then decides to
decorate the gown with white lae@adlarge velvet bows, | fear the results
will be less elegant than Madame would wish. Whenaihed in Paris, the
designer told maeverto trim purple stripes with black velvet. It is alfl
things the most vulgar.” Madame de Blanchard uttéhe lies without a
blink. After so many years of deception she hadoalnfiorgotten that her
only training had occurred in a back room in Londdfast End rather than
at a salon in Paris.

Marianne spoke reassuringly, avoiding her compasieyes in so far as this
was possible. "It is quite all right, Madame derigllaard. | wish to purchase
this particular outfit for a . . . for a little jek | am aware of the fact that the
finished result will be—er—rather startling.”



Miss Thatcher was beginning to look agitated, aratiddne de Blanchard
slightly disappointed. Another of the pleasant dgisirabout serving Mrs.
Johnson had always been her aura of calm good.démses distressing to
find that she, no less than Madame's more arigioakents, was given tp
wild flights of fancy. Mentally Madame de Blanchastirugged. Mrs.
Johnson would undoubtedly pay promptly for the bidgecreation that she
was ordering, and this in itself was a blessingtodie lightly thrown away.
The modiste swallowed all further comments, therefore, andnpsed
delivery of the gown by Saturday evening. Mariasndgled in her usual
friendly fashion, and bade the outraged dressmakactfully swift good
evening.

Miss Thatcher could hardly manage to contain hdigimation until they
were in the carriage. The barouche door had osltyljaen closed when she
burst into speech. "Now, Marianne, you may as wall me what this
expedition was all about. You can't hoax me intiiebeng that you wish to
purchase that horrendous gown just for a littleejoRray tell me what
disastrous scheme you have in mind now ?"

"It's not a disastrous scheme, Helen. | hopeatssheme to rescue me from
disaster."

"Two years of Indian sunshine have undoubtedlyeaidiy wits. Could you
explain to me why purple and lilac stripes, notntention lavender lace
mittens and foaming white lace fichus, are likelgave you from disaster?"

Marianne sighed wearily. "Thomas wishes me to maggin." She saw
Miss Thatcher's startled expression and said ryeflllwas sureyou had
not been told of his plans!" Impatiently she pullgdthe strings of her
reticule. "Oh Helen! He has already selected my hesband for me, and |
positively dread the thought of our first meetindr. Johnson was a
kind-hearted man, even if he was old enough to pdather. This time,
Thomas is planning to marry me to some wretcheldsar has already run
through his own fortune and presumably now wisbédgtve the pleasure of
running through mine. How can | agree to such amathen | have longed
so much for a taste of independence?"



Miss Thatcher thought silently and rapidly. As agé lady who had been
forced by economic circumstance to earn her owindiyrom the age of
seventeen, she saw pleasures in the state of matyithat escaped
Marianne's more jaundiced eye. "Well, Marianneg géntured cautiously.
"There would undoubtedly be advantages in becomioguntess. And you
know your brother is too shrewd to allow anybodg thpportunity of
running through your fortune. I'm sure the marriagllements would offer
you every protection.” She looked at Marianne'snsyoface and added a
little apologetically, "You know, | have often thght that your talents and
your education are being sadly wasted just at pteses the wife of an Earl
you would have great opportunities to put yourrttd¢o good use."

"It is the Earl of Tarrisbroke who has been chosemy bridegroom,"” said
Marianne dryly. "To the best of my knowledge, tagelearl spent a fortune
at the gaming tables of London, and the presehth@arspent the last ten
years escorting the beauties of Europe from Caaittdom to ballroom. |
cannot see that he would take much interest inaagation, or in the useful
employment of my domestic skills."

Miss Thatcher was visibly disconcerted. "The E&ifarrisbroke! Oh dear. .
.." Being unable to think of anything more postio say concerning one of
England's most notorious rakes, she turned theersation. "I'm afraid |
still don't understand the reason for those drdaumlftple stripes.”

Marianne looked confused. "Oh Helen! Even if | explyou will probably
say they are just another one of my mad schemdsyddusee, | wanted to
buy an outfit that was startlingly vulgar, the safrthing no lady would ever
dream of wearing. The Earl's family has probablilgu itself upon the
unsullied purity of its lineage for ten generatioasd I'm sure that whatever
his financial straits my fortune cannot make theaamaltogether palatable
to the Earl. I'm certain that he must fear thatl @ wretchedly vulgar and
grasping widow, who longs to climb the social hésghy clinging to his
coattails. That dreadful outfit is merely desigh@donfirm his worst fears."
She looked earnestly at Helen, seeking some symjpatier companion's
face. "Don't you see? If he is hesitating on thekbof offering matrimony,
if he is wondering whether or not to take the pkiagd ally himself with the
daughter of a shop-keeper, then | want to make so@é his worst



nightmares are realised. My brother will not allaveto cry off from the
match, so | shall try and persuade the Earl totfrinstead.”

Miss Thatcher made a small sound of distress. "Q@hidvine! Are you so
certain that life as a countess would not be mog@tr satisfaction than the
life you lead now? Forgive me for speaking so biyriut it is impossible

for me to believe that you find your present siwaentirely happy.”

Marianne turned her face away and stared out abtising throng of
London traffic. When she eventually spoke her vowas thick with
constraint. "You know, Helen, my father loved meawenuch and my
Godfather, Sir William Kenneth, intended only kirds when he sponsored
my admission to Miss Beale's academy. And yet,Viehdeen forced to
conclude that my father and Sir William betweemtheanaged to produce
a monster."

"l cannot accept that, my dear Marianne. Pray tecbthat you are talking
of mybest friend!"

Marianne touched her friend's arm gratefully. "hatdthat your taste is
usually perfect, but in this instance I'm afraicittiriendship overclouds
your judgment. | am a misfit, Helen, and | find fifg often uncomfortable.
My brother is a dear, good soul, but he does ndérgstand more than half of
what | say, and he approves of less than a quémtkged, | suspect that my
poor sister-in-law secretly believes me to be spgpklindustani a fair
proportion of the time! And yatouknow that | shall never be acceptable to
the aristocratic members of society. It is ludigdo hope that the Earl will
ever accept me for what | am . . . and withoutWi®lehearted support, |
shall be slighted by every member of theut ton,and every lady in the
countryside around his estates."

Miss Thatcher looked unhappy and did not attemptidny the truth of
Marianne's claims. "Would it not be better to ekplgour feelings to Mr.

Perkins ? He is an indulgent brother and wouldome you into a marriage
that you seriously disliked, | am sure."”

"It is true that Thomas is kindness itself to men. almost all occasions. On
the subject of my marriage, however, he will nstdn. He has been trying to



find me an aristocratic husband ever since | rerinom India, and now

that he has actually discovered eerl who is willing to wed me, he can't
understand that | do not particularly wish to beearcountess.” She shook
her head impatiently.

"No. Helen. Reasoning with Thomas will 510 no gobdemember too
clearly what happened on the occasion of my bedtdthHorace Johnson.
My late husband was a good man but . . . but Iccook bear to enter into
another loveless marriage.”

Miss Thatcher, who had watched the tribulationkeffriend through two
years of marriage in a foreign land, to a manyhygars her senior, could
find nothing constructive to say. She finally atfged one last feeble
remonstrance. "How can you be sure that the Edtl i sufficiently
repelled to call off the match? If his financialests are as desperate as you
believe, presumably he will overlook all but theggest impropriety."

Marianne spoke through tightly clenched lips. "W @t least make the
attempt. If all else fails, | shall have to considéat | may do that is grossly
improper."

"No, no!" Miss Thatcher raised her hands in mocgpaér. "Heaven forbid
that | should encourage your mind to turn to eveoranunladylike
scheming! | see that | have talked myself into timhappy position of
having to hope that your plot succeeds.”

Marianne placed an affectionate arm around hendtgeshoulders. "No
wonder dear Thomas considers you of doubtful waha chaperone,
Helen! Underneath that boringly righteous extedeveloped after ten years
with Miss Beale, | do believe there beats a hedrchvis scarcely less
rebellious than my own!"

Miss Thatcher assumed an expression of spurioapplieval. "Let us not
exaggerate, my dear Marianne. If you remember ctiyreyou will recall
that it was you who invariably launched us all ithouble at Miss Beale's,
and 1 who was forced to risk my position as a teaah order to rescue
you."



"Ah, but now that | am a grim old widow of two-anventy, you may no
longer hold such childish escapades against mefe€®rhat you would
rather share a house with me in town, than fingelues shut up in some
stuffy mausoleum of a country mansion."

But Miss Thatcher was not to be drawn. She primherdmouth, tried her
best to look severe, and said chidingly, "Now Mighnson! We must both
submit to Mr. Perkins' superior judgment. How mémes had Miss Beale
to tell us ? The gentlemextwaysknow best!"

"Miss Beale had wits enough to remove herself toeamironment that

totally excluded masculine wisdom. That is why slas able to persist in a
belief about male intelligence that would have beepelled after five

minutes' exposure to a husband, a father or admdth

Miss Thatcher was an optimist. "Perhaps you willfthe Earl positively
charming. You may even begin to regret that appgitiurple satin."

Marianne descended from the carriage with a debjdsghressive thump.
"You are dreaming, Helen," she said. "I have alyadetided that the noble
Earl and | will dislike one another excessivelyisltnot at all likely that |
shall change my mind."



CHAPTER FOUR

Prothero opened the door of Mr. Perkins* townhow#@ a dignity that
would have sufficed for the entry of the Archbishopo Canterbury
Cathedral. He bowed slightly to the two gentlemeritivwg on the doorstep,
noting the crested carriage that had brought theth an inner nod of
satisfaction.

Despite the fact that he was now forced to perfdrisy services in a
regrettably inferior household, Prothero never efdilto maintain the
punctilious standards favoured by the noble familo had previously
enjoyed his services. It had been with consideradileetance that Prothero
abandoned the household of Lord Roxdean some s peeviously, and
the conclusion that regular wages were preferabla noble name and
ancient lineage had not been lightly reached. Eympémt with the
improvident Lord Roxdean had been sadly exchangedmployment with
Mr. Thomas Perkins who, though congenial and mbously prompt with
wages, would never manage to meet any of Prothexa&ing standards.

Mrs. Johnson, on the other hand, had been acctrdduitler's full approval
ever since her return from Miss Beale's Semindrye rumour, currently
sweeping the kitchen quarters, that Mrs. Johnsa@nalaut to marry no less
a personage than the Earl of Tarrisbroke had caausged/er of family pride
to race through Prothero's ample frame.

He therefore inspected the Sunday afternoon vssiteth minute attention,

and was conscious of an unprecedented surge oeexute when the elder
visitor informed him that the Earl of TarrisbrokedaMr. Cowper had come
to keep their appointment with Mr. Perkins. Althbugo vestige of inner

excitement was visible on Prothero's stolid couatee, in the few minutes
that it took to summon the footman and divest ibiors of hats, gloves and
canes, Prothero's nimble brain had catalogued ategnyof the gentlemen's
appearance.

Mr. Cowper was swiftly dismissed as the lawyer arah of affairs that he
evidently was, but Prothero swept an admiring eyer the commanding
height of the Earl of Tarrisbroke, allowing his igte to linger approvingly
on the starched frills of the Earl's evening sliivg formal sobriety of knee



breeches and silk stockings, the superbly fittmgneng coat, and the single
diamond fob that hung from his lordship's satinsi@at. The Earl was
evidently expected at a formal dinner on the otbiele of town, and

Prothero's bosom swelled with pridEhesewere the sort of visitors to
appreciate a properly run household.

Mr. Cowper and the Earl were ushered into the digwoom, where they
discovered Mr. Perkins unhappily perched at thereexe edge of his chair.
The truth of the matter was that Mr. Perkins hadenebefore been
introduced to an earl, and he had spent a misesdtgisnoon contemplating
his approaching role as host and prospective brothdaw ..to such an
exalted member of the peerage. His instinctive k@s3$, which normally
made every guest feel welcome, was paralysed unadeioppressive
sensation of nervousness.

Mr. Cowper summed up the situation at a glance,samzke he was only too
well aware that the Earl was even more embarrasgeide whole meeting
than Mr. Perkins, he did his best to smooth over ititroductions with
harmless remarks about the weather and the gemenalppy state of the
government. These were two safe topics, he fek,ssince the entire
population, regardless of social class, could Bedeupon to unite in
condemning each with an almost equal fervour.

The Earl finally relaxed sufficiently to apologise, frigid tones, for the
formality of his attire. "I am invited to dinner Btadame de Lieven's house,
and | felt there would be insufficient time to clgan | must beg your
forgiveness for the inappropriate nature of myatti

Thomas Perkins, who had until that moment not zedlithat there was
anything at all strange about an earl who paid ddtiernoon calls in satin
knee breeches, was so impressed by this casuaéme&to one of the
august patronesses of the noted Almack's, that dse rendered entirely
speechless. The vista of social joys opening upstéittle Marianne seemed
to be truly endless.

He finally recovered his voice sufficiently to offénis guests some
refreshment, and to Mr. Cowper's relief, the exerelburgundy relaxed both
of his charges—for so he had begun to consider-thenthe point where



they exchanged four or five harmless sentencesouitthe need of his
intervention.

After the second glass of burgundy, Mr. Perking fettified enough to
broach the topic that was uppermost in everybadyisl, and after clearing
his throat several times, managed to enquire ifdndship wished to pursue
the idea of a union between their two families.

The Earl winced slightly at the turn of phrase, bowed with formal
politeness and murmured that he had been honoorddatn that Mr.
Perkins was prepared to consider his proposalse$ia was unable to bring
himself to say anything further, it was left to MCowper to bridge the
unfortunate gap in the conversation. This he digtrefficiently by assuring
Mr. Perkins that the general outline of the proploserriage contracts had
been entirely acceptable to his lordship.

Mr. Perkins, who found the Earl's icy formality ahanner the
personification of ail that he had ever hoped foainoble brother-in-law,
was hard put to conceal his jubilation. His aplotokally restored, he
immediately launched into a description of hisesistmanifold perfections.
He simultaneously rang the bell for the butler, aadt Prothero, quivering
with suppressed excitement, to request Mariannetsepce in the
drawing-room. With a clumsy attempt at tactfulnels, insisted upon
removing Mr. Cowper to the library.

"l am sure, my lord, that you will prefer to meey hitle sister alone," said
Mr. Perkins with smiling bonhomie. "And | know yawill not wish to
bother your head poring over documents, my lond'fio sure all the figures
would be right out of the line of your understargdin

His lordship was by now too sunk in gloom to pag sfightest-heed to this
unflattering estimate of his abilities, and menebdded briefly as Cowper
and Perkins retired to the comfort of the studys tHoughts concerning the
proposed marriage had hovered between grim resgnaind outright
rebellion for the past three days, and Mr. Perkoigerfully plebian
manners seemed to confirm his worst forebodings.



Nothing, however, had quite prepared him for thectgcle that Mrs.
Johnson presented when she whirled into the dramiag. The Earl found
it almost impossible to form any accurate imprassa@f her natural
appearance, since her face was very obviously gzhiahd her body was
encased—there was no other word for it—in a gownoofrageous
purple-striped satin. The stiff fabric, which hageh out of fashion for at
least a decade, stood out in formal pleats aboupéeson. Black velvet
bows deliberately scattered around the hem cauglibe dress to reveal
layers of lavender lace. The extraordinarily lowt of the bodice was
mercifully veiled slightly by a foaming white ladehu, and the whole
disastrousensemblewas completed by an elaborate coiffure of wildly
looped black curls, liberally interlaced with sgggof amethysts.

In normal circumstances the Earl was a man of shijemgment, and the
theatricality of the outfit would in itself have wed him of something
seriously amiss. In this instance, however, Mrdindon's appearance
merely confirmed his darkest and most desolates feard he watched her
approach in appalled silence, rooted to the grdundhe strength of his
misery.

Marianne had time to cast only one look at the haugountenance, and
immediately registered the Earl's disdainful expi@swhile quite failing to
notice the bleak misery reflected in his eyes. E@ely aware of a flash of
anger—her costume had, after all, been purchas#d the intention of
provoking precisely the reaction that now enraged+she tripped into the
room, hands dramatically outstretched, eyelashegtefing in false
modesty. She had even thought to provide herséff avfan.

"La, my lord, I'm sure I'm delighted to make youagaaintance." She peeped
coquettishly out from behind the extended fan.€'leen on pins and
needles to see your lordship ever since my brditsttold me what a lucky
girl 1 was going to be. 'What ? Me a Countesssaidl. 'Well, Mr. Johnson
would never have believed it, me and him neverr@gwoved very much in
the best circles.' But our Thomas has arrangeltl ida promised my Papa
he'd look after me, and now you can see he's domgght proud.”

She faltered and fell silent as the Earl's absotiglity penetrated the
screen of her assumed volubility. His face appearstbne study in utter



contempt. It required all her courage to approaah more closely,
fluttering her fan and enveloping them both in wsae# amber perfume.
"La, but your lordship shouldn't let me prattle bof then my dear sainted
Mama was always used to say that when I'm exditeckls no stopping my
prattle, and I've been that excited this week diatlThomas has hardly been
able to get a word in edgewise. It's not everyttiay you hear you're going
to be a Countess, you know."

The Earl's vocal paralysis finally ended in an espmn of anger. "l was not
aware, Madame, that | had as yet had the oppoyttmitay any proposals
for our marriage before you." With icy disdain ha#dad, "In the circles |

normally frequent, it is customary for the gentlenta suggest marriage to
the lady—whatever the realities of the case—it asnrally considered

expedient to make no reference to the financialeseénts which may

accompany those proposals.”

Marianne moved a little further away. Inwardly steethed at the cold
superiority of his words, and her heart contraceshewhat irrationally at
the scorn he was no longer attempting to conceabdently she stared at
him from violet eyes. "Oh la, my lord, I'm sorryli¥e offended you, I'm
sure. | shall always be happy to adjust my behavioany standard your
lordship wants. Mr. Johnson always told me thatl m&ver met such an
obliging little girl as me. Was your lordship wisihfof making me a
declaration in form ? | was just prattling on, #img your lordship might
have difficulty in finding the right words, not Imgj overly acquainted with
me. But then, we simple folks don't have a way witnds like you—fancy,
a proper peer of the realm!" she smiled with fglee@ality, and said
confidingly, "I expect you've been taught to wrapuy dirty linen up
handsome right from the cradle.” She flutteredftimeaimlessly about her
folds of fichu, and then perched herself carelegslg chair, making no
particular effort to hide the expanse of shapelglanthat emerged from
beneath the frills of lavender lace.

At any other time the Earl would have pursued aistffeelings of suspicion
concerning the outrageous vulgarity of his destinede. He knew that she
had attended Miss Beale's Academy for more thasaa ynd she could not
have survived a single week at that select estabbst with a manner as
grotesquely coarse as that she was now presentimgsfdelectation. But as



it was, common sense had vanished completely utlaerstress of
circumstance, and he literally closed his eyesrsgahe purple-striped
nightmare that lolled on the edge of his vision.

After years of exile in Europe, he had dreamedethcof his return to
England and his re-admission to the society obhif. He had even hoped
to find some woman with whom he could share higpbemoted love for
the lands of Tarrisbroke and his wide understandinipe volatile politics
of Europe. Now all such dreams lay in ruins atféet of this over-painted,
underbred woman.

Choked by feelings of repugnance at the price hepaging for his father's
gross self-indulgence, he gritted his teeth andettito face Mrs. Johnson.
Unless he acted now, he knew his courage wouldhif@lcompletely and—
whatever the consequences to his mother and sistemrarriage would
ever take place with this hideous widow. After {@ars of neglecting his
mother's interests, he could not allow his persdeglings to control his
actions. The effort of speaking civilly forced twerds out of his throat in a
harsh parody of his normally concise tones.

"My friend Mr. Cowper has been good enough to imfane, Madam, that
you would be prepared to entertain the idea of iager with me. May |
request the honour . . . Madam ... of your hanaanriage?"

His words fell into a pool of appalled silence asrlnne realized the
impasse to which she had brought herself. For #% fhree days she had
fixed in her mind exclusively on the need to didgiee Earl from the

moment of their first meeting. The possibility tiia¢ Earl would make her
an unconditional offer of marriage at their firseating had simply not

occurred to her. She had assumed all along in rgdien plans that the Earl
would want the financial settlements signed andy fagreed upon before
committing himself to a formal declaration. How lfisb she had been not to
consider that his financial straits might be sqpéeste that he would ignore
a degree of coarseness that ought to repel evdedsiesensitive of mortals.

But now—nbitter irony!—she was trapped in the rdie sad herself created,
for how could the gushing, vulgar and flirtatiougsviJohnson possibly
refuse the proposal for which she appeared to hage angling? She stood



up and walked across to the tall windows, turnieg leck upon the Earl.
"Your lordship's proposals do me too much honasing said sardonically,
quite forgetting her new character in the stregh@imoment.

The sudden change in voice and manner certaingpesicthe Earl's notice.
No doubt, thought Marianne with a fresh spurt ohtional anger, he
considered a refusal so unlikely that his attenhiad already moved on to
more important matters.

"Your acceptance makes me very . . . happy,” dsdBarl with extreme
formality. His gaze seemed to be fixed on the watince to the left of
Marianne's shoulders. "You will forgive me, | trugtl beg leave to depart
on a pressing engagement. | believe we may sa@syel all further
arrangements in the capable hands of Mr. Perkidsranlawyer."

"La, my lord, | see our meetings are to be shod sweet," she simpered.
"But never fear, I'll be ready and waiting wheneyeu decide to tie the
knot." Marianne shook out the rustling skirts of gewn taking a vicious
pleasure in the look of bleak resignation that ssgpermanently settled on
to the Earl's face. "A wedding's always a good tiorea bit of fun, and it'll
be nice to have an excuse to buy a few new clotmesgpowerful fond of
purple.”

A look of horror momentarily dissipated the stongidity of the Earl's
expression. He inclined his head in a slight bdtnhds been a . . . pleasure .
.. Madam, to make your acquaintance."

"Why likewise, my lord. Likewise, I'm sure."



CHAPTER FIVE

Neither the Earl nor Marianne was easily reconctiedhe idea of their

rapidly approaching nuptials. The Earl insisted rupe-examining all the

papers relating to his father's financial affamed only agreed with Mr.

Cowper's gloomy prognostication of total ruin aftan exhaustive

exploration of all possible means of compoundirigrest, redeeming debts
and extending mortgages. He closed the final, amededger that showed
the sum total of his father's debts with a lookdefeat that touched the
granite edges of Mr. Cowper's normally flinty heart

"Come, your lordship," he said cheerfully. "The e&as not altogether
desperate. Mr. Perkins is an honest and engadiog/feeven if a little less .

. cultured . . . than we might wish. Mrs. Johnssralso young and
charming. There must have been many a love-ma#thuimed out less well
than this marriage and that I'll warrant you."

The Earl looked at his lawyer warily. He had alwagasidered Mr. Cowper
a man of refined taste as well as a man of soumahéial judgement. If,
however, he could term the outrageous Mrs. Johtdmarming” then his
taste—even his basic common sense—must surelydstigoable. Feeling
very much like a sane man let loose upon an istdrimedlamites, the Earl
inclined his head in polite acknowledgment of Mowper's remarks. His
expression altered not one whit, however, as fteisaionstrained tones, "It
is clearly hopeless to carry on expecting a mirddbould be obliged if you
would arrange the ceremony as soon as may be podsdo not care for
any of my family to be present, but | shall posivddo Kent in order to alert
them to the prospect of a bridal visit in the niedwre. | can no doubt be
back in London within the week, if you can arraageeremony so soon."

"I am sure we shall find Mrs. Johnson very readyatcommodate your
lordship in the matter of an early marriage. | kntosv brother is anxious to
return to the supervision of his interests in Masstar, and Mrs. Johnson
can only look forward to the moment when she besoywair bride." He
beamed with comfortable sentimentality. Mrs. Jolmnsad seemed a nice
enough little thing, quiet and unassuming. It wasdjto know that he had
had a hand in working such a marvellous changeircincumstances.



The Earl could not prevent the sarcasm that cotbhire voice. "We shall, |
am sure, find Mrs. Johnson all eager compliance.”

"Well, my lord, you may take off to visit the DowargCountess and Lady
Eleanor with an easy mind. | shall have all inrtfair a happy conclusion by
the moment of your return.”

The Earl, anxious to avoid contact with formertids, and equally anxious
to renew his acquaintance with his mother and rsiptested down to his
estates in Kent where he found, everything in tloestvpossible state of
disorder. Despite all Mr. Cowper's warnings, he hatlpreviously realized
the extent of his father's depredations, and hevedethe neglected lands
with a rage that would have boded ill for the latel had he been alive to
observe it.

The Dowager Countess greeted him with copious teadsa depressing
guantity of trailing black veils, and his sisteekhor seemed determined to
succumb to the vapours every time she thought ahedbrthcoming union
of an Earl of Tarrisbroke with a woman whose fanhidd been involved in
Trade.

The Earl tried to sympathize with the noble refiestnof his sister's
feelings, but he found himself wishing with incrieasfrequency that Lady
Eleanor's sensibilities could have been a littks laice, and his mother's
demeanour a trifle less lachrymose. He could nadteqauppress the
conviction that rather more action over the pastytears, and rather less
silent suffering, would have proven of immeasurablenefit to the
Tarrisbroke Estates.

He returned to town at the end of the week almegjlad for an excuse to
leave the noble refinements of Tarrisbroke Hallhashad been a week
earlier to escape from the cheerful vulgarity osMfohnson. He took refuge
in the lodgings of his friend Giles Packenham, panoceeded to make a
concerted effort to drain that gentleman's celldr wrandy. He
simultaneously mused aloud upon the impossibilitijraling females who
were not either mercenary leeches, intolerable aridgs or unbearable
masses of sensitivity.



Mr. Packenham kindly agreed with all these strigsurpon the opposite sex,
and proved himself the truest of friends by renmrajrsufficiently sober to
deliver his charge, properly attired and ratherepab St. George's,
HanoverSquare in good time for the wedding.

Meanwhile, Marianne had not been idle, but her aitgak protestations had
fallen upon deaf ears. Mr. Perkins listened tosisger's arguments with no
more than half his attention, his mind full of emicing day dreams that saw
him received in Tarrisbroke Castle (he felt quiteeshis lordship would
eventually have a castle) as an honoured guesieodi¢lightfully haughty
Earl. Nothing would convince him that Marianne'stpsts were anything
more than the freakish whims of a typically disoedEfemale mind.

The accumulated evidence of the past twenty-twasyeahich showed
quite plainly that his sister's mind was neitheakish nor disordered, was
not allowed to interfere with this highly satisfat conclusion. Just as she
had been on the occasion of her marriage to teeMat Johnson, Marianne
found herself utterly defeated.

She eventually retired to her room and indulgeé istorm of hysterical
weeping that inspired Miss Thatcher with genuireddor her health, and
caused Mr. Perkins to remark triumphantly that bd bkaid all along that
Marianne was suffering from nothing more than adsiby feminine attack
of the vapours. All this, he said happily, would dpgite cured once little
Marianne found herself a countess.

The absolute uselessness of resistance finally ghtoMarianne to a

grudging acceptance of her destiny. She ceasednplain to her brother

Thomas, answered all his questions in tones ofudatbmpliance, and tried

to fill her days with brisk walks in the Park amdduent visits to Madame de
Blanchard's salon. There she purchased an arrdyidél clothes that

gladdened the heart of the modiste, and restoresl Mshnson to the
pinnacle of respect where she had formerly residibd.noble indifference

with which Mrs. Johnson learned the outrageousepraf her chosen gowns
almost served to restore Madame's faith in thecbgsodness of human
nature.



The delivery of endless boxes and packages didingptio alleviate the

misery Marianne felt when left alone each nighb@&r bedchamber, but at
least she could console herself with the thougat kier sorrow would be
cloaked in a dazzling variety of fashionable garteeShe struggled to put
away childish dreams of love and companionship, emacentrated her
thoughts on the prospect of having children upooiwlto lavish her great
stores of affection and interest.

The arrival from Manchester of Mrs. Martha Perkiasmuch loved and
kindly sister-in-law, encouraged Marianne in herwnend calmer

acceptance of the future. It was hard to remaiomgather unimpressed by
the advantages of becoming a countess, when Mapiat all day every
day complimenting her upon her good fortune witlbaasing and entirely
genuine goodwiill.

Miss Thatcher did her best to bolster this happiew of the forthcoming
marriage, and by dint of concentrating on the mamonths of each year
when Marianne would probably be left to her own ides, and much
glossing over the details of the life Marianne nhiigi expected to lead when
the Earl of Tarrisbroke was in residence, she meshag send Marianne to
St. George's, Hanover Square, on the appointethdatolerably composed
frame of mind.

The Earl, who was already waiting at the chan@gdstith Mr. Packenham
and Mr. Cowper, greeted the unmistakable sountissdiride’'s arrival with
awful resignation. Mentally he steeled himselfupsort the spectacle of his
bride tripping down the aisle of the church arraiyeslatin, artificial flowers
and copious layers of lace veiling. In the end, daarage failed him and
unable to tolerate the sympathy he imagined to uskirlg behind the
Honourable Giles Packenham's solemn expressiondidhenot turn to
observe the advance of the bridal party, staringtead with fixed
concentration at the Bishop, a Tarrisbroke greattaj who was performing
the ceremony.

As she proceeded down the aisle of the church eratim of her beaming
brother, Marianne had ample opportunity to obsémegowerful shoulders
of the Earl, neatly shrouded in a coat of blue siupe Hard as she tried to
maintain her feelings of dutiful resignation, sk & spurt of fierce anger as



she contemplated the obstinately averted gazerdbrisegroom. It would
serve him right, she thought irately, if she hddve¢d her imagination full
reign and had turned up in puce satin like heesisi-law.

The service proceeded without any noticeable hitdespite the
unwillingness of the bride and groom to look atleasther. And if
Marianne's voice trembled a little that was congdenly proper in a bride,
although perhaps somewhat surprising in a lady Wwhd already been
married.

Martha Perkins wept tears of unashamed joy, lookiitfy considerable
longing at the subdued elegance of her sistervrslpale blue silk gown
and matching bonnet. The rigidly haughty expressibthe Earl—already
described to her in awed tones by Mr. Perkins—atfi every wish in
regard to the person of the bridegroom, and hachehéeen so very well
content with her own lot, Martha decided that slual have been full of
envy at the thought of dear Marianne's happy future

Miss Thatcher, who was privileged to know Marianaer better than the
other members of the wedding party, recognized idiately that the
tremor in the bride's responses sprang from inamtetyusuppressed anger
rather than maidenly modesty, and looking at tleogrs unapproachable
hauteur of manner she could sympathize only todilseavith her friend.
Neither bride nor groom looked to be of a placigietding disposition, and
she acknowledged a quiver of anxiety as she thaofgheir life together.

The brief service was soon completed. The Earedaibe hand of his new
wife to his lips and just brushed the tip of hegkrs in a chaste salute. Mrs.
Perkins sighed sentimentally. Thomas Perkins logitedsed at such noble
reticence, and Marianne scowled.

It was precisely at this moment that the Earl géahap for the first time and
observed the fierce dislike that filled Marianreyes. He was too astonished
to reflect on the meaning of this, and concentraiegttention instead upon
the remarkable improvement in her clothes. He neadeental resolution,
not very clearly formulated because of the residefédcts of too much
brandy, that he would personally supervise his 'wiéatire wardrobe from
now on. He must make sure that they started malifeeds he intended to



carry on. His wife might be responsible for the mpthat kept Tarrisbroke
functioning, buthis would be the commands that set events in moti@.Th
bishop and his secretary were introduced to thenalsted guests and then
departed with a considerable degree of pomp, haeiinged all the offers of
hospitality pressed upon them by an excited ThaPeakins.

It had mightily offended this good man's notionswdfat was right and
proper for his little sister that the wedding stibbk such a miserly affair.
He well remembered the marvellous opulence thanheatted her marriage
to Horace Johnson, and he had hoped to outdo kaestellar performance
on this accasion. But he had been forced to religrself to what Mr.
Cowper termed 'a private ceremony' on being rendinllat his lordship was
recently bereaved and thus not able to indulgaynbait the most modest of
celebrations.

Mr. and Mrs. Perkins had therefore reluctantly pred as simple a wedding
breakfast as their pride would allow, which mednatt tthe dining room of

the Perkins townhouse groaned under a supply ofyhieed and expensive
delicacies that would comfortably have providedienance for a wedding
party of fifty hungry people. Neither the Earl nibre new Countess of
Tarrisbroke availed themselves of very much of sl but the Earl made
up for his omission by consuming inordinate amowfitsir. Perkins' best

burgundy and an even larger quantity of Mr. Pefkiest champagne.

The Countess was not seen to sip anything morgigatiing than a glass of
water, and she remained exceptionally silent. Treofearkins, who had
lived in lively dread of what his sister might aaliy do on her wedding day,
considered this bashful silence just as well, aitd willing assistance from
Miss Thatcher and Mr. Packenham they contrivedr¢ate the impression
that both the newly- weds were behaving just ag tlught.

Such a happy pretence could not be continued imitkdff, however. Mr.

Cowper, whose training as a lawyer made it diftidor him to ignore

evidence that was plainly before his eyes, evelytdalemed it advisable to
get the couple started on their travels while bid$hip was still moderately
in command of his senses. He enquired innocentsrevthe Earl planned to
take his countess for their bridal journey, anchaful silence immediately
descended upon the guests, as it became apparteinoall that the Earl



had neglected to make any arrangements whatsoewehd start of his
married life.

Mr. Packenham, once again proving himself a trigséf in an hour of need,
sprang into the breach. "Rodbourne House!" he exeld "That is to say, |
expect you are planning to stay in town this evgn{puentin ? You would
not like to arrive in Kent when you are exhaustadd the Dowager
Countess will no doubt be expecting you tomorroergng."

The Earl flashed his friend a look of profound tkfainess, and made
valiant efforts to drag his addled brain back iation. "Yes ... no ... of
course not. You are quite right, Giles. Lady Tédmake and | will spend
tonight in town."”

The party heaved a small sigh of relief that thisak episode had been
brushed through without social disaster, but the'€alcohol-clouded
senses did not realize that it was best to leaVleanweugh alone. "Now what
the devil are we going to do all evening?" He bedimappily, struck by a
sudden thought. "Yes," he said. "We shall go talieatre tonight. There's a
new play at Covent Garden." He fixed somewhat blligyes upon Giles
Packenham. "Come with us. Tarrisbroke box. All ofiynvited."

Mr. Packenham was appalled by this dreadful renelaif indifference to

convention and made haste to protest the arrandgentéis hesitant remarks
were not at first heeded save by Mr. Cowper, siMceand Mrs. Perkins,

whose ideas of aristocratic life encompassed vpittures of constant
entertainment and very little down-to-earth dailyirlg, found nothing

strange in the suggestion that the Earl and haelwould wish to spend the
first evening of their marriage in the company daage party at a public
play. After repeated protestations from Mr. Pacleanhhowever, wiser
counsels finally prevailed, and the party broke wiph most of the

participants feeling that all had proceeded betith@an might have been
expected.

Only the two principals entered the barouche thed to carry them across
the town in moods of deepest depression. The Ead wncomfortably
aware that he had consumed far too much wine andfrefa lightening his
mood—the alcohol was in danger of sinking him iblack despair.



Marianne was fighting a losing battle with her temand trying hard not to
dwell upon the fact that her noble husband waseswig not only a wastrel
and a libertine but a drunkard as well. She wamgrgven harder, and
without marked success, not to dwell upon the ttaat drunk or sober, the
Earl's hard eyes and satirical expression exerfadanation that poor Mr.
Johnson—for all his manifold virtues—had never lbfeachieve.



CHAPTER SIX

The Earl and Countess of Tarrisbroke were religaddarn that the staff of
Rodbourne House felt more than capable of providimiinner for the new
Countess, despite the fact that no warning had geen of her impending
arrival. The Earl, having delivered his instrucgaoncerning dinner with a
supreme disregard for the difficulties attendanvruprocuring quail and
fresh lobster in the centre of town an hour befible meal, bowed with
exaggerated courtesy over his wife's hand andatetigo his rooms in order
to nurse a headache of increasingly monumentaloptiops.

Left standing alone in the great hallway, Mariamves forced to conclude
that her husband considered his duties towardiihgdischarged, and she
was grateful to retire to a suite of rooms tacyfukcommended by the
housekeeper. Having paced several times up and tlwsviaded Persian
carpet and thrown her bonnet at the fly-blown logkglass, she tried to
decide whether to develop a case of strong hysteri¢o collapse on her
bed, never again to get up.

In the end, she resisted temptation and followeith@e course, simply

sending for her maid and requesting with her upledsant manner some
assistance in dressing fordinner. Unfortunatelygkgeavas overwhelmed by
the faded glories of her new surroundings and austa carrying on her

usual aimless but gossipy monologue, she helpednistress dress in a
repressed and respectful silence.

Thus deprived of any distractions, Marianne walkbatty to examine her
own feelings and quickly discovered herself torba state of total, helpless
fury. Normally sensitive to the problems of thogeumd her, Marianne
tonight did not want to burden her mind with quass about the state of her
husand's emotions. It would have been difficultref@ a dispassionate
observer to recognize that the Earl was himselbstdge to destiny, and
Marianne was neither dispassionate nor anxious o charitable.
Consequently, she arrived punctually at the ditatde, exquisitely coiffed
and gowned, outwardly calm, but inwardly a seethirags of unresolved
hostilities.



The first course had been fully served before the &merged from behind
the misery of his aching head long enough to tat@irate note of his
surroundings. His glance flickered briefly over thmiliar furnishings of a
room he had known since childhood, before comingesb apprehensively
upon the face of his new wife.

The Earl shook his head silently once or twicef esmake sure that clouds
of champagne were no longer affecting his powersbskrvation, but the
same profile of classic perfection greeted histlstrgaze. He craned his
neck in order to remove a large and singularly aciive epergne from his
line of sight, and stared again at the perfectimmsetrical nose, the high
white forehead and the long slender neck of his\tzss.

"Do you wish for some particular dish, my lord?'shivife's voice, cool and
quietly amused, floated down the absurd lengttheftable.

"Dish ? Er . . . no. No thank you. He lapsed intouahappy silence and
abandoned his efforts to reconcile this visionoekliness with the mincing
Mrs. Johnson whom he had met not ten days preyioMghile his wife
calmly helped herself to a dish of scallops, heaaonnoisseur's eye over
her outfit. She was wearing a pale yellow gauzedress with a silk slip
dyed in a deeper shade of the same colour. Sheegderbe entirely without
paint on her face, although the creamy pallor afdoenplexion seemed so
perfect that he wondered if the candlelight wasedéesg him. She was
certainly not wearing any jewellery, however, othen a small diamond
tiara that held back the severe coils of her haled in dramatic curls of
dark brown high on her head.

Her outfit, the Earl decided, compared very favbilyavith Maria Gabriella
at her best, and his wife had even avoided thettiop of gilding the lily
by adding quantities of shimmering jewels.

The Earl of Tarrisbroke blinked hard and triedhiimk of something to say.
His wife forestalled him, however.

"This is excellent chicken, is it not ? We must esniber to express our
thanks to your cook for his efforts."



"Yes." For the life of him, the Earl could not thiof anything else he could
suitably say.

The Countess smiled kindly. "It is now your turnitdroduce a topic of
conversation, my lord. That is the way it is donthwnarried couples, you
know."

"l bow to your superior experience, Madam."

"Well, yes. That is probably a very sound notiommuYsee, | have already
had two years of training."

"I hardly think. Madam, that your years with Mr. hison will have
equipped you with conversation suited to your neatian in life."

"No," said Marianne, with seeming equanimity. "Yare probably right.
Mr. Johnson was a patrticularly kind person andefoge instinctively
courteous. | can quite see that he lacked all #taral advantages of . . .
noble . .. manners. No doubt indifference to #edihgs of those around you
has to be taught from birth?" Her sweet smile thile reach the brilliant
glitter of her eyes. "Would you agree with me, rogdP?"

The Earl spoke curtly to the butler. "Lady Tarrske and | wish to be alone.
You may leave the dish of comfits and remove tieoplatters.”

"Very good, my lord." The butler bowed with an inspave dignity. If he
understood the import of the exchange that hadocstirred, his face gave
no indication of it. With a signal to the footmehe remaining covers were
lifted from the table, and the Earl and CountesJ afrisbroke were left
alone.

The Earl just managed to control his accumulatedes®f grievance until
the door closed behind the butler, then he turnddde his wife.

"Perhaps you would be good enough to explain thanmg of that silly

masquerade you performed at the occasion of astrriieeting?" Without
waiting for a reply he ground out, "I shall notestipt to express my
displeasure at your conduct in front of servants Wave served this family



for generations. | should be obliged, howeverpifi ywould inform me why
you found it necessary to behave with such appglliigarity on the day
that we met?"

Marianne responded with false lightness. "Why tigatquite simply
explained, my lord. | did not wish to marry you,datherefore hoped to
dissuade you from pursuing a union that promisedrtwe distasteful to
both parties."

The Earl was conscious of severely ruffled feeljrige more so because he
found this new Marianne bewilderingly desirablethdlugh his affaires in
Europe had all been conducted with experienced \aifichg married
women, he had caused many a broken heart amorialia@ and German
debutantes, and had grown used to thinking hismgelltnigh irresistible. "I
was not aware, Madam, that my proposals were obasxo you," he said
stiffly. "I had been reliably informed—as | thoughthat you looked with
favour upon the match.”

Marianne's voice was without inflexion. "I can wbklieve that you were
misinformed concerning my wishes, my lord. On thkject of matrimony,
I'm afraid that my brother finds it difficult—in &, impossible—to
distinguish betweehis wishes andanyfeelings."

"In your situation," said the Earl haughtily, "laid have thought marriage
represented a change for the better."

"In my situation?" Marianne's voice was deceptivaild. "What was there
especially inmy situation that rendered marriage so desirable2Heopast
year | have enjoyed a considerable degree of imtkpee and the company
of an intelligent and kind-hearted friend. | hadindlination for changing
my lot, and no thought at all that my life wouldibgroved by marrying an
earl whose reputation was already .. . notorious."

The Earl rose to his feet and walked over to tieaghnearth, stirring the logs
with the toe of his boot. He watched the showespdrks falling to the
ground and struggled unsuccessfully to retain cbwofrhis temper.



There was some excuse for the ragged state oehves Within the space
of five weeks he had been informed of his fathéeath and had travelled
halfway across Europe on horseback. He had alsd i#g to the prospect of
financial ruin and been forced to marry an unkn@nd unwanted woman.

He recognized, in a small rational corner of higiftprthat he was in no fit
state to make decisions that would affect the wholese of his married life
but, as he stared into the embers of the fire héhie frustrations of the past
weeks coalesce into a burning resentment of theamowho was now his
bride. Only one clear sensation surfaced from theldied pool of his

emotions—an unworthy but powerful desire to distilnd apparent calm of
this adversary, to subdue her physically if he donbt conquer her
mentally.

At last he turned away from the fire and said buetg "We are married
now, and the reasons why this happened need neddrauble us. God
knows, there is nothing that we can do to repardhmage.” He walked
over to Marianne's side and pulled her to her tdetplaced his hand firmly
beneath her chin and forced her to turn up her facehis inspection.
Marianne's long lashes fell immediately over thekdaolet of her eyes,
veiling her expression, and the Earl drew in a sadgharp breath.

His grip on her arms tightened cruelly and he gashort laugh. "I suppose
| should be grateful that you look as you do, anidas | once feared. At least
it will make the provision of an heir for Tarristi®a more interesting task."
He forced himself to ignore the tremors that raoulgh her body, and bent
his head to kiss her mouth, his eyes burning wipotant mixture of anger
and desire. His lips hardly touched her cheek, wewebefore he felt the
stinging impact of her hand striking his face,

"You should strive to remember my bourgeois backgdy my lord,"” she
said in a shaking voice. "The daughters of tradesane not accustomed to
being treated as ... as . . . women of easy vifiue.chastity is too valuable
a commodity to be lightly given away."

The Earl looked at her with contempt, touching litiel welts left by her
fingers on the pallor of his face. "l am not likétyforget the details of your
background,” he said bitingly. "But at some stage sust learn to behave



as if you were born a lady, so it may as well b&v.nBermit me to remind
you that weare married, and your moral scruples thus seem singwat of
place.”

"But we do not know one another,"” protested Margamulling herself away
from his side.

The Earl smiled sarcastically. "I have just sugg@she ideal solution to that
problem, my dear. Pray do not subject me to anyenexamples of the
methods you have previously employed to protect yatue.” Before she

could offer any further protest, she found hersmtked in his arms, her
head crushed against the starched muslin frilleigfshirt. Then, just as
suddenly, she was pushed gently away as the sairmi¥ooming voice

penetrated the thick oaken doors of the diningrsalo

"It seems that you have a respite before we—er-héurvur acquaintance,”
said the Earl. "I believe we have just heard mylelscvoice, although |
cannot understand what he is doing here."

The doors opened even as he spoke, and MariannablMato observe her
husband clutched in the enthusiastic grasp of la ttaih man, whose
lugubrious expression was belied by the heartyajdyiof his voice.

"Quentin, you young rascal, it's good to see yonrigkve the call at this
hour, but | had not time to stand on ceremony.Veh@ be off again to
Brussels on Friday. Thank God you hadn't slopedooffarrisbroke!"

He stepped back and gave the Earl's arm a secdhdsastic pumping.
"And what's all this tarradiddle Trimble was teflime about the Countess?
Knew your mother couldn't be in town . . . starmeeason with the sad state
of affairs. . . . Yes, Well. Least said about yéather, the better. Just want
you to know, m'boy, that if you need assistance;woonly to tell me."

He looked at the Earl's tense expression, and tdaicjood-humouredly.
"You may as well remove that haughty look from ydace, my dear
nephew, and tell me how your father's affagally stand. Couldn't get a
word out of that miserable stick of a lawyer thst lame | tried to talk to



him." Sir Henry paused finally for breath, and tarl drew him firmly
away from the firelight and towards the shadowtarof the dining table.

"It is good to see you, sir, whatever the reasolydor call. And despite the
generosity of your offer, | am happy to say thatfatyer's affairs stand in
tolerable order." Hsmiled affectionately at his uncle, and warmth ded
his features. "No doubt Trimble mentioned the Cesstbecause, knowing
how you rattle on, he wished to alert you to thet that | am not dining
alone. The fact is, sir, that | was married thigmmag, and | now beg leave
to present the new Countess of Tarrisbroke."” Heetito Marianne and said
briefly, "I should like to present to you my motlsebrother, Sir Henry
Lane."

Marianne rose from the table and dropped a gracefigy, but she was not
allowed to complete the formal phrases of welcoM#at's this?" cried Sir

Henry, sweeping her towards the brighter lightshat side of the room.
"Married! And how come you to wed such a Beautye@in, when you

would have us all believe that you have not set iioé&ngland these three
years past?"

The Earl replied without inflexion. "My . . . wife. . spent several years
overseas, sir. We did not meet at one of Lond@skibnable parties as you
might have supposed.”

Sir Henry had not represented his Government'sesite at the Court of
Louis XVIII for nothing, and was perfectly capabtd detecting an

unspoken story behind his nephew's curt senteRigesmiled charmingly at
the Countess, however, murmuring that London'siagsundoubtedly been
the Continent's gain. He added cheerfully, "Youa@reiously a woman of
high courage as well as superlative beauty, mafayou are prepared to
take on the arduous role of wife to my rapscalbba nephew."

Marianne was grateful to him for his polished flofvcompliments, and
smiled at him warmly. "I am not sure that my cowagtes so great a
measure of praise! | have not yet spent one fullnewg in the Earl's
company, and already | am wondering if | really\krtee man | agreed to
marry."



She saw that the Earl was listening to her words &n intentness that
surprised her, and was annoyed to feel a delibadh bf colour creeping up
to stain her cheeks. She looked at Sir Henry widsdull of wry laughter. "l
have, however, already learned one wifely lessop well. | know when |
must leave the gentlemen alone! You called uporhospand this evening
because you have something of an urgent natuiisdtmse to him, so | shall
leave you. Sir Henry, with my best wishes for aesahd comfortable
journey to Brussels."

"l look forward to furthering our acquaintance, ladarrisbroke." Sir
Henry bowed once more over her outstretched hdrmhrihot deny that |
require a few moments of my nephew's time, butgehthat your bridal
journey may bring you into Belgium and that we nhaye the pleasure of
entertaining you. It will be some weeks before M@mon to St. Petersburg.”

The Earl walked over to his wife's side, and spalkely as he escorted her
to the door. "We leave early for Kent tomorrow. Mad The journey is
tiresome and some of the roads not very good tast you will be able to
rest well."

She raised dark violet eyes to meet his own. "Wiayk you, my lord. | am
looking forward to a night afindisturbedepose." He raised both her hands
to his lips and allowed a slightly quizzical sntiteflicker across his mouth.
Hastily Marianne withdrew her fingers from his tbuand said primly.
"There is no need to offer your escort, my lord,Ifeee one of the footmen
waiting to light me to my chamber. Do not worrytthahall oversleep. My
own maid is with me and is accustomed to prepariedgor an early start to
the day."

She was conscious of a most unseemly desire terliagd hastily, to cover
her confusion said, "Your uncle, sir, is waiting j@ur presence."

"Alas, you are too right. Sleep well." He bowedwaixquisite formality and
turned back to face his uncle. "Now, sir, you seeready to attend to you."



CHAPTER SEVEN

The door shut softly behind Marianne, and Sir Hexxpelled his breath in a
long sigh. "Well, Quentin, I'm not denying that I'mressed for
time—something devilish important to ask of you—~btgt of all, m'boy,
you're going to tell me what all this is about. Ked! And to somebody you
never mentioned to me when | saw you last month!"

"Our marriage was only recently agreed upon s, &l be announced in
the Tosttomorrow. | could not inform you of our intentiofsst month
because | had no plans for matrimony at that time."

Sir Henry relaxed more comfortably in his chair aaid imperturbably,
"You may come down off your high ropes and remdvat fpokered-up
expression from your face. If you don't wish td tak why you married
without a word of warning to your family, Quentitien I'm not going to
press you. But don't try and pretend to me thatr yiather's financial
foolishness had nothing to do with this, becauseri't believe it. No! Don't
bother to act the haughty Earl with me. Just poerseme of the port that |
see sitting on the table over there, and let me/oel why I've come. | had
better speak quickly, before you throw me out eflilouse."

The Earl laughed. "You must know there is veryditikelihood that | shall

attempt anything so undiplomatic as to throw yotl Blo matter how much
| may wish you and your questions at the devilanmot afford to alienate
the affections of so prominent a member of our govent !"

Sir Henry shifted in his chair, sipping the mellgert with a sigh of
contentment. "Ah, Quentin! There are times whemshunyselfat the devil.
... I'm getting too old for this constant rackgtiabout the Continent. It is
bad enough that | must set out to captivate thenttin of the Russian
Emperor and place one of Prinny's wilder schemésdéim, but | had no
sooner reached Brussels, en route for the Rusgyasknow, when word
came that | was needed back here in London."

"If the purpose of your visit to me is to explaiovh you feel yourself
out-of-place at the centre of political intriguedagpvernment planning, then
| regret to inform you that you have already failegour mission. | have no



doubt that your rackety old bones rejoiced in eyeltyof the carriage and
every heave of the boat. There can be few men glaed whose advice is
so much sought after and even—on rare occasiongd-agon. There are
not many people, my dear uncle, who enjoy the denite of the Princand
Wellington!"

"Well, well. I do my best to bring an element ohmmon- sense into their
schemes, you know." Sir Henry tried to look modext failed lamentably.
"But | have a job of work for you to undertake, @tie, and the deuce of it
is that | can't ask anybody else. It's not a reqgthed | ought to make of
somebody who hasn't yet managed to spend an evalong with his new
wife!”

"Since | perceive that you have every intentionasking me anyway, |
suggest sir, that you unburden yourself of the wliol

Sir Henry poured himself a further helping of pamd leaned forward in his
chair. "I know that it's no news to you to heartttlatails of Government
plans are forever being leaked to the French govent—and to all the
little European princelings who can be counted ujgomake trouble. Ever
since the war with America, Europe's been riddl&t government agents,
all looking to make a few golden guineas by pedpnpposed government
secrets."” Sir Henry gave a sharp bark of laughidost of the time, the
information they sell isn't worth the scrap of pajs written on, but every
so often some damn fool who should know better tailk in front of his
servants. And then if the servant needs moneyiitlg a matter of time
before the supposedly secret plans or informatiomup in all the European
capitals.”

The Earl's attention was caught. "I had not redlizet the safety of our
military plans was still a cause for concern. l\krikat some French emigres
created problems twenty years ago. And of couhsxset French aristocrats
who chose to accept Napoleon's offer of safetyrahdned to France must
have taken with them a great deal of informatiout Bis hard to believe,
sir, that much important information is now crogsthe Channel. Besides,
we are at peace."



Sir Henry snorted contemptuously. "Officially weeat peace." Impatiently
he snapped his fingers. "l would not care to wagsingle bottle of good
French brandy on the chances of our continuing waat for more than a
couple of years. Europe—as you should know—is aripat for boiling
over."

The Earl inclined his head. "I cannot take your @regjnce | agree with you
that the present peaceful state of Europe willamature for long. But tell

me, sir, why you are brought scrambling back todambecause of security
failures that have, | am sure, occurred regulatlie last thirty years?"

Sir Henry twisted uncomfortably. "There is evergsen to suppose, from
the nature of the documents that are now surfaoifaris and some other
cities, that the most important leaks of informati&re coming from my
office. My personal staff includes several foreigne/oung sprigs most of
'em, sent to learn the business of diplomacy bynhgas aides or liaison
officers between my office and their own governrsekinfortunately, the
leakage of information seems to have been so vadghng that it is not
even possible to say with certainty whether thermfant is French, or
German, or even some other nationality entirelys lbnly certain that the
spy, if he exists, is violently opposed to the mild.ouis XVIIL." Sir Henry
permitted himself a wry laugh. "As you can imagithat does not precisely
narrow my field of suspects.”

He thought quietly for a while, before adding, "€@furse, Louis XVIII has
such an extraordinary capacity for allowing hismuers to make him look
foolish, that it is not always possible to be qustee that his diplomatic
blunders are the result of deliberate manipulattather than simple
misjudgment. However, the conversations | have $iade my return to
London convincaneabsolutely that somebody who can gain access to my
confidential papers is in the service of a hogtileign government.”

"l perceive the makings of a government scandahayes even a political
crisis, and | have no doubt that your counsel wgently needed. | cannot
think, however, that my very circumscribed underdiag of the problems
would aid anybody in any way."



Sir Henry gave a crack of laughter. "Lord, nobodgnts your advice,
Quentin. London's got more people standing arouatlirvg to give their
opinion on any and every subject than a meadovblaaes of grass. | need
you for a very practical purpose ... | need yoa asessenger."

"1 am flattered.” The Earl looked at his uncle vattouch of irony. "You do
not care to tax me with too arduous a mental task?"

"I have never doubted your supply of brains, Quentnerely your
willingness to use them. However, you have nothgeatrd why | need your
help. There is more to my story."

"l hardly dare ask to whom | am supposed to delikier message? It must
be to one of my European acquaintances?"

"Yes," said Sir Henry bluntly. "I am asking youttelp me for two reasons.
Firstly because | am sure that | can trust you detaly, and secondly
because it is well known in Europe that you arantimately . . . acquainted
with the Mazaretto family."

The Earl expelled his breath on a long sigh. "Nogvreach the nub of the
matter. Today | was married, but tomorrow you wish to take a message
to my former mistress!"Have | guessed it? Indeelatwcould be more

charming!"

Sir Henry looked as close to total discomposumsasspossible for a man of
his nature and training, but he rallied immediatéNaturally | had no
notion that you were married when | came heredhiening. But in fact it
makes no odds. Of course | do not wish you to takgthing to the
Principessa.”

"You relieve my mind. Do pray continue.”

"Maria Gabriella's cousin. Prince Alberto, is comiping that he is
receiving no support from our ministers or from difecers Wellington sent
to help him get his army back on its feet. He'sbphdy right at that. Old
Stewart is too busy worrying about what Castlereagsaying at Court to
care how the army is faring in a remote part of Adiatic." Sir Henry



glared moodily at a falling log. "But the fact @uentin, we cannot afford to
let King Louis' opponents gather strength. Boney rha imprisoned on
Elba for the time being, but that doesn't mean areafford to have all the
minor princelings who are annoyed with the BritiSbvernment turning

over their half-baked armies to his supportershart, Quentin, we cannot
afford to let Prince Alberto commit his soldiers tihe French

revolutionaries, and that is what he has been témeay to do. He is

beginning to believe that such a move would offien Imore protection

against Metternich's Austrian armies than remaitoygl to us."

The Earl walked across the darkened room and starteof the window on
to the small London garden that glimmered in theeetal light of a full
moon. "l cannot pretend that the Prince's wavdogglties come as a shock
to me. | had suspected as much when Maria Gabres first ordered
home from Paris, and the Prince's manner towardomee we were in
Ancona confirmed my suspicions that the Britishevabout to pass out of
favour in his province. And so, my dear uncle,ainh supposed to persuade
Prince Alberto that his future welfare depends aintaining his alliance
with England, | fear you have most certainly ovesdamy powers of
persuasion. Not to mention the fact that | canmet imy choice as an
emissary of the Government would be altogethenénviery best of taste.”

"Quentin, marriage seems to have addled your Wie. not expect you to
carry political messages of a highly sensitive reato the family of your
ex-mistress! But | need you—and your notorious emtion to the
Mazaretto family—as a decoy in setting up my inigdion. Refrain from
interrupting me for a few moments, so that | maglaix what | am trying to
do which is, in effect, to bring down two birds wibne stone."

"I am all silent attention,” the Earl said dryly.

"A couple of years ago when our armies were pusBiogey tack inland
from the southern coast of France, Colonel Hendoodgps were involved
in a skirmish with some renegade soldiers of Bortaparhe Colonel
captured a fair bit of treasure from the Frencldigo$, including the Crown
of Saint Helen-Theodora which had been stolen ftbe Cathedral at
Ancona. Perhaps you know that the peasants' atengdriatic coast regard
her Crown as a holy relic ?"



The Earl nodded briefly and remarked, "I'm suret thance Alberto's
attitude is more practical.”

Sir Henry shrugged. "Of course. The Prince regamgrely as an excellent
source of ready cash, and has asked the Britiskei@ment to return it to
him as a token of good faith. The sale of the mil@ied diamonds in the
Crown would probably raise sufficient funds forriee Alberto to re-equip
half his army. On the other hand, if the Crowndatito the possession of the
revolutionaries, it could easily be used as a halisman to rally the
peasants to their side. You will see how importaris for the British
Government to ensure that the Crown is returneglyséd Prince Alberto."

"I am, of course, flattered if you are suggestim@attl should ride
ventre-a-terreacross Europe, clutching this Crown in my saddlgs’ The
Earl's voice was apologetic. "It's not that | wistdownplay my prowess on
horseback, nor even my love of the absurd, butoukhhave thought a
couple of trustworthy officers and a troop of wedined soldiers would
have been the most logical method of getting suckesure safely to Italy.”

Sir Henry sighed. "You are correct, and the Crovas wespatched in just
the way you suggest earlier this evening. Nobodysthat this is the case,
however, save | myself and now you, of course. &Nein the officers know
what they are carrying to Prince Alberto."

The Earl looked at his uncle in evident bewildertm&sir, | have spent the
last five weeks since | heard of my father's déath state of turmoil. | was
married only this morning—not exactly a step toupelertaken lightly, |

have discovered. It seems that | must confessntlyatnental powers are
sadly depleted. If | am not to carry political magss, if my advice is not
sought, if | am not needed as a porter for the yiartCrown what, in

Heaven's name, do you wish me to do?"

Sir Henry rose to his feet and looked at his nepiwttv a touch of humour
lurking behind his eyes. "l want you to acceptater case from one of my
secretaries tomorrow morning, and carry it withreag) deal of pomp and
circumstance to our Embassy in Brussels. | am dibgnto be exceptionally
careless—in a most discreet way, of course— abtarevyou are going
and what is inside the leather case you are cayrfyhiis voice acquired an



uncharacteristically wistful note. "It is probalttyo much to hope that one of
my aides will personally try to remove what he éedis to be Saint
Helen-Theodora's Crown. But at the very least, evere do not discover
the source of the leaks in my office, attention ¥d focused upogouand
my troop of soldiers will have a greatly increasgthnce of arriving
successfully in Ancona. Then, too, | am now on mgrg, and | shall be able
to watch the members of my staff with a fresh awass. | do not altogether
despair of somebody betraying undue interest i yoavements.”

The Earl paced the room for some minutes befospbke. At last he turned
to face his uncle. "Sir, leaving aside the questibwhether | really wish to
help Prince Alberto sell the jewels contained iprieless religious relic,
what you ask is impossible. | admit that a few rhendago— even a few
weeks ago—I might have welcomed the opportunitgitik my problems
beneath the greater weight of a political emergeBay you must see, | am
sure you will understand, that it is not possilalerarry on one day and go
chasing off to Brussels on the next!"

Sir Henry shot a surreptitious glance at his nepfiem beneath discreetly
lowered lids. "Well, I'm not saying that | wasrinast bowled over when |
came in and discovered that my nephew—whom | hat $&en in
circumstances it is probably wiser not to recall-swaw a sober married
man. But as soon as you told me that Lady Tarrigbroad travelled
extensively abroad, it came to me in a flash thaicase was not desperate."

The Earl eyed his uncle warily. "I am almost afreadask the meaning of
your remarks."

"No, no! Nothing alarming, | assure you. Merelyttitaseems to me that
your marriage need have little impact upon my plgou and Lady

Tarrisbroke met abroad, what could seem more nahaa that you should
travel back to the Continent for your nuptial vogag

The Earl laughed in disbelief. "You cannot expedury suspected
revolutionaries to believe that | am carrying a&eléss State treasure on my
honeymoon! Sir, have you given any thought to thesgble dangers of this
task you wish me to undertake? Surely even the gresiulous of foreign



agents would find it hard to believe that | woubdpese my wife to the
chance of such danger ?"

Sir Henry looked embarrassed once more. "The tlenguentin, your
dealings with women in the past have not led petpleelieve that your
attitudes are basicallyrotective.”

The Earl interrupted coldly. "You speak of womenawhl have known in
the past. We are now discussing the Countess osbeske—my wife."

Sir Henry cleared his throat. "Yes, well, | am asvdhat you make a
distinction. | was merely answering your questisriahow it might appear
to other people. In fact, | cannot believe therang danger either to you or
to Lady Tarrisbroke, or | should not suggest theesgte to you. After all, we
are dealing with sophisticated political maniputatonot revolutionary
desperadoes. None of my aides is very likely tsbumto Tarrisbroke Hall
and demand the Crown at pistol-point.”

"My dear uncle, you sound almost disappointed!"

"Well, you cannot deny that such an action wouléspnt me with
irrefutable proof, and | am confident your servantauld disarm the man
before any damage could be done!"

"Next you will be telling me that Lady Tarrisbroketo be congratulated at
the delightful wedding journey we are planninglier. Come, sir! You are a
married man and you must realize that one doessumggest a leisurely
sojourn in Kent and suddenly alter this to a breaknride across the
Continent of Europe without awakening some resentsn@ the bosom of
one's bride."

Sir Henry regarded his nephew shrewdly. "I've hael pleasure of your
acquaintance for over thirty years, Quentin, akiaolw it is useless to expect
you to tell me the true facts behind this marriafgours. | also took a good
look at the determined thrust of your wife's chamd | am prepared to
guarantee that the next weeks will not be placiétivér you spend them at
Tarrisbroke or chasing across the Continent. Ofsm®Uu he added hastily,
"there is no need to tell Lady Tarrisbrokbyyou are going to Brussels, that



might alarm her unnecessarily. Ladies' nerves aséyeshattered, as you
probably know better than | do, my boy. | have fteondered how you
could stomach all that foreign emotion ... too mémhme, Quentin, and |
have to admit it."

"l had better agree to your proposition, sir, befpou threaten to throw the
details of my unsavoury past before me." The Eawld not quite conceal
the small thread of laughter that ran through lise. "I suppose | have to
say that the chance to make some small contributiavards maintaining
the peace of Europe is not to be lightly thrown yaWwa

Sir Henry sprang to his feet, the jovial words ofreisiasm in conflict with
the expression of immeasurable relief that spreaat bis face. "Always
knew | could count on you, Quentin. | shall sendsegretary round to you
tomorrow with the jewel case. Now | must give ydiutlze instructions for
meeting with me at the Ambassador's residenceusd®is, for we shan't be
seeing one another before | leave."

"That is probably just as well," said the Earlfé&l that more thaone of
your urgent missions would be quite beyond my peweaccomplish. Now
that | am a married man, you must know that it ysexpressed intention to
retire to Tarrisbroke and grow turnips."

Sir Henry allowed his quizzing glass to travel teegth of his nephew's
immaculate evening clothes. "Hmmm. . . ." he muedufl can see that you
have selected a future which is ideally suited eorrynatural tastes and
talents. Not to mention how perfectly | imagine {aBarrisbroke would

adapt to the life."

The Earl laughed. "I refuse to be provokgdst | shall pretend to deliver
your Crown andhenl shall retire to grow my turnips.”

Sir Henry was at his most dignified. "You had bettag for Trimble," he
said austerely. "If 1 am to write you a letter aftroduction to our
Ambassador we shall need pens and paper not taanentew more lights.
Don't worry, | shall not hold you much longer frgour bed.”



The Earl tugged at the bell-rope and turned a bface towards his uncle.
"Do not hurry yourself, my dear uncle. The nighsisl relatively young,
and my time ientirelyat your disposal.”

"Then you are more of a fool than | thought youb®" said Sir Henry
gruffly. "And don't bother to look daggers at medgse I'm too old and too
important to be knocked down, and even you would@'trass enough to
challenge me to a duel. There are some compensatiancroaching old
age, after all.”

The Earl fought down several angry and largelytioral retorts that might
have been made to his uncle. It was not, perhbhpsgentleman's fault that
the Earl had been politely but firmly told to stayt of his wife's bedroom.
So far, the Earl had not even fully admitted to $afhthat he wished to let
himself in. He walked across the room and tuggedgely at the bell-rope
once again. "Trimble will be with us in a momenicle. Now tell me what
route you suggest | should take in order to deliiex heirloom ?"



CHAPTER EIGHT

The Earl rode beside his wife's travelling carriagea mood of totally
irrational irritation. Marianne, informed of the aige in plans over the
breakfast table, had accepted the news with thesttplacidity. She agreed
to the Earl's suggestion that they might find Keamp and depressing at
this time of year with a polite inclination of thead, and he had been left
nourishing the unflattering conviction that his evifad not believed a single
word of his rambling explanations.

In the end he had been unable to tolerate Mariaroadin perusal of the
Morning Tostany longer, and he had flung his chair back froentable with
considerable venom. "Indeed, ma'am, | had antiegbarousing slightly
more curiosity with this sudden change of plaranlhappy to see that you
are already resigned to such dutiful domestic sabion."

Marianne looked up at him and allowed her eyesecome round with

surprise. "Youwvishedme to plague you with questions? Indeed, sir,esinc
am not altogether without wits, it was perfectlgai to me that our plans
had been changed because of some request made Iy your uncle last

evening. Should | tease you until you reveal hissi® me?"The Earl found
himself uncomfortably trapped in a device of hisnofashioning, for he

could think of nothing to do in the face of thiorital attack other than
mutter "My uncle?" in bewildered accents that deegineither himself nor
his wife.

It was left to Marianne to rescue them both frons gawkward situation,

which she did by the simple method of retiring & rbom to supervise the
remainder of her packing. The Earl was thus lefivemiently alone and

could receive his uncle's secretary without hawngake any explanations
or perform any embarrassing introductions.

The ornate jewel case, lavishly embossed with Rlore scrollwork, was
strapped on to the back of his saddle, and the &hille feeling remarkably
foolish, was unable to prevent himself from peermgvously around
Berkeley Square, half anticipating the sight of gstarious and sinister
foreigner behind every lamp-post. It was in the shidf one such
surreptitious survey that Marianne descended tleessbf Rodbourne



House, looking enchantingly self- possessed andaatein a travelling
pelisse of bronze wool with a matching bonnet trexniy trailing white
ostrich feathers. The Earl looked at Marianne iensie, not attempting to
explain to himself why the entrancing picture prasd by his wife merely
served to deepen his ill-humour. He was acutelgcouns of the fact that he
had not emerged a victor from their small joughatbreakfast table, so he
greeted her coolly.

"I shall ride Ebony," he said stiffly, patting hisorse's neck. "I find
travelling inside a carriage an intolerable boreal avoid it whenever
possible."

Marianne greeted this arrangement with perfect iguigy. "Now | shall be
able to stretch out and make myself really comfdetd she said, smiling
innocently. "I find travelling so much pleasantenem one is not forced to
make idle conversation." Her lashes swept down deipnuto cover dark
eyes, brimming with laughter. The Earl ground ketlh and wondered why
such good sense and apparent willingness to pEasdd render him so
thoroughly disgruntled.

After a few hours of riding in the fresh air of anseasonably warm and
sunny October day, the Earl's temper was suffiigetcovered to enable
him to examine his own feelings more calmly. Heremkledged, since he
was an innately honest man, that his ill-humouasgrbasically from regret
at having accepted his uncle's mission. With a endsddart of surprise, he
realized that he resented the intrusion of extrasd¢asks into the delicate
fabric of his marriage. In his astonishment attthen of his own thoughts,
he pulled Ebony to a halt, staring back acrossKaéetish fields in the
direction of the road still to be traversed bywite's travelling carriage and
the coach containing servants and household baggtgeondered what
Marianne was thinking, if she was as curious aleuthusband as he was
about his wife.

The Earl savoured the feelings growing inside hitina sense of disbelief.
He could never before remember experiencing thisnse interest in a
woman's mind and character while at the same timeeadmitted it now—
his desire to possess her body was increasingyhourl



He was seized by an irrational need to see Mariagaé, to examine her
face and see if in reality some flaw marred thégqmtion he remembered, to
find—if he could —some traces of stupidity or greleat would blot out the
frank and intelligent enticement of her eyes. Ist@n violet eyes, he
remembered, that seemed to be luring him on tanvanatment he was far
from ready to make.

Impatiently he touched his spurs to the flank & horse, and the stallion
leapt forward in obedience to the unspoken commidadvas alongside the
carriage within minutes, wheeling his horse aroand trotting slowly as he
glanced in the window of his wife's carriage.

Marianne lay back against the satin squabs, hedisaarded at her feet,
brown curls tumbling in disorder around her shortddeHer pelisse
remained primly buttoned, her small shoes tuckedrdetly under the hem
of her travelling dress. The Earl stared at heglblack lashes curling on to
pale white cheeks and searched very hard for aisietnat would set him
free from the invisible bonds he felt were tighteparound him. He could
find none. Once she was awake, he reassured hjrhselfould soon grow
tired of her shrewish tongue.

The Tarrisbroke estate in Kent spread over mone tiva hundred acres of
fertile land some twenty miles inland from the dahport of Dover. The
road between London and Tonbridge Wells was mueluinted and
maintained in a state of high repair, but the rader deteriorated and even
with three changes of the horses drawing the g@siat was not possible to
accomplish the sixty miles from London to TarridkedHall in less than
eight hours.

It was therefore almost evening when the Earl dnésvhorse, trembling
with exhaustion, to a standstill outside the mass4gsted pillars of the
entrance to his home. His wife's travelling careiagnd the baggage coach,
both provided with fresh horses at the last posiimg drove briskly down
the long gravelled driveway and came to a haltgdate the Earl.

Two grooms and a couple of stable boys ran swiftiynd from the back of
the house, and as soon as his horse was secueefathswung to the
ground and strode over to Marianne's carriagegfyity easing cramped



muscles that ached from hours in the saddle. Magiappeared a little pale,
but brushed aside his curt enquiry as to whethestaying motion of the
coach had affected her. With extreme formality,offered her his arm to
escort her into the house, but she stopped himstarted to speak with
unaccustomed embarrassment.

"I am afraid, my lord, that | have had no opportymd become acquainted
with the details of your family history. | shoule bbliged if you would tell
me the names of those members of your family whararve likely to be
meeting this evening." She did not look directlyhat husband. "I should
not like to seem discourteous ... or ill-educatedy making some muddle,
or by overlooking some person to whom | owe attemti

The Earl was stricken with a novel feeling of resgrwhich he overcame
by speaking even more sharply than usual.

"Only my mother, the Dowager Countess, and mysistely Eleanor, need
concern you this evening. And since it is well kmatlvat | have been out of
the country for many years, and the story has Ipeg¢rabout that we met
abroad, nobody will find it at all strange that yane singularly ignorant in
all matters connected with my family and thedisposiof my estates.”

To his astonishment, Marianne laughed a littled&ed sir, | think this is
one occasion when | may safely bless the fact ofemynine sex. | think |
could probably live to be a hundred and no memlbgoar acquaintance
would find it in the least strange ifstill knew nothing of the extent of your
land, nor the general methods of administration giogloy."”

The Earl spoke with unthinking condescension. "lqunte sure that a lady
blessed with such extraordinary good looks as youm, will not need to
involve herself in the mundane problems of runrardgiry herd!"

"Oh no!" said Marianne agreeably. "It is, after allwell-acknowledged fact
that a pretty face can only be retained if therbimkept scrupulously empty
of all useful knowledge." She smiled sweetly at tharl, her manner
guileless and disarming, yet he was once agaimidftthe uncomfortable
certainty that he had engaged in a sparring matdibaen defeated.



He was more than happy to feel the stirring of aglAutumn breeze, and
wrapped a shawl around Marianne's shoulders witldesu solicitude. He
carefully avoided the need for a reply by usheieg up the crumbling
stone steps to the massive oak doors of Tarriskaile

The butler, an old man of at least seventy, bortherestate and brought up
to consider the Earls of Tarrisbroke as of consiblgr more consequence
than the King and only slightly less consequenea the Almighty, bowed
low as his master and new mistress entered thda Bedla Although Harper
could never have brought himself to form the thdugtuch less to express
such a thought in words, he was inexpressiblyvetighat the Old Earl had
finally passed on and that the Young Earl had bede to come home
before utter ruin visited the House of Rodbournéelall the other
Tarrisbroke servants. Harper had not been paidver a year, but he still
bowed humbly as the Earl smiled at him, and he wéitd perfect sincerity,
"Welcome home, my lord. It is an honour to see god her ladyship."

As he spoke, Marianne stared about her in thecglehtotal incredulity. In

her worst nightmares, she had never envisaged ssdene as this. On
either side of the whole forty-foot length of thee@t Hall, servants were
lined up in neat and obviously expectant rows, fesxan the left- hand
side, males on the right. From some source or andtinds had been found
to outfit the entire staff in black mourning lives, and to Marianne the
assembled ranks resembled nothing so much as ffidvegsoclustering in an
abandoned building. With one corner of her panicigtn brain she

registered two awesome figures, one trailing vohous, all-enveloping

black veils, who stood at the very end of the Haltl thus constituted a
physical barrier that had to be breached beforetkeor of the house could
be attained.

With faint hope, she scanned the assembled rardxhseg for Miss
Thatcher's familiar and cheerful face. But thereswe sign of her
companion, and with a tiny sigh Marianne resignersélf to the fact that
she would have to meet this challenge alone.

Marianne turned to face the Earl, for the firstdira hint of real fear
darkening her eyes, and to her great relief, his aas placed firmly
beneath her elbow, and his hand took her glovegefmsecurely within his



grasp. With complete assurance, he walked up toeltterly lady who
headed the row of female servants lined up on ¢fteof the Hall, and
murmuring some polite words of recognition, told Mdane that this was
Mrs. Withelmstone, the housekeeper. Swiftly he wdldown the long lines
of servants, nodding to some, shaking hands witaref smiling to them all.

Marianne smiled at the blur of faces until her jagbked, while all the time
she was thinking, "All these servants, and he wadesperate for money
that he had to marry me!" Reluctantly, her exhalisi@in decided that it
could not unravel the mysteries of aristocratidesys of finance tonight.

Finally the never-ending litany of names came $top and Marianne found
herself face-to-face with the two figures encasetllack who stood at the
end of the Hall. Instantly she became aware otfeglow of her bronze
pelisse, the quiver of her white ostrich plumesavéms, she thought
desperately, was | supposed to be dressed likethem

The elder of the two figures inclined a regal headlarianne's direction,
and the Earl's grasp on her fingers increased p#lbe "Mama," he said
quietly, "I should like to present to you my wifielarianne, Countess of
Tarrisbroke."

"How do you do?" The imperious head bent fractilypallowing Marianne
to complete a suitably docile curtsy before a wikdecheek, partially
screened by scratchy lace veil, was_ placed ag#iessoft firm skin of
Marianne's face.

The second black figure, lacking the embellishnoéace veils, was more
readily recognizable as a young woman of pleasiogptexion, light
blonde hair and rather pale grey eyes. These wened upon Marianne
without any noticeable warmth, and the Earl's atscerere constrained as
he made the second introduction. "Marianne, thimyssister, the Lady
Eleanor.”

Hesitantly, Marianne reached forward her hand, @whdn Lady Eleanor
made no further gesture of greeting, she leantsaditte space separating
them and touched her face against the unyieldingeei of Lady Eleanor's
cheek. "Lady Eleanor," she said with all the eniera she could muster, "I



am pleased to think that we are to be sisters. ll@king forward to
arranging with you how we may most happily and ukeffill our days
together at Tarrisbroke."

A momentary look of complacency crossed Lady El€arieatures. "Since
you have been brought up in Manchester, | am fiatethere is a great deal
| shall be able to teach you."

Marianne bit back an overhasty retort to the eftbet she had not been
brought up in Manchester, and had not preciselynbasking her
sister-in-law for instruction. She took a tight dbaon her irritation and
replied with commendable mildness, "I am not musédito country ways,
having spent the last few years abroad. I'm sureynthings will seem
strange to me at first, and | shall be happy teehawr advice."

Lady Eleanor seemed all set to enter into a dssent upon the customs
obtaining in Kent, but the Earl interrupted smowptHl am sure. Mama, that
you will wish to serve dinner at the usual hourerdfore you must excuse
us if we are to dress ourselves more suitably eefbro'clock. Perhaps Mrs.
Withelmstone could show my wife to her rooms? hdo know which suite
has been prepared for her."

There was a slight pause, full of tension, and Btare suddenly became
aware of the surprising fact that the relationdfepween her husband and
his family was far from perfect. She had not prasiy spared the time from
her own worries to wonder much about the feelinghe Earl towards his
family, but now she could sense the coldness #saiited from long years of
separation and the long-standing animosity betvleeftarl and his father.

She instinctively sympathized with the Dowagerlsagance to hand over
the reins of domestic power, and so she tried tkensame suggestion that
would show her indifference as to the choice ofdbegdnber, but the
Dowager was already speaking in a cold voice thatipited interruptions.

"The master suites in the East Wing have been prdfar you," she said
with careful neutrality. "We are a small, inforngalrty this evening, so you
need not make a very elabor&tédette.” Almost as an afterthought she said



to Marianne, "Your companion. Miss Thatcher, amitkree or four hours
ago. She is resting in her room now."

"Why, that is splendid!" said Marianne happily.din so glad that Miss
Thatcher was able to arrive here promptly. | shdilkdelto go and seek her
out immediately, but you need not worry, ma'amhalksexercise great
restraint and refrain from gossiping with her befdmner. | am well used to
travelling and have learned not to delay unnecégsaer my dressing."

The friendly smile froze on her lips as the Dowa@euntess observed her
with hostile eyes. "Indeed?" said the Dowager indHow commendable."”

A faint flush of anger coloured Marianne's chedkd,she made no further
comment, her attention caught by the reassuringspre that spread along
her arm as the Earl tightened his clasp upon hgefs. "I shall look forward
to this evening's dinner, Mama," said the Earlis'tfortunate that you and
my wife will have this brief opportunity to make®another's acquaintance,
since our plans for the immediate future have haexpectedly changed."

The Dowager spoke sharply. "You are not plannindgettve Tarrisbroke
before the estates have been returned to somefswoder, | hope?"

The Earl smiled easily at his mother, and only [slianie noticed the faint
tightening of the muscles along his jaw.

"Your feminine intuition has found us out," he sédonically. "We have

decided, despite the warmth of your welcome tathes, we should accept
Sir Henry Lane's invitation to join him in Brussdts a short while. We

leave at the beginning of the week." He ignoreddisapproval clouding his
mother's aristocratic forehead, bowed with charntogrtesy to his sister
and then to the Dowager. "You will understand owed to retire

immediately. Come, Lady Tarrisbroke. Allow me tooshyou to your

rooms."

The vast hall in which the Tarrisbroke family asbéad their guests prior to
dining constituted an impressive memorial to thdersgours and

discomforts of an earlier age. Most of Tarrisbrékadl had been subjected
to intermittent attempts at modernization and "iay@ment", but in this one



room the stonework of the ancient castle remaimedtered through five
centuries of architectural renovation.

The beamed ceiling rose to a lofty eighteen foakpén a style vaguely
reminiscent of the main aisle in a large cathedsal] the granite walls,
decorated at the bottom with exquisitely carvedniiold panelling, soared
grey and unadorned as they approached the roofoAte stage in the
remote past, the floor had been covered with oghkamks of assorted sizes
and these now cast pitfalls for the unwary in thapge of slopes and
hummocks artfully concealed by a variety of thremélrugs.

The fireplace, presumably intended for roastingnoXéled half of one
massive wall, and the small tree-trunk burningha tentre of the grate
achieved a creditable standard in warming the chystack, although it
unfortunately had little effect upon the arctic feratures that prevailed in
the room at large.

Miscellaneous oak chairs and suits of armour lithedwalls, most of them
probably in the places that had been assigneceta three or four hundred
years before. Red velvet draperies, faded and stdlyed, hung over the
narrow windows and billowed gently in the gustswihd that entered
through a plentiful supply of cracks in the leath@s

Marianne turned to the fireplace, walking quickbyvards the comforting
glow of orange and yellow flame that at least tweltithe illusion of warmth.
The groups of people seated around the fire stopfletbnversation and
waited with awe-inspiring politeness for her arfivatheir midst. She was
greatly heartened to see Miss Thatcher, lookindriasdly and full of
commonsense as ever, seated at one side of the. §ba was even more
relieved when the Earl rose languidly from his swathe oaken settle and
came forward to greet her, smiling in a way thathee pulses racing. "l see
that you were not exaggerating your skills as th&tress of swiftly-made
toilettes.Come, let me make some of our neighbours knowyoto | had
warned them we should have to wait another half-ableast.”

Marianne spoke quickly in an effort to conquer hervousness. "The Rajah
in Ranjipur liked to show his authority over theitBh traders by
summoning us to his presence without warning. Misatcher and | both



learned how to change swiftly, for we discoveredttine beat the
litter-bearers if we did not return to his Palagehim an hour of the original
summons. Monstrous, was it not?"

"Intolerable.” For a moment the Earl's attentiorswaught, and he forgot
that introductions had not yet been made. "Wasteerible man?"

"On the contrary, | found him charming and invalyabourteous to Mr.

Johnson and myself when we were in his presencecoDfse, it was

impossible to believe any of the promises that teelen or any of the
commitments concerning trade that he gave to mpdng But | noticed

that he was scrupulous in fulfilling arspcial obligations he had agreed
upon."”

"So very strange to find oneself in such barbasarsoundings,” said Lady
Eleanor with a slight shudder. "One feels the cdliChristian duty to

minister to such savages of course. But the comi@ion of a constant
heathen presence must eventually destroy the dglafaspirit so essential
to any lady of refinement.”

"1 do not believe that it is strictly accurate éber to the natives of India as
savage," murmured Marianne, but she was savedftrdher discussion by
the intervention of her husband, who called hezraitbhn to a complacent
young man, warming his coattails in front of thessiae fireplace.

"Marianne, this is Mr. George Davenport our neagimeour and an old
friend of the family. His land straddles ours beththe West and to the
North."

Marianne exchanged punctilious greetings, and toddrce her tired brain
to take in the names of the dozen or so gueststmatituted the Dowager
Countess's "small and informal” dinner party.

It was a true pleasure to slip into a chair besidien Thatcher and indulge
in the commonplace exchange of enquiries aboybtireey from town and
the Earl's changed plans for the immediate futMies Thatcher professed
herself all eagerness to explore Brussels, andaviae was relieved to have
assured herself of the presence of such a gemgbaoion.



Conscious of her duties as the new Countess, howdagianne spoke only
briefly to Miss Thatcher before grimacing ruefully.suppose | must face
this terrifying array of female tigers. ... No dotbought in by the Dowager
especially to test my mettle. | am really surprisieat she risked exposing
herself to humiliation. After all, she had nevertmme and could not guess
how I might behave."

Miss Thatcher glanced up at the Dowager and saahghy, "She is of the

type that is determined to make others uncomfagtadlen if she ruins her
own life in the process. No wonder your fatheramtltook to the gaming
tables." She caught herself up self-consciouslgnilsorry Marianne. You
would probably prefer me to accustom myself to kpepless frankly now

that . . . now that you are a Countess."

Marianne's eyes sparkled with mock rage. "Oh ndemieNot you too! At
any moment you are going to start sounding like #eather Thomas, and
tell me howimpressivet is to be the wife of an Earl! fou cannot speak
frankly to me, then | am lost indeed."

Miss Thatcher laughed more naturally. "Well, it'slpably just as well that |
have your permission to be blunt, because | fear #ffter five years of

outspokenness, it would be a little difficult tcaclye my habits. But go now,
Marianne. Never let the Dowager have just causaifding that | kept you

from your duties."

The long day of travel had left Marianne more titean she cared to admit,
so that it was with considerable effort that shaed from a conversation
with the local Squire and tried to focus her singyattention upon her other
dinner companion. Mr. George Davenport, she diseaehad travelled,

and now wished to share his experiences with avielloyager.

"My dear Countess . . ." he paused, and Mariandeexb attentively. "How
edifying it is that we who have journeyed over saachnof the earth's surface
can still derive so much pleasure in the little pegngs of our
neighbourhood!



"Yes," said Marianne rather doubtfully. "But | hawely been to India, you
know." Since this seemed a less than adequatenssgbe added, "I did not
know that you had travelled so extensively."

"l have sailed in the wake of the great Sir Walt@rossed the Atlantic and
spent six months in Virginia, one of our former Aman Colonies, you
know. Ah!" he sighed nostalgically. "When once bhugnan spirit has tasted
novelty, how quickly the familiar scene become®eel

Marianne's bewilderment grew as she endeavoureespmnd to a remark
that seemed in direct contradiction to the staténhn Davenport had

himself made only minutes previously. The sligi¢rste did not deter her
companion, however, who proceeded to lecture hen upe habits of the
American Indian with exhausting detail and greatdescension. Marianne
found his ponderous manners alternately wearisonke laughable, and
wondered why the Dowager Countess tolerated hispaasn with such

obvious complaisance until Lady Eleanor's commiatés enlightened her.

"I saw during dinner that Mr. Davenport was so kasdo share with you the
benefit of his superior education and understandisgyd Lady Eleanor to
Marianne as the ladies sat quietly in the drawimgpar awaiting the arrival
of the gentlemen from the delights of the diningléa Her eyes dropped
modestly to the embroidery that occupied her hands.

"As we are sisters, | feel that | may hint to yde tway matters stand
between Mr. Davenport and myself. Of course, ngtleemn beofficial whilst
Mama and | remain so deep in mourning, but it make$appy just to think
of the elevated life we shall be able to lead togetDear Mr. Davenport's
thoughts are always secured so firmly on a Highand> it makes me quite
humble just to listen to the workings of such atrardinary mind."

"Extraordinary indeed!" said Marianne dryly, anadked up to greet the
arrival of the gentlemen with a smile of such olngi@leasure that the Earl
detached himself from the procession of guestscante over to join her.

"Sleepy?" he asked Marianne in a soft undertone.



"A little. | always find it more difficult to mak@ew acquaintances than |
feel I should.”

The Earl smiled at her. "You probably strive toach#éo make yourself
generally agreeable. Long years of social expegdrawe finally taught me
that only the most boorish of guests and the nmmgtghtless of hosts is ever
accounted a true success."

Marianne laughed a little wryly. "From your persipge, no doubt such
advice is sound. | think the Dowager, your moth@ght have just cause for
resentment, however, if she found her daughteawwas not only tainted
by a commercial background, but also deficientaninanners.” She lifted
brilliant eyes to the Earl. "I'm afraid that delibte rudeness is yet another
indulgence limited to the higher reaches of thstacracy." She crinkled her
nose humourously. "Never fear. | plan in this,raall ways, to be a dutiful
wife. | shall stand in front of my bedroom mirroncapractice delivering
insults in a suitably aristocratic manner."

"Lady Tarrisbroke . . . Marianne. . . ." The Eavitsce contained a note of
new and disturbing urgency, but the rest of hisdsaemained unspoken as
the Dowager Countess, in the company of her daughteMr. Daven-port,
descended purposefully upon the couple.

"Well, sir,” Mr. Davenport greeted the Earl joviall'We have come to hear
from the lips of your lovely Countess some of tReitements of her stay in
India." He paused just long enough to beam at iniseace, before turning
to Marianne. "l understand that the native womeimdifa are all in the habit
of wearing a golden ring through their noses, winikes it easier for their
husbands to lead 'em about, I'll be bound. Perkepshould try and

introduce the custom here!" And he laughed heaatilyis own good joke.

"No," said Marianne baldly. "Indian women don't weags through their
noses. You have confused the tribal customs ofcAfwith the ancient
civilization of the Indian continent."

"Well!" cried Lady Eleanor in astonishment. "I thigou must be mistaken,
for Mr. Davenport has reaglveryimportant book about India, and you may
be sure he could not be in error."



"Of course not," said Marianne ironically. "I ungand perfectly. How
could the evidence of my own eyes count in the fafceuch prolific and
careful study ?"

Miss Thatcher tried unsuccessfully to smother @ gdéisaughter, and while
Lady Eleanor and Mr. Davenport smiled at each otwenplacently, the
Earl spoke softly to Marianne.-'

"I do not think you require much practice in thesave were just discussing.
| feel the manners of theaut toncome easily to you!"

Marianne had the grace to blush, and attemptedurtbefr remonstrance
with Mr. Davenport, feeling quite content to alldwdy Eleanor and her
swain to re-organize the society of India to thewn entire mutual

satisfaction in a manner at variance with mostefknown facts. In truth,
the long journey and the strain of the past dayeJieally exerting their

full effects, and it was only by the exercise ohsiolerable will-power that
she managed to nod and smile whenever Mr. Daveppaged for praise or
approbation.

The Earl, who even without the benefit of a stayndia, was perfectly
capable of judging Mr. Davenport's eloquence foratvt was worth,
watched Marianne's dropping eyelashes with an wwgd rush of
tenderness. He waited for Mr. Davenport to draweapdbreath, before
saying with ruthless finality, "Very true. Everytigj you say is marvellously
perceptive."

He turned to the Dowager Countess, who was regardér son with a
slight, almost imperceptible, frown. "Mama," saletEarl, "Marianne is
exhausted from our long journey. You will forgive, iknow, if | escort her
to her room..

The Dowager spoke quietly. "l understand that tbar@ess, who is unused
to gatherings such as this, may feel tired. Howewgrdear Quentin, there
are several of our lady guests who have not ye@nagpportunity to speak
with you. | think we must ask the Countess to eetilone, so thatoumay
fulfil the obligations of your position."



Marianne got quickly to her feet and looked dingct the Dowager. "I
would not dream of detaining the Earl from his dsif she said stiffly. "l am
quite capable of calling for my own maid." She neddriefly to Lady
Eleanor and to Mr. Davenport, before turning backhkeDowager. "l must
ask for your kindness, ma'am, in making my excusethe remainder of
your guests.”

She walked swiftly to the heavy doors of the sadml swept through
without a backward glance.



CHAPTER NINE

Once in the comfortable darkness of the upper lagywher hot cheeks
cooled by the icy blasts of October wind that whkitround the stone
corridors, Marianne regained control of her templenw that her immediate
anger was dissipated, she regretted her impetudthsirawal from the
drawing-room, not least because she soon foundelfhevgandering
aimlessly up and down the gloomy recesses of tihedng searching for the
carved and curtained doorway which led to her safitoms. Tarrisbroke
Hall, if not quite the turreted castle her brothed dreamed of, was
certainly large enough to permit virtually endlassdering about its dimly
lit corridors.

Just as she was on the point of swallowing herepiasd returning
downstairs to request the assistance of Miss ThatwhLady Eleanor, she
found herself facing the blue damask hangings wisich remembered
marked the entrance to her bedchamber. Sighing reiitsf, she thrust her
hands under the dusty silk tassels, eyeing the gimaydges on her wrists
with disfavour. Her sister-in-law, she thought uaictably, would be better
employed checking the activities of the chambersaitd ensuring that the
upper footmen remained on duty in their appointeditpns, rather than
listening in perpetually open-mouthed wonder to thanities of Mr.
Davenport.

The door, lacking oil on its hinges as well as golon its panels, finally
swung open with a sudden burst of noise, and Maeamalked into the
room, her hand reaching out automatically for thl-tope to summon her
maid.

The summons was never completed, however, for tocbasiderable
embarrassment she found herself staring into thetlest eyes of a
soberly-dressed gentleman, not much older thanelierd beg your

pardon,” said Marianne, anxious to explain the akistwhich had caused
her unwarranted intrusion. "I had thought this wag bedchamber. You
must forgive me walking into your room. The hangimgitside the door are
identical with those outside my room."



The young man smiled politely, listening to her miked outpouring with
silent courtesy. As soon as she finished spealengxcuted a low bow and
murmured, "It is nothingVladame,"and with a gesture of his arm indicated
that he would escort her to the door.

Marianne responded to the gesture, but as shedttorleave the room her
glance happened to light upon the remarkable jeasé that was partially
obscured by the young man's body. She looked rthencbom with sudden
suspicion, noting the monogrammed brushes laidoaud dressing table,
and spying in one corner a familiar green ridingtco

"But this is my husband's room!" she exclaimed umpsse. She spoke
impatiently to the young man, too tired and wortieeliminate the note of
accusation that lingered in her voice. "Why are youthe Earl's

bedchamber? You are not a servant.”

"Your husband's room? For a moment, the young raamed at a loss for
words, then astonishment was once more replacétaby courtesy.

He bowed again, more gracefully than ever. "A tlaowals apologies for
disturbing you, my lady. | am an old friend of tBarl and he wrote asking
me to wait for him here, in his own rooms. | maydwoeold friend but. . . ."
He allowed his shoulders to lift expressively.égret to have to admit it, |
am not one who finds favour with the Countess ofrishroke." He
corrected himself swiftly, flashing Marianne anogkther charming smile.
"I should say, my lady, with thBowagerCountess of Tarrisbroke."

"l see," said Marianne thoughtfully. The young rsdareign accent was not
pronounced, but she had no difficulty in discernihg hint of some
European inflection behind the carefully chosen dgorShe had no
difficulty, either, in believing that the Earl'sénds would find little favour
with the formidable Dowager. Her own experiencesirduthe evening
predisposed her to feel charitable towards all ¢hioslividuals who had
fallen foul of the Dowager's cold notions of hoapiy, but—despite the
plausibility of the young man's story, a lingerisigspicion hovered at the
edges of her mind. She tried to convince herself she did not know the
Earl well enough to judge how he might treat hisrfds. Moreover she was
only too ready to acknowledge that the code of reemexisting between



gentlemen was quite incomprehensible to her. Negbkass, she could not
believe that the Earl would leave an old frienckiong in his bedchamber
while he beguiled his time at a family dinner party

As if reading her thoughts, the young man crosseller side and said
easily, "I have spent many nights waiting for L&ddbourne ... the Earl ...
to join me, my lady. You need not fear that eitheror | find such an
arrangement at all strange.” His dark eyes flashmgidently. "I fear that
our meeting tonight must be something in the natfilee farewell. | cannot
believe that my good friend will be spending mangrenevenings away
from his own home!"

Marianne decided to give up the struggle to inteevén her husband's
personal affairs. "I trust the Earl will not keepuywaiting long," she said
stiffly. "I will bid you goodnight.”

As soon as she was outside the door of the Eadgobm, she could see her
own room at the other side of the alcove, the esgamarked with
identically dusty blue draperies. Becky, her abjgaaited patiently in the
spacious dressing- room, and Marianne was hap@fldas the maid to
undress her in a companionable silence. It washsapto take refuge in the
familiar routine of bedtime, and to let Becky's abl@ hands ease the brush
through her hair, smoothing away the tensions abdrausting day.

How could she have imagined five weeks ago thatifeewould take on

such a sudden and startling change ? She felt@esudesistible urge to
giggle as she stared round at the faded splenadurer bedchamber and
contrasted it with the cheerfully vulgar opulendeher brother's town-

house. She resolutely ignored the small part ofhleart that insisted upon
pointing out that she actually felt more at homddathe draughty grey
stones of Tarrisbroke than the comfortable modeick lof the Perkins'

townhouse.

But all impulse towards solitary mirth vanishedaesy heard the sounds of
approaching footsteps, followed by the sharp voiche Dowager and the
firm, cool tones of the Earl as he bade his magheolite goodnight.



Marianne's body stiffened with an involuntary mowsm and she tried to
avoid meeting Becky's eyes in the mirror, not wagtio see there any
awareness of the nervous tension that tauteneck$igonses. There was no
knock on the door, however, and the maid ventucgecemark of a personal
nature. She walked over to the lamps lodged highthenmantelpiece,
extinguishing some candles as she passed by. "Devigh me to leave the
lamps, my lady?" she asked quietly.

"Yes," said Marianne, and then thought again. "Erno. | have had a long
day, | think I shall sleep immediately."

"As you wish, my lady. Good night."”

The door opened with an inevitable creak and was ghietly behind the
maid.

Darkness descended upon the room and Mariannedstiestlessly in the
great bed, free at last to give rein to her chaboughts. She tossed on the
soft down pillows for over an hour before her natinonesty forced her to
admit that she was not really staying awake inotaé&nd solutions for the
day's problems, and that since the Earl seemedave ho intention of
entering his wife's bedroom, she might as well cosepherself for sleep.

She pounded the pillows with unladylike vigour amedolutely prepared
herself for sleep.

The morning sunshine inspired Marianne to view wWuld with fresh
optimism. Whatever the problems of her marriagayiSlaroke Hall was
clearly in need of a firm hand in charge of the $ekeeping. Since neither
the Dowager nor Lady Eleanor appeared to take agrest in the
management of trivial domestic affairs, Marianneided to spend the few
days prior to their departure for Belgium engagethe servants' quarters.

While it might be tactless to sweep through thesegqoouring out money on
new window hangings and wall coverings, surely @ bwn rooms she
might, with perfect propriety, introduce some newnishings and change
the colour scheme from faded grey to fresh yellow.



Cheered by these pleasantly familiar prospectsoofiebtic management,
Marianne ventured downstairs defiantly robed ina@anmimg gown of dusky
pink that could only by the exercise of the grelatdsrity be considered
matronly.

Lady Eleanor greeted her at the breakfast table swtiling condescension,
apologising for her mother's absence. The Dowapseemed, had already
eaten and left to pursue whatever activities siheidered appropriate to her
station. Marianne squashed a small flicker of disamment when she saw
no sign of her husband, and wished that pride digorevent her asking for
information from Lady Eleanor. She would have to per hopes on Miss
Thatcher, v/ho had greeted Marianne with a cheerjes ignored Lady
Eleanor's barbed politeness, and who now continned phlegmatic
consumption of toast and honey.

By exercising considerable tact and allowing hérselbe instructed on
whatever subject Lady Eleanor introduced into theversation, breakfast
was brushed through without any unpleasantnessy [Eddanor so far
unbending as to suggest that Mrs. Withelmstone ntigitalled for in order
to show Marianne something of the routines of tbasehold. Marianne
accepted the suggestion gratefully, pleased thetdtcome unbidden from
her sister-in-law, and they parted on a note otyiMarianne could hardly
have anticipated the previous evening. She onlyetioihat poor Miss
Thatcher, born off to inspect Lady Eleanor's ceitecof water-colours, was
equally reconciled to the morning's arrangements.

Mrs. Withelmstone, the housekeeper, conducted Mae@hrough the main
rooms with a defensive attitude bordering upon ihystAnd in truth,
Marianne thought wryly, she had much to be defenabout. The sheen of
neglect was everywhere, from the unbrushed rutieetandusted corners, to
the dull mirrors and the cobwebs festooning thé lugjlings. Marianne bit
her tongue to hold back the unfavourable commentsting for Mrs.
Withelmstone to finish the sad little tour.

The end of the inspection came more quickly thamidhae anticipated.
The housekeeper conducted her new mistress outeofamily portrait
gallery, a long gloomy room, full of unrealisticalllignified Earls staring



out of tarnished gilt frames, and waited with hafmlded for Marianne's
comments.

Marianne smiled with more friendliness than shg &id asked if she might
see the kitchens.

"The kitchens, my lady?" Mrs. Withelmstone's expias struggled
between incredulity and a touch of awe. "You wishadok in the kitchens,
my lady ?"

"Yes," said Marianne patiently. "1 cannot tell haw could make your tasks
easier if | have not inspected the kitchens. An@nvthe Earl and | return
from our stay in Brussels, | shall wish you to take into all the main

bedrooms, and the servants' quarters as well.$@iied kindly. "I can only

find out where new linen and furnishings are neati¢dhave seen all the
main rooms."

"Oh my lady! Madam. . . ." To Marianne's horror,dViwithelmstone's rigid
face crinkled suspiciously at the corner of herseyand the housekeeper
gave every indication that she might at any montemst into tears. But
after a slight struggle and several sniffs, shairegd control and rushed into
apologies. "My lady, you can't come into the kitabeoday," she said
agitatedly. "The roaches is running around therfemmething terrible this
morning and the pots not scoured since last niditiger. Only give me till
tomorrow, to make it more suitable for your ladyshi

Marianne found herself torn between amusement @&gust. "You may
have heard that | have lived in India,” she told tousekeeper. "So I'm
quite sure that | have seen cockroaches and atbects larger than any you
could even dream of. However, Mrs. Withelmstonmaukt ask you why the
kitchens are in such a state of disarray ? Surelyauld be possible to scour
the pans immediately after a meal and thus avaidaing rats, mice and all
the other unpleasant inhabitants who are undouptdiring Tarrisbroke
Hall with us?"

"Well, of course," said Mrs. Withelmstone matterfa€tly. "But there's a
limit to what two skivvies and a potboy can do,alltheir own."



Marianne was puzzled. "Mrs. Withelmstone, | am yeitfamiliar with the
numbers of servants employed by the estate. Bun Iqaite sure that
yesterday | was introduced to at least twenty femsgrvants and a
corresponding number of males. Why can they ngdrsuaded to perform
their appointed functions?"

The housekeeper looked at Marianne consideringlgréespeaking. "It's

true that there are sixteen womenfolk working iedige Hall, my lady. But

two of the girls you met yesterday are lady's méadhe Dowager and the
Lady Eleanor, so they won't turn a hand when ite®mo housework. Two
of the girls assist the chef. Then there's a gintking in the stillroom, two

working on the sewing, there's the laundry maids, the girls we need to
clean all the bedchambers. Many's the day | h&mibyv where to turn to get
all the work done."

"Well," said Marianne briskly, "we must hire suf@at people to make
Tarrisbroke Hall perfectly habitable again, andntloece everything is in
good order we may consider if more servants araimred) permanently.
With winter coming on, I'm sure many of the villagdourers would be
glad of some extra work."

The housekeeper said only, "Yes, my lady. Thank yow lady,” but the
look of unspeakable gratitude that flashed intodyes convinced Marianne
that the Hall's sad air of neglect was not attablé to Mrs. Withelmstone's
lack of interest. "I shall leave the hiring of exgervants in your hands, Mrs.
Withelmstone. And perhaps you could recommend al lmadesman who
would help me to make some changes in the decaratimy rooms ? | have
been used to rather . . . brighter colours."

The housekeeper's response to Marianne's decornal@res was never
revealed, however, for their solitary seclusion rnéae gallery was

interrupted by the portly figure of the butler, véleocoughing and nervous
foot-shuffling Marianne correctly interpreted as ungent desire to speak
with her privately. She searched her memory andiphantly came up with

his name. "Yes, Harper," she said. "Do you wiskap something to me?"
She smiled at the housekeeper and murmured, "I naisteep you from

your duties, Mrs. Withelmstone," forcing the housaer to retire with as
good grace as she could muster.



The butler scarcely waited for the housekeepedskting black skirts to
swish round the corner of the hallway, before hevdmb yet again to
Marianne and asked if she could be so good adl turte exactly where the
Earl might be found.

"I have not seen my husband this morning," saidiae with outward
tranquillity. "Is there some special reason why peed him ?"

The butler seemed loathe to speak, and staringtiptat his feet could be
heard to mutter something to the effect that it,vedter all, scarcely past
noon. Marianne, who felt that the servants of Bamoke Hall were

displaying idiosyncratic characteristics almosst&stling as their masters,
spoke with more sharpness than usual. "If you hevéurther questions,
Harper, | think | should like to see somethinglef gardens.”

The butler evidently reached a decision swiftly,lfe ceased examining his
toes and brought his eyes up to face Marianne. the master,” he said
simply. "His valet has been waiting this two hoangl more for a call to the
Earl's room. And when nobody heard anything, Smiht into the room to
check on the master personally. The bells in thesbaren't all that we
should wish, my lady, and Smith didn't like to thiof his lordship hanging
about fuming for his hot water."

The butler paused to consider the effect his tads Wwaving upon the
Countess, but finding himself unable to discern panyicular expression on
her perfectly formed features, he reluctantly bfadgmself to the point of
his story. "The Earl wasn't in his rooms, my ladyi¢ coughed delicately.
"The bed had not been touched, my lady, and Sraiththat . . . er . . . that
his lordship has gone out wearing his evening eletinom last night.” The
butler sighed. "And now the baliliff is here, myyadnd he is waiting to talk
to his lordship. The baliliff says that his lordskgnt word down from Town
ordering him to meet the Earl this morning. And nibe Earl isn't here, my
lady and nobody seems to know where he has gone."

The continued immobility of Marianne's featuresoa#d no hint of her
tumultuous inner feelings to show upon her facee §poke to the butler
with careful calm. "I believe my husband's valet baen with him for many
years?"



"Yes, my lady," replied the butler, relieved tha $eemed to be brushing
through such a delicate encounter with his new resst without serious
embarrassment. "Smith has been with his lordshgs svmce his lordship's
sixteenth birthday. He stayed with the Earl all thee, even when his
lordship was living in Italy and places like thaRemembering too late that
the Countess was reputed to have spent severa wbanad, he added
dutifully, "I expect foreign parts is very agreeabhce you're used to them."

Marianne ignored this evidence of the butler'samtiistic tendencies and
spoke with sudden decision. "Offer the bailiff soneéreshment. Harper,
and convey the Earl's apologies. You may say tleaskall send for him

again as soon as possible.” She smiled at therputieonsciously utilizing

the natural charm of manner that had made the dohheme the only

efficiently-run household in Ranjipur. "Perhaps ywould also be good
enough to ask the Dowager Countess and the Ladyé&iléf they have seen
the Earl this morning ? | know | can rely upon ymat to alarm them with

any hint that the Earl's whereabouts may be enegally unknown."

She walked quickly to the foot of the great staecd'l shall be waiting in
my own sitting-room. Would you tell Smith to come tne there
immediately ?"

"Yes, my lady." The butler allowed his shoulders&g with relief that all

decision-taking had been removed from his are@gponsibility. Happily

he walked off, the tails of his livery flapping agst the back of his legs in
dignified rhythm.

Marianne sighed as she climbed up the stairs, gagm heed to her
surroundings until she reached the alcove that eshtke entrance to the
two master suites. There she stopped and frowndueaivo sets of blue
draperies in sudden remembrance. Wryly she alldtedignificance of her
conversation with the butler to push to the surfafdeer thoughts. The Earl
of Tarrisbroke was missing from his home after tlays of marriage, and
the Countess of Tarrisbroke had no idea where tejbae.

Marianne entered her room, freshly cleaned by Mfghelmstone's own
hands, but the sparkling windows and gleaming furai gave her no
pleasure. She sat on the edge of a chaise longugy provided with small



soft pillows, and nibbled thoughtfully at the erfdae finger. The mantle of
the Countess of Tarrisbroke, she decided, did eiosiyvery comfortably on
the shapely shoulders of Marianne Johnson, wid@uglter of Thomas
Perkins, cloth merchant.



CHAPTER TEN

Timothy Smith knocked decorously on the Counteskanfisbroke's private

door, and waited for her permission to enter. Hiarg of travel on the
Continent of Europe appeared to have left littlerkmapon his face and
figure. From the top of his smooth brown hair, tigh every detail of his

sober black uniform, right down to the tips of paished leather slippers,
he proclaimed his status as gentleman’'s gentlemam rhember of the

British aristocracy. Not for him the affectationshes inferior counterparts

in France and Italy. He was happy to establisipfogessional excellence by
the superior cut of his handsome black jacket hadihe quality of his linen

shirt.

Marianne examined the studiously correct bearinghefvalet with some
wariness. Her unexpected success with the housekeep the butler did
not lead her into any false expectations that gosldtions with her
husband's valet would be similarly easy to esthblite, above all people,
must be perfectly well aware that her acquaintavitte the Earl was of the
briefest and most formal nature.

"Harper tells me that neither the Dowager Countessthe Lady Eleanor
has any idea where the Earl might have gone," Baidanne eventually.
She looked frankly at the valet. "I have no ideitisee. Smith, and | hope
that youwill be able to help us."

The valet failed to relax his guard. "His lordsHid not call for my services
last night, my lady. So | would not care to ventarguggestion as to where
his lordship may have gone."

"The Earl made an appointment to see his bailif thorning and he has
failed to keep that appointment.” Marianne waitddva moments and then
added mildly, "I would not have thought that thel&aas either forgetful or
inconsiderate where his family and servants areeored."

"Oh no, my lady!" The valet looked distressedisktrange that his lordship
didn't tell anybody where he was going."



"Was it you, Smith, who admitted the Earl's frigadhis chambers last night
?II

The atmosphere of bristling wariness immediatetyrreed, and the valet
said doubtfully, "A friend, my lady ?"

"Yes." Marianne could scarcely control her impatin"A young man,
slim, medium height, with dark curly hair. He spgakth just the slightest
of foreign accents. His complexion was somewhatednas if he had been
travelling considerable distances on horseback.”

"A gentleman!" The startled exclamation broke oefope Smith could
contain his surprise, and Marianne felt a twitclelzdgrin when she realized
that the valet had feared the presence of a fefifidand" in the Earl's
bedroom. "The Earl never mentioned no visitors ®last night, my lady.
And | can't imagine as how he'd have visitors wgiton him in his
bedchamber. It's not like when we was forced t@ewnodate ourselves in
rooms.

Here we have the whole Hail at our disposal. Whgusth we receive
gentlemen in our bedchamber ?"

Marianne was amused to see that the valet, at leigined a very proper
sense of the dignity befitting an Earl. She hesdador just a moment before
deciding upon a policy of complete honesty witheavant whose loyalty
was almost certainly beyond question.

"But however strange it may seem. Smith, the gerdle | have described
was quite definitely in my husband's room, becdgsev him there. He told

me that he was an old friend of the Earl and tkeatdd been asked to wait in
the Earl's bedchamber because the Dowager Couditesst . . . does not.

... In short, the Dowager Countess would not haenipleased to welcome
this particular friend of the Earl to her drawirapm.”

The valet's puzzlement appeared to grow. "But thedyer don't know any
of the Earl's foreign friends, my lady. When we eaback to London in

September it was the first time we was officiaflyEngland for ten years. Of
course, the Earl has stopped off in London now ageln and spent some



time with one or two of his oldest cronies, butriexer visited Tarrisbroke
not once—not since he and the old Earl had thebterturn-up.” The valet
stopped suddenly, aware of indiscretion. "Anyway,latdy, how could the
Dowager disapprove of somebody she never set g2l

Marianne was severely tempted to reply, "Quite lg&dgbut bit back the
retort and tried to turn the valet's attention h® tappearance of the
interloper. "Does my description bring nobody imtgalar to mind, Smith ?
If we could but identify the man perhaps we coudté him and discover
the course of the Earl's movements yesterday hilyletvously she twisted
the soft velvet ribons that trimmed the waistlifeher gown. "I cannot
believe that all is well. I'm afraid . . . I'm vemyuch afraid. ... If only | knew
exactly what had been discussed with Sir Henry."

"Sir Henry!" Smith's exclamation was triumphanth&rf’ll be it, my lady.

You'll have seen one of Sir Henry's secretaries &levays got half-a-dozen
of these foreigners working around his office. &am officers, they're
called, and they all look alike. Dark and foreigking, but speaking
English so that you hardly know they aren't bord kred to it."

Relief flooded Marianne's body. She had not knoawv frightened she had
been until Smith's explanation removed the needdocern. "Of course!"
she said. "And the Dowager Countess could easilye hanade the
acquaintance of one of Sir Henry's secretariesH8nry is, after all, her
brother.”

"Yes." Suddenly the valet's voice reflected a freste of uncertainty. "But
it's still queer that the Earl didn't leave any avof where he was going."

"Oh no!" Marianne refused to admit the dark notdaiibt into her thoughts.
"He will return to us shortly with some very simgbeplanation and we shall
be left wondering why we did not think of it for iselves." Briskly she rose
to her feet. "Thank you, Smith, for the help youdagiven me in unravelling
this little mystery. And now | am going to attemeptfind the Lady Eleanor
so that she may show me some of the delightfulegezd have been looking
at from this window."



The valet stood still for a moment longer than \pasper in a perfectly

trained servant. Then he bowed slowly, acceptisgltsmissal. "I am happy
to be of assistance, my lady." He hesitated, wishhiand poised above the
doorknob. "I shall be in my quarters if you by ahance wish to send for
me, my lady."

Marianne smiled gaily. "I'm sure his lordship via# asking you to bring him
shaving water long before | am ever informed ofrktsirn!" she said.

"That could be, my lady,” said the valet, and akowthe faintest hint of
disapproval to stiffen the outline of his retregtimack.

"It is really most inconsiderate of Quentin,” shably Eleanor waspishly, as
she helped herself to a generous portion of caddl V®f course, | would not

venture to question the Earl's behaviour in a gdneay. But while we are

en iamilleso to speak. . . ." Here she broke off to flaglowsimper in the

direction of Mr. George Davenport, who was consetdo come down from

his Higher Plane sufficiently to put away generbefpings of everything

the luncheon table offered.

Mr. Davenport smiled kindly at Lady Eleanor andltbér that nobody could
possibly construe such sisterly remarks as cnticiwhich obvious untruth

Lady Eleanor accepted with a grateful blush of glea. The Dowager

Countess, who had been contemplating a portrditeoflate husband that
surmounted the dining-room mantelpiece with eveppearance of true

melancholy, remarked in sepulchral accents thahsped her son was not
about to bring fresh scandal upon the beleagueyadenof Tarrisbroke.

Marianne could contain herself no longer. "Freséindal?" she asked. "l
was not aware that thesentearl had achieved any degree of notoriety."

The Dowager looked at Marianne austerely. "My stebaviour cannot
suitably be discussed in the presence of two delicdbred and unmarried
females.” She allowed her eyes to slide over Misatdher. "Not even one
who has resided among heathens. Suffice to sayhibdtehaviour on the
Continent frequently caused his father and myselfeg heartache.”



Miss Thatcher resolutely avoided Marianne's gazslyLEleanor cast her
eyes modestly to her plate; Mr. Davenport lookel@érea and Marianne
stared around the table in open disbelief. "Butdhare only two possible
explanations of the Earl's absence, and neitheeilg scandalous,” she
exclaimed. "Either he has received an urgent sumsiram his uncle, Sir
Henry Lane, or he has met with some accident. iihgossible to see how
either of those two eventualities could tarnish tegputation of the
Rodbourne family—whatever youthful indiscretions husband may have
committed during his years of exile."

Lady Eleanor looked quite kindly at her sisterdanmyl "But your husband
resided abroad at his own wish," she said sadlyami&l and | often wished
he would come home and turn his mind from the fdus pursuits that | am
afraid occupied smuchof his attention."”

Marianne gave up. "Yes," she said. "I am aware thatexile from
Tarrisbroke Hall was self-imposed.” She turnechioDowager. "Have you
no apprehension that some .. . misadventure ay.have befallen your son,
ma'am? | confess that | am beginning to grow k litheasy."

"No accident which involved an Earl of Tarrisbraiauld occur without my
knowing of it,” said the Dowager placidly. She spakpressively. "There
are other reasons why a gentleman may decide sntahsnself from his
home."

Marianne's sympathy for the late earl increasedh@masmall notch, and
compassion for her husband blossomed into full #iowlow miserable his
youth must have been, sandwiched between an ichenoa simpering

sister and an uncaring and spendthrift father. Bv@ider that he regarded
the world through a thick layer of protective cyam.

Miss Thatcher hastened to introduce a less cons@lgopic and hit upon
the excellent notion of questioning Mr. Davenpameerning the religious
observances of the natives in Virginia. The meationied under the flow of
a virtual monologue from Mr. Davenport, ably spdrom by Miss Thatcher
on the rare occasions when he showed dangerousdidiagging.



The Dowager and her daughter finished eating arsd no perfect unison
from the table. As the party of ladies made a bta&bet from the room, Mr.

Davenport bowed slightly to Miss Thatcher and dMarianne to his side.
"If I may steal your friend from you for just a memt. Miss Thatcher,"” he
said.

He waited until the door closed safely behind tids before speaking to
Marianne. "l feel sure, my dear Countess, thaty apeak frankly to you, in

a way that I could not in front of one who has basmlelicately nurtured as
the Lady Eleanor. If | may just droghantin your ear, | would like to suggest
that you do not enquire too closely into the Eatsvities. Sometimes a
wife must learn to be a little blind, you know."

Marianne replied coldly. "If you are suggesting, Bavenport, that the Earl
has chosen the third day of our marriage and tasday back in Tarrisbroke
to pursue some illicit love affair, then I thinkshall need to become more
than a little blind if | am to endure our marriaf@u cannot truly believe

that the Earl's sense of responsibility is so &&king that he could even
contemplate such a gross neglect of his obligations

"No, no! | intended no discourtesy. How could ytink it of me." Mr.
Davenport's head nodded in agitation. "It is oigttthe Earl's dislike of
matrimony is so well known, and his—er—amatory aduees so much
spoken of. | wish, dear lady, to spare you unnegggsain.” A few deep
breaths served to restore his normal air of s@fisequence. "We are all
sensitive to the fact that your previous circumeséan . . that you are not . . .
that you cannot be accustomed to our way of living.

Marianne forced herself to remember that Mr. Dawety intentions were
kind, and she placed a cool hand on his arm. Hktlinat | understand the
Earl quite well, Mr. Davenport. Now | must take hegve of you, for | have
to confer with some members of the household Staff.

Mr. Davenport was for once quite relieved to finsl¢donversation at an end.
"Well, well. | shall not detain you," he said, ma$fino move to leave
Marianne's side. "Lady Eleanor is expecting mestm# her to the Vicarage
this afternoon. Mrs. Chalmers and Lady Eleanorvéemuch pleasure in
one another's company and I, of course, am alwagpyhto bring my wide



knowledge of the world to bear upon any little sabjthat may be troubling
the Vicar." He tried to look modest and failed lantably. "Sometimes | feel
that the Vicar's sermons are almost as much my wasrthey are his. It's a
fortunate gift, this knack that | have of being iexeady with themot juste.”

"It must be indeed,” said Marianne. "And in my casthink that themot
justeat this moment is undoubtedly goodbye."

"That is very good!" Mr. Davenport laughed heatrtillysee that the Earl has
brought wit as well as beauty into the Rodbourmeilia™

Marianne effected her escape while Mr, Davenpdltcstuckled quietly to
himself. With a contrariness of spirit that herthey would have recognized
only too well, the ' determination of her new faynib pass off the Earl's
absence as an unfortunate piece of irresponsibitigrely confirmed
Marianne's nebulous suspicions that all was fanfveell with her husband.

She decided to seek out Miss Thatcher and disbessituation with her old
companion, and she went upstairs intending to fMids Thatcher's
bedchamber. But without consciously planning it,risiane found herself
waiting once more outside the door of her husbaondsis, and even as she
stood wondering whether or not to enter. Smith apgsk at the end of the
corridor, approaching her with a gait as nearlgnasling a run as his sense
of dignity would permit.

"My lady!" He started to address her long beforadeched her side. "My
lady! There is a person outside who says he hassaage from the Earl. He
insists that he will deliver it only to you. Pleaseme, my lady."'But of
course." Marianne was already following behind\taket, not bothering to
ask if he suspected bad news. Everything aboutdjimted demeanour
suggested great anxiety. She gathered up her akidgtsjuickened her steps
to catch up with Smith's impatient progress aldregupper hallway.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

The valet led the way down a small back staircasmjing to a halt in a
dimly lighted room that led off the main kitcherhél room had probably
once been used as the housekeeper's office, tmnthined a somewhat
rickety desk and chair, some old account books shetles bearing several
dozen empty spice bottles. The muted sounds oflaies banging against
pewter pots and the bustling chatter of young sgrgirls in the nearby
kitchens, emphasized the stiliness of this room thedimmobility of the
man who awaited Marianne's arrival.

He was of medium height, wearing a brown cloth cafaindeterminate

fashion, and dusty shoes and breeches suggestavbafl ride. His hands,
incongruously white and long-fingered, toyed witfolled sheet of paper
that he made no immediate move to pass to the €ssinShe found his
appraising stare disconcerting, and felt bewilddrgthe touch of insolence
that lurked, indefinably present, behind the outivaubservience of his
bearing. She did not allow herself many secondslerfit scrutiny, however,
since the need to have news of her husband faredgited all other feelings.

"You have brought me a message from the Earl?asked abruptly. "l am
the Countess of Tarrisbroke."The man looked at with a touch of
mockery. "And |,Madame,am theBaron de Bellevigne. Your husband's
letter is here."

Marianne reached out eagerly. "He is well ? We hdégdear some mishap
had occurred.” For the moment she did not bothguestion why a French
aristocrat should bring letters from her husband.

Gently theBaronremoved the piece of paper from her reach, anklelibo
pointedly in the direction of the valet, who renednn the room as a silent
observer. "I think we could pursue this discussioore profitably if we
were alone," said thBaron.

"But what has happened to my husband?" cried Maearighting an
upsurge of panic. The respectful obsequiousnee®&aronde Bellevigne
suddenly seemed no guarantee of the Earl's sadaty,she needed the



reassurance of the valet's presence. "Smith itdeemnal trusted servant,” she
said. "There can be no reason for requesting higval."

TheBaronshrugged his shoulders impatiently. "No reasoryéar, perhaps,
but several for me."

The valet moved forward and stood beside Marianm & hint of
aggression stiffening his manner. "Of course lIs$taly if you need me, my
lady."

"No, no." Marianne could brook no further delayearning the contents of
her husband's letter. "If you will wait for me ioyr quarters. Smith, | shall
send for you as soon &onsieur le Barorhas left."

"Very well, my lady." Smith went from the bare roowith evident
reluctance, but Marianne spared him no more than'swift glance before
turning back to th®&aron."l should be grateful if you would now hand over
to me the message my husband has entrusted to you."

The Baron de Bellevigne bowed with mild irony. "You and yomnoble
husband each share an equal impatience for nethie other, my lady." He
handed Marianne the folded paper. "You will se¢ tha Earl's message is
brief. And to the point."

Marianne opened the letter with hands that shogktyy, despite her best
efforts to control them. Her eyes rushed over tief Imessage.

"Tlease go with Bellevigne. Tarrisbroke."

The half dozen words quavered across the pageshalky slope, halting at
the signature with a dramatic and unattractive tspl@f reddish-brown.
White-cheeked, Marianne looked up at Bagon."He is wounded ? Where
is he ? Why can he not come back to the Hall 21®h ill to move ?"

The Baron de Bellevigne regarded her in speculative and eyamacking
silence, then shrugged delicately. "His conditiary, lady, could be much
improved if you would but hand over to me the Craofrthe Martyr that



should have been contained in the jewel case myassociate ... removed
from the Earl's bedroom last night."

"The Crown?" Marianne's voice hovered between iepaé and

mystification, and then as she gathered her sedttgits she whirled round
accusingly. "Then the young man | saw last nighta burglar! | doubted
all along that he could be a friend of the Earl's!"

"Come, come, my lady." ThBaronmade no effort to conceal his mounting
irritation. "This pretence of ignorance is veryeafing, but will cut no ice
with me. Let us save ourselves a great deal ofadldghe and effort and be
honest with one another. You wish for the saferretaf your husband. |
wish for the Crown of the Martyr Saint Helen-Themol know the
whereabouts of the Earl. You know the whereabotitte Crown. Let us
effect an exchange of information at once, soweaboth may be happy."

He smiled grimly. "The knowledge that in saving thewn you delayed
Prince Alberto's decision to transfer his loyalteasay from the British
Government will surely be of small consolation touy should you find
yourself again a widow so soon after becoming & Wif

He examined the dusty ruffles of his wrist band.€"Whow, my lady, that
the Crown was delivered to Rodbourne House befoteand the Earl left
London, and my associate insists that it was notasoed among the Earl's
personal belongings. | must therefore assume, oy that your jewel case
now houses a treasure that is almost beyond price."

"You are mad," said Marianne with conviction. "H@an | convince you

that | don't understand even one word of what \g?'aHer hands clutched
involuntarily around the slim scrap of paper. "glibat you will take me to

the Earl, and | will ask him to give you this Crowrgan assure you that if it
is some heirloom he has been saving, | will usebest efforts to persuade
him that it can be of no importance in comparisotiwis own safety and

well- being." Impulsively she reached out and tactlhis hands. "Please
take me to the Earl. | must see him!"

The Baronde Bellevigne looked regretful. "My lady, | amaff'that time
becomes pressing for all of us. | will no longenceal from you the fact that



the Earl requires the attentions of a surgeon,lamd sure you will not be
surprised if | admit that the plans | have madehveibme of my fellow
Frenchmen are now rushing towards a conclusiorbel brief, madame]
wish to ensure that Prince Alberto places his tsaatthe disposal of my . . .
friends. You wish only for the return of the Eanhich is very proper
sentiment for a lady." He spread his hands depraugly. "You see how
closely our interests coincide. You will not wishthrow away the life of
your husband for a mere political scruple thatafenly the periphery of
British interests."

Marianne pressed her hands to her sides in a @hysifort to still the
whirling mass of thoughts that clogged her bratiflireg rationality and
logical conjecture. A lesser intelligence than bemn could by now have
deduced that the Earl and his uncle were engagesbnme clandestine
activity on behalf of the Government. The naturetloé activity was
immaterial. What mattered to Marianne was thatstiwuld be taken to the
Earl's side so that she could discover for hettbelfextent of his injuries.
The hazards of committing her safety to the unaerteercies of théaron
de Bellevigne were, for the time being, submerggdhle need to reassure
herself of the Earl's safety.

In an obscure corner of her mind she acknowledigater obsession with
rescuing her husband sprang partly from regret,pamtly from a sense of
guilt. Whatever the faults of the Earl's charaeted upbringing, her own
behaviour at their first meeting and her coldnéssestheir marriage, had
helped to keep them apart. If they had enjoyed teefpemore natural
relationship—if her own pridehad not been so greabre information

might have been exchanged between them andanens veiled threats
would have seemed easier to deal with. As it whs,fsund herself in a
situation in which her ignorance weighted the oddainst her, and thus
against the Earl's safety.

She turned her back on thgaron, so that he could not scrutinize her
expression, and spoke haltingly. "You are quitentrig cannot allow
considerations of Government policy to interferehwny wifely duties in
regard to the Earl." She turned round and lookéldes2aronwith a measure
of calculation, uncertain of whether he could bpested to accept the web
of lies she planned to spin for his benefit. "Saridy Lane is a cautious and



experienced member of the Government, well usedotwducting . . .
delicate . . . negotiations,” she said and waitedee if theBaron would
make any sign that the introduction of this name waurprise to him. But
he remained immobile, his face impassive, with isible indication of the
tension that he must surely be feeling.

Reluctantly, Marianne continued with her improvisat "It is true that the
Crown was given to the Earl. It was all arrangedtifmn very day that we
were married. You probably know that Sir Henry caownd to Rodbourne
House after dinner." She paused again, before gdtim sure you will
realize that Sir Henry would not entrust such acgleass object to
anyone—not even his nephew—uwithout taking adequate meagorensure
its safety. Whatever the Earl may have told yoe tthth is that | possess the
only key which will unlock the door to the placeavh the Crown is hidden,
but only the Earl knows where the hiding place asated. Sir Henry
deliberately divided the responsibility betweenruthis fashion so that both
of us would have to be present when the King's Dawdficers came to
pick up the Crown for delivery to ... to Prince Atto."

The Baron de Bellevigne remained silent for a few momentgling the
Earl's letter meditatively through his fingers.idtnot likely that Sir Henry
Lane would draw a woman into his schemes," hefazadly.

Marianne shrugged. "That may be true. Sir Henryld/oot normally have
asked the Earl to assist him on the very day tleatvere married. However,
in this case | believe he was desperate for helm some person whom he
could trust absolutely.” She hoped that this flightmagination, based on
no more than a few minutes spent in conversation 8ir Henry, would not
seem unreasonable. Apparently her improvisationemaed, for th8aron
looked suddenly alert.

"Ah! Then it is as | feared. Claudio's activitieg @uspected.”

He immediately regretted this involuntary confiden&iowever, for he
turned to Marianne and demanded with a brusquenetsabsent from his
earlier conversation, "Then you will give me theykand after | have
retrieved the Crown and taken it to a place oftgatbe Earl will be returned
to you."



"No," said Marianne baldly.
The Baronwas taken aback. "What do you mean, 'no' ?"

Marianne pretended a nonchalance she did not'feh not totally without
experience of the worldMonsieur le Baron.You are suggesting that |
surrender all my knowledge to you and in exchangedive only a promise.

backed by no guarantees. You are not perhaps @arecome from a long
line of successful tradesmen?" She smiled gentlym "afraid my

commercial training is too deeply ingrained to allme to make such an
unequal bargain. | prefer that you take me tofloeEarl, and then | will tell
you where you may find the key to the room in whioé Crown is hidden.”

The Barongave a short burst of incredulous laughter. "Yioagine that |
would accept such a propositianadame? Once you are reunited with your
husband, what possible reason would you have farateng information
that you have gone to such lengths to conceal ?"

"Well," said Marianne thoughtfully, "I believe theeare several reasons why
you must accept my offer. In the first place, llsha coming with you and |
shall thus be putting myself quite in your powerthe second place, you
cannot expect to search a family residence, everttansize of Tarrisbroke
Hall, without encountering several of the innumégalservants and
members of the Earl's family." She smiled withowtam humour. "Surely
even you must cavil slightly at the thought of caiptg vast numbers of
servants and English aristocrats. If you are hopmgreserve even the
smallest element of secrecy about your plans, yau ltardly go about
burglarizing and terrorizing an entire country &sta

The Baron hesitated. "Your absence will be noted, and calplsth the
Earl's disappearance, will give rise to precisbb/ hue and cry that you are
urging me to avoid."”

"The Earl's absence has already caused consideadxealation, how could
it not? But | shall send one of the maids to Smiitm a note containing an
explanation for my absence. | shall do it now, Isat tyou may reassure
yourself that | have conveyed no secret instrustioBhe moved across to



call one of the servants from the kitchen, but wkxpped by the biting
pressure of thBaron'shands about her wrists.

"l should mention to youMadame,that | did not leave myself totally
unprotected. My associates have instructions talispose of ... the Earl if
| have not returned within a specified number ofifsd’ His eyes raked
Marianne's white face. "You understand at last,lawly, that | do not play
games where the future of my country is at stake."

"l understand only that | wish to see my husbamhahsieur.Now would you
please release my hands from your grasp ?"

Warily, the Baron de Bellevigne did as she requested, stepping back
observe her movements with watchful eyes. Marianpened the small
door that led into one of the sculleries, waitimg the realization of her
presence to spread among the scurrying kitchenan@icen at this moment
of crisis she could not help noticing how shablhityl inadequately dressed
the young girls were, their hands swollen with lolaiins and their skin grey
with the pallor of insufficient food. She added anere notch to the tally of
complaints against the Dowager Countess, and ranepes over the
unprepossessing group of servants who now waitedpwed silence, for
her to speak. She chose a dark-haired little gidbably not more than ten
years old, whose sparkling eyes and clear skinestgd that her years of
drudgery had only just begun.

Marianne smiled at the girl in a friendly fashihhave a message for you
to- take to Smith, the Earl's valet. Doyou thinkiyean do that?"

The girl looked up doubtfully, swallowing nervoudbefore plucking up
courage to speak. "We 'ain't allowed upstairs, may@ur ladyship."

"Well, just this once, 1 shall give you permissiosaid Marianne. "1 will
write it on the note you are to give Smith, andithe will understand that
you are doing just as you were asked."

"Yes ma'am, your ladyship."

"What is your name?" asked Marianne.



"Annie, your ladyship," replied the girl, and theastily, for fear of seeming
discourteous, added, "Annie Jones, ma'am, youslagy

Marianne beckoned to her to follow, and the otlis gvatched with awe as
Annie walked behind the Countess back into the lsmmaim. TheBaronde
Bellevigne waited, as silent and as alert as ever.

Marianne gestured to the housekeeper's old destarithot write without
adequate materials."

The Baronignored the note of defiance in her voice andiegptmoothly,
"Indeed, | would not expect it. There is a quildlaaome paper which, though
not of the quality normally used by the Countesd afrisbroke, will no
doubt serve cur purpose. There is also some inkK tieve taken the liberty
of moistening in order to make it serviceable. €keellent Smith will have
no difficulty in reading your message:"

It was impossible to think of subtle double measingith the Baron
hovering at her elbow. Impossible even to guesd wimés Smith might be
expected to understand. In despair, Marianne sdizegen and scratched
out a message. "The Earl has met with a slightdaotj and | am
accompanying the Baron de Bellevigne in order togohim home. Please
inform the Dowager Countess, and Miss Thatcher gfwhereabouts.
Annie has my permission to leave the kitchens depto deliver to you this
note."

She ceased writing and handed the message inestieticeBaron."Who is
Miss Thatcher?" he asked.

"My companion."
He read the note several times, and being unabtietect any possible
meaning other than the one apparent on the surfi@cbanded it back to

Marianne with a slight, satisfied smile.

"It seems that you are, perhaps, planning to bsilsien But you should add
your signature, my lady."



She took the brief note and penned her name, "MaeiaCountess of
Tarrisbroke." She stared at the signature, unablegress a flash of awe
that this title was hers, together with the resgmliges that devolved upon
the bearer of such an ancient name. She lookedraeAwho stood, thin and
awkward, gaping at the two resplendent figures tdlsed across her head.

"You may take this to Smith's room now, Annie. H# lae anxious to know
where | am going." She would have said somethintipéun, tried—however
hopelessly—to convey some verbal message by mdahs serving-girl,
but theBaron raised his hand imperiously, commanding her tensi.
Sighing, she handed the message to Annie, poitditige lines that gave her
permission to go upstairs. "If you meet anybodynignyou may show them
these words here, and they will know that you haeemission to run this
errand for me."

Annie wiped her greasy hands on the already grezmered surface of a
sackcloth apron, taking the letter by its extreimener so as to avoid contact
with the Countess's soft, white fingers. Seeingkthd smile bestowed upon
her by this Celestial Being, she gulped severagsirfor air, then said, "I
knows me letters, your ladyship. We've done leartiesin at Sunnay
School.” With a gasp of pride she concluded. "I saite me name—full
out."

TheBaronclicked his tongue in impatience and Marianne edhifl'm glad,
Annie. Perhaps when the Earl and | return fromtoawels, we can start a
Sunday School here. It would be pleasant if alldbgs and girls who work
in Tarrisbroke could read, don't you think ?"

Annie remained silent, unable to speak in the fateuch benevolent
promises. She grasped the note for Mr. Smith tocbecave bosom and
blushed to the roots of her hair. "Thank you, ma"dour ladyship. I'll give
this 'un to Mr. Smith right away, ma'am. Yes, ytadyship."

The Baron de Bellevigne watched her departure with impaterit will
always remain a mystery to me—this determinatiothefBritish labourer
to bestow a dog-like devotion upon his master. \&ehjust seen a young
girl— impossibly clothed, probably not too well feéind yet you have only



to smile at her and she is your devoted servantforWhile in France the
peasants turned upon us and very nearly tore ut'apa

Marianne shrugged. "l perceive many possible exgtians,Monsieur.But
| would prefer to discuss them at some other oocasilay | now be taken
to join my husband ?"

"But of coursemadame.TheBarongripped her hands in his hard clasp. "If
you will accompany me to the garden, we may begmaurney."

"But my cloak.. . ."

"Enough, madame. We have wasted time enough arwbtirepresses. Can
you not endure a little chill when so much liestake?"

"But how am | to ride in such clothes ?" cried Namne.

The Baron pushed her roughly in the small of her back, afltgnce at
courtesy vanishing under a wave of rage. "You neayé the problems of
transportation to me, my lady. But for now, if yeish to see your husband
alive, it would be better if you simply startedwalk with me. |1 do not wish
to encounter the so-fierce Mr. Smith before sommagf... colleagues... are
a little closer."

The pressure of his hands about her arms increaseldMarianne found
herself bundled out into the small passageway rdwatthe length of the
kitchen quarters. With the confidence of a man whows precisely where
he is going, the Baron pulled her stumbling stepskly along the twists of
the corridor until they finally emerged throughraadl door into a neglected
tangle of shrubbery alongside the kitchen garden.

"Our horses are waiting, Lady Tarrisbroke,” murntutee Baron, and
before Marianne had a chance to grasp his purposa silk handkerchief
was drawn across her eyes, binding her into toihimpenetrable darkness.



CHAPTER TWELVE

The endless, swaying blackness of the journey enitech suddenness that
threw Marianne against the rough wooden panelbetarriage door. She
had long since given up any attempts to removélihdfold from her eyes,
for every time she started to raise her arm Baeon's soft, cool hands
grasped her wrists and returned them to her lapthgusudden jolt startled
her so much that her hands flew involuntarily te $ilk bandage, only to be
seized once again by tBaron."Desist, my lady,” he said. "I do not wish to
submit you to the ignominy of bound hands."

Marianne ignored his threat. "Are we arrived?" sisked. "Have you
brought me to my husband ?"

She could hear the impatience in his voice morarlglenow that her eyes
were covered. "As | promisethadameYour husband is inside."

She would have replied, begged to be taken to &k Bt the sound of the
carriage door swinging open forestalled her, angh of cold night air blew

in to fill the interior of the coach. She shivergdytly from cold and partly
from fear, while theBaron murmured incomprehensible instructions to his
servants. She strained to understand his commant$ie chose to use a
dialect, somgpatoisthat seemed barely connected with its parent Rtenc

The talking ceased and Marianne half-rose from deat, determined to
remain a passive victim no longer. One of tBaron's hands was
immediately placed with mocking gentleness benbathelbow, the other
stretched across her body to enclose both hersamighe firm circle of his
fingers. A fresh tremor, not caused by the cold treough Marianne's body
as she felt the ruthless exercise of strength ehznated from the slim,
elegant fingers. "We may descend from the carridggu are cold, my
lady." TheBaron made no effort to conceal his irony now. "One of m
servants .. . waits to assist you at thgsste

A flicker of pride came to Marianne's rescue, sgvirer from further
trembling as she passed from the interior of thachoon to the uneven
cobblestones of an old courtyard. TBeronwaited until all sounds from the



horses and carriage had faded into the distanéar,eblee motioned to some
invisible servant and Marianne felt the blindfoéahroved from her eyes.

She had expected some scene of desolation, had vesealized some
isolated brigands' lair, filled with dangerous aws. Instead, she saw the
bare yard and whitewashed stones of a typical lavsucottage, deserted
save for one elderly woman who bobbed and smiledgastured with the
exaggerated movements of the congenitally deafrigsdn of irrational
terror shook Marianne, for the silence of the coul@ndscape seemed more
hostile than even the most noisome of villains'sden

TheBaronsmiled, as if satisfied with Marianne's reactialthough she had

said nothing at all, and with a sharp tug at her he ordered her brusquely
to enter the cottage. She walked quickly acrosstiiblestones, only too
happy to obey the Baron's comand. Not only didstyee to discover the

Ear! safely inside the cottage, but she was anxiouse away from the

deserted yard, and the black night that was uwesdidy any comfortable

huddle of nearby buildings.

The door to the cottage was open and gave immealatess to the living
area, a gloomy room with rough stone walls and bareden floor, made
slightly more comfortable by a small fire burnimgthe iron grate, and an oil
lamp, perched high on the wall, that emitted a gmakd somewhat
flickering glow of light. TheBaronbowed to Marianne. "Well, my lady, you
see that | have fulfilled my promise and brought yo your husband."”

A dark mass hunched on a sagging couch in the cofrtee room stirred
into life. With a groan the Earl of Tarrisbrokeleal off the makeshift bed
and swung round to face tBaron.At the sight of his wife his grey cheeks
paled still further. He staggered slightly and wbhbve fallen, if a buxom
woman in dirty brown homespun had not grabbed s a

Overwhelmed by this evidence of weakness, her éygasfixed by the
red-stained rags that bound up her husband'srieft ldarianne rushed to
the Earl's side. For the moment she forgot thegmess of theBaronand all
the dangers he implied, just as she forgot the synambivalence of the
relationship that existed between the Earl anddifet$1y lord!" Anxiously
she ran her fingers over his pale forehead, feelwgfever that burned



beneath the surface of his skin. She drew his rigirtd to her cheek,
pressing her lips against his palm. "Quentin," sdid hesitantly, "you must
lie down. | am come to look after you." She redted head briefly against
the torn white linen of his shirt, and he crusheddygainst his body, holding
her fiercely with his uninjured right arm. "I feare. . feared that you were
dead," she whispered at last.

"No. Not that." He summoned up the ghost of a lalbghave already told
my uncle that | am not so easily disposed of! A# same, | wish you had
not come."

Marianne smoothed the lumpy cushion that servekisasnly pillow and
attempted to organize the solitary blanket so ithaight afford maximum
warmth. It was impossible to ignore the dirty ragsthe Earl's left arm, and
the spreading stain that indicated that his wouiticbted freely. "How can
you say such things?" she asked with an attemipglanhess. "After only
four days of marriage | did not think to be publickpudiated.” She saw his
faint smile and added, "Besides, you know, | hasae at your own request.
You did, after all, write a note begging me to anpany theBaron de
Bellevigne."

The Earl raised himself on to his right elbow atatexdd coldly at th®&aron,
who continued to regard Marianne's ministrationsyimical silence. Finally
he raised his shoulders in a delicate shrug, aclauging the unspoken
guestion in the Earl's eyes.

"Yes, my lord Earl. The Countess was shown a riates intrigued to find
that, milady is unfamiliar with her own husbandétwriting. Sad that you
have never needed to send héiliet doux,is it not ? So unlike the way we
conduct a romance in France."

"The note was a forgery, of course,"” said Mariaihatéy. "Oh Quentin, | am
sorry."

He dismissed her apology with an impatient brushisfiand. "It is of no
consequence. One way or another there is no dbabtheBaron would
have brought you here. Well, Bellevigne, you appe&ave us both in your
power. Are we to be told of your plans ?"



The Baronlooked at them both thoughtfully for several silemnutes. The
slatternly serving woman poured herself a mug afrfmg ale, smacking her
lips in evident enjoyment of the drink and withanplete disregard for the
tension that stretched with tangible force amomrgatiner three people in the
room. Finally theBaronspoke.

"My plans are very simple, my lord. | wish to fiodt where the Crown of
the Martyr Saint Helen-Theodora has been concealedl,then | wish to
remove it to a place of . . . safety. When thigpse has been achieved, you
and your wife will be free to go."”

"But the Earl needs the services of a surgeond' Bkrianne. "Surely we
can be permitted to seek help before it is tod?late

The Baron ignored her outburst and spoke once dgathe Earl. "The
Countess was highly distressed when she learngtedforry state of your
health, my lord. You may be interested to know 8fa has revealed to me
the precautions taken by Sir Henry Lane to endweesaife delivery of this
Crown." Marianne could feel the involuntary stifieg of the Earl's body at
these words, but he made no comment andBr®n spoke with greater
impatience. "Come, come, my lord. | know that tleuftess possesses the
key to the room where the Crown has been hidden | @am aware of the
fact that only you know the location of this roohwish to have from you
complete and detailed instructions for finding the®m, and then | shall
take your Countess back to Tarrisbroke so thatedd may enter the room
together. If you are left here, | retain a perfgearantee of the Countess's
good behaviour."

The Earl laughed weakly. "I did not know that myemvas gifted with such

admirable powers of invention—and all worked out tbe spur of the

moment, too! Alas,Monsieur le Baron, Ifear that you have been
misinformed. The Crown is on its way to Prince Atbeheavily guarded by
a troop of the King's Household Cavalry. My wife—eadst | imagine this to

be her motive—wished merely to be reunited withand spun you a tale
that she hoped would achieve her objective."

The Baronwas silent, and paced nervously around the tioynsasshowing
perturbation for the first time since Marianne letountered him. Finally



he stopped by the couch and peered down at the 'Edithd your story
ridiculous in view of information that | have reced from other sources.
But | will allow you a short while to ponder whaité | may have in store for
you both if | receive no assistance in my searcthife Crown." His mouth
twisted into a smile. "I am in any case riding ¢atmeet a visitor from
London, who is an old acquaintance of yours, my.ldrhave no doubt
that—between us—we shall be able to devise senetilods of persuading
you to tell the truth."”

"l am sure your methods are very convincikpnsieur le BaronA French
aristocrat who has survived all the changes ofmegn France must indeed
be possessed of remarkable . . . talents.”

For a moment théaron'stemper hovered in the balance, and then he
shrugged. "Not the least of those talemis; lord, is an ability to retain
control in the face of provocation. You will nohdl it easy to provoke me
into misjudgment.”

"Then," said the Earl quietly, "'make sure that gounot fall into the trap of
not believingmywords simply because you would prefer them toriieue."

The Baron turned round in the doorway and glanced indiffdyeat the
Earl. "I hope that the Crown is in your possession,lord, simply because
in that way it will be quicker to retrieve it. Hower, if it should happen to be
true that the Crown is already across the Chatineh | hold in my hands
two remarkably valuable bargaining counters. Iktir Henry Lane would
be quick to point out to your Government that thegoof a few State jewels
could not possibly compare with the value of the &f such a prominent
member of the British aristocracy. And his wife colurse. So you see—as |
told you before—the sooner this treasure is in aryds, the sooner you and
your lovely Countess may look forward to returniogthe delights of an
interrupted honeymoon."



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Baronclosed the main door of the cottage quietly belhima, but the
sounds of a heavy key turning in the old iron loakried quite plainly in the
stillness of the night, and Marianne listened inyanotized silence to the
retreat of his footsteps across the cobblestones.

She ran to the door, twisting the knob uselesdiywéen her fingers and only
stopped her futile clawing at the latch when shiette dirty fingers of the
serving woman placed firmly on her arm. The womawega shrill whistle,
and immediately a burly groom came out of some krmaim —probably
the kitchen—that Marianne saw opened off the sfdbeliving room.

"What's going on?" he enquired brusquely, his vdigek with the local
Kentish accent. He looked at Marianne and grinigg. $Bain't a bit of use
to be carrying on and such like. We've got the balmut up real cozy like. It
do keep out highwaymen and other suchlike villagdm't it Lizzie?" He
chuckled heartily, pleased with his own simple joked Lizzie looked at
him sourly. "You keep your wits about you Ben Dokil want my money,
even if you don't." She turned to Marianne and Ieohdher back to the
hearth in the living room. "You'd best settle domy, lady. There 'ain't any
ways for a body to run out of this place."

Marianne walked listlessly across to the Earl. Whs foolish of me to
behave in that way." She hesitated for a few sexoadd then added
frankly. "l was frightened, but | realize that wantiot possibly escape by
using brute force. What plans do you have for istlere some way | can
help?"

The Earl smiled at her, the warmth in his eyes ioguker heart to lurch

more violently than any of the Baron's threats, &edgestured almost
imperceptibly in the direction of the serving womarthink | am too weak

to plan daring escapes ... or even any escapk at'dle leant back against
the lumpy pillow and his cheeks seemed so paleMaitanne had a hard
time convincing herself that this latest seizur@ah was not genuine.

"I must bandage your wound," she said anxiouslylaokled defiantly at the
servant. "He cannot stay covered in such filthysrauill you fetch me some



water?" She spoke with the habit of command, s¢ the@ woman sat
irresolute for only a few seconds before heavingsdié out of the

comfortable armchair and lumbering over to thelettdoor. "Bain't no use
to be trying summat tricky, my lady, because Begrvgaiting in the kitchen
just to hear my call."

Marianne ignored the threat and turned her bactherretreating servant,
lifting up the skirts of her overdress and tearimgatiently at the delicate
cambric of her petticoat. The Earl watched in gil@musement, and then
remarked softly. "It's almost worth being injured] am to receive such
affectionate ministrations. It is certainly moreathl managed to achieve
whilst | remained well."

Marianne blushed. "Hush," she said. "There is neetfor you to perfect
your skill in flirtation, even if it is a new exgence to try your charms upon
a tradesman's daughter.” She tried to look seVé/e. have too much to
discuss, and too little time. Give me your arm."

Meekly, the Earl extended his injured arm and Mare unfolded the

blood-stained rags. She tried not to shudder atitiie of the mangled flesh
that was eventually revealed, but her stomach @tlover and she was
forced to sit down rather abruptly on the Earl'd.be

He laid his hand over her quivering fingers andl spiietly. "There is no
need to force yourself into performing tasks thatdistasteful to you. | can
assure you that my wound is less fearsome thaokisl"

Marianne shook, her head impatiently. "It is nothi©f course | must
replace this rag with some cleaner dressing." &&e to smile. "It is merely
that | am not much in the way of binding up swolakkes."” She saw his
eyes fixed upon her and said, "How did you conreteive such a wound?"

The Earl fell back once more against the pillowstaling Lizzie as she
returned to the room bearing a small pewter bowwater. Marianne

thanked her briefly and immediately began to bétlegagged edges of the
cut, willing herself to ignore the beads of swéwit tstood out on the Earl's
forehead each time she touched the centre of thadvolrhe ordeal was



over more swiftly than she had feared, and as shedthe strips of cambric
over the Earl's arm she asked once more, "Howtdidgpen ?*

The Earl replied through clenched teeth, relaxiightly as the bandaging
neared completion and helped deaden the pain iaris "It was, | think,
quite accidental. | moved suddenly, and the dalggler by my captor grazed
my sleeve. As | turned to push him away, the pofrihe dagger slashed
right through my coat. But although the bleedingrnse profuse, it is nought
but a surface wound and should heal rapidly noaviehsubmitted to your
vigorous cleansing treatment.”

Their conversation seemed to be of no interedteéservant. Once she saw
that her pair of captives made no effort to stohm kocked door of the
cottage, she paid them little further attentiomfe@rring to sit almost on top
of the small fire, nursing her jug of ale and stigrher heavy body only to
throw an occasional log on to the fire. Marianngp®cted that the woman's
brain, fuddled by alcohol and accustomed to heakiagtish dialect, had
difficulty in interpreting a conversation conductedswift, normal English.
In a low voice she asked the Earl, "How did you eam be captured? It
must have been inside the house?"

"l entered my room and saw at once that the jeast tiad been disturbed. |
was not too much troubled, since the whole objéthie elaborate plot was
to arouse interest in my movements, and in my ssggh@ossession of the
Crown. | was relieved that action had occurred gsons and was only
anxious to call Smith and set a search in motiomfy strangers who might
have been observed in the neighbourhood. The beskie estates may be
falling into rack and ruin, but my people are dtal and | did not despair
of hearing a description that would have enabled tmeadentify the
intruders.

"But there was no immediate response from Smithl atepped out into the
corridor, impatient for his arrival and for his pel was seized from behind,
with no chance to see the face of my assailanhdtta dagger to my throat,
which | failed to heed as a warning. Hence the wioummy arm.” He
grimaced in self-mockery. "I was, I'm afraid, busdll ignominiously
downstairs and into a carriage that waited in & darner of the kitchen
gardens."



Marianne interrupted him eagerly. "I, too, wasded through a passageway
near the kitchen. It seems an extraordinary pladmd a path wide enough
to allow passage for a travelling carriage."”

The Earl looked acutely embarrassed. "I think tkistence of that path is
well known to the local populace. My father waghia habit of bringing his
. .. female companions right into Tarrisbroke HHlé felt that by using a
service entrance such actions were rendered moeptable."

Marianne deliberately ignored the Earl's tensidn.that case,” she said
lightly, "I must remember to order bushes plantedigthe entire length of

the roadmmediatelyupon our return to Tarrisbroke. Right in the cemtre

the path.” She touched his hand. "And if all etsksf | shall stand sentinel at
the kitchen door until I am quite sure that yousately in your bedchamber
... alone."

“"Not alone, | hope,” said the Earl. "But certaimythout companions
introduced via the kitchen garden."”

Marianne felt his eyes searching her face for arfemutes before she turned
away. "You have not told me the rest of your stoshe said at last.

The Earl sighed. "If you are determined to hearrds of my sorry tale, |
shall be forced to confess that | lost conscioussesn after we entered the
carriage and | have no idea in which direction ragelled. | felt a suspicion
of salt in the air when they brought me in to tbattage, and it seems
reasonable to suppose that B&onwould choose a hiding-place that is
near to the coast. He must be planning to leave ctntry almost
immediately, since he has not hesitated to revisabdkentity. But precisely
which of the ports he has selected, | cannot guessyou able to enlighten
me?"

Marianne shook her head regretfully. "I was blindéal during the journey,
and anyway | do not know this part of the counzyen if we had travelled
in plain daylight, | doubt if I should be able tmd my way back to
Tarrisbroke. We are a sorry couple, are we not ?"



"Not very able conspirators, certainly." The Egspaared lost in thought.
"If only we knew who was behind these plots, it hipe easier to make
some plans for escape."

Marianne hastened to describe her encounter wéhyttung man in the
Earl's bedchamber. "His appearance was not distiytshe said finally as
she floundered over a description of the intrutBut from his manner of
speaking, | did wonder if he came from the Ital@minsula.”

The Earl sat up straight on his couch, giving a Isregclamation of
astonishment before catching the suspicious gaiteeferving woman and
sinking back into his former listless posture.

"l believe you have described Claudio di Mazaretie, brother of Maria
Gabrie ... the brother of a former acquaintanceiofe. | did not know
Mazaretto had been appointed to Sir Henry's staff should have warned
my uncle to exercise the utmost caution. Di Mazarbas been an ardent
admirer of Napoleon Bonaparte from the beginning] &knew that he
wanted to prevent his cousin Prince Alberto fromtowing his support of
the British. King Louis' position is perilously dtya and Prince Alberto's
defection at this precise moment would be one miliee removed from the
monarchy's system of supports.”

"I'm glad that my story seems significant to yoegid Marianne. "But even
if the young marwasdi Mazaretto, | do not see that it helps us tapsc
from here."

The Earl appeared to give no heed to her rathetidies remark, raising his
hand to his head and emitting a deep groan. TedrifMarianne leaned over
to place her hand on his brow, anly to find hersdltched with some

firmness in a position that entirely screened thd'€ head and shoulders
from the servant's view. He whispered quickly. &va some sort of a plan.
Bring the servant over here, and get her to bilnegug of ale.”

Marianne turned flustered eyes in the directionthed serving woman.

"Lizzie!" she called distractedly. "Lizzie! The Edvas taken a turn for the
worse, what are we to do?" She watched impatieaglthe nurse dragged
her reluctant body out of the chair, wringing handis in a credible imitation



of a nervous female at the end of her tether. 'Btie ale! Bring the ale! We
must try and get him to drink. | believe he is guihconscious."

Lizzie looked very doubtful at the prospect of viadgigood ale on a man too
far gone to know what he was drinking, but in the she decided to obey
Marianne's commands, the journey to the kitcherfresh drinking water
being more arduous than the sacrifice of a littlevegy little—of her good
beer. She lumbered up to peer at the Earl out oftsighted eyes,
inspecting the shallow rise and fall of his cheghwhoulish satisfaction.
"He bain't too hearty, my lady. That | will say.h&leant over to feel his
forehead, and Marianne seized the jug of ale. "Hee¢ me pour him a
drink," she said quickly. "You must raise his hagad | am not strong
enough.”

The servant parted with the precious jug, grumbtngetly as she did so.
Marianne waited until the woman turned her baclonider to heave the
Earl's weight up on to her arm then, neatly andipety, she hit the servant
firmly on the top of her skull. Lizzie found time emit a small grunt of
astonishment, before sliding down into an untidgghacross the bed.

Marianne examined her handiwork with some pridé attempting to move
the servant's body until the Earl ventured a stehgasp. "I shall faint in
reality if you do not move this weight from my Iusigoon!"

Full of apologies, Marianne tugged obligingly aé teervant's body. Two
hundred pounds of solid flesh sagged a little de@peto the couch. In

despair, Marianne turned to the Earl, ignoringléhghter that crinkled the
corners of his eyes. "It is all very well for yaulaugh. | cannot see how we
are to proceed with your brilliant plans for anagse with this . . . this . . .

elephant strewn across your lap."

"Pull up that wooden chair,” said the Earl obligingand if you place it at
the foot of the bed, we can topple her into it. Mahy luck theBaronwill
not even notice that she is unconscious. She hardiyes even when she is
awake."

Marianne, with some assistance from the Earl, pedplpizzie up in the
wooden chair and replaced the jug—its contentsysddpleted—in the



cradle of her lap. "There!" said Marianne. "Perhagsen she regains
consciousness she will not even realize what we did

The Earl smiled. "It is very pleasant to plot one&ape with such an
optimistic companion. Personally, | hope we areeytong before she
returns to the land of the living. Now that we ntalk freely, let us make
haste and decide what we should do. The Crowmaady in Europe. | was
not lying when | spoke thus to thigaron, although in retrospect | feel it
might have been more sensible to conceal thisfifat him."

Marianne spoke worriedly. "If we do not have then, we are without
bargaining tools. And | don't trust tiiBaronto house us indefinitely if we
are serving no useful purpose. It would be all &asy to arrange a
convenient carriage accident that would disposasoboth and leave the
Baronfree to pursue the more pressing aspects of ars"pl

"Preventing the British Government from passing @®wn to Prince

Alberto can only be a small part of his schemegjtead the Earl. If

Bellevigne is interested in Prince Alberto's acsioih can only be because
the Bonapartists plan an early uprising againstgKlmouis. Perhaps,
impossible as it seems, they even plan for Bonajsartturn from Elba.”

Marianne twisted her hands nervously. "It seenmsetmme more and more
important for us to escape, and my mind become=asmngly blank the
more | try to delve into it." Her nervousness wageased by a sudden low
grunt emanating from the direction of the servingnvan,but the Earl
reassured her.

"Don't worry, Marianne. She is still unconscioude swung his legs off the
bed and walked with remarkable steadiness ovéietcasement window. "I
think we must not allow ourselves to exaggerate ithgortance of the
Baron's scheming," he said as he peered out iatarttelieved blackness of
the night. "I don't think that the fate of Europenlys in the balance merely
because we cannot immediately think of any waystape. | should dearly
love to turn the tables upon Bellevigne, howeviewe could devise some
method for catching him off-guard.” He frowned d&ed silent for a few
seconds. "l think we have to accept that we caeso@pe from here by



force. So, if we wish to leave, we shall have tspade th&aronto take us
with him."

"We must convince him that the Crown is in Tarrade Hall,” said
Marianne. "We must pretend that you lied and thigtnot already safely on
its way to Prince Alberto."

"Bellevigne would never be unwise enough to takeglg into Tarrisbroke.
God knows, he is no fool and he realizes as welVaslo that it would be
quite impossible for three or four people to clamdr®und the Hall without
alerting at least a dozen servants to our presdpagicularly since my
family and staff must now be worried by our mysias disappearance. No,
that will not do." He stifled a sudden exclamatadmild triumph. "I have it!
There is an old family chape! west of the Home Famonds. That is just the
sort of place in v/hich one might decide to hideriaeless relic, and from
our point of view it has the advantage of beingyatlose to the Hall."

The Earl stepped back from the window and dispbs@adelf quickly upon

the couch. "It is too late for more elaborate plahg said. "A travelling
chaise is even now drawing into the yard. Encouthg®aronto believe

that my condition has worsened, but remember thistat | feel stronger by
the moment."

"I hope we may find some more potent advantagewrsiole than such a
fragile deception,” said Marianne, and collapsea ioonvincing heap of
weeping womanhood across the Earl's hard couch,agighe sound of
approaching footsteps heralded the return of Bigifeevand his companion.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

A gust of wind blew straight on to Lizzie's faceddhe noise as thBaron
slammed the door shut behind him caused her tausgasily, her head
lolling from one side to the other as she strugglbdck in
semi-consciousness. Bellevigne looked at her igudis then spoke sharply
to his companion.

"It is a blessing, Claudio, that | do not rely upau for the selection of too
many of our hirelings, or we should find ourseliteserved. It is fortunate
that Ben Dorkins and the other old crone can bedealpon to remain
sober."

The young man shrugged his shoulders. "Drunk oersaomakes no odds. |
do not see where you expect Tarrisbroke to go, wednand without
horses.” He walked over to Marianne pulling hemope too gently from
the Earl's side. He executed a low bow, his eydmglover her dishevelled
appearance with mocking insolence.

"It is indeed a pleasure to see you again, my I8dgh devotion is touching
to observe. However, the object of your attentesescely deserves so great
a loyalty." He glared at the Earl. "I wish my dag¢ead done more than
wound you, my lord. | have longed these many morthdhave the
opportunity of running my sword through your treadus body."

The Earl spoke with lazy indifference. "I am amazeg dear Mazaretto, to
have aroused such ire, even in one known for his—vetatile humour.
May | be allowed to enquire what | have done tairrsuch wrath ?"

"You mock me," said Claudio di Mazaretto. "Do yaaple to deny that you
dishonoured my sister, th&incipessaVaria Gabriella ? That you made her
name a subject of gossip in half the courts of gar@"

"My dear Mazaretto, | had no idea that my simplespiis were followed
with any interest at all imny of the Courts of Europe, but | must certainly
bow to your superior knowledge in such matters. @y, | assure you that
it was not possible for me thshonourthePrincipessaOur affaire, pleasant
as it was, merely represented a brief interluddania Gabriella's perpetual



romantic adventures." He looked quite kindly atMiazaretto and said
gently, "l was not your sister's first lovesjgnor ConteAnd | feel quite
certain that | shall not be the last.”

With a cry of rage the youngontesprang towards the Earl, ready to seize
the Earl's throat between his fingers, but he w@gped by a curt command
from the Baron. "Desist Claudio! Your personal revenge is of no
consequence at the moment." He turned to the Bdreaamined the white
face upon the pillow with complete detachmentrust that your wife has
persuaded you to be more sensible, my lord ? thegeshe has rebound your
wound, but | cannot say that the general stateoof yealth looks much
improved. Would you now care to tell me where | rfiagt the Crown that is
causing us all so much unnecessary inconvenieff@afih you to hell!
said the Earl deliberately. "Even if | am dyinguywill not persuade me to
reveal its hiding place."

"Very noble," said th&aronapprovingly. "But | am not intending anything
as crude as your murder, my lord. Such a veryéogéfial means of pursuing
my objective, would you not agree?" He examined idare with
meditative interest. "There are other methods wwatld be so much more
certain of producing the desired results and aiiefy less risk to myself.
For example, how would you feel if | escorted yfair Countess into the
bedroom and there tied her hands securely behindhbeéore offering
Claudio his revenge? You may not be prepared tgdiafor your own life,
my lord, but perhaps you may feel a little mor@sgly about your wife's
honour ?"

Marianne turned white. "No, you could not." Shekied pleadingly at di
Mazaretto.'Signor Conteyou would not wish to exact such retribution.”. .

The Earl dragged himself to his feet as the sildangthened. "There is no
need to pursue your threats, Bellevigne." He laddteashly. "You interpret

my character too well. | will tell you where thed®@m is hidden, but not

until 1 receive word from my servants that my wifas been returned to
Tarrisbroke unharmed.”

"Oh no, my lord. You must think me simple indeedhé&il we return your
good lady to her home, we are once again in thé&i@osof having no



effective guarantee of your good behaviour. Thetgadf your own person,
which | suspect you value little, offers me no segu

"But his safety means everything to me," said Mar@a "I did not marry
into the peerage in order to find myself a dowdggdore my first season in
town! | will not permit the Earl to throw his lif@way to protect a collection
of jewels for some foreign nobody." She glancedrstdly at theContedi
Mazaretto and noted his flush of anger with gresistaction. The more
enraged their antagonists, the less likely theyewr make sensible
judgments. "My lord, younustlisten to me." She turned to the Earl in an
attitude of supplication. "Let us go with these nmterthe Crown's hiding
place. | will give them the key ifouwill disclose the location of the Crown
to the Baron." She allowed her voice to break on a little soboe® my
happiness mean so little to you? Is some paltryegowent alliance more
important to you than my life ... my honour?"

The Earl spoke wearily. "It is my duty to proteoly Marianne, and to try to
make you happy. But | also have a duty to Sir Herand to the King."

The Conte spoke contemptuously. "A mad King and a libertPence
Regent? It is to such people that you owe yourltmg?"

"This conversation is pointless," said Baronimpatiently. "I do not intend
to allow you from this cottage until | have the @roin my own hands.
Time presses, and | wish you to understand, my tbat | shall not hesitate
to carry out my threats."

The Earl sighed. "It seems to nidonsieur le Baronthat we must each trust
the other a little if we are to find some accemalhy out of this impasse.
The Crownis on my estate—you see that finally | acknowledgettbhth—
but it is not in the Hall. | shall agree to escgst to its hiding place and |
will remain as your hostage while t®mntedi Mazaretto escorts my wife
back into Tarrisbroke Hall in order to pick up #ey."

"Fine planning, my lord. But | am not so foolishyasi seem to think. What
is to prevent your wife alerting a dozen strongaets and sending them out
to effect your release?"



"The key is not hidden in my room," said Mariannddenly. Hesitantly she
pulled at the fine twists of golden chain suspendexind her neck, and
from the bodice of her gown she withdrew a smayl. K&he Crown is in a
cupboard that is locked with this key," she saile"do not need to go inside
the Hall. You will be able to take the Crown andl Wave ridden off with it,
long before we are able to alert the servants tgpmsence.”

The Earl looked at Marianne somewhat sadly, asgifetting her betrayal of
SO many government secrets. "Ah, Marianne! And whdb prevent the
Baron placing a bullet between our shoulders once he fbaesd the

Crown?"

Marianne gave a little cry. "Oh no, my lord! Theyutd not do such a thing."
Terrified, she turned imploringly to the Baron. 'Ywill let us go once you
have the Crown, you will not... hurt us, will you ?

"l give you my word upon it," said thBaron smoothly, and Marianne
expelled her breath in a trusting sigh.

"And you will forgive me, Quentin, for betraying youncle's little secrets
?" Coquettishly she ran her fingers over his ché&éle have all our lives
together still ahead of us. We cannot count theomamce of some old
half-forgotten relic, can we ?"

The Earl's expression was not easy to interpretotlld not expect a woman
to understand the significance of this Crown," hal dinally. He patted
Marianne rather patronisingly on the arm. "l wdksthat you do not come to
any harm, my dear." He paused and the other octaipéathe room could
see how his body swayed and the vigorous efforgXested to sit down
again upon his couch without falling. Marianne redho his side, tenderly
stroking his brow and staring reproachfully at Beron and theContedi
Mazaretto. "You see,"” she said accusingly. "Heoisveak and you force
him to stand and argue the issue with you. Whatl dare about silly
government plans? Make the carriage comfortablesand we shall be on
our way. You shall get your Crown and | shall bdilarty to seek the
services of a surgeon for my husbandatis all I care for."



The Baronlooked at her doubtfully, but théonteinterrupted impatiently
before Bellevigne could speak.

"Come, Bellevigne, we cannot afford to wait anygen The boat has been
ready any time these past two days, and we campetea favourable wind
to hold for ever." He saw that tiBaronstill hesitated, and he gave vent to a
sharp exclamation. "You waste valuable time, Baljeg. We have all the
journey to make our plans, and to smooth out amghopoints in our
protection. Do mio, che timiditaWhat do you expect one injured man and a
slip of a woman to accomplish against us? An amfgosthaps?"

The Baron spoke coldly. "If this is how you and your coumtgn plan a
campaign, it is small wonder that your provincegdfar so long been under
the domination of foreign rulers. Be silent, sotthemay think!"Marianne,
who saw Lizzie stirring once again, got up hadtityn her devoted position
by the Earl's bedside. "Oh Ia, sirs! My husbandfaeded clear away. What
are we to do if he is unconscious when we needtibres ?"

TheBaroncame to a final decision. "It will be dawn withiree hours, so it
is true that we cannot delay." Impatiently he dexhg flask of brandy from
his hip pocket and forced the mouth of the botdéneen the Earl's lips.
"Ben," he yelled, in the direction of the kitché@ome and take the Earl to
his carriage. You, my lady, may come with me. Claudttend to the horses
and see that Pierre and Matthieu are ready to gmaoynus." His lips
tautened in an unpleasant smile. "There is no faeal blindfold this time,
my lady. You will need all your faculties alert ypu are to keep your
husband alive long enough to be of assistance &hl.u&nd it matters little
to me that you will discover how close this hidegwgato the boundaries of
Tarrisbroke. | have no further use for the cottage.”

Marianne allowed herself to be bundled roughly fribie room, casting one
helpless look at her husband, who leaned weaklysigBen Dorkins' stout
but unfriendly shoulder. He swayed, as if hoveonghe very borderline of
consciousness . But when Marianne took an invoiyrgtep backwards in
order to help him, th8aron grabbed her arm and pushed her out into the
courtyard. "Save your tenderness for the journey lady. Your husband
will have need of it all.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Helen Thatcher paced up and down her small, damp.rdhe temperature
of the bedchamber was arctic, but this was not rikeson for her
restlessness, even though she spared an occasimmént to reflect
adversely on the sort of accommodation Lady Eleanosidered suitable
for paid companions. For the fifteenth time, shéke@ over to her window,
pulling back the faded draperies to peer out thinahg unrelieved gloom of
the night. When her earnest squinting producedesalts, she plumped
herself down on to the bed, crinkling the sensgrkey stuff of her morning
gown between agitated fingers.

The light tap at her door was a welcome relief simel ran to open it. Smith
was standing on the threshold, looking as neatsaffepossessed as ever,
showing no signs of his hurtling ride to London.

"Oh Smith! Have you found Sir Henry? What news?"

"I very much regret. Miss, that | was unable toapeersonal with Sir
Henry seeing as how Sir Henry is at this momentelfimg to Dover, in
readiness for his departure tomorrow for foreigmtgpa He saw Miss
Thatcher's crestfallen expression and added moeerithly, "l did,
however, take the liberty of calling upon Mr. Padkam who, being the
Earl's oldest and best friend, might be able to addhe light to our
enquiries. He is waiting downstairs, and would apgy to talk to you in the
Library, if you was wishful of joining him."

"But of course. | shall come immediately. You de&t 1 am already dressed
for action. | hope, Smith, that you are not utterkhausted by such a long
ride ?"

"Twelve hours in the saddle is not my preferred whgpending time, Miss.
But during our years in Europe, the Master ancchb® accustomed to long
hours of riding." Descending from his lofty pinnaébr a moment, he added
confidingly, "Shocking roads they have over on @mntinent, Miss. You
wouldn't hardly credit what passes for a carriaggdrin Spain and Italy.
Nothing but mule tracks, covered with flies—nottention the bandits and
brigands, all so starving they'd cut your throatd@rust of bread.”



"Yes," said Miss Thatcher, feeling that talk of das and brigands was not
the most encouraging topic in the circumstance®ll)\We must be thankful
that the toll roads in England are maintained ichsgood order."

She hurried down the stairs, clutching a candlkgta her way down the
dark recesses of the curved staircase, and mamagedognize the library
by its massive, nail- studded oak doors. She peepetibusly round one of
these and gave a sigh of relief when she obseheeddmforting and stolid
figure of Giles Packenham, standing in a relaxetude before the
fireplace.

She came into the room and held out her hand imvgaeeting. "Oh, Mr.
Packenham, you cannknmowhow pleased | am to see you here. | am so glad
that Smith was sensible enough to ask you to cand,that you were
generous enough to accompany him."

Mr. Packenham, who was never the most articulatenef, seemed
somewhat taken aback by the warmth of her welc8h@n happy to be of
service to you. Miss Thatcher,” he murmured. "Cam tell me in what way
| may assist you ? Smith was so urgent in his needturn immediately to
Tarrisbroke that he told me little more than thHa¢ Earl was missing. |
gather that he has not returned during the longshotour ride?"

"Oh no! Indeed he has not. And with Marianne gdnigave been almost
beside myself with worry." She dreavdeep breath, forcing herself to be
cairn. "l am sorry, sir," she said more naturallyou must be receiving
very false impression of me. | can assure youithabrmal circumstances |
am far from being an hysterical female. But | hée# so isolated in my
fears—so alone—that your welcome presence has d¢auseto throw
normal decorum to the winds."

"Come and sit by the fire, Miss Thatcher," he sadthingly, as he tucked
her hand under his arm. "You see, your fingerdikeechips of ice. Let me
pour you a glass of this excellent sherry, and wyan are a little more
warmed you may tell me what has occurred. | gafieen your state of
agitation that the Countess is also missing? We sadfast that Smith has
told me almost nothing."



Miss Thatcher sipped at the sherry and felt a plataiingle spread through
her body. The worries of the past hours seemedesigadf much less
account, and . she was able to explain the mysiedsappearance of the
Earl, and then the Countess, in a calm and coh&shion. "The Dowager
Countess and the Lady Eleanor insisted at firdtttiere was no cause for
alarm. Evenso, | could seethat Marianne was troubled by heband's
absence, although she did not discuss it with me. NAve known one
another so long that we often interpret the otifeeings, even without an
opportunity for private discussion." She fumbledhe pocket of her gown
and retrieved a crumpled scrap of paper. "Whentsbndught me this note,
my worst forebodings were realized. Marianne iswally so clear-headed
that | cannot allow myself to believe that she wiowlllingly go rushing off
across the countryside without making any efforhtbcate the direction in
which she is going.” Worriedly she twisted the shajlass round in her
hands. "And why have they not returned? Even i&ag cannot be moved,
there is no reason why Marianne should not senéssemger, thus setting
all our minds at rest. | have never known Mariatmbe indifferent to the
feelings of others—she is always the most thougjbfftemales.”

Mr. Packenham patted Miss Thatcher's arm, reagsimémn with an easy
informality that would have astonished them bottl theey taken the time to
notice it. "You do not have to convince me that iallnot well, Miss
Thatcher. Quite apart from your own worries, itlsar that Smith entertains
similar fears or he would not have bothered to seelout. It is not easy to
shake Smith's imperturbable spirit, so his anxdeiee genuine cause for
alarm.”

Miss Thatcher cleared her throat nervously. "l somelieved to hear you
speak in such a fashion, but . . . but. . . | fei only honest for me just to
mention to you that Marianne was very much oppdseetihe idea of this
marriage.,, Just at first you know." She looked at Packenham with some
embarrassment. "However, | am quite certain in myn anind that
Marianne would never choose to run off in such dyHourly fashion,
whatever her feelings may have been about the aggxii

Mr. Packenham looked astonished. "My dear Miss diteat there was no
possibility in the world that | would have entend such notions about the
Countess of Tarrisbroke. And what have the Coulstésslings about her



marriage to do with th&arl's disappearance ? Are you expecting me to
believe that they both decided to slip off andtbeir losses?"

"No. Not at all. Oh dear." Miss Thatcher lookedrgasingly self-conscious.
"l thought it better to bring the matter up, be@ifsyou should chance to
encounter the Dowager, you will find that she badgethe Earl's absence is
all part of some plot of Marianne's.” She saw Mackenham's incredulous
expression and said hastily, "Let us talk no mdie bjust wished you to be
informed of the Dowager's opinion."

"Yes, indeed," said Mr. Packenham, thankful thatwas apparently not
expected to comment on this latest aberration efDlowager. "Er . . .
fortunately | believe | must set out from Tarriskedoefore the Dowager is
likely to be up,” he said in tones of acute reli®fe shall organize search
parties that must be ready to set out at firsttligtnd we must send for
Smith immediately so that he can tell us everythiegknows about the
situation.”

The Earl's valet, summoned by a sleepy night foofmalingly expounded
the theories he had been evolving during the holinss master's absence.

"I am sure the Earl was doing another job for msle, Sir Henry Lane, and
the Countess thought that too. She told me so béafoe disappeared with
this Baronde Bellevigne fellow."

"Do you know for certain that Sir Henry had askedrymaster to undertake
some task for him?" asked Mr. Packenham.

"Well, sir, one of Sir Henry's secretaries camenbto Rodbourne House
just before we left for Tarrisbroke. And Sir Hertmmself called on his
lordship the very day we was married." Smith hukches shoulders and
spoke huffily. "Unfortunately, his lordship didohoose to confide in me the
subject which was discussed with Sir Henry. Hislétip has a lamentable
bad habit of telling me what he's been up to wiieriao late for me to stop
him risking his life. Ihadhoped that now we was married we might take our
personal safety a bit more into account. We'reirggtioo old for all this
racketing about, sir. It's time we settled down bhad some children.”



"Yes. Quite," said Mr. Packenham, uncertain whetbeake the latter part
of the speech at its face value or to assume t&hS identification with
his employer was complete. "However, even if wevkmexactly what the
Earl and Sir Henry were planning to do, I'm notestimvat we should achieve
very much. Something has clearly gone wrong wittrgvody's plans.” He
thought for a few moments in silence. "I can reallggest nothing more
constructive than mustering all the men from th&atesand organizing
search parties in every direction. You have no wlkare theBaronarrived
from, | suppose. Smith?"

"No," said the valet regretfully. "But if this saine had something to do with
the foreigners Sir Henry is always working witithink they'd be making
for the coast if anything went wrong with their péa Don't you agree, sir?"

"Well, I don't know," said Mr. Packenham cautiously might be worth
concentrating greater numbers of men along thespa#tding to the coastal
roads. | think my own task must be to take theeftshorse in Quentin's
stables and ride for Dover. We must bring Sir Hdmege, | think, if we are
to have any real chance of tracing the Earl's mavasi"

Miss Thatcher sighed. "And | can see that my Idhe unenviable one of
keeping the Dowager Countess and Lady Eleanorataeappy. They
changed from a mood of sublime optimism at lunchetiyesterday to a
mood of darkest pessimism by the time dinner wagese They now expect
the Earl's body to be returned to them on a slaitm fmoment to moment.”

"Do not despair, Miss Thatcher.” She felt the wapnessure of Mr.
Packenham's fingers clasping her hands. "We sha# found them before
the day is out, even if | have to run Quentin'sngricattle into the ground in
order to catch up with Sir Henry." He turned to tadet. "l shall leave the
organization of the search parties in your capabiels. Smith. | am away to
the stable to take my pick." He grinned wryly atsBliThatcher. "Wish me
good fortune, ma'am, for if | should lame one oe@tin's favourite mounts
| may decide to set sail for France without eveunr@ng! It would certainly
be a safer course than facing Quentin's wrath."

Miss Thatcher was conscious of heightened colodraameart beating more
swiftly than was altogether proper in a maiden lpdgt the first blush of



youth. "Naturally wewish you a safe and swift joeyri' she said. "l—we—
shall look forward to your return.”

Mr. Packenham and the valet hurried from the rdeaying Helen Thatcher
to stare out of the window at the first faint gtgt of dawn. "Marianne,"
she whispered. "Don't give up. We are going to fiod soon."



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The coachman led the horses into a small thicketre#s and bushes,
concealing the carriage from the eyes of any chaasser-by. The Baron,
not trusting the obvious air of desolation thatreunded the abandoned
chapel, called the remaining groom to his side @msdied a few curt
instructions. Stolidly the man moved round to theekb entrance of the
chapel, mounting a watchful and rather ridiculouarg over the deserted
footpath that led off in the direction of the Hoarm.

The Earl lay on a blanket under the shelter of ¢hapei porch, and
Marianne knelt down beside him, trying not to fodusr eyes on the
perpetually spreading red stain that wet the fbesidage she had applied to
his arm only minutes before. The journey from tb&age had taken less
than an hour, but it had required all Marianne'srage to retain her
optimism in the face of the Earl's increasing wessn She tried to
remember his words of encouragement, to tell hieteat she was not
familiar with sword- wounds, and that she had ng aigudging how much
of the Earl's weakness was feigned, how much aftitie reflection of his
state of health. However, she knew that the grégmaf his cheeks was real
and that the blood seeping from the jagged cut weakening him with
thepassage of every moment. Now that they weraktuere, outside the
chapel, she wondered what advantage they had possiped to gain by
suggesting such a ploy. The Crown was not in tla@eh and no amount of
wishful thinking was going to make it appear there.

Claudio di Mazaretto looked indifferently at the wmled man and glanced
up to find Marianne's eyes fixed scornfully upomhHe laughed harshly.
"You are shocked, my lady, by my indifference tariment death. But |
have seen too many men die far more horribly theamr fiusband. A simple
sword wound has lost its terrors for me."

TheBaronde Bellevigne interrupted before Marianne coufdy€'Enough,
Claudio." He turned to the Earl. "I wish for insttions, my lord, on the
precise location of the Crown."

"No," said the Earl. "I do not trust you to keepuyavord. For all | know
your hired ruffians may have instructions to munderas soon as the Crown



IS In your possession. You must leave your pistokshere and | will open
the room that holds the Crown while my wife holadsiydaggers.”

Claudio di Mazaretto laughed quietly. "So that sh&y run us through ?
You jest, my lord Earl."

The Baron raised his hand. "There is no danger from the @ssn She
could not possibly overpower us both. The Earl Isslabw us where the
Crown is hidden and then he and his Countess ¢eeatdrom the Chapel
while we retrieve the jewels. Such a scheme oftesth parties some
measure of security."

The Earl, leaning heavily on Marianne's arm, ratsetself from the ground
and stood propped up against the chapel wall.dukhlike to remind you,

gentlemen, that we are now on my estates. And @ind have no doubt
that your servants could murder us as we emerga tree chapel, the
chances of your escaping from my lands without ytrare slim. It is

almost dawn, and | have no doubt that search gaatie even now being
prepared to scour the grounds."

Marianne stiffened, wondering if the Earl had casted this elaborate plan
with no better hope of rescue than a chance enepuith the members of a
search party. His hand tightened on her arm wiilssering pressure, as he
turned back to thBaron."l think it is better if you place your pistols time
ground now, and we may then proceed into tiie chafmi, Signor Conte,
had better carry the lamp and find somewhere sdourest it once we are
inside."

The chapel doors were not locked, and Marianneddwer feet making a
soft shirring sound on the carpet of autumn ledkieshad blown on to the
stone slab floor through the open doors and theingganes in the leaded
windows. The flickering light of their lamp illumated the bright colours of
the stained glass windows, casting an eerie rew glbout the small
procession. They had reached less than half-wayndbg/short aisle when
the Earl stopped. "You will stay here," he sdiMonsier le Baronand
Signor Conte] should be grateful if you would hand over to theuntess
the daggers that | imagine to be hidden beneatfottie of your coats.”



He waited in silence as ti@onteand theBaroneach drew out a small sword
and handed it to Marianne. The Earl gave a quiegha"l do not believe for
one moment that you have surrendered all your weapbe said. "But if
you make any effort to attack my wife while | ameamg up the hiding
place that conceals the Crown, you will never discavhat you seek."

The Baronspoke softly. "You seem very certain that we cowddfind this
Crown, my lord. The chapel is small and | have éhoéher men ready to
assist me."

"That is true." The Earl sounded amused. "Howewey, uncle and |
exercised considerable caution in selecting a fgidaace for such a
priceless relic. This chapel is old, as you can Beé&act, it dates from the
time of the English Reformation when my ancestogsaoolhardy enough
to remain faithful to the Catholic religion for tway three generations after
the rest of the county had decided it was easibetmme Protestant as the
King commanded. It therefore has a priest's holegammon with many
buildings which date from that era. | think you weihave to tear the
building down, stone by stone, before you discoyewhich of these
particular granite blocks covers empty space angalad wall. The Crown
is well protected.”

Claudio di Mazaretto acknowledged defeat. "We waséeious time, my
lord. Your wife holds our swords. We are waiting f@u to show us the
door to the hiding place.”

The Earl came and stood by Marianne, putting msraund her shoulder in
a gesture she found hard to interpret. Was he inffereassurance?
Comforting her? Bidding farewell ? Her mind refugedgrapple with the
implications of this last thought, so she merelpkled at him with a
calmness she did not feel and asked, "What wouldwish me to do, my
lord?"

Unbelievably he smiled, and reached down to kissheek. "I would wish
you to call me Quentin,"” he said softly. "But ftletmoment, | would also
wish you to stand a little further away from ouefds.” He smiled urbanely
at theBaron."If the Countess stands here and you remain stande, you



may observe all my actions and | do not have toryvabout what will
happen to the Countess when | turn my back.”

"We are rooted to the spot,” said tBaronironically. "Please do not delay
further,”

Marianne's breath seemed to be coming in smallsgafsfright. She hardly
felt the weight of the small swords that she cdradthough at first they had
seemed intolerably heavy. The Earl walked steaddyg the remainder of
the aisle, crossed the altar rail and went up ¢ostcristy steps. He turned
aside at the altar table, ignoring the dull metabm of the Cross that still
surmounted the bare stone table. He paused diiedignt of the ornately
painted and sculpted wall that decorated the retirecaltar.

"If you will look towards your left, my lords, yowill see that when | press
the harp of this stone angel, a door will opernaawall. The door conceals a
small room in which the consecrated vessels antineegs needed by
itinerant priests were once stored. You alreadyl moy wife's key to the
cupboard inside the room."

Marianne held her breath. Even the short gaspaiforow seemed to be too
great an effort. ThéBaron and theConte leaned forward, one of them
uttering a cry of excitement as a narrow door ofdendhe wall, swinging
out in such a fashion that any contents of theriimyn were concealed from
their view.

The Earl spoke quickly. "I do not advise you to farward, my lords," but
his words were ignored as, with eager impatierffeeBaronand theConte
both pushed forward towards their prize.

As they started to run, there was a slight clickidden crash, and Marianne
watched almost mesmerised, as Baon and his companion disappeared
into a gaping black hole that had opened up imildelle of the aisle floor.
An ominous thump was followed by a cry of mingleadrpand fright, and
then there was only silence.



The Earl slumped against the wall, beads of swkatdsg out on his
forehead. "Be careful how you walk, Marianne. Thechanism which
operates the floor-trap is as old as the priestis, land probably faulty.”

She ran to the trap door, leaving the heavy swondshe wooden pew, and
peered into the impenetrable blackness of the"gibw did you do it,
Quentin ? Do you think they are . . . they are" She swallowed hard. "Do
you think they are dead?"

"I will go and look more closely in a moment. Thi¢ lpeneath that slab is
over ten feet deep, but when | was a boy it waariably left partially filled
with straw and leaves, just in case of an acciderduld not be certain that
the old mechanism would still work, but it was andpe | had to take. It is
easier to decide to be ruthless when no other ehahescape exists."

Marianne walked quickly away from the dark pithtpe they will survive.
Their death seems a very . .. final . . . solut@aur problems." She reached
his side and could not resist resting her heachaghis shoulder.

The Eatrl ruffled her hair with one hand. "Ther@adsneed for me to remind
you, | suppose, that they would certainly haveekills without a second
thought as soon as the Crown was in their hands?"

Marianne shuddered. "I prefer not to think about 8he turned away

self-consciously. "When | lived in India | becanmeexpert in the art of not

thinking about the cruelties of life around meh#ts become a constant
habit, I fear."

The Earl pulled her gently against him. "We areymttiree of danger by any
means. The men outside will not remain standingethedefinitely." He
held her at arms' length and said, "Marianne, do think you can travel
back to the Hall alone?" He smiled wryly. "l am sate that | could manage
the journey, and somebody must remain here todaalei the chapel against
the Baron'sservants."”

"Quentin! Your wound! lts troubling you, as | thought it was. Let me tend
to it!"



"No," he said. "There is no time, Marianne. | migtyou out of the side
door in the vestry before the sun rises any highleeady there is sufficient
light for you to be seen if either of those twoveaits chances to glance in
your direction. Tread as quietly as you possibly,ddarianne. And let us
hope thatsomebodyn Tarrisbroke has had the sense to organizeralsea
party. | do not like to think of you tramping sixles back to the Hall. You
must be almost at the point of exhaustion."

"It is no matter." Impatiently Marianne brushed tsrds aside. "But what
of you? How are you to prevent tBaron'sservants entering the Chapel ?"

"I shall lock the doors, my dear, and offer repeéateayers that wood around
the locks and hinges may not be rotten. Fortunatehy in the best possible
place for hoping that my prayers will be answered."

Marianne tried to smile. "I shall be as quick asd#ent as possible." Shyly
she reached up to brush his lips with a swift kissvill be back with a
surgeon, my lord. You will be careful?"

The Earl's dark eyes were lit with tender laughtén all our long
acquaintance, have you ever known me to be othePVile placed his
fingers over her lips when she would have proteatetiied her into the tiny
vestry. Marianne pulled back the rusted iron looktlee door, cutting her
fingers and tearing her nails as she did so, beikslew that the Earl had no
strength to spare for the task. The grey sky waesadi/ lighting up with a
yellow- white haze towards the east and the Earldd forward for a brief
minute to say, "Hurry! And keep your back to the@.sMou should find a
footpath within a hundred yards of the chapel.”

Marianne slipped into the darkness of the small dgpdhankful that it
offered her protection from prying eyes. In thetahgee she could hear the
restless stomping of the carriage horses, growiggeasingly faint as she
penetrated deeper into the thicket. Her body, whtsany physical exertion
more strenuous than that of the ballroom, achezery limb and in every
muscle. Her feet, which had originally been cladoft kid slippers tied with
satin ribbons, now slithered in a tangled morasgoof stockings and
bleeding blisters.



Sighing deeply, she took the sensible decision ghatwould not think of

the Earl, left behind in such uncomfortable andg#gaous conditions, just as
she would not think of the number of miles she rhigi have to walk. The

decision, while easy to take, was remarkably diffito act upon, and she
had not travelled more than two hundred yards tjiindbe woods before she
found herself counting every step taken by heripmgrfeet, and quivering at
every snap of a twig for fear that it might be stgi shot marking the end of
the Earl's existence.

Once clear of the small wood, she found herseah@butskirts of the Home
Farm pastures, and in the bright light of early mag she abandoned any
attempt to conceal her presence. There seemedtatmpsssibility that the
Baron'sservants would run the risk of pursuing her hanel with luck she
might encounter one of the milkmaids, or even ohthe farm labourers
setting off for a day's ditch-digging.

She found that the increasing warmth of the sun kefr strangely
light-headed, while her body—Ilacking the protectafna cloak since the
day before—seemed alternately burning hot and ifngezold. She felt as
though she had already walked for miles, althougghmart of her brain did
remember that she had not crossed more than tge faalds. When first
she saw the group of figures clustered on the borghe fought back the
surge of hope that filled her being, telling hefriet the stolid figures could
not be anything more than the figments of her owordered imagination.

But the comforting group of bodies remained outirgainst the horizon,
moving slowly in her direction. With a moan of edli she picked up the
tattered remnants of her once-elegant afternoomgamd forced the leaden
lumps that had once been her feet into the semblaine run. The glad cries
of recognition sprang out to greet her when shestilseparated from her
rescuers by fifty yards of muddy grass. One tiigufe thrust itself in front

of the group and ran down the sloping pasture tetrer.

"Oh ma'am, your ladyship. Oh ma'am. Your ladyshspises! You're hurt
bad, my lady!" Annie stood awkwardly, and rubbedhbmer hands against
the heavy worsted of her cape. "You can be leanmme, my lady, if you

likes. Mr. Smith and some of the lads will be with directly."



Thankfully Marianne abandoned the pretence of slfficiency. Smith,
startled out of his habitual stolidity, puffed upthem, and she felt her body
sway against his wiry frame. "The Earl ... is inspried in the chapel . .."
she gasped. "Take care. There are men outside@rendas a musket."

She stared with a vague sense of irritation atcihde of horrified and
immobile servants who surrounded her. Since shegheash no thought to
the ashen pallor of her face, nor to the blood lib&trally bedaubed the
remains of her clothing, she could not understaed shocked expressions.
She knew only that a thick cloud was coming dovwepasating her from her
rescuers, but she tried once again to penetratmiste "The Earl . . ." she
said. "Wounded . You must hurry."

The brief commands had exhausted her. She had r® strength left for
the herculean task of remaining on her feet, sd witsmall sigh she
collapsed into an untidy heap in the middle ofd&sonished servants.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Marianne sat quietly on the boudoir chair, andvedid Becky to scold her as
she wound her mistress's long hair into a softafodurls dressed modishly
on the crown of her head. Marianne waited until&s¢ pin was in place and
then said firmly, "You may as well hold your breaBecky, for 1 have
already decided that today | am going to leave sgchamber."

"And what about your poor feet, my lady. Have ybaught about them?"

"l can assureyou, Becky, that there are few things | have thmubout
more frequently during the past three days. Baallsvear my silk slippers
that we brought home from India. They will not radpainst the bandages."

Becky sniffed disapprovingly. "Miss Thatcher spaiitday yesterday in
here gossiping, not to mention that nice Mr. Pabkem And Sir Henry
Lane came up only this morning to tell you all thiest news. Why do you
have to go gallivanting around the house ? Hissloifals surgeor—notthat

| think he can be compared to our Mr. Green whaahaays given you such
excellent service in the past —won't promise evew nhat you have
avoided a congestion of the lungs."

"Becky,. | am clearly not suffering from so muchaabght chill, let alone
lung disease. And since the Earl is unable to |é@seooms, | wish to see
for myself how his wound is healing."

Becky was silent, being unable with propriety taceoany opposition to

such a statement, and yet still concerned thamiress would succumb to
miscellaneous unspecified sicknesses if once atldwéeave the sanctuary
of her bedchamber. She took refuge in a changerfersation, while she

fussed around various drawers looking for a warenspr and a woolly

shawl.

"What did Sir Henry say about those heathen foesigthat tried to run off
with you?" she asked. "Smith told me that @entewas certain to die."

"The Contedi Mazaretto had a concussion, but both he andB#renare
now recovering. Our government does not plan torisop them, but will



send them back to Italy as soon as they are fiiat@!|. From what Sir Henry
tells me concerning Prince Alberto's methods ofighing his enemies, |
think they might have preferred to stay in Englabdt our government
wished to avoid the outcry that would be caused byblic trial.”

"Well, my lady, they're only going to get the tr@&int they deserve," said
Becky, who saw no reason to hesitate in metingtiogitsort of vigorous
justice generally advocated in her favourite Oldstdment. "And |
understand that the Dowager Countess and Lady &lesil be moving
into the Dower House very shortly,” she added sRilgon't suppose you'll
be complaining about that."

"The Earl's mother and sister must always be wetcommy house," said
Marianne virtuously and with a complete lack ofthru'But | believe the
Dowager would prefer to have an independent houdgho

Becky sniffed meaningfully, but said grudginglyf Ylou insist on going
visiting, my lady, | suppose you are ready now."

She wrapped a shawl around her mistress's shouldamsing Marianne's
complaint that she now resembled a bundle of liparcelled up for the
washerwoman. In truth, when once outside her ddarjanne found the
corridors very chilly, and her legs still considggamore shaky than she
liked to admit, even to herself.

Smith answered her timid knock on the Earl's dand led her With formal
bows of approval into the most comfortable chaithie Earl's sitting room.

"If you would be so good as to wait for one or tmonutes, my lady, | will
apprise his lordship of your ladyship's arrival. W@ much improved in
health and spirits today, my lady, and will no dohbb pleased to welcome
you. May | say, my lady, how gratified | am to s@&ir ladyship once more
restored to health?"

"That is very good of you," said Marianne deducingm the flow of
elevated formalities that she had been successfaining admission to the
circle of people blessed with Smith's approvalartt pleased the Earl is
feeling better," she added.



The one or two minutes had stretched out consitiefzdfore Marianne

heard the sound of footsteps entering the sittougrr. She turned round
quickly and saw that her husband had entered thra edone. Suddenly shy,
and all too conscious of the great difference betwthis formal meeting
and their last dangerous moments together, sherdéowker eyes and
examined the fringes of her shawl with every appeee of total

fascination.

The Earl broke the absurdly lengthening silenceod¥nust forgive the
unconventional nature of my attire,” he said. "l afraid that even Smith's
best efforts could not coax any of my coats over timaining wad of
bandages. | trust you do not find my dressing-go¥fensive."

"Oh no, no. Not at all," said Marianne, nearly d@isted by the cold courtesy
of his tones. "l am delighted to see that your vecpis proceeding so well."

"And what of yourself?" enquired the Earl politelirhe surgeon assured
me that you had suffered no lasting damage andmole dold me that you
were full of energetic questions when he visited.yo

"Oh | am very well, thank you," said Marianne megay. "Except for a few
dozen bruises and blisters you might say that Aamood as new."

With four or five swift strides, the Earl was byrh&de, kneeling down

beside her and taking both her hands in his own dllasp. "Ah Marianne,"

he said with a hint of laughter in his voice. "lain very humble and beg
your pardon for my appalling behaviour when wetfirget, and for my

outrageous conduct in dragging you into one of mglels eternal political

escapades, do you think you might see a way tavenge ? | fear my

weakened constitution cannot endure many more esnoft such strained
courtesy between us. | confess that | have becdtaehad to a rather less
dutiful wife."

Marianne tried to look offended. "Pupils of MissdBels Academy for the
Daughters of Gentlemen aadwaysnoted for their courtesy, and for their
sense of duty, my lord."



The Earl pulled her to her feet with a ruthlessisbbstrength. "Then | shall
put Miss Beale's instruction to the test by comnagpgou to remain still
whilst | kiss you."

Marianne obligingly demonstrated the superiorityMi$s Beale's methods
of teaching by remaining quite still while the Eptaced his hand firmly
beneath her chin and raised her lips to receiv&ibss After a considerable
elapse of lime she rested her head upon the |t dressing- gown and
spoke into the folds of his shirt.

"l am so relieved that théontedid not succeed in killing you," she said. She
ventured a quick look at his face. "Was thentes sister very beautiful?"
she asked in a small voice.

The Earl looked momentarily confused. "I might hduewn that you
would seize upon the one part of di Mazaretto'svewsation that any
gentlewoman would have striven to forget,” he sagignedly.

"But | am not a gentlewoman," said Marianne withsiderable triumph. "I
used to be a tradesman's daughter, and now | apuaté€ss, which is an
altogether superior state of affairs to being aengemtlewoman.”

"You are a baggage," said the Earl severely. HpedgMarianne's face
between his hands and dropped a fleeting kiss ersaftness of her lips.
"Yes," he said. "ThePrincipessawas very beautiful." He waited for
Marianne's lashes to close over the deep violethef eyes, before
whispering softly, "But from what | have seen so, faowhere near as
beautiful as you."

Marianne's eyes flew open in astonishment andhd bush coloured her
cheeks. Laughingly, the Earl drew her close, stllner half-hearted protest
with his kiss. "I can see that with such an indiusiwife | shall be obliged
to lay down the strictest rules for your behavibtis fingers traced the
delicate curve of her cheek. "The first and mogtanant of these rules is
that you shall always love me as much as | love yod the second of
these. . .." He paused for a moment and lookedhdmarchingly at his wife.

"Yes," she said softly. "And what is the secone®ll



"The second rule can wait until later,"” said thel Edust now | have better
things to do." His arms crushed Marianne to hira long and tempestuous
embrace.

"Quentin!" Marianne protested. "Remember your wadtind

The Earl laughed quietly. "The second rule," hel,sas never to interrupt
your husband when he is engaged in making passiéma to his wife.”

Marianne moved more closely into his arms. "In this in all things, my
lord, | shall strive to be an obedient wife."



