

  

    

      

    

  




1 ~ 1658


It was dark in the coach and the flickering taper in the lantern seemed to accentuate rather than relieve the gloom, as the wheels rolled and bumped over the rutted, stony road.


The moon, however, was rising up in the sky, and after a while Panthea thought that she could see only too clearly the face of the man sitting beside her. He had taken off his broad-brimmed hat and was leaning back against the well cushioned seat as if at his ease, but she was well aware that his eyes were turned constantly in her direction.


She made herself as small as she could, so that she appeared to crouch in the corner of the seat making believe, with a hopeless hopefulness, that she was so tiny and insignificant that she might even be overlooked. She even prayed that the darkness might deepen and hide her completely.


He was watching her! She could see the sharp outline of his hooked nose turned away from her, and yet she knew that his eyes searched for hers. There was no need for the moonlight or the guttering candle to reveal to her the lines of his face. She knew the features too well – the tight, cruel, yet sensuous mouth, the square jaw which had a look of brutality, the bushy, longhaired eyebrows, which mounted guard over suspicious, glittering eyes that seemed to miss nothing. Yes, she knew his face as she knew her own – the face that had haunted her dreams and every hour of her waking life for the last two months.


She had been aware, Panthea thought, from the very first that she could not escape him. She had seen the look in his eyes when he entered the hall at Staverley and shrank from it in horror and disgust, but from that first moment it was too late.


She had known, though she hardly dared put it into words even to herself, that his next visit had been but an excuse to see her – then he had come again and again - always with the same excuse, always upsetting her father and frightening the servants into hysterics, so that she alone must remain calm in order to combat and defy him. And she had guessed that he enjoyed torturing them. She had seen it in the faint smile at the corner of his lips, in the depths of his eyes, which watched her as a cat will watch a mouse before it pounces. And then, at last he had spoken what was on his mind.


Almost involuntarily as her thoughts tortured her, Panthea made a convulsive gesture and instantly the man at her side leant forward. He was, for the instant, silhouetted against the window, and she saw his rounded head, the greying hair lank and straight.


“You are cold?”


His voice was very deep.


“N-no, I am warm, thank you, sir,” Panthea replied a little breathlessly.


“We have quite a long journey before us. Are you sure you would not be wiser to put a shawl around your shoulders?”


He reached out as he spoke, towards the coats and shawls that had been placed on the smaller seat opposite the one on which they sat. Panthea’s eyes were on his hands. There were hairs on the thick fingers, and she cried out again with a sudden urgency.


“N-no.  I thank you, but I want nothing!”


He leant back again, but his face was still turned towards her.


“You may relax,” he said. “There is no need for any further agitation.”


“You can hardly expect me to think that,” Panthea said with a sudden show of spirit. “In the morning my father will read the note I have left for him. He will be distressed, desperately distressed.”


“He will be glad to know that his son is safe.”


“Yes, he will be glad of that,” Panthea replied, “if indeed Richard is safe! You are sure -  absolutely certain - that you can save him?”


“I have given you my word.”


“But as he has already been captured,” Panthea said, “will you be strong enough, or  important enough, to release him?”


“I assure you, the power of Christian Drysdale is quite considerable,” was the answer given somewhat drily. “My friendship with the Protector is well known. My ability has never been questioned. I think it will not be hard for me to obtain the reprieve of a young Royalist more fool than traitor.”


Panthea’s chin went up.


“Must one be a fool to be loyal to one’s rightful King?” she asked. 


Christian Drysdale snorted.


“Such words are treasonable,” he said. “I must ask you, now that you are my wife, to keep guard on your tongue.”


“Were I twenty times your wife,” Panthea replied, “I should not forget that our rightful King is Charles Stuart and that a usurper sits on the throne of his murdered father.’


She spoke passionately, all fear forgotten, her breath coming quickly between her parted lips. The coach turned a corner and a shaft of moonlight fell full on her face, revealing the exquisite loveliness of her large eyes, separated by the delicate artistry of her tiny, tip-tilted nose, and the way in which the soft waves of her fair hair framed the white oval of her forehead.


It was a lovely face, the face of a child, but the man who looked at it was not touched by its youthful innocence. Instead, his eyes narrowed a little as he reached out his hand towards Panthea’s fluttering fingers.


“We will dispense with such nonsense for tonight,” he said, “and recollect only that you are married to me.”


His voice had an ugly, hungry note in it, and instantly Panthea forgot what she had been saying and remembered only where she was and at whose side she sat. She shrank into the corner of the coach again, hiding herself in the dark shadows as unobtrusively as she had done before, but now it was too late even to pretend herself invisible.


“Come nearer to me,” Christian Drysdale commanded.


Her shoulders were already taut against the corner of the seat, but she pressed them even harder in the desire to obliterate herself. There was a silence between them which seemed to her to be broken by the noisy thumping of her heart.


“Do you hear what I say?” Christian Drysdale repeated. “Have you forgotten your marriage vows so quickly? You promised to obey.”


“I-I am near you,” Panthea faltered.


He laughed a little at that, and she knew that he was enjoying this moment of torturing her, knowing that eventually he must get his way.


“Come nearer,” he repeated.


Panthea drew a deep breath, as if to give herself courage, before she answered.


“I am near enough. I have married you because you have sworn you will save my brother. I have come away with you now at dead of night, without telling my father, because I know he will be ashamed and disgusted at the thought that one of our family should marry a Roundhead. I have done all this, but you cannot  – no, you cannot  – make me feel anything but hatred for you.”


Her last words were spoken hardly above a whisper, the terror and fear Panthea felt for the man whom she had married seeming almost to stifle her – and now, having spoken, she dared not look towards him, but could only stare blindly ahead.


It was then, as she waited, afraid even of her own bravery, that she heard him laugh, the amused laughter of a man who is completely sure of himself and of obtaining what he desires.


“So you hate me!” he said. “Well, it will amuse me to teach you what love means.”


He put out his hands as he spoke, and at the touch of his fingers Panthea gave a sudden cry, half of despair and half of terror. Then, from beneath the sable and velvet handwarmer on her lap, there came a low growl and a snarl, and suddenly Christian’s hand was hastily withdrawn. He muttered an oath beneath his breath.


“Zounds, but what have you in your lap?” he enquired. 


“It is only Bobo . . . my dog,” Panthea faltered.


“The cur has bitten me,” Christian Drysdale exclaimed. “I did not know you had brought him with you.”


“He goes everywhere with me,” Panthea replied.


“He will not come to my house,” Christian Drysdale announced. “I have no liking for animals, and especially not for one that has set his teeth in me.”


“I am sorry if Bobo has hurt you,” Panthea said. “He was protecting me because I cried out.”


“Put the little beast on the floor,” Christian Drysdale commanded.


“He is comfortable enough where he is,” Panthea answered, her hands caressing the dog, who was still growling low in his throat.


“You heard what I commanded you,” Christian said.


“Why should I obey?” Panthea asked. “The dog is mine. I love him and he may sit in my lap as he is always allowed to do.”


Once again she spoke defiantly, yet holding in check her hatred of this man who seemed with every word he uttered to grow more intolerable, more horrible. It was as if her tone and her manner stung him for the first time.


“You shall do as I tell you!” he shouted. “Put the dog on the floor.”


The coach was going uphill, the horses drawing their heavy load steadily and without haste. Panthea sat upright and very still, making no movement to obey her husband. As he waited,  she could feel the tension growing between them, and she lifted the little dog in her hands and put her cheek against his head. It seemed as if the caress snapped the last self-control of the man beside her. With a sound that was half an oath and half an expression of unbridled anger, he reached out his hand and snatched the dog from her.


There was a snarl and he winced for a moment as the animal’s sharp teeth buried themselves once again in his finger, and then there was the dull thud of a heavy stick, a cry of horror and agony from Panthea, and the sound of a small, unconscious body being thrown on to the floor of the coach.


“You have killed him! You have killed him!”


Panthea would have flung herself on to the floor had not Christian’s arms held her back. For a moment, she was quite unaware of anything save the horror and misery of knowing that her pet had been injured.


“You have killed him, you beast!” she cried again, and then was suddenly aware that Christian’s face was very near to hers, that his arm was round her in an almost vice-like grip, and that his other hand – the drops of blood from the dog’s teeth scarlet in the moonlight – was moving upwards so as to hold her chin and lift her face towards his.


“You have killed him,” she moaned, and even as she said the words the meaning of them slipped from her thoughts, for another and more terrifying fear came to her.


“You silly child! I will give you something to think about,” Christian’s voice said, thick and silky now, and then his lips were pressed hotly and firmly on Panthea’s mouth.


She tried to struggle, tried to fight against him, but she was utterly powerless. She felt as if a darkness more terrible and more frightening than anything she had ever imagined in her whole life encompassed her, taking away her breath, possessing her, forcing her down into a pit of despondency, deeper than the depths of hell itself.


She could feel his lips, the very nearness of him, sapping her strength, obliterating even her identity so that she was lost, forsaken and forgotten in a hideous darkness in which she could neither move nor cry out.


She felt she must faint and die from very horror, and yet she did not lose consciousness. Then suddenly, when the agony of mind and body was too much to be borne, there was a sudden jolt. Christian’s arms slackened around her for one moment and she was able to free her mouth from his, gasping for breath. But before she was aware of what was happening, or what indeed had caused her release, the door of the coach was flung open and a voice, sharp and imperative, rang out into the night .


“Stand and deliver!”


She heard Christian mutter some strange words that she had never heard in her life before, but which she knew to be oaths, and then the same clear, commanding voice spoke. “You will oblige me by descending while my man searches the coach.”


Christian began to swear again, but this time a pistol barrel came through the doorway and his voice died away into silence.


“This is an outrage,” he spluttered at length, “for which I will see you hanged.”


“Come out and quickly,” was the reply, and taking up his broad-brimmed hat, Christian Drysdale stepped from the coach into the moonlight.


It was a warm night for February, for the air was still and there was no wind, but there were traces of a recent snowfall on the leafless branches of the trees, and the ground was white save in the darkness of the thick wood that flanked the narrow roadway.


There was a small clearing where they were, and one quick glance was enough for Christian Drysdale to see the predicament into which he had fallen. Both the coachmen had their hands above their heads. The horses were standing still, unable to proceed as across the road in front of them, his face concealed with a black mask, was a highwayman riding a thoroughbred mare. At the door of the coach was yet another gentleman of the road, dismounted with two pistols in his hands, while behind him, untethered yet waiting obedient as if for a command, was a magnificent stallion.


The highwayman facing him, Christian Drysdale saw, was much more elaborately dressed than the man on the horse. His coat of black velvet was beautifully embroidered, his riding boots were of the finest leather, while at his neck a ruff of priceless Venetian lace was pinned with a flashing diamond. For a moment, Christian Drysdale appeared to gasp for breath and then, in a voice that seemed to come snarling uncontrollably from between his teeth, he proclaimed,“White Throat! So it is you again!”


“Your servant, Mr. Drysdale,” the highwayman said with a mocking bow. “I promised you last time we met that it would not be long before we encountered each other once more.”


“You have been following me?” Christian Drysdale asked.


“Shall we say keeping a check on your movements,” the highwayman replied. “As I told you at our last meeting, I have no affection for tax-gatherers, especially when they use their position to persecute the innocent and those who have no one to protect them.”


“You insolent knave! I will make you pay for this,” Christian Drysdale said.


“You made the same sort of threats to me the last time we met, if I remember rightly,” the highwayman smiled. “On that occasion I made a grave oversight. I did not realise that you carried about with you a large part of the taxes you have extorted. This time I shall not be so stupid.”


Christian Drysdale made a sudden movement, but the highwayman stepped forward a pace.


“My pistol is loaded, sir,” he said warningly.  Then turning to the two coachmen on the box of the coach, he shouted, “You fellows come down and tie up your master.”


“He be no master o’ ours, sir,” one of the men said quaveringly, in the soft, broad accent of the county. “He hired we ter tak him to the church wi’ his bride and then ter drive ’em oft on their honeymoon.”


“A wedding!” the highwayman cried. “What devilry are you up to now, Mr. Drysdale? I’ll bet a hundred guineas that ’tis something unsavoury if you’ve been planning it. Tie him up!” he commanded as the men scrambled down from the coach. “See to it, Jack,” he added to his masked companion, who rode forward and drove Christian Drysdale before his horse until he came up against the trunk of a tall oak tree.


The second highwayman flung the coachmen a rope and, pistol in hand, instructed them how to rope the cursing tax-collector to the tree.


The man Christian Drysdale had called White Throat watched the little scene for a moment, with a smile on his lips, and then turned towards the coach. He looked inside and found Panthea crouched on the floor, the lifeless body of her small dog cradled in her arms. She was quite oblivious of everything that was going on outside. The tears were streaming down her face, as she felt with delicate fingers the battered skull on which the heavily leaded cane had descended all too heavily.


For a moment, the highwayman looked at her in astonishment, and then sweeping his hat from his head he spoke quietly.


“Can I help you, madame?”


She looked up at him and his masked face seemed not to frighten her. Instead, confidently and with the assurance that she might have shown towards an old friend, she held out the body of her dog towards him.


“Is he quite dead?” she asked, her voice coming brokenly between her lips.


The highwayman took the dog from her and stepped back into the moonlight. He looked at the battered head and then with expert fingers felt for the heart.


“Who dared to do this?” he asked and knew the answer even as he asked the question.


He glanced across the clearing to where Christian, bound to the tree, was telling the frightened coachmen what punishment awaited them when he was free again. Panthea saw his glance.


“My dog bit him,” she explained.


She stepped out of the coach as she spoke, and in the moonlight the highwayman saw she was only a child. Her cheeks were wet with her tears and they glittered on her long dark eyelashes. The moonlight revealed, too, the immaturity of her figure, the short sleeves showing the thin, undeveloped arms and the hands, small and dimpled, which were not yet the hands of a woman. She was very tiny and, as she bent over the little dog he held in his hands, her fair hair fell forward and brushed against the sleeve of the highwayman’s velvet coat.


“I am afraid your dog is dead,” he said very gently.


She gave a little sob, which was choked in her throat, then she reached out and took the lifeless body in her arms.


“Could we . . . could we bury him?” she asked.


The highwayman seemed quite unsurprised at the request.


“Yes, of course,” he said.


He walked round the back of the coach, took a spade from underneath the back axle, where it was kept at this time of year for digging the wheels out of snowdrifts or heavy mud. Then he led the way across the road, and walking through the wood came to a small stream. The moonlight shimmered through the bare branches of the trees. Beneath a silver birch, the highwayman began to dig a deep hole. It took him but a few minutes for the ground was soft,  and then, still without a word, he took the dog from Panthea’s arms, laid it in the grave he had made, and covered it quickly with the loosened earth.


When he had finished, Panthea knelt beside the little mound. She looked very small and pathetic. Her wide skirts of satin and velvet, billowing out around her, accentuated the fragility of her sweetly rounded neck and the grace of her bowed head. The highwayman waited until she rose and as she wiped the tears from her eyes, fiercely and impatiently as a child might have done, he asked, “Why have you married this man?”


“I had to!  There was nothing else I could do,” she answered. Then she looked down at the little grave and added fiercely, “I hated him before, but now that he has killed Bobo I will hate him until I die.”


There was something pathetic and helpless in her anger. The highwayman repeated his first question.


“Why did you marry him?”


Panthea raised her eyes to his, and he saw a look of desperation on her face.


“My brother is under arrest.  Mr. Drysdale promised to save his life, but he would do this only if I married him.”


“Are you quite sure he will save your brother, now that you have done what he wished?” the highwayman asked.


Panthea made a little gesture with her hands.


“He has promised,” she said.


The highwayman stood looking down at her, and when he did not speak, for perhaps the first time, she looked at him appraisingly. There was little she could see of his face save the firm chin and a mouth that seemed to her kindly and without cruelty. His hands were thin and aristocratic, and on one of his fingers he wore a signet ring with a green stone in it.


There was something elegant about him, something too that told Panthea all too clearly that she spoke with a gentleman of her own class. Then, as she stood looking at him, she heard in the distance Christian’s voice raised in anger. He was still cursing and swearing, and a shudder went through her that seemed to shake her whole body. Involuntarily, she went nearer to the highwayman as if in need of his protection.


“Have you no relations?” he asked almost angrily. “Why did they not stop you from doing this thing?”


“I did not dare tell my father,” Panthea replied. “He has been ill for a long time. If I had told him that my brother was imprisoned, it would, I think, have killed him. He will know now that he has been in danger, but that he is safe.”


“So, you ran away to get married?” the highwayman asked.


“I waited until everyone was asleep,” Panthea said, “then I crept downstairs and cut through the garden entrance. He was waiting for me outside the lodge gates.”


“He was waiting!” the highwayman repeated. “Mr. Christian Drysdale, the tax-collector, the man who squeezes the very lifeblood out of widows and children, who has extorted money from Royalists in expiation of the crime of being faithful – and when they have no more to give, he has denounced them.”


Panthea gave a little cry.


“You mean he has pretended to help and then betrayed them?”


“Not only in one case, but in dozens,” the highwayman said grimly.


Panthea’s eyes, wide with terror, made him catch his breath.


“But suppose,” she said, “suppose that he will not save my brother after all?”


The highwayman’s lips tightened.


“Perhaps in your case he will behave honourably,” he said, but his tone was unconvincing and she knew only too well that he was trying to comfort her.


Panthea put her hands up to her face.


“I knew in my heart that one could not trust him,” she said.


The highwayman sighed.


“You are too young for all this. How old are you?”


“I was sixteen last birthday,” Panthea replied, “but I am not concerned with myself, it is my brother of whom I am thinking.”


“Will you tell me your brother’s name?” the highwayman asked, and added quickly, “Believe me, I am not asking out of vulgar curiosity. My man was in London yesterday and brought me news of those who have recently been arrested ­– it might be that among those was your brother.”


“My brother’s name is Richard Evelyn, the Viscount St. Clare,” Panthea said.


The highwayman started and she added quickly,


“You have heard of him?”


“Yes, I have heard of him,” the highwayman said slowly. “Your father is the Marquess of Staverley?”


“Yes,” Panthea answered.


The highwayman stood as if hesitating, and then he put out his hand and took Panthea’s in his.


“Listen, little Panthea,” he said, and it did not seem strange that he knew her name, “I have something to tell you that will make you very unhappy, but you must be brave and bear it.”


“What is it?” Panthea asked, her voice hardly above a whisper.


She felt the strength of the highwayman’s fingers on hers. They seemed to be holding her up, calming her, giving her courage she had not known before that she possessed.


“Your brother was hanged yesterday on the gibbet at Charing Cross,” the highwayman said very quietly. “He died with a smile on his lips, unafraid, undaunted. As they put the rope round his neck, he said, ‘God save King Charles, and long may he reign over England when the tyrant is dead.’”


Panthea gave a broken cry and then she was sobbing as if her heart would break, her face against the highwayman’s shoulder, his arms around her. How long she stood there in his embrace, she had no idea. She was only aware that when the outburst of tears was diminishing, a soft linen handkerchief was being pressed against her eyes. She took it gratefully and heard a quiet voice say,


“Richard would want you to be brave, he would want you to return to your father who needs you at this moment as never before.”


“But how can I?” Panthea asked, her voice still broken by sobs so that her speech came unevenly.


“I will deal with this man who has married you by lies and false promises,” the highwayman said. “Wait here until I come back to you.”


He smiled down at her, still supporting her – then as he released her and turned to go away, she put out her hands and clutched his arm. 


“What are you going to do?” she asked.


The highwayman lifted his fingers to his lips.


“Do not worry,” he said quietly. “Just wait here for me. When I come back you will be able to go home.”


She trusted him without further question, but all the same, as he strode away from her, the spurs on his high boots jingling as he walked over the dry branches and fallen leaves, she wondered what would happen if he went out of her life now as quickly as he had come into it and she never saw him again. Supposing he rode away, and she was left alone with Christian Drysdale – her husband?


She felt utterly sick at the thought. She had married the Roundhead trusting to his promise that he would save her brother, and all the time he must have known that Richard was condemned to death and that no one, however powerful, could obtain his reprieve.


She felt now that she had had a premonition that Richard would die when, just over six weeks ago, he had told her what he was about to do. She had been standing in the library at Staverley looking out over the lake. It was late in the afternoon. The sun was sinking behind the great oak trees in the park, the sky was deepening into the twilight and the reflection of it was dark and mysterious in the water below the terrace.


She had a strange feeling as if she stood in a no-man’s land between the past and the future, and she felt as if many of the ancestors, whose pictures graced the walls of the room behind her, were standing beside her, looking down on the lake that had, since the house was built, mirrored the history of the family. It seemed to her then as if the Staverleys filed past her in slow procession – first Sir Hubert Vyne, who had come over with William the Conqueror, then the Vynes who had won glory and honour in the Crusades, their grandsons and granddaughters who had supported the Plantagenets, and after them the members of the family who had served the Tudors loyally and with distinction.


Panthea saw them passing the honour and the traditions of the family down through the centuries, from generation to generation, until eventually she came to the present day and knew, as clearly as if she had been told so aloud, that her father had not long to live.


He had been a sick man for a long time and now, as the evening mist began to rise from the lake, she imagined that the Staverleys of the past were drawing him into their keeping, waiting there for him to join them. Then, as the pain of bereavement was an agony within her breast, she remembered that Richard would carry on the family – Richard, who loved Staverley and its splendid history as dearly as she loved it herself.


Even as she thought of her brother, she saw him come walking up the lawn towards her. As she watched him come, the mists from the lake seemed to rise and surge around him so that it appeared as if he were no longer a human being but a spirit transparent and immaterial. She had known then a sudden terror and fear, but before she could even express it to herself, Richard had reached the terrace and, seeing her at the window, waved his hand cheerfully.


She had opened the casement to him and he climbed into the room. She thought then how ridiculous it was of her to have such depressing fancies, but the expression on Richard’s face told her that something untoward had occurred.


“What has happened?” she asked.


“Why do you ask me that?” Richard enquired. “What should have happened?”


“You look different,” Panthea replied. “You look pleased and happy, yet there is something else. Oh, Richard, tell me.”


He dropped a kiss on her cheek.


“You are much too perceptive for your years,” he said. “You should be playing with your dolls, not worrying your head about serious matters.”


“I am much too old for dolls,’ Panthea replied indignantly, “and it is difficult not to be serious with father ill and everyone so worried.”


“What are they worried about?” Richard asked quickly.


“What a silly question,” Panthea replied. “You know full well that we are worried all the time. Mr. Christian Drysdale was here again today asking questions, as well as taking more money in taxes than we can possibly afford?”


“What questions did he ask?” Richard enquired.


Panthea shrugged her shoulders.


“Nothing new. If we had fugitive Royalists hiding in secret chambers. If anyone went to Mass – all the usual questions he asks every time he comes.”


Richard looked over his shoulder as if he fancied someone was listening.


“I have got something to tell you, Panthea,” he said. “I ought not to burden you with my secrets, but it is better for you to know the truth so that you will be clever enough to put anyone off the scent if they get too inquisitive.”


“What is it?” Panthea asked.


She felt as if a cold hand clutched at her heart. She was afraid, although she did not know why.


“I am going away for a little while,” Richard said. “You must not let anyone outside the house know that I have gone or else we have got to think up some really good reason for my absence.” 


“Why? What is it? Where are you going?” Panthea enquired.


In answer, Richard pulled her down on the sofa beside him and whispered so that his mouth was quite close to her ear.


“Our King is in England.”


Panthea gave a quickly repressed cry.


“But where? How does he come here?”


“He landed in Essex a week ago,” Richard said. “Now he is in London, and I am going to join him. Oh, Panthea, perhaps the tide has turned, and this is the moment when we can rise and place him on the Throne.”


Richard’s tone had been elated and excited, but Panthea felt curiously calm.


“Be careful,” she pleaded. “Promise me you will be careful!”


“Do you think I am likely to be anything else?” Richard asked, scorning his sister’s fears.


But Panthea’s premonition of danger had been justified. The King, with no disguise but his hair dyed golden, which unfortunately turned a variety of colours, interviewed his sympathisers and received assurances of their loyalty. But someone betrayed him. He was driven from house to house and, only by the greatest good fortune, managed to escape back to France.


A tornado of arrests followed his departure. Being hung, drawn and quartered were the lot of those captured. Others who evaded arrest were still in hiding, hoping for a ship to carry them to France. Panthea had lived in terror from the moment the news reached her that the visit of the Royal Exile had been discovered.


When Richard did not return home, she hoped that he had found refuge in some friend’s house, and then Christian Drysdale had brought her the news that her brother’s name was on the list of suspects. The tax-collector had watched her face as he spoke and then, when white with misery and terror she stood silent and speechless before him, too proud to break down and cry, he had offered to make a bargain with her.


“Marry me and I will save your brother,” he said. “The choice, is yours.”


“And why should you want to marry me?” she stammered at last, and shrank away from the look in his eyes when he had answered. “Do you want me to tell you that I love you?”


But she had known then, child that she was, that it was not love he felt for her, yet she had no choice but to accept this offer. Her father was continually asking for Richard, for the Marquess knew only too well that his own days were numbered. He wanted to see his son and he could not understand why he should be absent for so long when there were so many things required of him at home.


There was no time to think, no time to consider. Christian Drysdale made it very clear that if she would save Richard she must act speedily and without delay. She had consented to marry him, knowing that she crucified herself but believing that nothing mattered, save that Richard should live to take his father’s place at the head of the family.


Now she knew her sacrifice had been useless. Christian Drysdale had deceived her. Richard was dead, having paid the penalty of his loyalty to his King at Charing Cross. It seemed almost impossible to believe that Richard would never again walk into the great galleried hall at Staverley and call her name. And now, what of herself?


Richard was dead, but she was left married to Christian Drysdale! She wanted to shriek aloud at the horror of it, for she knew she would rather be dead than face the future as the wife of the Roundhead. And yet this stranger, a thief and an outlaw to whom she had entrusted her story, had in some curious manner of his own, given her hope.


She leant against a tree, watching the highwayman walk away from her. She could see through the bare space between the trees the coach, standing empty and unguarded, while Christian Drysdale, tied to a tree some twenty yards away, cursed and swore until the very air seemed polluted with his fury. As the highwayman came nearer to him, the two coachmen drew back. He glanced at them briefly.


“Untie the man who hired you,” he said.


They looked at him in surprise, then, as they appeared too astonished to obey him, the highwayman drew his sword from his side and cut the ropes that bound the tax-collector. The freed man shook his arms to restore the circulation.


“So you have come to your senses,” he snarled, “or has my loving wife pleaded with you for my freedom?”


In answer, the highwayman pointed to the sword Christian Drysdale wore at his side.


“Draw your blade!” he said curtly. “You will fight me for your life.”


Christian Drysdale stared at him for a moment, then his lips twisted themselves.


“Can this be chivalry?” he enquired with a sneer. “I can assure you, fellow, that my wife will sleep the better in my arms tonight at the thought of your death.”


“We shall see,” the highwayman said, and began to take off his black velvet coat.


After a moment, Christian Drysdale followed him by removing his own.


“I am a noted swordsman, thief,” he said briefly.


The highwayman did not answer him but laid his coat down at the foot of a tree, and standing in his silk shirt, the lace falling over his hands, he tested the steel of his blade and eyed his opponent reflectively.


Thickset, a heavier man in every way, Christian Drysdale yet had the makings of a swordsman. He was wiry and quick on his feet, and unlike the highwayman, he was not impeded by heavy riding boots. He was the taller of the two, his arm was the longer, and his muscular fitness was obvious as he stood ready in his coarse cambric shirt. He was a formidable adversary, and the smile on his thin, cruel lips was the smile of a man who intended murder.


Swiftly, and without any further words, the two men made ready. The second highwayman and the coachmen stepped back in the shadows of the trees. The horses, alone and unattended, cropped the short, snow-covered grass by the side of the road.


For a moment, all was very quiet and silent. Then the highwayman spoke.


“En garde!” he cried, and his blade flashed upwards in the moonlight.




 ~ 1662


There were boats and vessels of every sort on the river. All were adorned and decorated so that the coloured sails, flags, garlands, arches of flowers and other such fantasies made so colourful and glittering a pageantry that the eye was almost blinded by it. People were standing on the roofs of the Palace of Whitehall, lining the waterways, massed along the muddy banks, perched precariously on scaffolding, all wide-eyed with excitement as they watched the boats manoeuvring for the best place from which they could watch the arrival of His Majesty and his Queen from Hampton Court.


The stately barges of the Lord Mayors and various companies jostled with small vessels adorned to represent symbolic devices of the Restoration or hung with coloured cloths and trimmed with ribbons as a background for pretty women and their merry young gallants who threw paper favours into the other boats. The noise was almost deafening, for besides the cheering, joking, good-humoured crowd there were a number of bands playing on shore and on the river, and volleys of artillery fire came from the vessels and from the land.


“We shall soon be too deaf to notice the Queen’s Portuguese accent,” the Countess of Castlemaine said laughingly to the gallants who were in attendance on her, as from the roofs of the palace they watched the pageantry below them.


“I am told Her Majesty’s accent, or rather her lack of English, makes it impossible for anyone to understand what she says,” someone remarked scornfully, and the Countess gave a little cry of laughter, a sound that was, however, not echoed in her blue eyes.


She was jealous of the Queen and she made no bones about it. Her friends and those who fawned upon her because of her position at Court, were well aware that the King’s return from his honeymoon would prove a crucial moment in Barbara Castlemaine’s life. Would he return to her or would he remain enamoured, at least for the moment, with his Portuguese bride?


Wagers on what would happen were made by those who were highest at Court down to the lowest footman, and Barbara was well-aware that everyone was watching her this afternoon as she waited with the rest of London for Their Majesties.


She was looking exquisitely lovely. Her dark hair, which had auburn glints in it, was offset by ropes of pearls twisted among its ringlets, and her dress of yellow silk made her skin seem very white and her eyes seductively blue. She was beautiful, there was no doubt about that, but she had already borne the King two children and Charles was noted for the fickleness of his fancies.


But whatever she was feeling inside as she leant against the grey stone of the terrace, Barbara gave the impression of being absolutely sure of herself, so that those who watched her and waited became convinced that her seductive, petulant beauty would carry the day.


It was two years now since, with the triumph of twenty thousand horse and foot brandishing their swords and shouting with inexpressible joy, the King had ridden into London. The way was strewn with flowers, the bells were ringing, the streets were hung with tapestry and the fountains running with wine. At last the privations, the misery, and the poverty of those long years of exile could be forgotten and a new era was born.


It was not surprising that the King, eager for pleasure, should have been attracted by Barbara Palmer, who was openly spoken of as ‘the finest woman of her age’. Her husband had prepared himself for public service as a student at the Inn’s of Court, but he was completely ignorant of the raffish social life that had been Barbara’s background since she had come to live in the house of her stepfather, the Earl of Anglesea. Roger Palmer’s greatest virtue was his imperturbable amiability, but this was soon tested to the extreme limit by his wife’s liaison with the King.


Weak and powerless to control Barbara, he could only rage against him in private, while he was forced publicly to accept the title she had earned by her infidelity.


The Earl of Castlemaine came walking now along the rooftop, elegantly dressed and wearing a curled periwig which was vastly unbecoming to his pale, rather stupid countenance. Barbara saw him approaching but took good care not to notice him until he was almost level with her. Then she glanced up, gave a start of affected surprise, and made a cold, rather mocking curtsy to which her husband replied with a courteous bow.


They had quarrelled fiercely for the last few weeks whenever they were alone together, and Barbara had already decided that Roger Palmer’s usefulness to her was over. He bored her and she irritated him, so there was no point in their continuing a marriage that had grown irksome to them both, although Roger still pretended a fondness for her.


“Your Lord and Master is very smart today,” a courtier sneered.


She smiled at him from under her eyelashes.


“What are you trying to tell me, Rudolph?” she enquired. “I am always suspicious when you pay anyone a compliment.”


She turned away as she spoke and walked towards a nursemaid who had appeared at that moment carrying a beribboned and belaced baby in her arms.


“My little Charles,” Lady Castlemaine exclaimed in tones of the fondest mother love and, taking the baby from the nursemaid, she held it for a moment in her arms, her face tender and soft as she looked down at the tiny, wrinkled face and dark hair of her son.


But the moment of tenderness passed quickly and, almost impatiently, she handed the baby back to the nursemaid and returned to the chattering group of gallants.


“We are having to wait an excessively long time,” she said, glancing down at the river.


“We have waited so many years for our King to return to us that a few more minutes more won’t matter,” someone said soberly.


Barbara appeared not to have heard him. She was looking below to where members of the Court were assembling in small groups and converging slowly towards the Whitehall steps, up which the King would presently escort his Queen.


With an effort at cheerfulness, she took a Cavalier’s plumed hat from his head and placed it on her own to keep the wind off her hair.


“I say, but I would make a remarkably handsome man,” she exclaimed.


The gallants laughed.


“I prefer you as a woman,” the man she had called Rudolph whispered in a low voice, which only she could hear.


As if his remark made her remember the reason she was here and the odds at stake, Barbara took the hat from her head and, unusually grave, led the way down to the terrace.


The crowds, outspoken in their comments, were pressing forward to watch the quality assemble.


“’Ere’s an old ’un dug up for the occasion,” a voice exclaimed.


An elderly woman had just come from the palace. She carried herself with a straight-backed dignity that, however, could not belie her years. Her skin was wrinkled and the colour of old ivory, while her patrician nose stood out like a parrot’s beak. Her dress was old-fashioned and dowdy, but the jewellery she wore sparkled and glittered in the sunshine and drew Barbara Castlemaine’s eyes towards it with a flash of envy. She was so intent on the old lady’s diamonds that she did not notice who escorted her until she heard one of the men by her side mutter. 


“Odd fish, but no one told me there was a goddess at Court.”


Barbara saw then that the elderly lady was not alone. Beside her, with an air of attentiveness and affection, walked a young lady. She was not tall, almost a head shorter than Barbara herself, and everything about her was delicate and dainty, from the lovely column of her white throat to the tiny feet that peeped from beneath the laces of her petticoat.


Her hair was pale gold, hanging in ringlets on either side of her face, yet contriving as it waved gently on either side of her forehead to give her almost a spiritual air of untouched loveliness. Her eyes were enormous and unexpectedly grey, merging almost to purple in their depths, and her red lips – a perfect cupid’s bow – were laughing as if something had amused her.


She was dressed in green, the soft pale green of the buds in spring, and there was something so beautiful, young and unspoiled about her that Barbara knew instinctively that the man who had called her a goddess had not exaggerated.


“Who is she?”


Barbara spoke sharply. There was no need for anyone to question of whom she spoke, for all eyes were fixed in the same direction.


“That is the Dowager Countess of Darlington,” Rudolph Vyne answered. “I was told she had arrived from the country and had been given apartments in the palace. Her husband served the King’s father loyally and was killed in his service, but it is surprising that after all these years the Countess should wish to return to Court life.”


“I should imagine her reason is obvious,” Barbara Castlemaine said sourly. “The girl is her granddaughter.”


“No, she is her great-niece,” Rudolph corrected Barbara turned to look at him.


“How do you know? Who is she?”


“Her name is Lady Panthea Vyne and she happens to be my second cousin,” Rudolph replied.


“Your second cousin,” Barbara repeated. “Why did you not tell me she was coming here?”


“To tell the truth the matter escaped my mind, though someone gave me the information a month ago and added that Panthea is an heiress. But why or how I can’t imagine, for our family has been bled under the Commonwealth of everything it possessed.”


“Let us make your cousin’s acquaintance,” Barbara said a little grimly.


She was well aware that every new face at Court was a potential enemy, provided the face was pretty enough. This was not a moment when she wished to face more rivals than was absolutely necessary. Her battle was with the Queen, but she was astute enough to realise that Lady Panthea Vyne, whoever she might be, was lovely enough to be a formidable adversary. She moved swiftly towards the Dowager and Panthea, who had paused against the stone balustrade and were watching the pageant below them.


Panthea was laughing at a little boat that was adorned with the strange masks of animals and whose crew were all dressed as monkeys.


“They must be unpleasantly warm in their furry coats,” she was saying to the Countess when Rudolph Vyne, bowing before them, swept his feathered hat from his head.


“May I present myself, ma’am?’ he asked of the Dowager.


“There is no need,” she replied sharply. “You are my nephew, Rudolph. I should have known you anywhere from your likeness to your father. I also expected to meet you here. Your reputation has penetrated even to the wilds of Wiltshire.”


“You must not believe all you hear of me,” Rudolph Vyne retorted suavely, but as he kissed his aunt’s hand he noticed the shrewdness of her eyes and felt uncomfortably that she was laughing at him.


“I presume you want to meet your cousin, Panthea,” she said, and with a gesture of her gloved hand indicated the woman standing beside her.


Panthea sank down in a low curtsy. She was even lovelier close to than at a distance, Rudolph Vyne noticed, and then remembered that Barbara Castlemaine was waiting.


“May I present my Lady Castlemaine?” he asked, but to his astonishment the Countess drew herself up to her full height and her expression was austere.


“I have no desire for my Lady Castlemaine’s acquaintance,” she said coldly and turning her back, stood stolidly looking out towards the river.


To his own astonishment, Rudolph Vyne felt himself flushing. He had thought that he had been too long at Court for anything to surprise him, but that his aunt should publicly refuse to make the acquaintance of the most fêted and most favoured woman in all England was a shock which left him, for the moment, breathless and nonplussed.


He could not think what to say or what to do, and while he stood irresolute, he heard Barbara utter a furious exclamation as she turned on her heel and walked away down the terrace.


It was then Rudolph felt a hand on his arm and heard Panthea’s soft voice. 


“I am sorry, so sorry.”


Then she too turned to stand beside her great-aunt at the balustrade and Rudolph was left alone. For a moment he hesitated whether he should join Lady Castlemaine, who was obviously in one of her bad tempers, or should try to placate his aunt. It was Panthea who decided him. He saw her glance over her shoulder, and it seemed to him that there was a look of pleading in her eyes. Instantly he crossed to his aunt’s side. 


“I am sorry, Aunt Anne, if I have offended you,” he said.


“You have not offended me,” the Countess retorted. “I am just old-fashioned enough to be particular as to whom I meet and to whom I introduce my great-niece.”


“But, Aunt Anne, Lady Castlemaine is accepted everywhere.”


“In London perhaps,” the Countess replied, “but there are still many decent houses in the country, thank God, to which she would not be invited.”


“Then they must also refuse their King,” Rudolph Vyne said grimly.


“I am not prepared, Rudolph, to argue about His Majesty’s principles or standards,” his aunt said severely. “I am concerned only with my own. Pray heaven that when we have a Queen at Whitehall she will bring a new dignity and decency to the palace.”


Rudolph Vyne sighed. He knew it was no use arguing with his aunt, but he felt that she was doomed to disappointment. The reports that had come from Hampton Court of the Queen were not particularly encouraging.


The Queen’s monstrous sense of fashion had made everyone laugh, so had her attendants. The ladies, whose modesty was such that they would not wrong their virginity so far as even to sleep in sheets once touched by a man, were accompanied by a collection of very dirty and pious Portuguese monks each of whom had brought a number of relations with him. Those who went to Hampton Court to do homage to the Queen found a small, solemn little person, with lovely hands and feet and slightly protruding teeth. She was deeply in love with her jovial, charming and witty bridegroom, and reports came back to Whitehall that he was much taken with her. But would she be able to hold him, let alone change the easy pleasure-seeking court in which not only the King but everyone in England was delighting, after the gloomy austerity of Cromwell’s dictatorship?


There was, however, little time to say more, for at that moment Panthea gave a cry of excitement and pointed to where, coming up the river, were the first ships of the procession that preceded Their Majesties.


There were two pageants, one of them of a king and queen with lots of courtiers grouped around them – but the crowds watched impatiently for the antique-shaped open vessel covered with a canopy of cloth of gold supported by high Corinthian pillars wreathed with flowers and festooned with garlands. Cheer upon cheer went up, as the crowd saw beneath the canopy, seated side by side and hand in hand, Charles and his dark-eyed Queen.


As the ship drew nearer and nearer to Whitehall, even the conversation ceased amongst those watching, and Barbara Castlemaine stood in silence, her white teeth fastened on her lower lip. To the surprise of those who were watching, Barbara made no effort to push forward to greet the King and Queen Katherine as they disembarked. Instead, she stood at a distance watching the courtiers and ladies curtsying and kissing hands, and only when it was nearly time for Charles to lead his bride into the palace itself did she draw nearer and make an obeisance, with a grace and assurance that made those who preceded her seem somehow gauche and ungainly.


The Queen bowed her head, Charles’ eyes rested for a moment on Barbara’s face, and then they passed on into the palace and Barbara was left on the terrace with a faint smile on her lips. She was no longer worried. She had seen by the look in the King’s eyes that all was well and that he would come to her in his own good time.


She walked slowly away without looking where she was going, so that she bumped against Rudolph Vyne before she saw him. He too was alone. He had been staring after his aunt and Panthea, who had withdrawn to their own apartments.


“Are you turning virtuous all of a sudden?” Barbara asked sharply, for she had not missed the look on Rudolph’s face.


“Barbara, do not be angry with me,” he said quickly. “It is not my fault that my aunt has such ridiculous ideas. I tried to argue with her, but she would not even listen to me.”


“Do not perturb yourself,” Barbara replied tartly. “Your relations are no concern of mine. They will have a dull time at court if they wish to know no one whom His Majesty favours. I’m sorry for the girl, cooped up with that old harridan.”


“How kind you are!” Rudolph Vyne exclaimed, pretending to take her words literally. “Perhaps one day you will allow me to bring my cousin to meet you. She appears to be a sweet young lady.”


Barbara’s eyes narrowed.


“What is your game, Rudolph? Are you fortune-hunting or already in love?”


“I am in love with no one but you, as you well know,” Rudolph replied. “But my debtors are pressing hard on me and she is rich, Barbara, although where in the name of heaven she gets her money from I have no idea.”


“You are sure she has it?” Barbara asked.


“I shall make further enquiries,” Rudolph replied, “but from the way she talked of buying horses, of acquiring a carriage and visiting the silversmiths and jewellers, I am certain that the money is there. My aunt would not allow anyone whom she chaperoned to run up debts she could not meet.”
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