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PART ONE


1

Lord Destermere lay dying.

His wife, Mahla, her brother Humbert, and a white-capped nun, sat on either side the big canopied bed, watching and waiting for the end.

It was in the year 1708 on the second day of February.

Dawn was breaking. Birds in the thickly-wooded grounds of the Château des Cygnes – one of the loveliest buildings on Lac Leman – had begun to wake. The plaintive intermittent piping was the only sound to break the intense silence. Lord Destermere hardly breathed. Now and again the nun leaned over him and put a mirror against his lips to see if it became moist.

Each time the religious woman made this gesture Lady Destermere put a hand to her throat and clutched the thick rope of jet beads which were wound around her long throat. Her eyes dilated. She drew closer to her brother. His handsome, florid face wore a faint derisive smile. Then as the nun drew back, whispering that “milord still drew breath”, her ladyship relaxed. Her gaze met that of her brother with what could only be termed a slightly sinister look. Certainly it brooked neither pleasure nor relief.

A thin elderly man clad in black and wearing a bob-wig and Steinkirk which showed white around his lean neck, was standing by one of the tall windows which opened out on to a veranda. He had been there for some time, his hands behind his back. Now he drew aside the heavy velvet curtains. At once the melancholy flickering candles burning in tall candelabra on the mantelpiece paled before the sudden light of morning as it filled the lofty chamber.

In the pearl-grey light of morning everything seemed to assume a different aspect. The features of the dying man in his white frilled bedgown became sharper. The magnificent red hair which Lady Destermere wore tied back with a girlish bow – black like her beads – seemed to coil and glow with the voluptuous colour and movement of serpents. The square face of the massive Baron Faramund her brother, appeared dissipated and brooding. He wore a purple robe which gave him something of a look of a dissolute emperor; he had those heavily-lidded eyes and curled lips. His scant fair curls and the very blueness of his eyes were however essentially Germanic. He had been born and bred in Hanover.

Only the face of the nun remained serene and pure, unaffrighted, unchanged by the searching light of the day. Her lips moved in prayer. A rosary slipped through her ivory fingers.

Lady Destermere watched this rosary as though fascinated for a while then rose and yawned, stretching her arms above her head. The Baron looked at his sister through half-shut eyes. He was quite attached to her. They had had the same father, and in general the same interests. They were both greedy for money and for power. Mahla was in her late twenties – he, nearing thirty-five. She was ageing, he thought this morning, with a cruelty that was part of his character. Nevertheless he admitted she still had strong sensual appeal and an almost unspoiled beauty, (if anything so fiercely feline could be so called by that name. She had been wasted, he thought, on Claud Destermere. After ten years of marriage, Claud had given her nothing but his name and the choice between this dreary Château in Switzerland which bored her to tears, or life in England at Destermere House in Richmondwyke, which was the family seat. That she found gloomy. For a time they lived in Paris. But Destermere’s health had been poor for a long time now and his medical advisers had sent him here to Geneva to breathe the pure air which blew down from the mountain peaks.

The old fool had been dying on his feet almost since the day he married Mahla, Humbert reflected, with a savage discontent which he knew his sister shared. It would be intolerable if Claud did not succumb this very dawn to the ravages of the wasting disease which had been consuming him. They had waited long enough.

Once he was gone, Mahla would have control of the Destermere fortune. That was what she had bargained for when she first left Hanover to marry the Earl.

The soberly-attired gentleman who had just drawn the curtains was his lordship’s Swiss notary, Monsieur Bertian. He had come from Geneva with a document which his lordship had signed last night. Milord had made a great effort to hold the quill, supported on one side by his secretary, Stephen Godwin, and on the other by Monsieur Bertian.

The contents of that document were as yet unknown to anyone in the Château save Mr. Godwin and the Swiss.

Baron Faramund gazed thoughtfully at his sister. He was amused by her appearance. She wore a white velvet mantua edged with black fur. With those jet beads, she already presented a spectacle of mourning. Quite charming and sad. What an actress she was, he thought. At will she could bring tears to glisten upon those fabulous lashes of hers.

Humbert was wholly German. But she, his half-sister, had been born of a mother who was an English Jewess. The little Mahalah whose Hebrew name had been shortened as she grew older to Mahla, had learned to speak the English tongue at an early age. After ten years as Lady Destermere, she retained only the slightest trace of German accent which most men found fascinating. Destermere had found it very fascinating indeed when he first met her at the schloss owned by her uncle; a certain German landowner of repute in whose mountain retreat some of the finest wild boar hunting was to be found. When Lord Destermere was in his twenties and still vital, he had been a remarkably fine sportsman. At the ball which followed a big day’s hunting, Destermere met and fell violently in love with his host’s captivating niece. He decided once again to risk a marriage.

Destermere was a charming but rather weak man who in middle age believed in virtue and deplored his own youthful departure from it. As he grew older he became religious and continually repented the sins of the past. He was a man of curiously naïve, trusting character. Until evil was spread before him, undisguised, he seldom recognized it. The red-headed Mahla with her strong sensual appeal, easily blinded him to the fact that she was as corrupt as she was beautiful. It had made Humbert laugh to see the virginal crown of lilies set upon his half-sister’s brow on the day of her bridal. He knew that she had lost her virginity before she was fourteen years of age. (Her singing-master had seduced her.)

The Faramund family were at that time involved in wars, heavy taxation and a variety of financial losses which had made it essential that the young Baroness should marry a wealthy man. Hence her acceptance of Claud Destermere. He bored her and she had never been faithful to him. Humbert knew that, also.

But she seemed to have maintained her sway over this kindly simple husband of hers. He could not bear her out of his sight. She had powers of persuasion and an aptitude for lies and intrigue which at times startled even her depraved brother.

The Baron, personally, had never been popular with Claud Destermere. He was received here only out of deference to Mahla, who was much attached to her brother. But now the end of Destermere and his disapproval is in sight, reflected the Baron. The tomb for him. The great riches of the House of Destermere for Mahla. Her unopposed authority over those full coffers.

Humbert waited impatiently for his brother-in-law to draw his last breath.

The notary pulled the curtains still further apart. Now all of them in the bedchamber turned to the majestic sight that met the gaze. A matutinal mist shrouded the peaks of the mountains facing them – heights still clad in winter’s white. Snow had fallen over the grounds last night. As though in sympathy, Nature had spread her own shroud for the English nobleman whose end was approaching. But to the east in the sky there appeared suddenly a chink of miraculous blue which was reflected in the deep waters of the lake. Geneva was calm at this early hour. The city was barely stirring. It was only in the Château des Cygnes that there was movement. Lights burned in all the upper windows.

Earl Destermere opened his eyes. They had become almost colourless as is the case with the dying. His body was wasted to a skeletal thinness. They had not bothered to shave him. A stubble of gold beard showed on his chin. He had the look of a suffering Christ. Indeed, he called voicelessly on that sacred Name, beseeching pardon for his sins. His mind travelled back a long way to one particular episode in his past which now seemed to him of paramount importance. He had done a great wrong. He wanted to live until he had put it right. He muttered a name.

“Stephen. …”

At once the nun took his wrist and pressed her finger against the pulse. She was of German-Swiss extraction. She whispered in German to her ladyship.

“It is a miracle … milord is a little stronger. …”

Mahla’s lashes drooped to hide the impatience and disappointment in eyes that were as purple and flagrant as bright pansies. She bent over her husband.

“Is it not I whom you wish to call upon, my dearest?” she murmured, and pressed a lace-edged handkerchief against her lips.

The dying man looked at her. Even now that he was finished with the lusts of the flesh, the peace of his passing was disturbed by the sight of his young wife’s flame-red hair, and the thick creamy skin of her matchless bosom.

“Mahla,” he whispered.

She bent and kissed his emaciated hands.

“What can I do for you, belovèd?”

He drew a deep sigh which seemed to come from the very depths of his heart. Her luxuriant hair was so close that he could inhale its musky fragrance. How madly he had loved this girl! He had always wondered why she should have devoted her youth and burning beauty to him, who at forty had become old and tired. He had wondered also, why none of his family in England – distant relatives, who used to visit the Destermere House (for Claud was the head of the family) had liked her. One of his aunts had hinted that he was a fool to trust the German Jewess. In consequence he had closed the door of the house to this particular lady. She was now dead. All his kinsmen were dead. Before his illness had brought him to bed he used to go to England. But of late he and the Countess had resided entirely in Geneva.

The Earl nursed another secret sorrow on account of the fact that Stephen Godwin who was his protégé as well as his secretary, never really made friends with the Countess.

Nobody could ever complain of Stephen’s manners towards Mahla. They were impeccable. He was courteous but cold. Once, Destermere had taxed him with this coldness and asked why he did not show more warmth and admiration for Lady Destermere. In the old days when they used to entertain lavishly, she used to be surrounded by fervent admirers. But Stephen avoided her.

When Destermere touched on this subject, the young man appeared so embarrassed that Destermere tried to ignore it and believe that the boy meant no offence to her ladyship. He was reticent by nature – with an austerity which even the fascinating Countess could not break down.

Destermere, personally, loved Stephen. The boy had been almost as dear as a son to him during the last six years; since he had first come to live with the Earl he had proved himself both efficient and loyal.

“Now that I am dying, I have no qualms about placing my business affairs in Stephen’s hands,” reflected the dying man.

But the ghost of that old sin committed in his youth haunted the death-chamber this dawn. It seemed to lay an icy hand on Destermere’s failing heart.

“What can I do for you, beloved?” repeated Lady Destermere.

“I want to speak … to Stephen … and to Monsieur Bertian … alone. …” he gasped.

Mahla flicked her lashes at her brother, shrugged and moved with him out of the room.

“What has he in mind that he should be so secretive and banish you?” growled the Baron.

She shrugged again.

“Nothing. He hesitates to bore me with business matters. He has always been so – treating me like a child who must be protected from worries and troubles.” Mahla whispered back, and her lips curved into an ironic smile.

That smile faded when in the lofty, marble-floored corridor, she met the familiar figure of the English secretary hurrying towards his master’s room. They came face to face. Lady Destermere barred Stephen’s way. He was a tall youth but not much taller than her ladyship who was of exceptional height for a woman. She looked at him with those lustrous pansy-purple eyes which held more than an ordinary invitation. The Baron moved on, shrugging his shoulders, knowing well the passion which his sister had lately developed for her husband’s secretary. Mahla had ever been one to desire the unattainable. She would not rest, thought Humbert, until she had made Stephen Godwin her slave. (Wasting her time, in Humbert’s opinion).

After tomorrow, once she held the reins of office, she could undoubtedly fling Stephen Godwin out. She would have no further use for him and Humbert, himself, would see that the Englishman departed at speed. He thoroughly disliked him. The boy on occasions had shown a contempt for him which had fired the Baron’s blood. There had been an incident only a week ago when Stephen had surprised the Baron in the library whilst attempting to molest a young, struggling Swiss maid. A fragile child whose big eyes had momentarily attracted the sensual German. Stephen demanded that he should release the girl instantly. After she had rushed away, trembling and in tears, blessing Monsieur Godwin for her deliverance, the Baron had stormed at him. What right had he to interfere?

Stephen replied:

“The right of any decent gentleman, Baron, to protect the virginity of a mere child. Little Marie-Thérèse is scarce thirteen and must be allowed to perform her duties in this house without fear of your unwelcome attentions.”

At that, Humbert cooled and laughed in a sneering way. Looking Stephen up and down, he said:

“How come you know so much about Marie-Thérèse’s virginity? Could it be that you have already tested it, Mr. Godwin?”

Stephen had turned white, made as though to answer, then swung round and walked out of the room.

The following day the Baron had tried to find Marie-Thérèse and was told that the child had been sent home. An older coarser woman had been engaged in her place. He realized that he had the secretary to thank for this and cursed him for a pie-faced Puritan. But on telling his story to Mahla, Humbert was advised to say no more. Mahla did not want there to be trouble while Claud lived. She would deal with Stephen, she told the Baron, when the time was ripe. So the Baron took himself off on horseback to a nearby village to find a pretty peasant girl to take the place of Marie-Thérèse.

Now, outside the Earl’s bedchamber, Lady Destermere tried to wheedle Stephen.

“You look fatigued. You were up all night with my lord, were you not?”

“I was, but I am not tired. I am only too happy to serve his lordship while I can,” said Stephen quietly.

And he looked away from Lady Destermere scowling. Those huge lascivious eyes of hers made him uncomfortable. He had never been able to understand how a man like Destermere could be so blind to his wife’s true nature.

Stephen found the red-haired, handsome Countess utterly unworthy of her gentle husband’s kindness, and all the gifts that he lavished on her. Stephen knew too much about her lack of morals, and the atrocious way in which she managed to deceive her husband. There was a vein of stupidity in Destermere which young Stephen was forced to acknowledge. But the Earl was lovable and generous and Stephen respected him greatly and regarded him as a friend and benefactor. It had horrified him when Lady Destermere first began to display her passion for him. Some men in his position might have been flattered, but to Stephen, Lady Destermere’s interest in him was an abominable thing. Until a month ago the knowledge that this was the woman who would inherit all that the Earl had to leave; that the great noble house of Destermere would pass into her hands, worried the boy exceedingly.

There was no one of the blood left to succeed the Earl. His only nephew who would have inherited the estate, had died in a hunting accident two years ago.

Stephen had confided his fears in the Swiss notary when Bertian came upon the scene. Bertian, elderly and astute, had talked some sense into the Earl and finally persuaded him to sign a new final testament which would not give his widow so much power nor allow the estates to fall into her profligate brother’s hands.

Then a month ago, Destermere had confided the story of his youth both in Bertian and Stephen. Since then Stephen had been to Paris on an exciting secret mission – and made various inquiries on behalf of the dying Earl.

Once armed with the fruits of this inquiry, Stephen was much relieved and could look with more confidence to the future.

He could look at the Countess this morning with less apprehension, too; knowing that a disagreeable shock awaited her and her brother.

“If your ladyship would kindly allow me to pass,” he murmured coldly but politely.

Mahla glanced around the corridor. It was in semi-darkness. The Baron had disappeared into his own bedchamber. She sighed and lifted her arms to the secretary’s shoulders. He shrank back but for a moment she pressed her sinuous body against his and looked with undisguised longing at his pale boyish face. The finely-cut lips … the wide eyes, grey and brilliant … the proud short nose … attracted her vastly. Stephen Godwin was not of aristocratic lineage but he looked noble, she thought, and Claud had told her that he was of decent birth. He did not wear a wig this morning. His own hair, dark brown, was tied back with a black bow. His coat and breeches were of clerical grey, relieved by the white of his Steinkirk.

His persistent coldness maddened the woman. There was something almost monkish about Stephen. He was clever and, in her opinion, much too studious. He seemed never to be interested in recreation of a frivolous kind. Claud, himself, had told Mahla that the young secretary had never yet been in love.

To be twenty-four and not to have had a woman in his life seemed incredible to Mahla. In her home in Hanover, the young gentlemen of the house slept with the maids, if with none other; and diced and danced and enjoyed every form of vicious amusement.

She was all the more determined to be the first with Stephen. It would amuse her. Often she lay awake at night thinking of him – longing to bring a different expression into those light grey eyes which she found as icy as the waters of the lake. There was passion in him – she was sure of it. She knew men. This one had a warmth, a depth, still to be plumbed. He smiled rarely, but when that smile broke through it had an odd charm and radiance. And that he could feel deeply, she was aware, because of his whole-hearted devotion to his master.

“Stephen, my love,” she whispered, and brushed a red coil of her perfumed hair across his lips. “When you have finished with your boring affairs, pray come to my room. My maid has orders to receive you. Knock twice. I shall be waiting.”

Stephen recoiled. All his Puritan blood rose and flamed against this wanton witch of a woman.

“How can you speak so when your husband lies dying, milady?” he said indignantly.

She stepped back, fingering her jet beads, laughing up at him.

“You are foolish, Stephen. You miss much. You should really enter a monastery and be done with the world.”

“I am not a Roman and I have no wish to become a monk,” he said. “But when I finally choose to lie with a woman it shall be with my wedded wife.”

Then he passed on and into the Earl’s chamber, leaving the Countess standing there, angry; but not too despairing. She knew Stephen, she thought. He was a man and if he was no monk, she was positive that she would win in the end.
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Stephen Godwin stood beside the big bed gazing in grief upon his benefactor.

The colourless eyes opened and returned Stephen’s gaze with recognition. The bloodless lips whispered:

“My boy. …”

That was enough to make Stephen’s heart swell. He had been born with a sense of pride and individualism which had never found expression until he came in contact with Earl Destermere. In this bitter hour of impending loss, he remembered his first meeting with his benefactor; seven years ago when he was still in his teens, completing his studies at St. Paul’s School. It was a school patronized by the noble Earl from Richmondwyke.

At that time, young Stephen had just been orphaned and impoverished after the sweating sickness wiped out his entire family. His father had been a schoolmaster; his mother of gentle birth, and once he had had three adorable sisters and a happy carefree home. Then everything seemed to come to a full stop in his life.

He had been about to say good-bye to St. Paul’s and take a tiresome job in the City as a clerk when Destermere came across him. Stephen had heard what he had said to the headmaster.

“I am impressed by the reports of this boy’s talented work and read with pleasure one or two of his essays. He has a frank countenance and a curiously noble air. It would be a tragedy to hide such a light behind the bushel of poverty.”

Destermere, then paid himself for the completion of Stephen’s studies, and after a year took him into his house to work in a secretarial capacity. He also encouraged him to begin writing a book of essays on the Marlborough campaign in which the boy was interested. From that time onward Stephen found Destermere a lenient employer and he learned to forget the loss of his own adored family in the service of a man whose weakness he accepted and whose generosity and kindliness he revered.

Stephen guessed now what the Earl wished to say to him. He must help the noble man who was gasping for strength to do what should be done before he died.

“Stephen … go to England … find … my daughter. …”

“I will find her, sir,” said Stephen in a low earnest voice. “I have today received a letter from Bath which will lead me to her.”

“Take her … to Destermere House … I wish her to live there. …” whispered the Earl.

“Monsieur Bertian and I will do all that you have asked,” said Stephen gently pressing his master’s hand. “Be at peace, my lord. …”

“Bertian … can hand things over to … my notary in London, Godfrey Finch. You know his whereabouts. He served my father before me and is old but reliable. Approach also my friends and bankers – Sir Edgar Landseer, and Mr. George Featherly. The addresses are in my deed box. You have the keys, Stephen.”

“It shall be done, my lord,” said Stephen.

Now suddenly the Earl muttered:

“Wine. …”

The nun came forward and lifted a goblet to the Earl’s lips. Afterwards, he signed a new document placed before him by M. Bertian. He seemed to gain strength and for a moment talked more easily although great gasps of breath between the words shook his wasted frame.

He recalled the past and his misspent youth. And of the time sixteen years later when he had felt a longing to beget an heir. His first wife had died in child-birth. He had been unlucky. And he had hoped when he brought Mahalah, the seductive and handsome young German girl to his bed, that she would give him that longed-for child, but it had never come, and in his generosity he had not blamed her.

He began to mumble many names and places and episodes which Stephen and the Swiss notary were able to piece together only because of what they had recently learned. To Stephen with his touch of austerity and his idealism, the story of the Earl’s early love affair and the fruits of it was a sorry one. But when he considered it he said to himself, simply:

“Who knows what a man will do in the turbulence of his hot youth? Who am I to judge?”

But Destermere judged himself without mercy.

It had all happened as far back as seventeen years ago before Queen Anne came to the throne when the former Earl of Destermere and Claud’s mother – at that time one of the most famous hostesses in London – had been alive. Claud, then at the age of twenty-two, had the cream of society at his feet, for he was a handsome, winning youth – a fine swordsman and rider to hounds and one who never lacked for amorous adventure. Women fell for him like ninepins.

His parents were urging him to take a wife, and they had settled upon Lady Grizel Colhoun, the daughter of a distinguished minister in the Court of William and Mary. The perfect wife for young Claud.

The gay youth – at that time bearing the family name of Lord Claud Frane – wished to please his parents but dreaded losing his freedom. He travelled with his mother and sisters to Bath where Lady Destermere who was not well, had been advised to drink the waters. Bored with life there after London, young Lord Frane entered into what he had intended should be only an amorous adventure, with the daughter of a tavern-keeper on the outskirts of the town. By name, Amabel. She was of exceptional beauty, and at the time little more than fifteen. She had a freshness and virginal charm which enraptured Claud. It was not so easy in those days to meet with the flower of innocence, and Amabel, though of lowly birth, had been strictly brought up.

Claud entered into a clandestine affair which threatened to become serious, and actually installed the young girl in a shooting lodge on the fringe of the forest where he and his young friends hunted stag.

He fell passionately in love with Amabel who was as graceful as the fawns in the forest, and had the same liquid golden eyes full of trust and sweetness.

She, on her part, worshipped the tall laughing handsome young nobleman and gave herself to him willingly. At first her father was infuriated and demanded that Claud should make amends. There might have been trouble for Claud except that Amabel’s father was at the time floundering in monetary difficulties and had a weakness of character and an avarice which allowed him to barter his child’s honour for gold. Claud paid him off and saw to it that their tavern flourished in future. After that there was no further trouble. The mother only made one or two attempts to see her daughter, then the poor woman died of an internal complaint and from then onward Amabel’s father took to heavy drinking and evinced little interest in Amabel’s fate.

It was, of course, Amabel who paid the price for that autumn interlude in her life. She lived there, in the little lodge, beautifully gowned to please her lover, and obsessed with her passion for him; happy to be kept in seclusion away from the rest of the world; waiting only for him to return from the chase to her arms.

For Claud it was an exquisite experience. He had never before known the passionate love of a really good woman, and there was nothing of the hard courtesan about Amabel. He realized later that it was he who was guilty and wholly responsible for this child who had sinned by delivering herself up to him.

Then came the time for the Destermeres to return to Richmondwyke. By now, Amabel was heavy with child. The dying Earl allowed himself today to remember and speak of these things with deepest shame. How patient Amabel had been, how trusting still, even while her young beautiful figure thickened and she feared for the future of the infant because she wore no ring upon her finger.

Suddenly Claud had decided that he would marry Amabel and legitimize his child. He found a priest and went through a ceremony of marriage with the girl. He confessed everything to his parents. His mother wept and implored him to pay Amabel off, as he had paid her father. The old Earl stormed. Never should a Destermere marry a common innkeeper’s daughter. The child that was born should never inherit Destermere. He must annul this marriage.

For a grim never-to-be-forgotten week, the storm raged between young Lord Frane and his parents and Amabel did not see her husband. She wept in bitter loneliness believing herself already abandoned.

Gradually the old Earl who was a tempestuous gentleman of iron-will and unshakable principles, wore his young son down. Claud began to believe that he could not keep Amabel as his lawful wife and must wriggle out of it and announce his betrothal to the Lady Grizel Colhoun whom they wished him to marry.

While he was floundering, sweating, wishing on one hand to placate his parents, reluctant on the other to commit what was virtually a crime against an innocent girl and her unborn child, fate stepped in on the side of the old Earl.

Claud was stricken down without warning by a fever which left him delirious and too weak to move for many days. Like this he was delivered wholly into the hands of his mother who saw to it that he had no communication with his lowly-born wife. Afterwards, when he was well again, Claud was told that Amabel had departed and that he would never see her again. He rushed madly to the lodge only to find it deserted and shuttered. No one, not even his dearest friend, could tell him what had happened to her. Her own father did not know. But the old Earl intimated that he, personally, had seen to it that the young girl was removed to the care of a family in Paris. He had taken good care to spirit the unfortunate mother-to-be as far away from her husband as possible.

At first Claud had raged and wept and demanded the address in order that he might follow Amabel. Then the Earl produced a letter informing him that the girl had died in child-birth.

“And the infant?” Claud had asked, his head bowed in deepest shame and in an agony of sincere grief for his beautiful Amabel whom he had, he reflected, virtually murdered.

“Has been adopted. Mr. Finch has seen to that. … You will never find it.”

When Claud approached him asking for the address in Paris so that he could see the child, he was refused it. Neither did he know whether it had been male or female. After a while Claud gave up all efforts to trace this infant.

So ended the shameful episode. In later years he felt that heaven had punished him, for his wife, Lady Grizel who was married to him with great pomp and ceremony, herself died in child-birth and their heir with her.

Claud shrank from marrying again, believing that a doom hung over him.

Years dimmed the memory of the golden-eyed Amabel but there were times when Claud Destermere woke to the memory of his unknown child – who still existed perhaps somewhere in Paris. Then, as though to shut out the memory he made his third marriage.

And not long after that the wasting disease had attacked Claud and he had also known that he would never father an heir.

A few weeks ago he had made up his mind to try and trace the fruit of his youthful sin – his child who must now, he reckoned, be at least sixteen.

“Find him or her,” he bade Stephen, “be it son or daughter, in whatever circumstances it is found, let it be groomed and educated to take its rightful place. If it be a boy, you, Stephen, can well constitute yourself his tutor. If a girl, my wife will, I am sure, care for her and be tolerant of my sin.”

When Stephen suggested that Destermere should tell his wife the truth at once, he had said:

“Not yet. Wait until you have made the necessary enquiries. The child may be dead – if so, useless to distress Mahla unnecessarily.”

So Stephen, armed with only a few facts, set forth on his delicate mission. He had with him but one really important paper. A letter which the old Earl had failed to destroy and which Claud had found among his papers many years ago. It was from a certain Madame Rochet in Paris, acknowledging a certain payment of money. And although no mention was made of the nature of this gift, Claud was sure that it had something to do with Amabel.

It took Stephen several days to find Henriette Rochet whose husband owned a bakery not far from the Madeleine. At first she was inclined to be unco-operative then the sight of a gold piece loosened her tongue. It was all a long time ago and she was now an old woman but she remembered very well, she said, the day when a young veiled lady in an advanced state of pregnancy was brought to lodge with her. During the winter of 1692 – a hard winter in Paris. She also remembered only too well the birth of a child.

“A son?” Stephen had asked eagerly.

But to his disappointment, Madame Rochet shook her head.

“A daughter, and the English lady … pauvre enfant … expired. Of a broken heart as much as of an infection,” the old French woman sighed.

Stephen had felt then a taste of that same shame that had stirred his master’s blood from time to time. It was unbearable to think of Amabel’s final agony.

“Well, where is this daugheter to be found?” asked Stephen.

Ah! Mme Rochet was less inclined to say until another gold piece fired her imagination. Stephen, ferreting out the truth, could see that Madame had gone on receiving money from an unknown titled gentleman for some time, but had not spent it very honestly on the little girl for whom it was intended. Fearing that unpleasant facts were about to be disclosed, Madame whined that times had been bad; the bakery went phut and the little Destiny as well as all the other children, had been one too many to feed and clothe.

“Destiny!” Stephen repeated.

The Frenchwoman explained. As Amabel lay dying, Madame had bent over her, held the infant out and asked what name she wished for its baptism. The poor girl, only half comprehending, had whispered:

“Farewell. This is my destiny.”

“So, Monsieur,” said Madame, “we christened the child Destiny. It is the English name for Fate, is it not?”

“Yes,” Stephen replied, frowning. “It is the English name for Fate.”

He had shivered in the Rochets’ unattractive and somewhat musty-smelling bakery. It seemed to him a terrible fate, indeed, that here in this sordid place, the child whose rightful name was Lady Destiny Frane, had first drawn breath. She, the daughter and sole heiress to the Destermere fortune and estates.

Stephen learned now that when the little girl was four, she had attracted the attention of an English clergyman and his wife who had recently lost their own small daughter of the same age, and were on holiday in Paris. They had seen Destiny standing on the street corner outside the bakery and talked to her. They were at once in love with her and anxious to adopt the child.

“She was a great beauty like her mother. A devil, too, whom one could scold and never control. Zut alors! I was glad to be rid of her!” grumbled Madame Rochet.

Without protest she had willingly handed the child over to the English couple.

Stephen armed with this knowledge returned to Geneva. The Earl, much excited, sent a letter by special courier to this clergyman – the Reverend William Paull, who resided in Bristol. It was lucky that the Rochets had kept the reverend gentleman’s address, meaning, of course, to tap him for money from time to time, although Madame Rochet had admitted that she had not heard one word from Mr. Paull for over ten years now.

Then came an answer from Bristol. Claud’s daughter was not at the vicarage nor had she been with the Paulls since she was five years old. In a long letter of apology and explanation, the parson who had originally adopted the little Destiny, explained that his wife who was a sickly woman, had never been able to manage the child. She had proved difficult and excitable and not what they had hoped for. So once more the unfortunate Destiny had been passed on into the hands of a brother curate with a small living in Bath. A certain Sextus Barley. It had all worked out very strangely. For this man after hearing the story of the adoption of the little child who could speak more French than English, and who was so wild and unmanageable, discovered that she was the granddaughter of a blood relation of his own wife, Alice. A second cousin in fact of the tavern-keeper in Bath who had fathered Amabel. A strange involved history. But thus Amabel’s child had passed into the care of her own relatives on the maternal side. It was the Barleys who had brought Destiny up with their own children. The Reverend Paull sent Stephen the address.

This was the final news that Stephen imparted this morning to his master.

“The Lady Destiny is living under the name of Destiny Barley at an address in Kestering, which is the adjoining village to Bath,” he said.

This news seemed to impart a new strength to the Earl, for his breathing became more normal and he astonished the nursing sister by his sudden ability to speak and take part in the affairs of the world he was about to leave. She had sent for his physicians, but wondered if indeed the death would take place as imminently as they anticipated.

“My daughter,” the dying man uttered the words as though they were sacred, “Lady Destiny Frane. Oh, Stephen, Stephen, it is destiny indeed. Go get her … bring her here … and pray that I may live to look upon her face at least once before I die.”

Now Monsieur Bertian who had been listening to the exchange of words between the dying man and his secretary, leaned over the bed.

“I beg you my lord, to impart this news without further delay to the Countess. It will come as a shock and she should now be told.”

“Yes, now that I know that it is all fait accompli and that I have a daughter to inherit my estates, I will confess all to my wife,” nodded Claud.

Bertian and Stephen exchanged glances. Bertian handed Stephen the document which to his relief, the Earl had just signed and which they had witnessed. This gave his widow the right to enjoy his estates and houses, and certain monies to be paid to her regularly from the estates, while she lived. But the estate in its entirety would be finally inherited by the Lady Destiny Frane, and any such heirs as she might produce from her own marriage.

M. Bertian said:

“Until she does marry I would suggest, my lord, that you leave your legal advisors as joint guardians with her ladyship. Afterwards, your daughter’s husband will of course have the right to control and advise her.”

“And Stephen must also be in authority,” nodded the Earl, as the nun moistened his cracked lips. “I wish also to appoint him as joint guardian with my wife. I have great faith in him. But my beautiful Mahla knows nothing of dry legal matters.”

Stephen blushed, violently.

“No, sir, I beg of you –” he began to protest, unwilling to accept the responsibility.

But Claud Destermere shook his head and smiled. The old charming smile that had once beguiled so many.

“Nay – you are like my son. Destiny shall become your sister and you shall keep a watchful eye on her.”

Stephen bowed his head. Perhaps, he thought, the Earl’s strong hated of his brother-in-law, the Baron, was behind his desire to include an outsider in the guardianship. But whatever it was, Stephen knew that if he was to take any real interest in Destermere’s daughter, he must be glad that the wicked Lady Destermere would not have sole authority. There was nothing further Stephen could do to protect the future Lady Frane. He could hardly tell the dying man openly that his wife was corrupt and utterly untrustworthy.

“Go to Bath …” said Destermere. “Go quickly, Stephen, and let me look upon my child.’

But even now Stephen hesitated.

“Forgive me, sir … my very dear lord … but would it not be prudent for you to summon her ladyship now and tell her of this project, before I depart.”

“Agreed,” seconded Bertian heartily.

So the nursing sister was sent to fetch her ladyship.

Mahla came into the bedchamber, having changed her white gown for a black velvet robe in which she looked more than ever beautiful – and strangely evil, Stephen thought with disgust, as he met her meaning glance. He watched her throw herself on her knees beside the bed, and bring the easy tears to her eyes. He heard her beguiling voice:

“What can I do for you, my beloved husband?”

Destermere turned his suffering Christ-like face towards her.

“Be good … to my daughter … I beg of you, my Mahla.”

My lady sprang to her feet, her face crimsoning, her great eyes dilating.

“Daughter – what does he mean?” she demanded of Stephen.

“There is much to be explained,” said Stephen awkwardly.

“He has no daughter!” cried Mahla on a shrill note.

Stephen glanced in an agonized way at the Swiss notary, hoping for the older man’s support. Monsieur Bertian gave it. Speaking in his careful clipped English and as briefly as possible, he unfolded the whole sorry story to the astonished Countess.

When he had finished she burst out:

“The marriage cannot have been legal. The child is a bastard.”

“No, my lady. I have seen the certificate. She is the legitimate daughter of the Earl,” said Stephen quietly.

She swung round on him.

“You lie. There can be no such person. I am my husband’s sole heiress.”

“You were – but you are no longer, milady,” said Stephen, taking some pleasure in angering the woman whom he found repulsive. “The Lady Destiny Frane lives, and will reside in future at Destermere House by request of her father, where you will help to bring her to womanhood and entertain for her until her marriage. She is barely sixteen years of age.”

“And when she marries?” asked Mahla hoarsely.

“Her fortune will pass into the control of her husband.”

Mahla looked as though she were about to die of shock, Stephen thought. He stared at her fascinated. She changed colour from red to white and white to red again. She swayed where she stood, clutching at a jewel which she wore hanging from a gold chain about her long throat. A weak cry came from the man in the bed.
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