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         When Judith was only partially recovered from a bout of ’flu her friend Ann took her to convalesce at her godmother’s fascinating castle on the Northumbrian coast. But her convalescence was cut short by Lady Markham’s grandson’s chilly welcome.

      

   


   
      
         All the characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the Author, and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the Author, and all the incidents are pure invention.
   

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One
   

         

         Judith 
      was conscious of the saltness of the air as it came in at the car window, and the raw-edged keenness of it made her want to shiver. Despite the comfort of the car, the plaid rug over her knees, and the weariness resulting from a long journey, she was overwhelmingly aware that beyond the safe sanctuary of Lady Markham’s chauffeur-driven limousine was a wildly inclement night.

         Just before they left the train she had seen the lonely beauty of the coast, and the solemn bareness of the inland scenery. The last of the February daylight had been vanishing rapidly, but there had been gullsmothered islands in a grey expanse of ocean, and a long line of distant purplish hills when she turned her eyes towards them. Between the hills and the sea there was an area of grim moorland that undulated like the waves of the sea, dipping down into little hollows where lonely villages nestled, and sturdy church towers showed above clustering rooftops.

         Ann Pendleton-Shaw, who made this journey at least once every year, had tried to reassure Judith about the iron-bound bleakness of it all.

         “It will be different when we get to Farwick,” she said. “Roaring fires, central heating working overtime, and Godmother Tania like a sybaritic elderly bird in a silk-lined nest. You can have no idea how she simply adores luxury, and has done all her life. Such things as niggling little draughts that play down the back of your neck, windows that rattle, and hot water that sometimes fails to be absolutely boiling, would never be tolerated by her. She’s as rich as Croesus’s wife—if he ever had one!—and with her all things are possible.”

         Having said so much, Ann sighed, for her own allowance had just given out on her, and but for this invitation she might have been in sore straits to make ends meet for the next three or four weeks.

         “But apparently she doesn’t enjoy very good health,” Judith said gently, remembering how important good health was in a satisfactory scheme of things.

         Ann shrugged slightly, dismissingly.

         “Oh, she’s crippled a bit with rheumatism, but that’s largely her age. And according to the latest intelligence she had a bad chill recently—but who doesn’t expect to have bad chills in the middle of the winter? You had one yourself, and that’s why you lost your job in that horrid department store. Honestly, I can’t think how you stuck it. … Selling roll-on girdles to inflated females!”

         “Just before I was ill I was in the arts and crafts department,” Judith corrected her, smilingly. “And really I found that rather nice. And I didn’t actually lose the job, because they’re going to take me back when I’m completely fit again.”

         Ann glanced at her, pityingly. Judith’s face was thin and noticeably pinched, and because of her pallor her eyes looked far too large for the delicate bone-structure of her face. They were smoky-grey eyes fringed with unusually long and very silky eyelashes, and her hair that she wore in a feathery fringe on her white forehead had the smoky-brown hue of a mother blackbird’s plumage.

         Ann, on the other hand, was glowingly fit, and a dazzling blonde. Her clothes were expensive—more than half her allowance went on them—and they made Judith’s look as if she had bought them haphazardly off the first available peg. Which wasn’t at all the case, for her limited wardrobe was selected with care, even if she couldn’t pay a great deal for it.

         The two girls had known one another since chance had caused them to share a flat—but only for a very short time; Ann had moved to a modern block, and Judith couldn’t hope to follow her there. However they had kept in touch, and it was to Ann Judith owed this visit to the north, to the wild Northumbrian coast, where she hoped to be a guest for a short while at least.

         “Never mind, honey.” Ann impulsively squeezed her hand. “Even if you do look ethereal at the moment, it won’t last long. A few weeks beneath Godmother Tania’s roof and you’ll look like a new being. She’ll probably insist on you drinking new-laid eggs beaten up in sherry, and that sort of thing. Anyway, she won’t permit you to depart until you do her credit.”

         But Judith looked slightly horrified.

         “I wouldn’t dream of staying that length of time,” she protested. “A week at the outside!”

         Ann waved a careless hand.

         “Leave that for Godmother to decide, and don’t worry.”

         Judith, however, looked as if she was worrying quite a lot without voicing the full extent of her innermost concern. She did suddenly say:

         “You haven’t forgotten the telegram you received? It—it did state quite clearly that your godmother wasn’t so well.”

         Again Ann waved that dismissing hand.

         “My poor pet, if you’d ever met Dmitri you’d know that he loves to be difficult, and—whenever possible—officious. And it was he who sent the telegram. He makes Farwick his headquarters when he’s not aimlessly roaming the globe, and just now he’s very much in residence. It will be his one day. … Actually, and as a matter of fact, it’s his already, because my godmother made it over to him, and he likes to behave like a feudal lord. Sir Anthony Markham, of Farwick Castle, in the county of Northumberland! It sounds quite impressive, doesn’t it?”

         Judith agreed, and her eyes looked apprehensive as well as over-large.

         “Then it’s he who’ll be our host?”

         “If you want to look upon him as your host you can do so.”

         “But you don’t deny that he—he owns the place? And he has the right to disapprove of unexpected guests?”

         “Not unexpected, darling, because they know you’re coming.” And then she laughed. “You sound as if it won’t surprise you in the least if Dmitri issues an order for you to be cast from the battlements, or into the moat. Or possibly you think you might at least be incarcerated in the dungeons if my worthy second cousin doesn’t like the look of you!”

         Judith tried to smile with the gay amusement of her friend, but she couldn’t quite manage it.

         “Are there dungeons?” she asked. “And is there really a moat?”

         “The moat is dried up, and filled with turf that looks like emerald velvet in the late spring and early summer. The dungeons are definitely there, but Godmother had them sealed off not very long ago in case someone like Dmitri should be tempted to make use of them.”

         Judith’s eyes brightened a little, in spite of forebodings that tugged at her.

         “I never even dreamed that a day would dawn when I’d be a guest in a castle,” she said.

         “Well, if you can put up with Dmitri, who unfortunately happens to be staying there, too, at the moment, and are not actually nauseated by excessive good looks in a man—and Dmitri’s the best-looking man I’ve ever met, and I don’t mind admitting as much, although I dislike him acutely at times!—and don’t mind gales howling outside your window, and the sea lashing furiously below it, you’ll probably be very happy,” Ann conceded. And then she started to make up her face, for they were nearing the end of the rail journey.

         “Dmitri is rather an unusual name,” Judith remarked thoughtfully.

         “It’s Russian,” Ann explained. “I’ve told you that Godmother Tania is Russian. Her parents escaped at the time of the revolution. And Dmitri is English on the male side only. Godmother married the first Markham to make a pile of money out of shipbuilding, and it was because he launched so many impressive ships that he received his title. His daughter unfortunately couldn’t inherit the title, and it went to a distant cousin, whom she later married. The two of them produced Dmitri—or Anthony Dmitri Markham—and he is now head of the Markham Line! Wonderful, isn’t it?”

         “Is that why he goes abroad so much?”

         “I expect so. But I think he enjoys junketing about the world. The firm pays all his expenses—that’s the great advantage! But I’ve never received so much as a free second-class passage to anywhere of interest.”

         Judith was thoughtful.

         “He must be a very sought-after young man. Matrimonially, I mean,” she added, colouring for no reason that she could think of.

         Ann wielded a lipstick dexterously.

         “Oh, very definitely,” she admitted. “And if he and I hadn’t a sort of natural antipathy towards one another I might try to hook him myself! But we’d never get along. He’s altogether too dominating, and I’m not the type to be dominated. Also he seems to prefer brunettes—or redheads! At the moment I believe there’s a particularly desirable redhead all lined up to get her talons into him! Godmother hinted in her last letter that this time she was afraid it was serious.”

         “Then she doesn’t want her grandson to marry?”

         “Oh, yes. But I don’t think she likes redheads! Possibly she thinks they’re a little too inflammable, and as Dmitri is partly Russian he’s inclined to be explosive occasionally. He needs gentleness to bring out the best in him—so Godmother once said.” Ann smiled round at her friend. “And now that you’ve been put wise to the situation, such as it is, I think you ought to dab a little powder on your nose. It’s shiny, darling! And don’t be too miserly with the lipstick! I know you’ve been ill, but we don’t want to give them a shock when we arrive.”

          
   

         That was in the train, and now they were driving through the windy darkness, on the last stage of their journey.

         Judith could feel the wind hurling itself at the car, coming at it in freakish gusts, and although Ann assured her that these were perfectly normal conditions at this season of the year, and not an abnormal gale, Judith couldn’t quite believe her.

         She could see nothing, because the darkness was all enveloping, and the car lights were directed only on the road ahead. It was a straight, bare coast road, and she had no real idea when they left it, and only a vague impression that tremendous walls were looming up above her when the car finally came to rest. There seemed to be a flight of steps, steep and a little perilous, and at the head of them a light suddenly glowed, with the dazzling brilliance of a star flung into an empty firmament.

         Ann said, on a long sigh of relief:

         “Well, thank goodness we’ve arrived!”

         And then the door was whipped open, and a servant relieved them of their light hand-luggage, and the chauffeur extracted their heavier pieces from the boot. At the head of the flight of steps, in the warm amber shimmer of an enormous hall, an elderly manservant in severest black welcomed them as they crossed the threshold, and Ann replied with the same obvious relief in her voice.

         “Good to see you again, Barstow! In fact, it’s very good! How are you? And how is everyone?”

         She stood looking about her appreciatively at the silken hangings, the glowing rugs, the rich patina of ancient furniture. Behind her Judith was more impressed by the vastness of the open-timber roof, that disappeared, like the roof of a church, into a shadowy world of its own; and by the log fire that blazed on an enormous hearth, and gave off an odour like incense. Unless it was the spicy perfume of the flowers that filled waist-high vases.

         “Her ladyship is not at all well at the moment, Miss Ann,” Barstow responded, with so much solemnity and—was it faint rebuke?—in his tones so that the uneasiness that had been with Judith since they left London became a definite feeling of guilt and intrusion.

         “I’m sorry about that.” But Ann scarcely sounded as if she was seriously perturbed, and a figure in the minstrels’ gallery that ran, high up, around the walls, moved forward to the head of the staircase. “I suppose it’s one of her seasonal chills that she finds it difficult to throw off?”

         “Well, not precisely that, Miss Ann.” The old servitor could have been disapproving. “This time her ladyship has given us a great deal of concern. She has been confined to her room for over a week, and the doctor will not hear of her getting up yet. It’s her heart,” he explained, meaningly.

         “I see,” Ann said. Then, more brightly: “But the rest of you are doing very nicely, I hope? You don’t look any older since I saw you last, Barstow! And Sir Anthony—is Sir Anthony here?”

         “Sir Anthony has been here ever since her ladyship was taken ill.”

         “You mean it was thought necessary to send for him?”

         “It was thought necessary that you should delay your visit here for a few weeks—and certainly that you shouldn’t arrive accompanied by one of your particular friends!—but apparently the telegram I had dispatched to you was not strongly enough worded to interfere with your plans!” A cold, cutting, incisive voice broke in, and Ann wheeled in surprise.

         “Dmitri!” she exclaimed.

         “I hope you had a good journey,” he said, in the same hostile voice.

         She laughed in surprise.

         “It could have been worse—and it could have been better!” Then Judith was amazed to see her flush. “I’m sorry if my visit is inopportune. I’m afraid I didn’t take your telegram seriously.”

         “How like you,” he commented. “There are very few things you do take seriously.”

         In the shadows Judith was aware of his eyes seeking her out. She was so astonished by his appearance, as well as his greeting, that she could do nothing but stare back at him helplessly, and she thought his lip curled. He was utterly unlike anything she had imagined. For some reason she had seen him as dark, and strong and swarthy—her own conception of one who had Russian blood in his veins, and was only partly English. But his appearance was almost deceptive because of his slenderness of build, and his hair under the lights was golden as sunlight. Only his eyes were dark—mystically, broodingly, angrily dark.

         Later she was to recognise the Slav in his high cheekbones, and his eyes had a faintly Mongolian slant. And his mouth was a little hard, although beautifully shaped—unless it was the way the lower lip curled at that first meeting, and she never quite forgot the curl.

         “I’m so sorry,” she apologised, “if I’m going to be in the way! Of course, I wouldn’t have come if I’d realised. …”

         Her voice trailed away, and Ann said shortly:

         “Don’t be silly, Judith! I invited you, and you mustn’t take Dmitri seriously. He’s given to being poisonously rude on occasions, and this is plainly one of them!”

         Judith expected Dmitri to accept her apology—perhaps even to apologise himself for his ungracious reception. But he didn’t do so. He simply stood there regarding her, taking in all the details of her appearance—her over-reddened lips, because Ann had urged her to be generous with the lipstick, the obvious touches of rouge on her cheeks, also because Ann had insisted on carrying the camouflage still further, and had proffered her own rouge.

         Her soft fringe was a little wispy after a long day’s travelling, and she was practically certain there was a smut on the tip of her nose. Her suit was crumpled, and her top-coat was merely a heavy tweed, not a supple, dyed ermine such as Ann wore over her slinky trouser suit; a present from a fond godmother.

         Dmitri’s eyes said plainly that there was nothing in what he gazed at to abate his anger, and if anything his lip curled more noticeably than ever.

         “I suppose it’s all right for us to be shown to our rooms?” Ann said stiffly, as the last shreds of her own good humour finally evaporated.

         “Since you have arrived, you will have to be accommodated somewhere, I suppose,” the slender man returned ungraciously. “It’s certainly too late to expect you to return to London tonight.”

         “I shall not return to London until I’ve seen my godmother,” Ann told him, and then turned to her friend. “In case you haven’t already deduced it for yourself, Judith,” she added dryly, “this is Sir Anthony Markham!”

         Judith stammered something, but never afterwards had the faintest idea what it was she said.

         Ann completed the introduction.

         “My unwelcome friend, Miss Judith Lister!”

         Dmitri bowed, with a queer sort of formality, and didn’t offer his hand.

         “You are not so much unwelcome, Miss Lister,” he told her coolly, “but you arrive at an inconvenient moment! We’ve just survived a period of considerable anxiety on behalf of my grandmother, who is still very seriously ill.”

         “I’m sorry,” Judith heard herself whisper.

         He shrugged his elegant shoulders.

         “Ann is so casual, I don’t expect she explained to you.”

         “If your telegram had been a little more clearly worded,” Ann protested with sudden fierceness, “I would have explained to her, and I would have come sooner. You might at least have realised that if Godmother Tania was dangerously ill I would want to be here!”

         Then once again she turned to Judith, and this time she looked upset.

         “Come on, you poor old thing, you’re probably absolutely worn out yourself! Miss Lister,” she explained to Barstow, “has just recovered from a bad bout of influenza herself, and she’s not feeling too good at the moment. Can she be taken straight to her room? And I gather I’ll be occupying my old one?”

         “Why, of course, Miss Ann. … Why, certainly!” the old manservant exclaimed, as if belatedly recognising how little hospitality was being extended to these visitors. And all at once it was perfectly apparent that Ann was not exaggerating, for in spite of the rouge and the lipstick Judith began to look as if she might sink to the floor at any moment, and she could actually feel herself turning paler and paler. It was a pallor that was emphasised by her painted lips and cheeks, and the last few weeks had reduced normal slightness to the insubstantial quality of a reed. She wasn’t very tall, and she appeared to be shrinking, dwindling, while the golden glow of the lights, confused her.

         “Perhaps—if I could sit down!” she managed, and then was caught and supported by Dmitri, who carried her to a settee.

         It was a deep, lush, luxuriously comfortable settee, and the softness of the cushions seemed to rise all around her. For a second or so, as she lay there, she thought bewilderedly that this was something at least that welcomed her, and its welcome was like the warm embrace of a deep-bosomed, motherly woman. She could see Dmitri’s dark, startled eyes gazing down at her, and she could hear his voice calling sharply for stimulant, but both look and voice might have been reaching her from a very long distance away.

         She closed her eyes, and for a minute or so they were all quite certain she had fainted.

         Then Dmitri held the small glass of spirit to her lips. His arm supported her after he had lifted her a little, and he said quite gently:

         “Drink it all up! You’ll feel much better afterwards!” Her long, straight lashes lifted, and she gazed into his eyes, and was perplexed because they no longer struck her as intensely dark, but had a subtle quality like brown velvet. “Ah!” he exclaimed softly, at last. “Your colour is coming back! That’s a hundred per cent better! You’re feeling almost like yourself again, aren’t you?”

         “Yes,” she breathed, the word fluttering from her pale lips like a leaf blown on the breeze.

         Ann, who was kneeling beside her, was chafing away wildly at her hands.

         “Oh, poppet,” she exclaimed, “what a fright you gave me! For one awful moment I thought you’d passed out altogether, and that it was my fault for bringing you all the way up here!”

         Judith contrived to smile at her, and also to apologise.

         “I’m so sorry! It’s just that the journey was a little bit too much!”

         “And the welcome was hardly up to standard!” Ann compressed her lips, and glanced viciously at their host. “Do you think you can get upstairs if I help you?”

         “Of course.” Judith attempted to rise, but Dmitri prevented her.

         “I shall carry you,” he announced, with a return of his overwhelming coolness, and even Ann didn’t attempt to argue with him. The little procession ascended the magnificent oak staircase; Barstow going agitatedly before and murmuring that the Rose Room in the east corridor was ready for her, Ann coming up behind with some light hand-luggage snatched up hastily, and the chauffeur behind her with a couple of heavy suitcases.

         The Rose Room, when they reached it, had a bright fire blazing in the hearth, and it was easy to understand why it had been so named, for everything about it was rosily pink, like a concentration of flamingoes. The silk bed-curtains of the huge four-poster bed—a wonderful bed with garland-wreathed posts, and a shimmer like satin to the centuries-old wood—the carpet and the hangings and the shaded lights. Even a little Regency couch was covered with rose-pink damask, and the only contrast was afforded by a magnificent white skin rug before the dressing-table.

         Dmitri carried Judith right over to the bed, and deposited her gently on the eiderdown. She felt her colour return with something of a rush as he did so, and when he stepped back she struggled to rise into a sitting posture.

         “I can’t apologise enough for causing so much trouble!”

         “Don’t be silly, poppet,” Ann said.

         Barstow withdrew.

         “Since the young lady will not be fit enough to return downstairs for dinner, I’ll see that something light is sent up to her on a tray,” he promised, his natural solemnity only partially ruffled.

         “Yes, do that, Barstow,” his master approved, in almost an urbane voice.

         But he made no attempt to follow the butler’s example—at least, no immediate attempt—and Ann glanced at him impatiently.

         “I expect you’d like to get to bed, poppet,” she stated. “I’ll help you, if Dmitri will be so good as to leave us alone!” Freezingly she added: “I realise that we are intruders, and making a frightful nuisance of ourselves, but we’d appreciate a little privacy, if you don’t mind, Dmitri.”

         But Sir Anthony was gazing keenly at Judith, as if by no means convinced that privacy was all she required.

         “Are you sure you wouldn’t like me to ring our local G.P., and get him to come along and look at you?” he asked.

         “What? At this time of night, and in such weather!” Ann protested somewhat mockingly, before Judith could get out her own horrified protest. “Who’s trying to turn us into real nuisances now? All Judith needs is a good night’s rest, and a chance to get over her journey. She’s had a long day, and, as I’ve told you, she’s also had a very bad dose of ’flu.”

         “Which is an excellent reason why it might be wise for her to see a doctor.”

         Judith swung her thin legs over the side of the bed, and stood up uncertainly.

         “I shall be quite all right, Sir Anthony,” she said, the pink flesh burning like two small fires in the centre of each of her hollow cheeks. “But thank you for being so kind. And I am so terribly sorry about your grandmother. I wouldn’t have come if I’d known—and of course I won’t stay! I’ll go home tomorrow!”

         “Over my dead body!” Ann muttered. “You’ll go back to London, my child, when I go back!”

         Sir Anthony merely withdrew at last, saying nothing further to upset either of them.

          
   

         In the morning Judith wakened to find that her room was full of sunshine, and the curtains were already drawn back from the windows. The maid who brought her a breakfast-tray explained with a broad, northcountry voice that it had been agreed that she should not be disturbed, but the curtains had been drawn because it was such a brilliantly fine day.

         “Why, what time is it?” Judith demanded, and when the little French china clock on the mantelpiece informed her that it was well past eleven her concern was almost ludicrous. “Oh, but I never sleep as late as this!” she said. “What on earth must everyone think?”

         The maid smiled again.

         “I don’t think they’re thinking very much, miss, and I understand you’ve been ill.”

         She swung a little plastic table across the bed, and arranged Judith’s breakfast-tray on it. Then she piled the pillows up behind her back, after placing a delicious little bed-jacket across her shoulders.

         “Miss Ann sent it in, in case you haven’t got one with you,” was the explanation that was given, and Judith felt the weak tears prick her eyes. What a dear Ann Pendleton-Shaw was, in spite of her somewhat brittle modern shell!

         Judith was left alone with her toast and her marmalade, and a boiled egg which she didn’t feel she could quite tackle. But the pot of tea was the most reviving beverage she had tasted for a long time, and she was so glad she hadn’t been sent coffee.

         Her electric fire glowed softly—a coal fire hadn’t been lighted as yet, possibly because she wasn’t to be disturbed—and the whole room seemed almost overwarm with central heating in addition. The windows were enormous, and she could see the blue of the sky, without any sign of cloud. And then, to her delight, she saw the sea. She lifted herself on her pillows and feasted charmed eyes on a long line of very much darker blue, foam-crested like the helmets of a regiment of musical-comedy soldiers, advancing across a thin strip of sand towards unseen cliffs.

         Gulls were wheeling about these cliffs, and although she didn’t know it, the castle was sited almost on the edge of a particularly steep drop. Its gardens fell away behind it, and the front of it presented a fortress-like barrenness and implacability to the North Sea that surged restlessly at its foot. This morning it was a very gentle North Sea, crooning away softly amongst the rocks and boulders that littered the shore, and from the buttercup-yellow of the sunshine, and the sweetness of the wind that sighed round the tremendously thick masonry of Farwick, it might have been a morning borrowed from early spring, instead of one right at the beginning of February.

         Judith watched a gull perch on her window-sill, and marvelled at the pristine whiteness of its wings against the blue sky, and the glider-like precision as it took off to rejoin its fellows on the beach. And then her door opened, and Ann came in in a white velvet dressing-gown, with her hair still slightly damp as if she had just left the bathroom behind her, and perched on the end of her bed.

         “Well, how are we this morning?” she demanded, as she lit a cigarette. Ann always had a cigarette-case in the pocket of her suit, or her dressing-gown pocket, or whatever she was wearing at the moment. She sent out a long pale grey puff of smoke. “You look loads better! At a guess I’d say you had a very good night indeed!”

         “Oh, I did,” Judith assured her. “But then how could one do anything other than sleep well in such a superbly comfortable bed as this?” She looked upwards at the flowing bed-curtains.

         Ann agreed with her.

         “Oh, there’s something to be said for the methods of our ancestors. They knew a comfortable bed when they saw one, and I don’t mind admitting that every time I return to the flat after a visit to Godmother I feel that the springs of my divan aren’t nearly all they’re cracked up to be.” She paused. “Speaking of the flat, you didn’t mean it last night when you said you’d go home, did you? You’ll just have to forget Dmitri’s somewhat odd manner of receiving us, and put it down to the villainous bad temper that gets him at times. And I expect he was worried about Godmother.”

         “How is she?” Judith asked at once, all the pleasure of the morning fading for her as the realisation struck home that she was an intruder.

         “Much better, so I understand. I sent her a message last night to say that we’d arrived, and I sent another one this morning asking after her condition. Her reply was typical, and very encouraging so far as her health is concerned, for she wants to see us both before lunch. I’ll go first, just to make sure she’s up to it, and then you can go along afterwards.”

         “Oh, no,” Judith answered immediately. “That would be an intrusion, and an unnecessary tax on her strength, and in any case I haven’t the remotest intention of staying on as we planned. Ann, I couldn’t! Not after Sir Anthony was so very plain about—well, about not wanting us! At least, he can’t reasonably object to you, but he was very specific about your ‘particular friends’! And I don’t think he was in a bad temper—just justifiably annoyed because I, at least, wasn’t wanted! You can’t blame him.”

         “I can,” Ann said grimly. “But at least he tried to make amends by being almost over-eager to fetch a doctor to you.”

         Judith remembered the strength of the arms that had carried her up to her room the night before, and she found it a little difficult to associate that strength with the graceful slenderness of Sir Anthony Markham. He looked like a languid young man who might have a natural distaste for any form of vigorous exercise, and yet his muscles felt like steel, and he moved with the swiftness and purpose of a coiled spring when it is abruptly released. She was quite certain he could have borne her up several flights of stairs with ease, and never needed to pause for breath.

         And the last thing she remembered before she fell asleep was his eyes—they were looking at her from the doorway. They were deep, and dark, and he was seeking to satisfy himself about something.

         “Sir Anthony was very kind,” she said, rather primly, staring down at her hands. “But he was kind because I gave him rather a shock. I’m afraid I gave you all a bit of a shock!” She looked up apologetically. “The last thing I wanted to do just then was to make such an exhibition of myself.”

         “Forget it,” Ann advised. “And forget Dmitri’s awkwardness. I think he was quite appalled when you passed out on us! And his own girl-friend is arriving for the week-end, anyway! His lovely Jane! … I don’t know what her other name is, but I think she’s a ballet dancer—or she’s playing at being a ballet dancer! Mother’s somewhat impecunious, but has high hopes for Jane. Let’s hope Dmitri doesn’t disappoint them!”

         Judith began to push back the bed-clothes, and Ann looked at her in surprise.

         “What are you rushing for? There’s no need for you to get up yet awhile. In fact, I planned to tell Godmother that you were going to have a day in bed.”

         But Judith was already scrambling into her dressing-gown.

         “Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly stay in bed here a whole day. And now that I know another visitor is expected I’ve simply got to go home at once. Please, Ann …” She looked at her friend appealingly. “Help me with times of trains, won’t you? There must be an A.B.C. somewhere that you can lay hold of, or perhaps the butler will know all about the various connections. It’s a good thing I haven’t got very much luggage, and what little I have got hasn’t been properly unpacked yet. I told the maid to leave it alone.”

         Ann stared at her as if she was assembling all her forces to argue her out of this absurd notion, and then the seemed to think better of it, and shrugged her shoulders and walked towards the door.

         “All right,” she said, “I’ll have a word with Barstow. But there won’t be anything through to London until tonight, and that means you’ll have to travel all through the night. You’d better see to it that you have plenty of rest before that.”

         “I’ve already had plenty of rest,” Judith answered, conscious, in spite of the exciting prospect outside her windows, of only one desire just then, and that was an almost frantic desire to get away.

         All the same she was slightly hurt by Ann’s sudden acceptance of her decision to go home. She had been prepared for a great deal of argument with Ann, and that careless shrug as she left the room was a surprise. Until she got downstairs, and she discovered that her friend had enlisted the assistance of the one person in the world who must be most loath to give it, in order to persuade her to stay.
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