

  

     

  




Chapter One ~ 1808


Serena, looking from the window, thought that the miracle of spring at Staverley became more breathtakingly beautiful year by year. Never had the dew-drenched lawns been greener or the lilacs more luxuriant with their branches weighted with white, mauve and purple flowers. The laburnums were fountains of golden rain and the fruit blossom lay beneath the trees in a pink-and-white snowdrift. 


On the lake the darkness of the water was gradually being hidden by the verdant rounded leaves of the water lilies and soon the lilies themselves in all their smooth exotic beauty would be in bloom.


Serena felt her heart reach out towards such loveliness. It was part of her, an indivisible part of herself, and it seemed to her at times that her love of Staverley quickened and throbbed within her as if it was a living thing.


“’Tis the hour for your chocolate, Miss Serena.”


A deep voice startled her and she turned with a little exclamation.


“I was daydreaming, Eudora. I did not hear you come in.”


If Eudora’s voice was startling, her appearance was even more so. At first sight one supposed her to be a dwarf, but on a second glance it was obvious that her deformities were due not to an abnormality of birth, but to some disablement that had twisted her back and left her hunched and distorted.


Her head was a normal size and yet it seemed unusually large on the tiny withered body. It was difficult to guess how old she was. Lines of pain were deeply etched from her pointed nose to her mouth and beneath her deep sunk eyes. Her eyes themselves were surprisingly dark and alive and seemed to miss nothing, often expressing strange and violent emotions so that Serena as a child imagined that Eudora’s spirit, wild and untamed, was imprisoned within her dwarfed foreshortened body.


Serena had known Eudora all her life. There had never been a time when the little woman had not been beside her, looking after her, tending to her wants, loving her with a passionate almost animal-like devotion and guarding her fiercely and jealously.


Serena took the chocolate now from the silver tray and sat down on the broad low window-seat.


“Is it eleven of the clock already?” she sighed. “And I have a vast amount to occupy me.”


“Mrs. Beaston asked me to inform you, miss, that if Sir Giles arrives this evenin’ there will be no roast in the house for dinner.”


“Oh yes, there will be,” Serena replied. “I ordered a lamb to be killed four days ago. It should be nicely hung by now. Sir Giles is partial to lamb, as you know, Eudora, and tell Mrs. Beaston we will have baked carp dressed in the Portuguese way, two Davenport fowls, stuffed, parboiled and stewed in butter, some soup to start with and a fruit pie as a remove. It will be a small dinner but just the sort my father enjoys.”


“And if Sir Giles fails to arrive?” Eudora asked.


“I can manage with one of the fowls,” Serena smiled. 


“I will carry your instructions to Mrs. Beaston,” Eudora said.


“Yes, do,” Serena said, “then come and help me pick some flowers. Those in the big vase in the hall are fading.” 


She turned her head as she spoke and looked out of the window. 


“It’s such a perfect day, I want to be in the garden.”


“My heart is heavy,” Eudora volunteered.


Her voice was always strange and rather gruff, but now there was a throbbing note in it and a roughness, as if she spoke from some impulse that she could not control.


“Oh, Eudora, why?” Serena asked.


“I know not,” the hunchback answered. “But last night when I lay awake, I felt as if a cloud, a dark cloud was approachin’ nearer and nearer.”


Serena stood up quickly.


“Spare me, Eudora! I am afraid of these moods of yours. It’s a good time since you have had one and yet always when you talk like this it makes me apprehensive and afraid.”


“I am sorry, Miss Serena. Yet I can but speak of what I feel and know.”


Eudora spoke dully, almost sullenly.


“Yes, I know, Eudora dear, but how I wish you did not feel such morbid things, not on such a day as this. I want to be happy! I am happy! My father should be home soon and let’s pray that his journey to London will not have proved – ” 


Serena hesitated for a word and then almost in a whisper to herself added, “very costly.”


Her eyes roamed round the room. It was a lovely room, but somehow inadequately furnished. There were patches on the wall where it was obvious that once upon a time pictures had hung, there was the discoloured outline of their frames and the nails they had been suspended from. The room held sofas, chairs and occasional tables, but on looking closer one wondered why there were no cabinets. A space between the windows seemed made to hold a console table and the alcove on the opposite wall was obviously designed for a bureau.


Yes, the room was strangely empty. And, as Serena turned and went from the drawing room into the hall, there too was a similar emptiness and similar faded patches on the brocaded walls. 


The hall was dark after the sun-filled drawing room and Serena shivered a little.


“You frighten me, Eudora. Go and give my message to Mrs. Beaston and bring me my pelisse from my bedroom, we are going out into the sunshine to forget your gloomy forebodings.”


“Very good, Miss Serena.”


Eudora bobbed a curtsey, which necessitated a strange distortion of her twisted body and then she moved across the marble floor, her feet making a strange uneven patter as she walked. 


Alone, Serena linked her fingers together and stared up at a great blank space over the marble mantelpiece.


“Oh, please let him have won,” she whispered. “Please, please! Besides – there is nothing left to sell.”


There was a passion and intensity in her voice and in the pressure of her twisted fingers. With a deliberate effort she turned towards the door. 


She pulled it open and the sharp, sun-kissed spring air came flooding in at her. A breath of wind rustled her hair and she turned her face towards it as if it could blow away the apprehensions of her mind.


The door was at the top of a long flight of stone steps leading to the gravel drive. Beyond was a stone terrace and beyond again was a great Park, which enclosed Staverley Court, stretching as far as the eye could see and enriched with fine oaks planted there a century earlier. A flight of pigeons winged its way across the blue sky. There were several swans moving slowly and majestically on the lake.


How beautiful it was! How beautiful! Yet Serena knew that Eudora’s words had thrown a stone, as it were, into the placid calm of her mind. 


She was afraid, terribly afraid. The servants had always said that Eudora was a witch and Serena laughed at such statements, yet in her heart of hearts she was often afraid that they might be right.


Eudora was different from other people. No one knew, for instance, who her parents were. Serena’s grandfather, driving his chaise at breakneck speed from London to Staverley, had rounded a corner sharply in the twilight, his horses had knocked down a woman walking by the roadside and the wheels of the vehicle had passed over her. He brought her home to Staverley, but she died the following morning after she had been delivered of a child. That the child was twisted and abnormal was due, the midwife said, entirely to the injuries sustained by her mother immediately prior to her birth.


All enquiries had failed to find out who the woman was or where she had come from, so Eudora had been brought up at Staverley, becoming, first of all, maid-of-all-work at the beck and call of the servants and then, largely by her own insistence and determination, personal maid to Serena. 


She had adored the child from the moment she was born and no amount of complaints or even scoldings could keep her from the nursery.


Serena’s Nurse had said again and again that Eudora gave her the creeps and she would not have her up there ‘frightening the baby’, but that in itself was a slander because Serena never was frightened by Eudora. As soon as she was old enough to recognise anyone, she had smiled and held out her arms to the strange misshapen creature from whom most people shrank away in disgust.


But the times were coming when Serena and other people too at Staverley were to be thankful for Eudora. Numbers of servants left never to return, a few old retainers stayed on and often went for months without wages, remaining, so they said, because of their affection for the house, but also because they had nowhere else to go and could not imagine a life which did not hold the background of Staverley for them.


Eudora became invaluable. She was personal maid, housemaid and general factotum in the house and once, when Mrs. Beaston was taken ill and there was no one else, she even became cook for a few days. 


And yet she was never too busy to look after Serena. However short-staffed they were, her gowns were pressed and her hair dressed skilfully.


‘I could not do without her,’ Serena had often said to herself. 


She said it again out loud to the spring wind as she stood on top of the steps that would lead her down to the garden. Yet she wished with all her heart that Eudora would keep her forebodings to herself.


It was uncanny the way Eudora’s warnings came true. Once she had said, “I can smell danger,” and it seemed too as if she could smell trouble long before it appeared.


‘What can it be? What can it be?’ Serena wondered and knew that she was already worried because her father was three or four days overdue.


She looked forward to his return and yet she dreaded it. She would know from the moment she first saw him driving up to the front door in his yellow-wheeled curricle whether he had won or lost. If he had won, he would spring out like a man half his age, throw his reins to the groom and come bounding up the stone steps to shout for his daughter as though she were not already waiting for him in the hall.


“Serena! Serena!”


At the sound of his voice, which she would often have been waiting for for days, the relief would be almost overwhelming.


“It is beyond anything great,” he would say. “We have a fortune! We will give a party, a ball and you must buy yourself some new gowns. We will restock the cellar and now, for the Lord’s sake, let them serve dinner and I will recount to you the whole tale.”


He would be bubbling over with excitement like a child and, because his cheerfulness was so infectious, Serena would forget everything but his happiness and they would sit far into the night planning the things they would do, the improvements they would make to the house and the money they would spend on the estate. How enjoyable they were, those moments of feeling rich, when no extravagance was too fantastic and nothing was out of reach of their pockets! 


And yet Serena had known after these occasions that all too quickly Sir Giles would say,


“The money is going, my pockets will soon be to let! I will travel to London on Thursday. When I return, we will consider the plans for the new wing to the house. We must empower Adam to do it for us.”


“Oh, Father, don’t go yet,” Serena would beg, but she would know it was hopeless even while she pleaded with him.


There was some urge within him, some need within his blood, which could not be denied. He craved the feel of the cards between his fingers as a man dying of thirst craves water. He had to go. But as the years went on the times when he won grew fewer and fewer. It seemed to Serena when she was young that they were fairly frequent, but, as she grew older, Sir Giles’s return from London was generally a very different story.


The curricle would come slowly up the long drive, even the horses seemed lethargic, and when they drew up at the front door Sir Giles would descend very slowly, almost reluctantly, it seemed to Serena, as if he was afraid to face her. If she was waiting for him at the top of the steps, he would kiss her in silence, then he would pass into the hall, relinquish his hat and coat to the butler and look searchingly round him.


How well Serena knew that look! Now practically everything that was worth selling had gone. The Van Dykes, the inlaid china cabinets, the Charles II silver, the fine tapestries that had hung in the dining room for hundreds of years. Now for reminders there were only marks on the walls and empty places in the hearts of those who had loved them.


“Please, God, let him have won.”


Once again Serena whispered her prayer out loud, but the fresh wind seemed to blow it from between her lips. 


Then she stopped and stared along the drive where a horse suddenly showed between the distant trees.


“He is coming! I can see him!”


She spoke more to herself than to Eudora, whose step she had heard behind her.


“Put on your pelisse, Miss Serena. It is ever so cold out here.”


“’It’s my father! He has arrived! What a strange time. He must have left London early.”


Even as she said the words she felt her heart drop. When Sir Giles was gambling, he seldom left the tables before dawn and, if he had gone from the Club early and come to Staverley before noon, it could have only one explanation. He had lost all his money and therefore had been able to play no longer.


Instinctively Serena put out her hand towards Eudora and she took it in both of hers, but she said nothing and Serena was well aware that Eudora had no words of consolation for her. She had seen the horse between the trees before the drive curved a little to hide anyone from sight. Now the horse appeared again and Serena gave a cry.


“But it’s not Sir Giles! Look, Eudora, it is someone else on horseback. Who can it be?”


“It’s not Sir Giles,” Eudora replied quietly.


“No, I told you it wasn’t,” Serena said impatiently. “But I believe it is Cousin Nicholas. Yes, of course, that is who it is. And I was assured that he too was in London. He must have returned, maybe to tell us what time my father will be home. He is riding swiftly. Go and order wine for him and some cold meats. He will be hungry after his ride.”


Eudora turned without a word and Serena, waiting impatiently at the top of the steps, waved to her cousin as he crossed the bridge spanning the lake and cried out a greeting as soon as he came within earshot.


“Nicholas! How enchanting to see you. I thought at first you were my father! Have you come from London?” 


Nicholas Staverley looked up at Serena where she stood, the sunshine on her fair hair and the wind blowing the skirts of her muslin dress. 


She had no idea how lovely she looked against the grey stone of the old house and Nicholas stared at her as he swept his hat from his head. He dismounted as an old groom came hurrying round the corner of the house to take his horse.


“You ’ave ridden ’er ’ard, Mr. Nicholas,” he said reproachfully with the familiarity of an old servant. 


When Nicholas had no answer for him, he took the horse away, grumbling a little beneath his breath.


“Come in, Nicholas, it’s nice to see you,” Serena said. “It must be nigh on two months since you went to London and only one letter have I had from you. I declare I have a mind to chide you for being so unkind, but I expect you have been too gay to remember your country cousin.” 


“Oh, I say, Serena, it isn’t that,” Nicholas said, colouring a little like a schoolboy. “It is just that I am no hand at letter-writing, never was at school, and many a flogging I’ve had for it.”


“But now you are here you can tell me all the news,” Serena said. “Eudora has gone to prepare a luncheon for you. But tell me, first of all, how is my father? Is he – winning?”


Serena dropped her voice on the last words. Nicholas looked down into her upturned face. He was much taller than his cousin, a well-set-up young man with broad shoulders and a well-turned leg for a boot and yet at that moment he looked like a badly scared little boy who must confess to those in authority for some misdemeanour. 


Serena saw the expression on his face.


“What is it, Nicholas?” she said.


“Let’s go into the drawing room,” Nicholas said. “We cannot discourse here.”


Serena opened the door that led into the drawing room. The room was still bathed in sunshine, yet somehow it seemed to her that there was an atmosphere of disquiet and of apprehension, as though it waited for the fulfilment of Eudora’s prediction. 


Nicholas closed the door quietly behind him and then he stood still and looked at Serena. The sun was behind her now, gilding her fair hair with a shining radiance.


“What is it, Nicholas?”


“Uncle – Giles – ” he stammered.


Serena’s eyes widened.


“Ill? – Oh, Nicholas!”


“Worse, Serena – worse than that.”


Serena gave a little cry.


“Worse? Not – not – he is not dead?”


Nicholas nodded.


For a moment Serena stood very still. She made no movement, only her eyes searched his face blindly. Then at last in a voice that was scarcely above a whisper, she asked,


“How?”


It seemed to her as she asked the question that the whole world was hushed and still.


“A duel,” Nicholas answered, “at dawn this morning. I was one of his seconds.”


“A – duel!”


Serena’s hand went quickly to her breast. 


Her heart had started beating again after a moment so breathless with fear that she felt as if she had been turned to stone. Almost she said, “thank God!” She had feared something far worse, something that she had always been afraid of.


“Yes, a duel,” Nicholas repeated.


“He did not – suffer?”


“Not at all. But – oh, Serena, he intended it to happen.”


Nicholas’ face was white and Serena suddenly realised how tired and drawn he looked. She took a deep breath, taking control of her emotions and forcing her mind to think of Nicholas rather than of her own chaotic feelings.


“You are tired, Nicholas. Sit down. We can talk as easily sitting as standing.”


Nicholas made a gesture.


“Wait, Serena, there is something that I have to say to you. You must listen.” 


He came a little nearer to her and continued. “I want you to marry me, Serena. Now! At once! Today!”


He spoke with an urgency and now Serena was staring at him, her eyes wide and the astonishment on her face very plain to see.


“Nicholas, what do you mean? Why?”


“There is no time to be lost, Serena. It can be done by Special Licence or if that is impossible we can leave tonight for Gretna Green.”


“But, Nicholas, are you deranged?”


Nicholas passed his hand over his forehead.


“No, I am being very sane, Serena, and you have to agree. It is the only thing you can do, I tell you.”


“Nicholas, dear, suppose you tell me from the very beginning – what this is all about.”


She looked at him with anxiety. 


She had known him ever since they had been children together. He was her first cousin and was indeed the heir to Staverley as she had no brothers. But always he had been a quiet, rather reticent young man. They had played with each other and teased each other as children, but in most things Serena had been the leader, Nicholas seldom took the initiative. He was in character both conventional and careful. 


His father had left him a little money, not much, but enough to be comfortable on and he had recently gone to London to pay his respects at Court. He was fond of his cousin, as Serena was well aware, but it was the affection of a brother for a sister rather than of a man for a maid. 


The last thing Serena had ever expected to hear was a proposal of marriage from Nicholas.


“Sit down, Nicholas,” she suggested.


At that moment the door opened and Eudora came in with a bottle of wine and a glass on a tray.


“A repast will be ready in a few minutes,” she said. “In the meantime I thought Mr. Nicholas would take a glass of wine.”


“Set it down, Eudora,” Serena said quietly.


Eudora did as she was told and went from the room, closing the door quietly behind her. Without waiting for an invitation Nicholas walked across to the side table, poured himself out a full glass of wine and drank it off quickly. 


And then once again in a wild, distraught manner he passed his hand over his forehead.


“Now, Nicholas, please tell me – everything.”


Nicholas took a breath as if it was difficult for him to find appropriate words and then at last he started to speak in a voice abrupt, raw and very unlike the slow fashionable drawl he had recently affected.


“Uncle Giles had been losing heavily for the last three days. It seemed not to matter what he did, he never held a winning card. Then yesterday evening his luck began to change. He made a few thousands, not a fortune, but enough to gain back what he had lost. I had been watching and, when his opponent rose from the table saying that he must get to Almack’s before it closed, I said to him, ‘come and have something to eat, Uncle Giles’. He smiled at me. ‘That is a good idea, Nicholas, my boy,’ he said. ‘It seems a long time since I ate.’ He rose from the table and then at that moment the door of the card room opened and – someone came in.”


Nicholas paused.


“Who was it?” Serena asked.


“Vulcan!”


“The Marquis of – Vulcan?”


Nicholas nodded.


“That man!” Serena exclaimed. “It was because of him we had to sell the Van Dykes.”


“Yes, I know. He looked across the room and saw Uncle Giles. 


“‘Ah, Sir Giles,’ he said. ‘I have been hoping we should meet again. Would you care to have your revenge?’ 


“‘My Lord,’ I interrupted, ‘my uncle was just coming with me to have something to eat.’


“He stared at me as if I was a lackey and then spoke again direct to your father.”


“‘Well, Sir Giles, are you willing?’ 


“Your father sat down at the table. 


“‘I am at your service, my Lord,’ he said.


“I could do nothing more, Serena. I did my best.” 


“Yes, yes, Nicholas, I understand. Of course you did. Go on.”


“They began to play. Your father’s luck had gone. He lost and lost again. He went on losing. At last he staked – this house.”


“Oh, no, Nicholas – not that?”


“Yes, Serena.”


“And he lost?”


“He lost.”


Serena put up her hands for one moment to her eyes.


“I cannot bear it, Staverley is – my home.” 


“That is not all,” Nicholas went on harshly.


“What then?”


“Uncle Giles rose from the table. 


“‘My Lord,’ he said to the Marquis, ‘you have won from me all the money I possess in the world and now I have lost my home to you. I must bid you ‘goodnight’ because I have nothing left to wager.’”


“I can hear him saying it,” Serena said, “and he would have said it – proudly.”


“He did,” Nicholas answered. “Lord Vulcan looked up at him, the cards still in his hands, and said, 


“‘It’s a pity, Sir Giles. I had hoped to give you your revenge. Have you nothing else on which you can try your luck?’ 


“He played with the cards as he spoke. Your father seemed almost hypnotised by them, watching them as if he longed to feel them in his hands again. At last he said, very very quietly, 


“‘I have one thing more.’”


“What could – it have been?” Serena asked.


Nicholas looked away from her.


“I-I cannot tell you, Serena.”


“Don’t be ridiculous, Nicholas, of course you can tell me,” Serena answered. “Do go on.”


“It was you!”


“What – what do you mean?”


“Uncle Giles said, ‘My Lord, I have one thing left and this time, if you play me, I believe you will lose. I have a daughter and when she marries she will inherit eighty thousand pounds, but only when she marries, you understand. Are you prepared, my Lord, to wager all I owe you for your freedom?’”


With a swift movement Serena walked across the room and stood beside the open window. 


After a moment she spoke and her voice was steady if faint.


“Go on, Nicholas.”


“The Marquis smiled. If I had had the pluck, Serena, I would have struck that smile from his lips, but I could only stand there watching and wondering where this madness of your father’s would lead him. 


“‘You agree?’ Uncle Giles asked.’ 


“‘I agree,’ the Marquis replied. 


“They began to play. In three minutes it was over and – Lord Vulcan had won.”


Serena closed her eyes. 


For a moment the world spun round her.


“What then?”


“Uncle Giles left White’s Club without a word. I followed him. I tried to speak to him but he shook me off. ‘Leave me be, Nicholas,’ he said. ‘I wish to wallow in the Hell of my own making’. He strode up St. James’s Street and I followed him a little distance behind as I did not know what to do. At Piccadilly he stood hesitating for a moment. There was a man approaching him, a gentleman by his dress, but obviously, it seemed to me, slightly the worse for drink. I saw your father go up to him and deliberately jostle him to one side. 


“‘Out of my way, sir,’ he said.’ 


“The gentleman stared at him.’ 


“‘Will you kindly pay a closer attention to your manners, sir?’ he replied. 


“‘My manners are my own affair,’ Uncle Giles said in an intentionally provoking tone and taking his gloves he slapped them against the stranger’s face.”


“Oh no!” Serena cried.


“He did it deliberately,” Nicholas went on. “There was obviously only one course for the stranger to take. He asked for your father’s card, handed him his own and said that his seconds would call upon him in a few hours. I went up to Uncle Giles and offered him my services. He accepted them and took my arm genially enough. ‘We will go to my rooms in Half Moon Street, Nicholas, my boy,’ he said and somehow he seemed quite cheerful. But I was staring at the stranger’s card. I had seen the name engraved there – Mr. Michael Blacknorton.’ 


“‘Uncle Giles,’ I cried, ‘you must be crazy. Do you know who that man is? He is a much-vaunted shot with a pistol.’ 


“‘I thought I recognised him,’ your father answered and I knew then that I had not been mistaken. As I suspicioned, he had picked the quarrel on purpose.”


“Why? Why?” Serena asked.


“You know why,” Nicholas answered her. “Cannot you understand, Serena? He had lost Staverley and – you.” 


“Yes, I think I understand.”


“Mr. Blacknorton’s seconds were round within an hour,” Nicholas continued. “I tried to insist on rapiers, but your father agreed immediately to pistols. He sat drinking and talking until the dawn broke and then we went to a field outside the village of Chelsea. Surprisingly Uncle Giles seemed cheerful and almost at peace with himself. He shook my hand and said,’


“‘Look after Serena as best you can, Nicholas and tell her to forgive me. I don’t deserve her prayers’.”


Nicholas’ voice broke. There was a moment’s pause before Serena asked with tears running down her cheeks,


“Did he hurt Mr. Blacknorton?”


“He fired into the air,” Nicholas answered, “and I think Blacknorton meant only to wing him, but your father turned as if to be square to the bullet. It struck him just above the heart and he died almost instantly.”


“Oh, Nicholas, if only I could have been with him!” Serena sank down in the window-seat and hid her face in her hands.


“There was nothing any of us could do,” Nicholas said. “Peter Vivien was with me and I left him to make all arrangements to have your father brought back here while I came on ahead to tell you what had happened and – to persuade you to marry me.”


“It’s kind of you, Nicholas, but – we have never loved each other.”


Nicholas Staverley became slightly red in the face.


“I have always been very fond of you, Serena. We have been together more or less all our lives. We would get along famously, I daresay.”


“Without love? Dear Nicholas, I know you mean it very kindly, but it would ruin your life and you know it.”


“That is nonsense, Serena,” Nicholas said, speaking as though they were in the schoolroom again. “We are fond of each other and we know one another well. We could live at The Gables for the time being.”


“Within sight of Staverley – when it is no longer ours?” Serena asked softly and there was a bitterness more than of tears in her voice. “I have not forgotten, Nicholas, that you have lost it too. One day it would have been yours and Staverleys have lived here since the reign of Henry VIII. Oh, Nicholas, I am sorry, both for you and for myself.”


In answer Nicholas walked across the room and sat down beside her in the window. 


He put his hand over hers and held it close.


“For the Lord’s sake, Serena, listen to me. You don’t understand! You cannot wed Vulcan!”


“Why not? Presuming that he will offer for me.”


“I don’t even trust him to do that. He is a bad fellow, Serena! No, I am not talking in an exaggerated way. It is fashionable at the moment to be dashing and a roué, but he is all these things and more. He is inhuman. Everyone is afraid of him and there are all sorts of rumours always being repeated and whispered about him.”


“What sort of rumours?” Serena asked.


“I don’t really know. I have always kept out of his way because people have said such things about him. But you can ask anybody in London and they will tell you that no respectable woman can afford to be seen in his company. There are women always about him, of course, he attracts them just as sugar attracts flies, but he only takes what he wants and leaves them disconsolate and broken.”


There was so much misery in Nicholas’ voice that Serena looked at him, sensing instinctively that he had a special reason for speaking so vehemently.


“But what can I do?” Serena asked.


“You cannot wed him,” Nicholas said firmly. “I will ride over to the Bishop, ask him for a Special Licence and we can be married before Vulcan arrives.”


“Would that be – honourable?” Serena asked.


Nicholas hesitated for a moment.


“There is no question of being honourable where the Marquis is concerned. I believe even the Prince of Wales said to him the other day, ‘Justin, I never actually believed in the Devil until I met you’.”


“And because he is bad you suggest that we behave badly, Nicholas?”


“Faith, Serena, how you do catch up on a fellow!” Nicholas said impatiently, getting to his feet. “I say the only way out of this coil, and a sorry coil it is, is for you to marry me and, when Vulcan arrives to claim you, he will find you are already tied.”


Serena rose to her feet and walked across the room. For a moment there was only the soft rustle of her dress to break the silence. At the end of the room there was a portrait of her father. It had been painted about fifteen years earlier and he looked young and joyous and carefree as he sat on a great roan mare and held his three-cornered hat in his hand.


Serena stood for a long time looking at the portrait. 


At length she said quietly,


“I never remember his doing a dishonourable thing, Nicholas. He was a hopeless gamester, he would gamble on anything. I recollect when I was a child I told him that I thought it was going to rain. It was of vital importance that it should not rain that day because I had been promised a picnic by my Nurse. I desired the treat so much that I felt pessimistic about it taking place, I suppose. Anyway, he laughed at me and said, 


“‘I will wager you that it does not.’ 


“‘But it will,’ I said miserably, ‘I know it will.’ 


“‘Well,’ he said slowly, ‘if it does not, I will give you a pony. You have been asking for one long enough.’ 


“I gave a shout of joy, but he lifted his hand. 


“‘Not so fast, not so fast, what do you stake in return?’ 


“I thought wildly of my small possessions. He noticed the doll that I always carried in my arms.


“I adored that doll. It was called ‘Louise’ and I went nowhere without her, she even slept with me at night.” 


“‘Your doll against a pony,’ he said. 


“I agreed, but even as I did so there was a lump in my throat and I knew that even the joys of a picnic and a pony would never compensate me for the loss of Louise. I was right, it never did. I lost the wager, of course, and later that afternoon I took Louise to my father. 


“‘Do you – really – want Louise, Father?’ I asked. 


“He saw the pleading in my eyes, but he shook his head. 


“‘A debt of honour must always be paid,’ he said firmly and took the doll from me. He locked her up in the cupboard in his study. I used to go in there without anyone knowing and speak to her through the closed door.”


“Did you ever get her back?” Nicholas asked.


“I was too proud to ask for her,” Serena replied, “and I think it was four or five years later that my father, looking for some lost deeds, came across Louise.” 


“‘What in the name of fortune is that thing doing there?’ he asked and I thought then of the nights I had crept into the deserted study and asked Louise if she was all right, of the times that my arms had felt empty and aching because there was no Louise to hug. I did not tell him what I felt – I could not, but I knew then that one should never gamble with the thing one loves.”


Serena’s voice was choked, and she threw out her arms with a gesture of despair.


Nicholas went across the room to her.


“You are going to marry me,” he asserted masterfully.


“But I am not,” Serena replied through her tears.


“Don’t be so bird-witted, Serena,” Nicholas said sharply. “I know what is best and you will do as I bid you.”


Serena laughed even as the tears were falling down her cheeks.


“Oh, Nicholas, you are so funny. You never could make me obey you even though you were three years older and you are not going to succeed now. I am going to stay here and face it out. Maybe, when his Lordship sees me, he will not want me.”


“To tell the truth, Serena,” Nicholas said, “I don’t believe for one moment that he will marry you. Everyone in London has tried to catch him at one time or another and no one has succeeded. There is someone now who is very much in love with him and he will not have her.” 


Nicholas’ voice changed and suddenly Serena understood that here was where Nicholas was personally concerned in the story.


“Who is she?” she asked softly.


“Lady Isabel Calver,” Nicholas answered. “You will never have heard of her, she is a widow. She was married when she was only a child in the schoolroom and her husband was killed fighting against Napoleon. She is lovely, Serena, the loveliest woman I have seen in my life and Vulcan will have none of her.”


“In which case, Nicholas, he is not likely to wed me,” Serena answered, “but, dear cousin, thank you for asking me and thank you for your thought of me. I do appreciate it, I do really.”


“That is very nicely said, Serena,” Nicholas replied awkwardly. “But I know that you are making a mistake. The fellow is not to be trusted. If he does not marry you, he will somehow contrive to get his hands on your fortune.” 


“He will have to be clever to do that,” Serena said. “You know what the Trustees are like.”


“Well, there is nothing more I can do,” Nicholas said. 


“There is nothing any of us can do,” Serena said, “except remember – that my – my father is on his way here.”


“I had not forgotten, Serena.”


“Will you speak with the Vicar?” she asked. “I will inform the household. But first you must have something to eat, Nicholas.”


“I will for I am tired to death. I have been up all night, worrying myself into a fever about you. You will live to regret the day that you would not agree to my plan.” 


“Maybe,” Serena replied, “but at the same time, Nicholas, the Staverleys have never run away0 and I am not going to be the first to start, not even though it means marriage with – with the Devil himself.”


 




  Chapter Two


“Vulcan is late,” the Earl of Gillingham remarked, stretching his long legs a little further over the hearthrug and reaching out languidly towards the glass of wine at his elbow.


“Not yet,” Sir Peter Burley answered, “and I will wager you a monkey, Gilly, that he will be here before the hour strikes.”


“Done,” Lord Gillingham replied and raised his eyes to the big marble clock ticking away the minutes on the mantelshelf.


At that moment there was the sound of voices outside and Lord Gillingham commented,


“Damn me, Peter, but I believe you have won.”


But when the door opened it was to disclose a woman’s figure wrapped in a scarlet fur-trimmed mantua, the hood framing a lovely laughing face. 


The two gentlemen jumped to their feet.


“Isabel!” Lord Gillingham exclaimed.


“Good evening, Gilly, I did not expect to find you here, nor you, Peter,” Lady Isabel Calver said, dropping a little mocking curtsey before she went up to her brother and kissed his cheek. “You are looking extremely handsome, Gilly. Have you found yourself a new charmer or have you been winning at cards?”


“Neither,” Lord Gillingham retorted and then added sternly, “Explain yourself, Isabel. What are you doing here?”


“The same as you, I imagine,” Lady Isabel replied. “Good evening, Peter.”


She held out her white hand to Sir Peter Burley and smiled at him bewitchingly as he raised it to his lips.


“Drat it, Isabel, you know what I mean,” Lord Gillingham insisted. “There is no party here tonight, at least none was planned when Vulcan invited us to dine with him.”


“We will make it a party,” Isabel smiled, letting her scarlet cloak fall from her shoulders into Sir Peter’s arms and moving towards the fireplace, her gauzy dress of green net revealing rather than concealing her lovely figure.


“You have come here uninvited,” her brother said accusingly. “Stop baming, Isabel, you cannot dine with Vulcan unchaperoned.”


“Unchaperoned?” Lady Isabel echoed. “Is not my most devoted brother chaperone enough? Besides, who is to know? And I want to see Justin.”


“I thought you were in Bath,” Lord Gillingham said.


“So I was until yester eve,” his sister replied. “But the coach was so monstrous slow and I was so weary after the journey that I went straight to bed and slept till noon today, otherwise I would have let you know that I had returned.”


“That still does not account for your presence here,” Lord Gillingham pointed out.


“Upon my soul but you are persistent, Gilly,” Isabel sighed. “I have told you that I want to see Justin. I only opened my eyes at noon, but I vow before I had taken even a sip of my morning chocolate, I was regaled by some wild tale of Justin’s latest indiscretion. I drove round here during the afternoon only to be told that he had gone to Mandrake to his mother, but that he would be returning tonight and that you and Peter were dining with him. Now are you satisfied?”


Lord Gillingham met Sir Peter’s eyes as he stood at the other side of Lady Isabel. 


After a moment’s pause he asked,


“What was the – er – wild tale you heard?”


“Don’t pretend to me, Gilly,” Isabel said sharply. “You have heard it too. All London is humming with it and I want to know the truth from Justin’s own lips.”


“Which tale are you referring to?” her brother asked. “There are so many.”


“I know that,” Isabel said sharply “and I have heard most of them. The new on dit is that Justin staked his freedom at cards and won a bride.” 


There was a moment’s silence and then she stamped her foot. 


“Well,” she asked, “is it true?”


She had only to glance at the faces of the two men confronting her to know that it was and she gave a little exclamation that was half a cry just as the clock on the mantelpiece began to strike the hour.


“Do you hear that, Gilly?” Sir Peter Burley asked triumphantly, but even as he spoke the door opened and the Marquis of Vulcan, booted and spurred and wearing an exquisitely cut grey coat trimmed with pearl buttons, stood before them.


“I was delayed, gentlemen,” he said, “but I know you will forgive me.” 


He strode into the room, pulling off his driving gloves and throwing them to an attendant footman. When he saw Lady Isabel, his eyebrows were raised for a moment and then he went forward suavely, taking her hand in his and raising it to his lips. 


“Your servant, Isabel,” he said. “This is an unexpected pleasure.” Then turning to Gilly, he said, “Well, Gilly, what news from White’s?” 


He seemed to fill the room with his presence. His personality was overpowering, almost stupefying. The Earl of Gillingham was a tall man, but the Marquis dwarfed him.


“Justin,” Isabel said quickly, her eyes raised to his so that he could not fail to see the pleading in their depths or the slight tremble of her red lips. “Justin, I had to see you.”


“Exactly! And I am here,” Lord Vulcan replied smoothly.


“I only returned from Bath last night to learn that all London was talking about you,” Isabel began.


Lord Vulcan held up his hand.


“Spare me the tattling of childish minds, at any rate until after we have dined and wined. I have driven straight from Mandrake and I am thirsty.”


“How long did it take you?” Sir Peter asked.


“Not more than five hours,” Lord Vulcan answered him. “I only changed horses twice. My new greys are magnificent. They are well worth the one thousand guineas I paid for them.”


“You must be tired,” Lady Isabel said solicitously.


“I am never tired when I am driving,” Lord Vulcan replied, “but I am a trifle stiff and the Dover Road seemed monstrously crowded for the time of year. Methinks there are too many people seeking the South coast for it be the lure of the golden sun.”


Lord Gillingham roared with laughter.


“The golden guinea is more likely. I hear that the smugglers grow bolder every day and that the French are more interested in building guinea boats than in winning the War.”


“The French know which is the more profitable,” Lord Vulcan said and turned to take the glass of wine that a footman in claret and silver uniform was proffering him. “You will join me, Isabel?” he asked.


She shook her head and Lord Vulcan, taking the glass, raised it to her in a silent toast before he drank.


“Dinner is served, my Lord.”


The butler spoke from the doorway and Lord Vulcan, setting down his glass, held out his hand to Isabel. 


As they walked to the dining room ahead of the two men, she whispered for his ear alone,


“You are not angry with me for coming, Justin? I had to see you.”


“Angry?” he replied, not speaking in a whisper, but lowering his voice slightly. “Have you ever known me angry with you?”


She gave a quick sigh.


“No, Justin. Sometimes I wish you would be. It would show me that I could at least raise some emotion within you.”


He smiled a little cynically.


“You women are all the same, never content with a man as he is.”


Isabel would have made some retort, but she stifled the words on her lips. She heard a bitter note in his voice and remembered that he was invariably in a cynical mood when he returned from seeing his mother.


They entered the gold and cream dining room where a footman in claret and silver livery stood behind every chair. A hundred wax tapers in the glittering, iridescent chandeliers cast a mellow light over the long polished table heavily laden with gold plate and ornamental vases filled with orchids. In the great wine coolers bottles of champagne rested on ice. Half a dozen crested crystal glasses to hold the different wines to be served during the meal were laid beside every place. 


Lord Vulcan sat at the head of the table with Isabel on his right.


The meal was long and varied. Course after course was brought in on huge gold plates. The Marquis’s chef was famous and a special sauce of white grapes and oysters was served with the fillets of beef, while tenderloins of veal were garnished with truffles and cream. While the servants were in the room, it seemed to be Lord Vulcan’s object to talk of trivial things and to avoid the subject which he must have known was prevalent in the minds of all three of his guests. 


At last the dessert was put on the table, everyone’s glass was filled and the servants withdrew.


Lord Vulcan looked from one face to another and said softly,


“Speak! For the restraint you have put on your tongues is ageing you before my very eyes.”


“This wager, Justin,” Isabel began excitedly and the pent-up emotions within her came rushing through her lips like a full tide.


“One minute, Isabel,” her brother interrupted. “Justin, you have heard about Sir Giles Staverley?”


“That he was killed in a duel?” Lord Vulcan asked. “Yes, I heard it yesterday.”


“He got himself killed deliberately,” Lord Gillingham said and there was a frown between his eyes. “You have heard whom he challenged?”


“Blacknorton!”


“Yes, and he himself fired into the air.”


“Poor fool,” Lord Vulcan muttered.


“Blacknorton crossed to France the same afternoon,” Sir Peter Burley interposed. “The betting is that he will be back within six months. It is a relief to be rid of him even for so short a time. He is a crafty fellow and I never liked him.”


“Nevertheless he is a fine shot,” Lord Vulcan remarked.


Isabel looked from one to the other.


“Is Sir Giles Staverley the father of this girl? I did not hear the name. What relation is he to Nicholas Staverley?”


“Uncle, I believe,” her brother replied.


“Of course, I remember now hearing him speak of his uncle.”


“Nicholas Staverley is one of your beaux, is he not, Isabel?”


Isabel shrugged her shoulders.


“A dead bore though doubtless very worthy. But it is not with him that we are concerned. Justin, it is true then about this girl?”


“Whether it is true or not depends on what you have been told,” Lord Vulcan remarked, leaning back in his high-backed chair and sipping his wine reflectively as if he savoured every mouthful.


“Justin, you will drive me distracted,” Isabel cried. “Are you going to wed her?”


There was a pregnant silence before Lord Vulcan’s answer came quietly in his usual tone of bored indifference,


“I have not said so, have I?”


“How can you be expected to marry anyone you have never seen?” Lord Gillingham asked. “The whole wager was ridiculous, you should not have accepted it.”


“I swear I was but trying to do the fellow a good turn,” Lord Vulcan drawled. “I had won considerable amounts from him on other occasions and I was willing to offer him his revenge.”


“So in a moment of generosity,” Isabel said sarcastically, “you took from him his fortune, his house and his daughter’s hand in marriage! Fudge, Justin, that tale is too smoky, you cannot expect us to believe such Fairy stories where you are concerned. Let’s hear the truth. You have some scheme for getting hold of the eighty thousand pounds without saddling yourself with the girl? Come now, Justin, tell us the truth.”


Lord Vulcan smiled.


“The plots evolved in your pretty head, Isabel, far exceed my imagination.”


“Then you don’t deny it?” Isabel exclaimed, clapping her hands excitedly. “Oh, Justin, I felt they were all wrong when they vowed that you would marry the girl.” 


“Has anyone seen Miss Staverley?” Sir Peter asked. “Lady Rohan avers that she is pitted with smallpox and is as fat as a Jersey cow.”


Isabel laughed.


“I’ve heard that she squints,” her brother said. “As a matter of fact I think all the talk about her is only speculation. Nobody has actually seen her as far as I can make out and Nicholas Staverley, who could have told us all we wanted to know, left for the country the morning after the duel.”


“When did all this happen?” Isabel asked.


“About ten days ago,” her brother answered.


“Ten days ago,” Isabel repeated, “and you have done nothing about it, Justin?”


She spoke in tones of the utmost relief.


“To tell the truth, my dear,” Lord Vulcan replied, “the whole episode slipped my mind. My mother sent for me, there were things to be seen to at Mandrake, and until a guest at dinner last night mentioned that Sir Giles Staverley was dead, I had forgotten the whole episode.” 


“Upon my soul, Justin, that is pretty cool!” Lord Gillingham remarked. “You win an estate, a famous house and a bride with eighty thousand pounds and it slips your memory. If anyone else said so, I would think they were teasing, but, by gad, I believe you.”


“Thank you, Gilly,” Lord Vulcan said gravely, “and now since you have brought it all to my notice, I suggest that we go down and inspect my new property.”


“When? Tomorrow?” Sir Peter asked.


“Tomorrow,” Lord Vulcan echoed. “Why the delay? Why not tonight?”


“But, Justin, that is impossible,” Isabel expostulated. 


Lord Vulcan smiled at her.


“Nothing is impossible, not where I am concerned at any rate. Gilly, Peter and I will go and see for ourselves the wonders of Staverley Court and the charms of my squinting pockmarked bride. I believe that the place is not more than twelve miles out of town. We can go there and be back before midnight.”


“Gad, but I would not miss it for a fortune,” Sir Peter exclaimed.


“I am coming with you,” Isabel asserted firmly.


“Now, Isabel, don’t be so ridiculous,” her brother expostulated.


“I am not going to miss the excitement. You will take me, won’t you, Justin? And a fig for Gilly’s endless sermonising. He is constituting himself my duenna and I swear that I cannot even breathe without his croaking about the damage I am doing to my reputation.”


“If you only knew the things that were being said about you,” Lord Gillingham groaned. “You will be barred from Almack’s before very long. You see if you are not.”


“Fah! Who cares for Almack’s?” Lady Isabel asked with a derisive gesture. “It is monstrously dull most evenings.”


“All right then, if you must be a rattlepate, you can go your own way,” Lord Gillingham said.


“As long as it is Justin’s way,” Isabel replied, looking at Lord Vulcan with a longing in her eyes that she made no attempt to conceal. 


But the Marquis did not look deep into her eyes then as she wished he would, nor was he any more responsive when, half an hour later, she sat beside him in his phaeton and they set off at a sharp pace from the door of the Grosvenor Square mansion.


Lord Gillingham was driving in Sir Peter Burley’s curricle and they had arranged to race Lord Vulcan to Staverley Court once they were clear of the narrow London streets. The stakes were two thousand guineas.


It was not a warm night, for there was a touch of frost in the air, but Isabel, wrapped in her fur-lined cloak, its hood framing her pretty face, was impervious to cold. 


She was, with the unimportant exception of the groom perched behind them, alone with Justin and that was all that mattered. She had been longing to be alone with him not for days but for weeks and months.


She loved Justin and had vowed to herself that she would marry him. Having been spoilt all her life, it was difficult for Isabel to visualise any object that could not be obtained once she had set her heart on it. Her parents, who loved her devotedly, had made no attempt to check her headstrong impetuosity. 


So much so that when, a day before her seventeenth birthday, she ran away with a penniless Officer in the Dragoon Guards, her family forgave her and received her back into her own home immediately the honeymoon was over. That the young Officer in question was killed fighting a year later came as a relief not only to his people-in-law but also to his own wife. When the excitement of her elopement was over, Isabel found lack of money and dissimilarity of tastes were tiresome appendages to romance.


On her mother’s insistence the year’s mourning had been reluctantly observed and doubtless she would have broken even this tradition had not her father died and she been forced to be at her mother’s side in the country.


At the first possible opportunity, however, Isabel came to London. She had hardly had time to make her debut before her marriage. Now she savoured not only the gaieties which should have been hers when a girl but also the more heady excitement of flirtations and intrigues which were invariably to be found by a beautiful young widow wanting only to enjoy life to the full. 


She made herself the subject of a good deal of conversation by her madcap escapades before she met the Marquis of Vulcan. After that there was no limit to her daring and to her defiance of the more sober social conventions. 


She was well aware that Justin was not in the good books of the more respectable London hostesses. She knew that eyebrows were raised and shoulders shrugged when she sought his society obviously and openly on every possible occasion. But Isabel did not care. She was in love for the first time in her life and she went at it tempestuously and without a thought for anyone’s feelings save her own. 


To her astonishment she seemed to make little headway where Justin was concerned. He neither encouraged nor discouraged her.


It was no secret that his ‘light of love’ was La Flamme, a beautiful French dancer, who had recently appeared at Vauxhall Gardens and who was the toast of all the bucks of St. James’s. 


Justin was her acknowledged protector, but Isabel did not care how many La Flammes there were in Justin’s life. It was marriage she wanted from him and she believed that she would succeed where every ambitious Mama had failed for the last ten years.


“Now I can talk to you,” she said to Justin, snuggling a little closer to him as they started off into the night.


The moon was rising and it was not dark. Justin’s profile, clean-cut against the sky, gave Isabel a thrill. How handsome he was in his many-tiered cape and a high beaver hat. His eyes were fixed ahead, his fingers busy with the reins. They were moving fast, but Justin was an incomparable whip and Isabel knew that she would never be afraid with him.


“Have you missed me lately?” she asked in a low voice.


For a fleeting second Justin took his eyes from the road ahead and looked down at her.


She saw his lips part in a sudden smile.


“I never have a chance to miss any other woman when I am with my mother.”


Isabel digested this information for a moment in silence. It was true, she was sure of that. She had heard a well-known wit remark only a few days ago, ‘the Marchioness of Vulcan treats her son as though he was her lover and who knows better than both of them what that treatment should be?” 


Feeling that she had somehow made a false move towards the close intimacy that she so greatly desired, Isabel changed her tactics.


“Are you excited at the thought of your journey’s end?” she enquired lightly.


“I have long ceased to be excited in anticipation of anything,” Justin answered.


“What a lot of things you miss,” Isabel sighed, “for I declare, Justin, that half the joys of life are to be found in anticipating what is going to happen.”


“And regretting it when it does,” Justin parried.


“You are getting old and cynical,” Isabel mocked him.


“Maybe.”


Justin flicked the horses with his whip and they went a little faster.


“I wish I understood you,” Isabel went on, “you are a strange person, Justin, and no one has your confidence. When one tries to get near to you, there is always a barrier.”


“How unprepossessing you make me sound,” he answered. “It is amazing that you bother with me.”


“Bother!” 


There was almost a sob in Isabel’s voice as she repeated the word and then lightly, because she was afraid that he might be bored with any expression of her real feelings, she said, 


“I don’t believe that you enjoy half the things you do, Justin.”


There was a moment’s silence and Isabel suddenly was sure she had said something so true that he could find no words to answer her with,


‘Why then does he do them?’ she wondered and felt, as she had felt so often before, that she was beating frantically against a brick wall that stood between her and the man she loved.


“Justin,” she said pleadingly and then was well aware that there was relief in his voice as he said,


“Here come the others, they must have been held up. We will let them get even with us and then show them what we can do. Pray Heaven we don’t lose the way.”


There was no chance of further intimacies. Peter Burley was determined to win his wager. Apart from the money it would be no mean triumph as he well knew. His horses were as good as the Marquis’s pair of chestnuts, but his driving could never compare with Vulcan’s.


More than once the horses were neck and neck, but the chestnuts turned in at the gates of Staverley Court two lengths ahead of Peter Burley’s greys. 


Isabel gave a shout of joy that echoed strangely across the deserted Park.


“Oh la, that was grand fun, Justin. Peter was certain he could beat you. I heard him tell Gilly so just before he started. After you had been driving all day he thought he had a good chance of winning.” Lord Vulcan said nothing and after a moment Isabel added, “there must be an element of luck in it too. You are lucky, aren’t you, Justin? Are you never feared that your good fortune will desert you?”


“What do you call my good fortune?” he asked.


In the darkness of the trees the moonlight showing through them wove a strange pattern on the drive.


“Your good fortune?” Isabel repeated. “Look what it has gained you at cards in the past, and now this – ”


They had come to a turn in the drive and the house lay before them, the moonlight was full on its grey beauty, the stone terrace and the great wide sweep of lake beneath were a picture in light and shade. 


The house was exquisite, there was no denying that and yet Isabel felt for a moment that something was lacking. Then she knew what it was. She had never, if ever, approached a house without its windows being filled with light and without the warm glow within showing forth a welcome across the intervening darkness.


“Have you thought, Justin,” she asked, “that it is late for country folk? Everyone will be asleep.”


“Then we will wake them,” he replied.


“They will have been watching for you day after day, wondering when you would come, waiting perhaps to curse you for your new suzerainty and then, when they are asleep, suddenly you are there.” She laughed. “Lud, but it is an amusing thought and, if the poor devils but knew, so like you!”


Lord Vulcan said nothing, but drove over the bridge that spanned the lake and turned into the wide gravel sweep in front of the house. 


As he drew up at the front steps, the groom asked,


“Shall I pull the bell, my Lord?”


“Yes, and ring it loudly.”


The groom sped up the steps to do as he was told. He tugged at the heavy iron chain hanging on one side of the door. They heard the bell clang a long way away, a mournful empty sound. 


Isabel shivered.


“Perhaps everybody is dead. Let’s go away and come another time,” she moaned.


Peter Burley drove up beside them.


“Strap me if it wasn’t a good race, Justin, for all that you beat me. I thought I had you once or twice.”


Lord Gillingham was looking up at the house.


“This is a nice little place you have acquired, Justin. But they hardly seem anxious to make your acquaintance, no one is astir.”


“Why should they be when they did not know we were coming?” Isabel asked pettishly. “But I wish they would hurry up and open the door. I would welcome the chance to warm myself at a fire.”


Lord Vulcan’s groom was still pulling at the bell. 


There was a sound of footsteps, a creaking of locks and a clanging of chains and then slowly the big front door swung open. 


An old man stood there, staring out into the night, an ancient coat of livery held across his chest with one hand.


“What is it you want, gentlemen?”


“It is the Marquis of Vulcan, your new owner,” the groom remarked in shrill tones.


“I did not instruct him to say that,” Justin said in a quiet voice, but it was obvious that he was amused.


The old man looked startled.


“The Marquis of Vulcan,” he repeated. “I will tell Miss Serena. Come in, my Lord. I will light the candles.”


Lord Vulcan sprang down from the box and went round to the other side of the phaeton to help down Lady Isabel. She clung to him for a moment as he held her in his arms. 


With the utmost dexterity he set her on the ground and she was free.


“I feel as if I was going to Church,” Lord Gillingham said as they walked up the steps into the darkened hall. The old man was lighting candles in the crystal brackets set high on the wall on either side of the fireplace. In a moment or two there was a mellow glow of light and then he lit a fire in the big fireplace.


“I will inform Miss Serena,” he was muttering to himself as he walked away.


“La, but it is cold,” Isabel said, holding out her hands to the flames creeping up the logs, but as yet giving no warmth.


“It’s not a bad place!” her brother said, looking around him.


“Do you think your bride will offer us a drink, Justin?” Sir Peter Burley asked. “My tongue is so thick with dust, your dust, that I can hardly speak.”


“We must do our best for you,” Lord Vulcan smiled.


At that moment the old retainer came shuffling back.


“Is there any wine in the house?” Lord Vulcan asked.


“Yes, my Lord. Certainly, my Lord. I will fetch a bottle right away. I was to beg your Lordships to make yourselves comfortable and Miss Serena will be down in as short a space of time as possible. Will you have a chair, my Lord?” 
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