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         Toni Darcy was stranded, penniless and alone, when Kurt Antoine offered her a job in his new hotel in the Austrian Tyrol. It seemed at first the answer to her problems— until she realised that she had incurred the enmity of the hotel’s beautiful manageress.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter one
   

         

         THE man on the ledge above the little green plateau could see the girl plainly, and he knew she was afraid to move either backwards or forwards. She was afraid to go on climbing, and she was terrified to go down by the way she had come.

         She was a slender girl in shorts—his lip curled as he reflected how addicted the English were to the wrong type of clothing for the region they were in—and her legs looked very long and slim, and were tanned to the pale hue of honey. Her hair was a soft brown cap that had intrigued him when he saw her for the first time two nights ago, in the lounge of the mountain hotel where she and her employer were staying.

         It was absolutely straight hair, and he supposed it was really mouse-coloured, but she had cut it in a short, straight fringe that drew attention to her large uneasy eyes. He began to wonder whether they were always uneasy… always apprehensive, as if she was always fearing the worst; and fearing the worst had become a kind of obsession with her.

         Of course, with an employer like hers it was not, perhaps, so surprising. The woman was a harridan, a kind of human harpy, and the girl was having her spirit slowly drained away from her. Apart from that she had a pretty, drooping mouth and a flower-like throat, but few men would ever direct a second look at her. And if they did she would shy away like a frightened colt, sending them a startled look back out of those dark blue eyes of hers that were like gentians clinging shyly to the summit of a mountain, and then retreat into herself like a rabbit into a burrow.

         His mixed similes amused him, and he smiled. The night he saw her in the hotel the fat, gross woman who paid her her salary had been reproving her—in-a voice the whole room couldn’t fail to overhear—for getting her knitting wool into a tangle. She hadn’t held the skein right, while the other wound, and the woman had snatched it off her hands and ordered her to fetch another from her room.

         “From the top drawer of my dressing-table… and whatever you do don’t make a mess of my things! You’re so clumsy—so infuriatingly clumsy!—that I hesitate to ask you to do anything at all.” She glanced round the lounge, with wooden walls and ibex horns adorning it, and quite plainly invited sympathy; but all she received were blank stares, while the girl fled.

         The man on the ledge thought of all the things that could be done to an unpleasant old woman like that, and of all the dangers that might possibly beset her if she ever ventured—like the girl on the plateau below him—right up here into the heart of the mountains, instead of taking quiet strolls on a level with her hotel. And then he carefully and casually lighted himself a cigarette while he watched the slim shape lying pressed to the short, sweet grass below him, and he knew that she was perspiring in sheer panic.

         She didn’t dare to lift her head. She certainly didn’t dare to stand up. She had been seized with a relentless vertigo that she couldn’t overcome because her fascinated gaze was directed downwards to the valley, and he knew that her pupils were mere pinpricks of magnetised dread like the pupils of the rabbit when it sees the stoat.

         The sun shone brazenly from a clear heaven, and there was a constant chirping of crickets from the green slopes all around—an endless beating of emerald green wings amongst the harebells, and the early autumn crocuses that blossomed there. Down in the valley there was little or no movement because the cows were all up in the high pastures, but there was an occasional flash of a scythe as a haymaker worked on a small plot. The thought of him standing on the edge of a dizzy drop made the girl shudder as if a sudden gust of wind had caught at her, and she closed her eyes for an instant to shut out the bright glare, the dark woods, the silver streams like ribbons running down from the heights; and, above all, the peaks themselves… aloof, majestic, but cruel. Utterly indifferent to human frailty.

         She had been so eager to get nearer to them; and now, with their light powdering of snow that had survived the blistering heat of summer, they kept advancing and retreating, as if they were part of a swaying backcloth.

         The man on the ledge called down to her clearly:

         “What are you afraid of?”Toni’s heart lurched with surprise, and then she dared to put back her head and gaze up at him. He was coolly smoking his cigarette a dozen or so feet above her; and although it was a much more perilous ledge than the green island to which she clung, he was obviously quite unaffected by any sensation of height. He was lying on one elbow, a pack beside him, and a lizard—or something that looked like a lizard— kept darting about the rock above his head. Toni’s eyes grew wide, fascinated as much by the lizard as the complete sangfroid of the man.

         He didn’t look as if he wanted to be of any assistance to her. He was smiling sleepily, his teeth very even and white in the blinding sunshine, his face dark and tanned. His hair was thick and black, with an inclination to wave crisply.

         “You’ve got plenty of room,” he informed her conversationally. “Stand up and walk round on the inside of that boulder, and then get back on to the path.”

         “I—c-can’t!” she gulped.

         “Yes, you can! Can’t is a futile word when you’ve got as far as this. What do you imagine you’re going to do? Remain where you are all night? It’s cold in the mountains once the sun has set!”

         The sheer brutality of his tone struck through her fears and aroused her indignation. What sort of a human being was he, she wondered, when he must be perfectly well aware that she was petrified by the very thought of moving? If he wanted to give her confidence all he had to do was join her on the plateau, and then perhaps she would find enough courage to stand up. Although the very thought of it caused her to avert her face hurriedly from the valley.

         If only she had a hand to cling on to!…

         But it was plain he had no intention of joining her on the plateau, and instead he continued to give her advice as to the best method of evacuating her impossible position. His voice was inhumanly cool; she had a curious conviction that he was actually enjoying her predicament, and by degrees that very inhuman, jibing quality that made his faintly accented English seem like a deliberate attack on her helplessness, so grated on every sensitive nerve she possessed that a kind of desperation seized her, and she began to crawl forward inch by inch across the plateau. She didn’t care to stand up until she reached the slight protection of the boulder, and then when she did do so her knees were knocking so badly, and her pulses hammering so loudly in her ears, that she was hardly aware of what she was doing, or what she ought to do next. She stood clinging on to the boulder until the advancing and retreating wall of mountains stopped advancing and retreating; and then she set her teeth, partly closed her eyes, and groped blindly for the path.

         And no sooner had she reached the doubtful sanctuary of it than her tormentor dropped lightly down and stood beside her.

         “Well done!” he said. He surveyed her white face and pallid lips and nodded approvingly. “Quite well done!”

         He took her by the arm and almost thrust her forward along the path until a small outcrop of pine trees encroached on it, and then she once more found herself lying supine, but this time amongst pine needles, with straight trunks rising all around her. A lighted cigarette was placed between her inert fingers, and the cap of a brandy flask unscrewed.

         “I don’t suppose you’re used to raw spirit,” the voice that had so tantalised her observed calmly. “But it’s what you need at the moment, so take a cautious swig, and then lie still and get your breath.”“Thank you,” she muttered faintly, when she had recovered from the suffocating sensation of downing a mouthful of neat brandy.

         The man with the brown face and the brown eyes— they were like brown, lustrous, somewhat derisive velvet, she decided, when she at last gazed into them— lighted himself a cigarette, and sat smoking it thoughtfully.

         “Why didn’t you help me?” she asked, her voice full of resentment, when she was fairly recovered. “Why did you tell me what to do, instead of giving me some actual assistance? I was scared to death on that ledge… I’ve never been so terrified in my life! If I’d lost my head completely I’d have dropped, and that would have been the end of me.”He shook his head with annoying complacence.

         “I don’t think so. You’d have rolled a few feet, and then some outcrop of rock would have intercepted your fall, and you’d have sustained nothing worse than a few bruises. In any case, why did you attempt the climb if you’ve such a poor head for heights?” looking at her with cool criticism.

         Indignation flowed over her, and then receded.

         “I’ve always wanted to climb. Today I had the opportunity, and so I took it. But I never realised before that I have such a poor head for heights.”He regarded her with a faintly puzzling smile.

         “But at least you extricated yourself from your predicament without any real assistance from me. I goaded you into making an effort, but the glory was all yours. I’ll confess I wasn’t certain that you’d do it. I thought I might have to come down to you in the end, and then we’d never have found out whether you were capable of standing up to a situation, instead of running away from it.”She raised herself on one elbow, and studied him as if she wasn’t certain she had heard aright. Then she suddenly remembered something about him, and she spoke with the colour seeping up under her fine skin.

         “You were at the hotel the other night, weren’t you? And you kept staring at me so hard I made a mess of Mrs. Van Ecker’s knitting wool!” She bit her lip hard, and the rising colour became a vivid flush. She could recall him clearly now, wearing an impeccable grey lounge suit, and yet looking as if he had had a satisfying, active day, healthily bronzed, enjoying his after-dinner coffee. Mrs. Van Ecker had made a remark about him afterwards, describing him as a “cut above” the usual run of hotel visitors, wondering whether he would be staying on for any length of time.

         Toni had thought he would have fitted in better in one of the big hotels in Zurich, or somewhere along the lake shore, rather than a tiny mountain Gasthaus.

         “No doubt you heard her tell the rest of the people in the lounge that I was something of an affliction to her?” she got out, biting her lip so hard that a drop of blood spurted and stained her small white teeth.

         He nodded.

         “As a matter of fact, I did.”Her abashed eyes met his. But just now they weren’t so much abashed as sullenly resentful.

         “And as a result of what you heard the other evening you decided I wouldn’t have the—the guts to get off that ledge, is that it?” she demanded.

         “Something like that,” he said.

         She uttered a kind of choked protest, and leapt to her feet.

         “I think you must be the most detestable man I’ve ever met!” she cried in the same choked voice. “I’m glad you did nothing more than goad me—proving that you were enjoying yourself hugely at the same time!—for at least I’ve got nothing to thank you for, and if the situation repeated itself I’d rather fall off the ledge than listen to a word of advice from you! And, as a matter of fact, it was simply because I thought you were so detestable that I did crawl off the ledge….”She turned to rush blindly off down the path, but he rose with the sinuous movement of a man who was in perfect control of his muscles, and gripped her very purposefully by the arm.

         “Don’t be a little idiot,” he said, his voice hard and contemptuous—and, despite the colloquialism, his alien accent was extremely noticeable. “Having seen the way you fled the other night, instead of spurning an old woman who spoke to you like that, I think there was some justification for any opinion I formed of you. But now I want to hear a few more things about you, so sit down.” He more or less thrust her down on a fallen tree-trunk. “Why do you do this sort of thing at all?”“Do what sort of thing at all?” Her dark blue eyes blazed at him, and for the first time she noted that there were greenish-gold glints in his, and his mouth had a steely set.

         “Run around a country like Switzerland, toadying to the whims of a Mrs. Van Ecker?”She was still trembling a little inwardly as a result of her recent experience, and there was a cut on her knee which she dabbed at ineffectually with her handkerchief. He handed her a large-sized khaki one.

         “I don’t toady to her. I have to have a job.”“There must be vast numbers of jobs for capable young women that do not involve constant humiliation.”“Perhaps I’m not very capable.”He sat opposite her, smoking a cigarette, and regarding her with a frown between his eyes.

         “What precisely are you, I wonder?” he asked. “You obviously resent criticism, yet you’re just as obviously a square peg in a round hole. I might be able to help you if you told me a little more about yourself. In fact, I’m fairly certain I could be quite useful to you if you opened up a bit….”“Who said I want help? From you or anyone else!” she flashed at him, irked by his air of having weighed her in the balance and found her completely wanting.

         “Don’t you?”

         She looked away. Six weeks ago she had thought it would be wonderful to travel the Continent with a considerate employer who would open up new horizons for her. But in six weeks she had become so bitterly disillusioned that even her self-confidence had ebbed away, and she didn’t know quite what she wanted… Except to get away from Mrs. Van Ecker.

         That was something she wanted above everything else!

         “Y-yes, I suppose I do,” she admitted at last.

         He cast away his half-smoked cigarette, and lighted another.

         “In that case, we’d better introduce ourselves, hadn’t we?” he suggested.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         SHE looked up at him with a strangely vulnerable expression in her eyes, and at the same time they were clear as mountain pools.

         “I’m Toinette Darcy,” she told him. “But most people call me Toni.”“I shall call you Toinette,” he replied, “if you have no great objection to Christian name terms at the outset of our acquaintance? To me you look much more like a Toinette than a Toni. I’m Kurt Antoine, and I’m fairly well known in this part of the world. I’ve been coming here for years for holidays—especially the skiing; but I’m not Swiss. As a matter of fact, I’m Austrian.”Her eyes told him that that explained away his intense darkness. And something else about him to which she couldn’t put a name at that stage of their acquaintanceship.

         “I was born in Vienna, and I own a restaurant there. I also own several mountain hotels. But the Swiss know how to do these things, and I come here to study their methods. A fortnight in Zurich, a week up here in the mountains… It gives one ideas. My latest purchase is a mountain hotel not far from Innsbruck, and I hope to put it on the map before long. It will involve experiment, and possibly failure, but I don’t mind taking the risk. I am not a poor man, and money doesn’t mean very much to me.”She stared at him as if suddenly fascinated.

         “Why are you telling me all this?”Instead of answering, he asked her several questions.

         “How old are you, Miss Toinette Darcy?”“I’m twenty-three,” she replied.

         He smiled grimly.

         “Twenty-three, and you look like thirteen in those shorts. By the way, didn’t you know they’re not ideal climbing wear? Slacks, or better still a stout skirt and boots, are the correct garb. Certainly not open-toed sandals,” glancing at her slim brown feet that she felt were an offence after his eyes had dwelt on them.

         She tucked them away hastily out of sight.

         “What about your parents? Did they approve of your taking on a job with a woman like the Van Ecker?”

         She swallowed.

         “My parents are dead. They were killed in a car smash about a year ago.”“I’m sorry about that,” he said, and for one moment she thought he was absolutely sincere. He was thoughtful for a moment, and then he continued: “In that case, I don’t suppose it matters to you very much where you work. You don’t have to return home to England?”

         She shook her head vigorously.

         “The last thing I want to do is to return home to England. I have no relatives there, and no ties, and when I left it I hoped to be away for some considerable while. If I go home, I… well, I’ve nowhere to go! It will mean looking for somewhere to live as well as a job.”He eyed her for a moment as if she was somewhat of a revelation to him, and then he spoke briskly.

         “Then there’s just one more question I have to put to you. How many languages do you speak with fluency? Or are you typically English, and manage to make yourself understood in schoolgirl French only?”Her earlier resentment at his tone, and everything about him, rushed up over her in a wave, and she was glad she was able to surprise him.

         “As a matter of fact, my French is very fluent, and I also speak German and a little Italian. The fact that I have a sort of talent for languages was the one and only reason why Mrs. Van Ecker engaged me, for she expects to do a lot of travelling on the Continent before returning to America where she lives.”“I see,” he said, and suddenly he looked amused. “So you consider yourself multi-lingual?” He spoke to her rapidly in his native German, and then just as rapidly in French. To her infinite gratification her ready responses caused him to elevate his eyebrows.

         “So,” he observed, “you were telling the truth! Mrs. Van Ecker was no fool if she doesn’t happen to be a very good linguist herself!”“She only speaks what you would describe as schoolgirl French,” she replied tartly.

         He laughed, and patted her on one of her slim shoulders. “You have a temper, little one! But a temper is a good thing. It means you are not entirely docile.”Then he leapt to his feet and started pacing up and down.

         “How soon can you be released from this engagement with Mrs. Van Ecker? If you hand in your resignation tonight, could you be released tomorrow? It might be necessary for you to sacrifice a certain amount of salary—even to compensate the lady if she is the type to insist on compensation, and I imagine she is—but I will see to it that you are not the loser if that is the case. And as I am leaving here tomorrow—”She, too, sprang up, and suddenly she looked almost alarmed.

         “But I couldn’t possibly leave Mrs. Van Ecker until I have found another suitable position to go to! And in any case, I agreed to stay with her for three months, at least….”He waved a hand.

         “I have told you that we will compensate her.”“We? I don’t understand….”“My dear child,” a little impatiently, “to what purpose have we been talking if you don’t understand? I am offering you a position in my new hotel, and you will be a little idiot if you refuse even to consider it. The salary I shall pay you will probably be twice as much as the one you are at present receiving; and although I shall expect you to work—and to work hard—you will at least be able to call your soul your own in your leisure moments. And there will be no skeins of knitting wool to hold, no abuse in front of an assemblage of people. If I find you unsatisfactory I will tell you about it privately….”“But I know nothing about you,” she got out, as if amazed that he should even dream she would accept a position from him, an absolute stranger.

         He shrugged.

         “And I know nothing about you. But I’m prepared to employ you. What do you say?” She shook her head.

         “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t even consider it.”“Not even to escape from an intolerable position?” He walked up to her and studied her. “I had a few words with your American friend after you slipped away the other night. She struck me as being quite an appalling person to have to deal with at close quarters. In my hotel you will feel like a bird released….”

         She shook her head again, but she couldn’t refrain from asking:

         “In any case, what would I have to do?”Again he shrugged.

         “At the moment I couldn’t tell you that. In any new organisation staff has to be sifted, and you would be made use of in a capacity to which you appeared to be most suited. Behind the reception-desk, in the office, in the dining-room…”“You mean, wait at table?” looking shocked.

         “Why not?” His expression was grim and a trifle mocking. “When I was in my early twenties I worked as a waiter in more than one hotel, and it was not because I needed to do so. I did it for the experience. Whatever you do will be good experience for you.”She stared into his dark, brilliant, slightly inhuman eyes—recalled those moments on the plateau, when he had refused to come to her assistance—and turned from his offer as she would have turned from an actual physical menace.

         “You are very kind, Mr. Antoine, but I couldn’t possibly accept,” she said hurriedly. “And now I’ll have to get back….”He picked up his pack and attached it to his back. He looked long along the path and indicated it with one of his brown, shapely hands. She thought that his coldly raised eyebrows were supercilious.

         “Would you like me to see you back to your hotel, or do you think you can manage alone?” he asked, in an unmistakably dry tone. “It’s a perfectly easy path, so you’re not likely to experience any difficulties.”“Thank you, but I’ll be quite all right alone.”He accorded her a slight inclination of the head. Like his hands, it was an exceptionally shapely head, and the sunlight glinting through the pine branches discovered burnished gleams amongst the intense, cloudy darkness of his hair.

         “Goodbye, then, Fräulein. There is no point in saying auf wiedersehen.” He bowed stiffly, strode along the track for a few yards, and then turned. “In case anything should cause you to undergo a change of mind, I shall be at the chalet down there—” once more his brown hand came into play—”until this time tomorrow. But after that I shall be gone.

          
   

         ”Mrs. Van Ecker had been suffering from frustration all the afternoon—she had never known so many stupid people collected together in one hotel, and not one of them, in her opinion, was worth cultivating, although she was the type of woman who had to have verbal contact with someone. When Toni knocked nervously on her door after she had hurried back to the Gasthaus she was in the act of changing for dinner, and as she had just overturned a bottle of nail varnish, and it was streaming across the top of the dressing-table, that put her in an extra bad temper.

         “Where in the world have you been?” she demanded, as soon as Toni entered the room. “I give you permission to take half an hour off, and you absent yourself for an entire afternoon! I consider that’s downright unscrupulous, as I’m paying you an extremely generous salary! I’d like to know what you’ve been doing with yourself, and why you apparently imagine I’m some sort of a quixotic fool!”

         She mopped at the mess on the dressing-table with a handful of tissues, and then thrust them into Toni’s hand, and ordered her to get on with the cleaning-up operation.

         “Why do you just stand there, instead of coming to my assistance? Can’t you see the beastly stuff is dripping all over the place? And it’s my favourite smoky pearl, too! I don’t suppose I’ll get another bottle nearer than Interlaken!”Toni mopped vigorously, and in a short time the dressing-table top was immaculate again, and she had even removed one or two stains from the carpet.

         Brushing the hair out of her eyes, she apologised for being late, and reminded Mrs. Van Ecker that she had given her the entire afternoon off, and not just half an hour.

         “You were going to have tea with the Italian Countess who arrived yesterday, and you said you didn’t want me around,” she enunciated clearly.

         Mrs. Van Ecker made a pettish gesture.

         “Italian Countess!” she exclaimed. “She hasn’t two words of English, and I grew tired of trying to make myself understood. Also she has a horrid little poodle dog, and I dislike women who drool over dogs and can’t even play a decent game of Bridge!”

         She sent Toni to the wardrobe to search for a black lace evening gown amongst the row of dresses that were crammed into it; and then when the dress was located, she wanted her large pearl ear-studs that matched the necklace of outsize pearls she was fastening round her somewhat stunted neck.

         Toni opened jewel-case after jewel-case, and searched through every drawer in the room, but she couldn’t find the studs. Mrs. Van Ecker was at first abusive, saying she was too stupid to find anything when she looked for it, and then she grew impatient because there was a dull elderly man she had promised to have a drink with in the bar, and she wanted to complete her toilet. Finally, when the studs refused to come to light, she declared shrilly that they must have been stolen.

         “But of course they haven’t been stolen, Mrs. Van Ecker,” Toni tried to reason with her calmly. “The people in this hotel are perfectly honest, and who would steal them, anyway? Who would take such a risk?”“A chambermaid might,” the American woman returned viciously. “I expect they’re all paid atrociously and can’t resist the temptation to help themselves to other people’s belongings! That girl who made the beds this morning had her eyes glued to my diamond bracelet that was lying on the dressing-table… I saw her! I shall speak to the manager….’’“But you can’t do that!” Toni exclaimed, in horror. “Of course she wouldn’t touch your bracelet, and I’m absolutely certain she didn’t take the studs….”“Then who did?”

         Toni made a helpless gesture with her hands.

         “No one. It’s just that we’ve mislaid them….”“You’ve mislaid them, you mean! wouldn’t be so careless as to do anything of the kind! Do you realise that my late husband had those studs especially mounted to go with this necklace that is valued at twenty thousand dollars?” She clutched at it with her fat fingers. “Twenty thousand dollars! And the studs alone could set a girl up in comfort for a year or so! Buy her a few extra clothes, anyway….” Her small, alert eyes narrowed, and she stared at Toni. “You’re not too well off for clothes yourself, are you?” With a disparaging glance at the crumpled shorts and the cotton sun-top her companion was still wearing. “Never have been, I’d say, judging by the cheap suitcase you travel around with!”

         Toni felt appalled.

         “You’re not trying to suggest that I—I—?” She gasped. “Oh, no, you couldn’t think such a thing!”“Couldn’t I?” Mrs. Van Ecker tightened up her lips, and then turned back to her dressing-table. “Well, if those studs are not found by the time I’ve had my dinner I shall certainly think something! You can make a complete search of everything in this room, and then I’ll leave it to you to own up, or agree with me there’s a dishonest chambermaid in the hotel! The one I didn’t like the look of this morning!” “But, Mrs. Van Ecker…!

         ”Mrs. Van Ecker sprayed herself lavishly with a heavy floral perfume, and then pricked up her ears at the sound of the alpenhorn which was an unusual means of summoning guests to dinner. “How tiresome!” she exclaimed. “I shan’t have time to have a drink with Colonel Eaves. If you’re first in the dining-room you’re always much better served than if you’re late, and I don’t intend to pay for inferior food.”
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