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            Chapter one
   

         

         Just before 
      the taxi drew up outside the hotel, Valerie looked at the name and address in her hand, and wondered whether perhaps she was, after all, making a mistake.

         But it seemed highly unlikely.

         Dr. Axel Anton, Savoy Hotel.

         She felt waves of wonder and disbelief welling over her. In the gloom of the taxi her grey-green eyes wore an extraordinary expression under their amazing white eyelids. A little pulse at the base of her throat beat quickly, as it had beaten when she had first heard that there was the likelihood of a job being offered to her. But, if Dr. Axel Anton was the man she thought he was, and if it was really true that the job had some connection with him, then it meant that in life far stranger things sometimes happened than ever happened in fiction.

         When she descended from the taxi and paid the taxi fare, the driver of the cab looked at her with fleeting admiration. She was wearing a lime-green suit that bore the label Paris stamped all over it, and he was not to know that it had been carefully hoarded during the past year, when the wherewithal to provide new clothes had been suddenly withdrawn from her. But, in addition to the suit, she was as slight and graceful as a willow-wand, and all her accessories were correct. There was nothing at all that jarred, nothing that fought with her lovely flame of red hair—more like a lovely red aureole surrounding the heart-shaped face. And those greygreen eyes, with their black lashes, had a young, untried, inexperienced look.

         The taxi driver, an unimaginative man, decided that she looked rare. Like a rare ornament, or something of the kind. And, no doubt about it, she was a lady all right. The tip with which she rewarded him was neither mean nor over-generous. She knew her way about, did this young lady.

         Valerie felt her heart knocking uncomfortably as she was taken up in the lift. The bellboy conducted her along a length of thickly carpeted corridor on the second floor, and then stood aside when he had tapped on a door and suggested she should enter.

         “The gentleman is expecting you,” he said.

         Valerie took his advice with the heavy thumping of her heart making her feel a little breathless. She found herself in the sitting room of a luxurious suite.

         The atmosphere seemed severely masculine, with cigarette smoke floating in it, a faint scent of shaving cream, and antiseptic toilet soap. There was a bowl of flowers near the window, but their perfume was overlaid by the more penetrating indications of rather spartan ownership.

         “Miss Pentland?” a masculine voice enquired very quietly, and she looked towards a face she had got to know very well seven years before.

         The owner of the voice, and the face, was standing near the window, but he moved into the center of the room to meet her as her uncertain steps brought her to a complete standstill. He was still very much as she remembered him, spare and rather elegantly built, with immaculate linen, and a dark, sober style of dressing that was extremely correct. His hair had a few more silver threads in it than had been noticeable seven years before—although even then, in his very early thirties, there had been touches of frost in the night blackness at his temples. Now, in his late thirties, the frost caught the eye more quickly.

         His eyes were perhaps a little darker, his long eyelashes just as feminine, the lines of his mouth as serious. But she knew that when he smiled the seriousness vanished like morning mist before a sudden, quick gaiety that was surprising.

         He was not smiling now. He looked very distinguished, like a world-famous Viennese surgeon, and he also looked just a trifie perplexed.

         “You are Miss Valerie Pentland, aren’t you?” he said, his voice rendered unusually attractive by just a hint of an accent, although his English was quite faultless. “And yet,” he added, contradicting himself, “you can’t be!”

         “Why not?” she enquired, and her own voice sounded small and schoolgirlish and breathless in her own ears.

         He looked down at her from his superior height, and his expression grew faintly quizzical. The expression in her eyes should have disconcerted him, for in the strangely limpid, greenish-grey depths there was a sudden luminosity that made them look extraordinarily beautiful. It was just as if a lamp had been unexpectedly turned up behind them, or she had reached the end of a pilgrimage and was looking at last on something she had hardly dared to hope she would have the opportunity to see again.

         He smiled, and held out his hand.

         “Not my Valerie Pentland—although I’d have said that the coincidence of a name and hair that would have excited the painter Titian to such an extent that he would almost certainly have increased his output, was almost too much to be merely a coincidence!”

         “Then you do remember me?” she asked, shyly.

         “I remembered your name, of course. I would hardly be likely to forget one of my most satisfactory patients,” with his quick, gleaming smile. “You covered me in a certain amount of reflected glory, you know, largely because you were so co-operative. But I thought there must be some mistake when the agency said you were looking for employment.”

         “There isn’t any mistake.” She stood before him, looking and feeling a little awkward. “It—it happens to be necessary!”

         “So?” he exclaimed.

         He studied her for a moment with unconcealed interest, and then recollected himself and indicated a chair.

         “Do sit down, Va—Miss Pentland,” he invited.

         As she dropped into the depths of one of the comfortable chairs, he sat down facing her, and try as he would he failed to keep a faintly quizzical gleam out of his eyes. When he had seen her last she had been undersized—pathetically undersized, looking like a child of twelve when she was nearly fifteen, because for more than a year she had lain on her back, and her emaciated condition had been the first thing about her that had actually horrified him. Not that she hadn’t been surrounded by every possible care and attention, and her father, Sir Charles Pentland, had already squandered a small fortune on trying to ensure for her a return to health.

         But the injuries she had received in a head-on motor car crash during school holidays had defeated the most capable surgeons of Britain, as well as America, where she had been flown for unsuccessful treatment. And it was a fifty-fifty chance that she would walk again when Dr. Anton himself decided to operate. It was also a fifty-fifty chance that she would survive the operation, and Sir Charles had given his consent only after it had been made absolutely clear to him that, without the operation, Valerie’s life would be a pain-racked thing in any case. If she were given the choice, she might prefer that there should be no future.

         But she had survived, and when Dr. Anton finally said goodbye to her she was putting on weight like a thriving baby, although still light as thistledown, and whatever the future held for her, it would no longer be a future of invalidism.

         She now looked about twenty-two, he thought— and a little mental arithmetic informed him that that was probably her age—and only her hair, and her eyes, and her lovely milk-white skin, recalled her to him.

         “And how is Sir Charles?” he asked, leaning politely towards her. “It seems a very long time since I saw him last.”

         “My father is dead,” Valerie replied very quietly, taking a tight hold of her handbag because it was something to occupy her nervous fingers.

         Dr. Anton’s well-shaped dark eyebrows rose.

         “I am extremely sorry to hear that. News of his death had not reached me.”

         “No, he—I—the last few years of his life we lived very quietly”—she was fumbling for words—“and he was not very much in the public eye. I’m afraid he lost rather a lot of money, on top of all the expense I had been to him, and—well, it was necessary to live quietly.”

         “I see,” he said, and his voice was thoughtful, if not exactly sympathetic.

         “You remember Mallards?” she asked, with a sudden rush of color to her cheeks.

         Her eyes were on him, those large, expressive eyes, waiting for something to appear in his face, a look that would warm her a little, and justify the sudden quickening of her own blood in her veins. For, of course, she thought, he must remember Mallards, the great house on the Cornish cliffs where he had visited her both before and after her operation. She could recall him sitting beside her bed in her own bright and sunny bedroom, to which the sound of the sea stole constantly, while the light of the sea lay like an aquamarine shadow on the whitepainted ceiling. He had looked very young in those days; she had thought his teeth the whitest she had ever seen, and his dark eyes had teased her when he picked up the decrepit survival of a much-washed woolly rabbit she had insisted on keeping beside her on her pillow, because it was a mascot bestowed on her in happier days.

         “This fellow looks a little drunk,” he had observed once, causing her to giggle delightedly. “His head persists in nodding sideways.”

         And when he had given the rabbit a little shake which had caused the head to nod even more ludicrously, she had confided with a rather more breathless giggle:

         “Daddy says he looks like a tired businessman after a heavy lunch.”

         “Too true,” he had replied seriously, and then flashed her an engaging grin, and she had felt an absurd desire to hug him as he sat there.

         She had liked him from the first—liked him even when he could not avoid hurting her while conducting a most careful examination; and afterwards, with the perspiration running in rivers down her face, he had remained beside her and held her hand tightly and she had felt her heart actually swelling a little inside her wasted frame because there was something about him that helped her to keep the flag of her courage flying bravely.

         He had told her that he could make her walk again, if she had faith in him—he hadn’t told her that she might die, because that would have destroyed her faith. He had warned her that it might take a long time, even after the operation, and that he would have to count upon her patience and her co-operation; but he had solemnly pledged his word that one day she would be as other girls of her age were.

         She had recognized the compassion in his face, but his manner had never sympathized with her, only heartened her. And there had been magic in the mere touch of his hands.

         The last time he came to see her she had been lying out on the terrace at Mallards, and her father had walked with him in the old-fashioned rose garden. There had been the scent of roses floating on the wind, as well as that eternal breath of the sea, and the sun had fallen warmly, like a caress, all about her, and she had known that she was going to get completely well again.

         When her father brought him back for tea there was a film of mist in the unemotional Cornishman’s eyes—it was from her mother, who hailed from Devon, that Valerie got her warm looks, and her ardent disposition—and when he shook hands with Axel Anton, before his departure and return to the Anton Clinic in Vienna, he had thanked him warmly, emotionally.

         “Val and I will never forget,” he had said, and then blown his nose violently, and pretended that he was in for a cold. “Will we, Val?”

         “No.” She had looked up into Dr. Anton’s face as he held her small hand for a long and smiling moment. “No—no, of course we won’t forget.”

         And she hadn’t. She had never forgotten Dr. Anton. But she wondered whether he remembered Mallards, and those unforgettable, poignant days, and treasured the memory of them just as she did.

         Which was scarcely likely. Although he certainly remembered Mallards.

         “You don’t still live there?” he asked, as if he sensed that that was what she was going to tell him.

         “No.” The little sigh which accompanied the shake of the head said a good deal. “Daddy had to sell it a short while before he—he died. And after his death, a year ago, I found that there wasn’t much money…”

         She wasn’t going to let him know just how little money there had been left to her, once a mountain of debts had been settled, or how improvident poor Sir Charles, with his expensive tastes, his generosity and desire to be always hospitable, had actually been. He had reck’d not of a rainy day, and the fact that his daughter would be left unprovided for had troubled him when it was too late to do much about it. But she would never speak of the gradual, depressing sale of the contents of Mallards—at first, the pictures and the family heirlooms, the books and the silver, and then, bit by bit, the furniture—the concerned letters from solicitors and bank managers, or the ignominious pressure finally brought to bear by creditors. It would suffice, she thought, to let it be known that she now had to earn her own living.

         “Six months ago,” she said, “I got myself a job as governess to two young children. I found that I am quite capable of dealing with children, and that my lack of training for anything else made it the ideal job for me. But my employers had suddenly to go overseas, and it was inconvenient to take me with them, so the job came to an end. That’s how I came to go to the agency to whom you had just applied for someone to look after your——”

         She looked at him with sudden wariness. She had not been given clearly to understand whether it was his daughter, or some other child for whom he was responsible.

         “My niece,” he told her with a faint smile. “The child has been brought up in America, although both her parents were Austrian—my brother-in-law practised surgery in the U.S.—and a few months ago she became an orphan. Naturally, I had to do something about it, and she now lives with me in Vienna. My aunt, who looks after my household, is rather dull company for her, and as she had polio a year ago and is not yet fully recovered I can’t send her away to school. She will go to school in about another year’s time, but in the meantime I want a young English woman to take charge of her, and give her English lessons. She’s accustomed to speaking English, of course, and having English-speaking people around her, and I think she finds life at the moment a little strange. Do you think you could have sympathy with a child like that?”

         “Oh, of course!” Valerie’s heart suddenly swelled. Sympathy… When she herself had known what it was to be backward, and an invalid. “How old is she?” she asked.

         “Twelve—rather an old twelve in some ways; in others a little undeveloped.”

         “And what exactly would you expect me to do, apart from taking charge of her? I could”—with rather shy pride—“teach her other languages. I had rather a good education.”

         She should have said “expensive education,” for Sir Charles had denied her nothing while he had the means.

         “You look rather an expensive product,” Axel Anton told her, surprising her a little. And then she wondered what he meant by such an observation, and hoped he hadn’t received the impression that she was not very capable.

         “My last employer was quite satisfied with me,” she assured him, a rather anxious expression in the grey-green eyes as they lifted themselves to his face. “And, although it was my first post, I enjoyed it, and I think I fitted in very well. The people at the agency will confirm that if—if you do think of engaging me.”

         Dr. Anton smiled with the touch of gentleness she remembered.

         “The people at the agency have already vouched for you and your capabilities,” he reassured her. “But,” he added, “that job was in England. Would you like living in Vienna?”

         “Yes,” she answered, quite decidedly. “I have no close relatives nowadays, and it doesn’t matter where I work, and I’m certain I should like Vienna.”

         “Why?” he enquired with his whimsical smile. “Have you ever been there?”

         “No. I was at school for a time in Switzerland, but I’m afraid I know little of the Continent.

         “Then Vienna is probably linked up in your mind with Strauss music and waltzes, as it is in a great many peoples’ minds.” He had produced his cigarette case and offered it to her, but although a modern young woman in many ways, she did not smoke. “Before the war there was probably some excuse for believing that we Viennese were an incurably gay people who loved the lighter side of life, but wars can alter things, you know.” His face looked suddenly almost overcast, and his voice was rather flat. “On the surface we’re back to normal again, and the sadness of the war years is past, but one can never entirely get rid of scars, and an upheaval inevitably leaves scars behind.”

         “Yes,” Valerie agreed, for in her own life there had recently been an upheaval, and there were several scars to be healed. Her father’s death was not even yet a scar—it was still a fresh and poignant wound, and loneliness was one of the things she had to get used to, and a severance of all ties.

         “So long as you don’t expect the strains of the Merry Widow when you’re much more likely to hear sambas and tangos—on occasions when you’re free of your charge—you may find you do like Vienna,” he told her. “And at your age sambas and tangos probably appeal in any case.”

         She did not tell him that for her, since she left school, there had been little opportunity to find out whether they appealed to her or not, owing to the circumstances under which she and her father had lived. The straitened circumstances Sir Charles had loathed. Now he rose and went to the window and stood looking out as if he had forgotten her temporarily.

         She watched him with her heart in her mouth. He had told her nothing about his household, apart from the fact that it was presided over by his aunt. She had no idea at all whether he was married— although, if he was, it seemed odd that an aunt should be in charge. Unless his wife was an invalid… And if he was married, she wondered whether he had any children of his own.

         While she was puzzling over these things he turned and addressed her rather curtly:

         “If you think the job might suit you, and you can be ready in a very short time, I’ll take you back with me when I leave here tomorrow. Could you manage that?’’

         “Oh, yes,” she answered, experiencing an extraordinary sensation of relief, because she had halffeared he was deliberating against her.

         “We’ll have to break the journey in Paris—spend a night there—because that was my original intention. But I don’t suppose you’ll object to that?”

         “Oh, no.”

         “Very well, Miss Pentland.” He glanced at his watch, as if anxious to bring the interview to a close. “Telephone me later in the day, will you, and I’ll let you know when to meet me at the airport. And don’t forget, of course, to bring your passport with you. Such matters as currency won’t concern you.”

         She gave him her hand shyly, as he once more held out his; but the handclasp was brief and formal, and as he accompanied her to the door she had the feeling that he had already dismissed her and everything connected with their earlier acquaintance from his mind, and that other far more urgent matters were occupying it. But as she descended in the lift she also had the feeling that she was walking on air, and that life, for once, was dealing with her very kindly.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         Dr. Anton’s preoccupation 
      during the flight to Paris worried her a little, however. She even wondered whether he might be regretting the somewhat impulsive manner in which he had engaged her; whether back-thoughts concerning the state of her health—although there was nothing at all the matter with her nowadays, and in spite of her deceptively fragile appearance she was really quite strong—had given birth to doubts, and he was not altogether certain she was the type to cope with his niece.

         Perhaps the niece was more difficult than he had said, or she herself was too young. She certainly looked young in the lime-green suit, and with a little hat like a blown leaf sitting on her flame of red hair.

         But if he were entertaining doubts, and they were disturbing him, and causing him to look very serious, he nevertheless managed to be quite attentive to her, and even to smile at her occasionally when they were seated side by side in the aircraft. Once they arrived in Paris his preoccupation grew, and as the taxi took them to their hotel he did not respond to the enthusiasm in her face as she took in the delicately greening Paris trees, or the other evidences of spring that were transforming the French capital after a long winter.

         Paris in spring, she thought, and felt her heart beat more quickly. Sir Charles had loved Paris, and she had visited it with him on one or two occasions, but they had been very brief visits, and mostly concerned with calling upon a woman friend of his who had dealt with the problem of Valerie’s clothes from her motherless childhood up. And as Sir Charles had insisted that, whatever else they had to do without, his one and only daughter should not go unadorned; delicious clothes had reached her right up until the last year.

         She was glad of this when she and Dr. Anton arrived at their hotel, and he told her that he would meet her for dinner in the dining room at eight o’clock. In her suitcase there was a filmy grey georgette dress that was exactly right for the occasion; and when she left her bedroom she had the comfort of knowing, however critical he might be, the doctor could find little fault with her appearance.

         She was not overdressed, for one who was to share a first tete-a-tete meal with her employer, because the grey gown was extremely demure, and the only thing it actually did for her was alter the tint of her hair a little, and make it look almost rose-colored. But, on the other hand, surrounded by so many elegant and ultra-smart women, she was not altogether eclipsed.

         Dr. Anton was waiting for her when she stepped out of the lift, and she thought his eyes flickered over her for a moment with a kind of curiosity. She wondered whether he was saying to himself:

         “Here moves and enjoys a full life a young woman who, but for me——”

         But for him, indeed…

         As she looked up at him her eyes were very young and soft and revealing. She hoped admiration for his appearance in evening dress was not given away by them as well.

         He apologized for asking her to go straight into the dining room, instead of sharing with him a leisurely drink before dinner.

         “But I’ve an engagement immediately after dinner, and I don’t want to waste any time,” he said.

         She understood at once that, from his point of view, the dinner itself was rather a waste of time. His mind and his thoughts were undoubtedly concentrated on the evening ahead of him, and it was evidently an evening of great importance, or one that he had looked forward to for some time.

         In spite of his elegance and the faintly debonair air he wore tonight, there was something about him that suggested he was not a man who concerned himself greatly with personal pleasures. The lines of his face, in repose, were detached, and a trifle austere— even a little ascetic—and his very dark eyes were quite unfathomable unless he wished to betray some passing emotion.

         “This isn’t, I take it, your first visit to Paris?” he remarked, when they were half-way through the meal, by way of attempting something in the nature of conversation.

         Valerie shook her head..

         “No.” And she told him about her occasional visits with her father.

         “You miss your father very much?” he asked, looking at her while he twirled the stem of his wine glass.

         This time she nodded, and he saw her slender throat contract a little, as she swallowed hard.

         “Very much.”

         “You told me that you no longer have any close ties. Does that mean you are alone in the world?” he asked.

         “So far as relatives are concerned, yes.” But she smiled determinedly. “However, I still have a few friends—our old housekeeper still writes to me, and Miss Peacham—Peachy, I used to call her—who was once my governess, sends me birthday and Christmas cards. Daddy’s friends were rather different, and he cut himself off from them altogether when—well, when things became different. But I managed to cling on to a few of mine. It makes one feel less——”

         “Bereft?” he suggested.

         She nodded almost eagerly at his understanding.

         “Yes. That’s just what it does do. And less as if it was a catastrophe that overtook us.”

         “But it was a catastrophe all the same”—lighting a cigarette and studying her thoughtfully through the faint fog of cigarette smoke.

         “For Daddy it was a disaster,” she admitted, very soberly. “But, even so”—looking very thoughtful herself—“things could have been much worse for him. I mean, if everything had gone wrong when— when I was still an invalid as I was when you first saw me, Daddy would have found life unbearable. He was always so upset about me, and if he hadn’t been able to do things for me——”

         “Someone else—sooner or later—would have done something for you,” Axel Anton told her, thereby mitigating his own part in her restoration to health.

         “I don’t think so.” Her shining eyes held so much conviction that he knew he could never shake her belief in the miracle that had already happened to her in her short lifetime. “I shall never think so, Dr. Anton.”

         “My dear child,” he reproved her, gently, “you musn’t give too much credit in one quarter only. None of us can perform miracles, and surgery, like everything else, advances. You might have had to wait a little longer—even a few years—but the chances are that by this time you would have been well and strong again.”

         “Without any assistance from you?”

         “Without any assistance from me.”

         She shook her head, so that the lights in the restaurant discovered a burnished gleam caught up with the Titian shadows in her curls; and he frowned slightly, and she wondered whether he was shrinking from the thought of hero worship.

         The thought appalled her.

         “I—I can’t help being grateful,” she said, a little huskily.

         “Then you’ve been grateful long enough,” he assured her, with a carefully controlled smile. “In the past, as I said once before, you covered me in a certain amount of glory, and I’d like to show you some appreciation for what you did for me. I hope you’ll be happy with my niece, and although we haven’t discussed such an all-important item as salary, you can be sure that I shan’t undervalue your services.”

         She smiled automatically. She felt she had been told bluntly that the relationship between them, in spite of the informality of this dinner together, was to be strictly that of employer and employee. He had no time for admiration or the eager tributes of a pathetically grateful young woman.

         “I’m quite sure you won’t,” she said, recognizing that the words sounded stiff as they left her lips.

         Then she became aware of a slight movement behind her, and she saw him look up quickly, and his face became transformed. He stood up and thrust back his chair.

         “Why, Helen,” he exclaimed, “you are much earlier than I expected!”

         Dimly, out of a sudden mist of confusion and awkwardness, Valerie realized that she was being introduced to an almost breathtakingly beautiful woman. She saw golden hair gleaming beneath the lights—golden hair wound in a coronet of plaits about a regally poised small head—and encountered the gaze of glorious dark eyes bright with the sparkle of amusement. A white mink stole was slipping from a pair of perfect shoulders, and a glittering brocade gown reminded her of the dazzling cap of an ice-flow.

         “This is Miss Pentland,” Dr. Anton introduced Valerie. “I am taking her back with me to take charge of Leni. Miss Pentland, the Baroness von Toerig is a near neighbor of ours in Vienna.”

         Valerie said something that made little sense in her own ears, and the Baroness held out her hand to her. She felt her fingers caught and held for a moment by other slim fingers encased in ice-blue suede, and the hardness of the rings beneath the suede bit, for a moment, into her hand.

         “I am very pleased to know you, Miss Pentland,” Helen von Toerig said, in a low, husky voice that nevertheless echoed, bell-like, amongst the tables, and her eyes rested for a moment on the English girl’s neat grey dress. It did not strike her, despite the neatness, as the kind of dress governesses normally made public appearances in, any more than the careful disorder of that rose-colored hair was a typical style of hair dressing adopted by the kind of upper-class menial she represented. But she presumed Axel knew exactly what he was about. “We shall probably meet quite often when we get to Vienna.”

         Valerie attempted no response to this, and Dr. Anton looked down at her with apology in his eyes.

         “Will you forgive me, Miss Pentland, if I leave you to have your coffee alone?” he asked. “There’s no need for you to remain here, you know—you can have it in one of the lounges. And I’ll tell the waiter to bring you a liqueur. What would you like?”

         But she hastily declined the liqueur, and under the disconcerting eyes of the Baroness said just as hastily that she did not require coffee. She would prefer to go straight to her room, if he had no objection.

         “Of course I have no objection.” But there was a touch of uncertainty in his eyes as he gazed at her. “However, it’s a little early, and you might like to look at some magazines——”

         “Not many people seek the insides of their rooms at this hour in Paris, Miss Pentland!” the Baroness said with a brittle note of humor in her voice. “But perhaps magazines are not a very attractive alternative?”

         The dark eyes, Valerie felt sure, were mocking her a little, and if it was not exactly a malicious mockery it had the power to make her feel slightly awkward, and she was anxious to escape it.

         When they all three emerged from the dining room, Dr. Anton made her a slight, definitely rather foreign, little bow, and then she turned hastily and left them and disappeared in the direction of the lift gates.

         As she was wafted upwards she felt sure that Helen von Toerig looked up smilingly at her escort, and that she said something to him in a light, amused tone. She also had the distinct impression that she slipped her hand into his arm and that his dark head was bent a little towards her.

         The next day they continued their journey to Vienna. This time it was Valerie who was quiet, and she was more than once conscious of her employer’s eyes studying her a little speculatively. But she had learned one lesson the night before, and that was that—whatever the relationship between them in the past—it was not part of his present plan that it should be referred to. So she made up her mind to look upon him as a stranger who had accepted the recommendation of the London agency and decided to employ her.

         Before they left Paris he saw to it that she was well provided with periodicals for the journey, and she concentrated all her attention upon them during the flight. She had half expected to find Helen von Toerig at the airport to see them off, if she had not decided to accompany them.

         But there was no sign of the elegant Baroness, and soon Paris was left behind. The air trip was smooth, and altogether without incident, and when they touched down in Vienna it was late afternoon.

         In Paris the signs of spring had been quite noticeable, but here wintry conditions still seemed to prevail, unless it was the greyness of the afternoon. As they drove through dignified squares, and past fine baroque buildings, Valerie was a little disappointed by that greyness, and she found herself looking in vain for the beauties of the Wienerwald, romanticized by Johann Strauss. She felt sure that Dr. Anton, if he had known what she was looking for, would have smiled a little, and perhaps reminded her of his earlier observations about his home city.

         But he did point out to her the rebuilt Opera House, and St. Stephen’s Cathedral. Her brief glimpse of the Cathedral, badly damaged by fire during World War II, filled her with the desire to see it at much closer quarters, and she wondered whether she would ever see more than the outside of the Opera House. The Danube Canal—not in the least as she had imagined the broad, flowing Danube itself, and which might still, she realized, live up to expectations—looked bleak and uninviting on such a day, with people hurrying by on its banks huddled in winter coats, while there actually seemed to be a few flakes of snow in the air.

         But once they arrived at Dr. Anton’s house, and the warmth of its interior welcomed them, she felt her heart uplift itself a little. The house was obviously old, and extremely well preserved, and above the entrance there was something which looked like a faded coat-of-arms.

         Inside there were thick carpets, and Botticelli faces looked down out of impressive frames on the walls of the hall. There was a great deal of impressive old oak, and the staircase was a thing of beauty, and a testimonial to centuries of continuous high polish.

         An elderly manservant admitted them, and his face quite lighted up at the sight of his returning master. Dr. Anton’s aunt—Aunt Bertha, as she was called—a demure and rather faded old lady in black, with a diffident manner, greeted Valerie with a slightly uncertain smile, and then took her upstairs and showed her her room. It was rather sumptuous, like the rest of the house, although the bathroom that adjoined it was completely modern.

         “You would like, I expect, some tea,” Aunt Bertha said, in rather stilted English, before she left Valerie alone to her unpacking. “I will ask Helga to bring you some. And then, if you feel like it, I will introduce you to the little Leni.”

         “Leni is my pupil?” Valerie enquired, feeling a quickening of interest, for she had already heard the name mentioned once.

         “Yes. Leni is to be placed in your charge.”

         “Then I’d love to meet her as soon as possible please.”

         Aunt Bertha gave her half-an-hour to drink her tea—served on a heavy silver tray, in a magnificent silver teapot, with cream jug and sugar bowl to match—and then came again and tapped at the door. She said simply:

         “If you will come this way, Fraulein Pentland.”

         Valerie followed her along one of the thickly carpeted corridors to a door at the far end, and this time there was no knocking, only a dignified entry, and a somewhat resentful glance from a pair of tawny brown eyes. The eyes were bent over a dogearned volume of Heidi when they entered, and their owner was lying full length on the rug before a tiled stove, but the long eyelashes swept upwards and the small mouth pursed itself primly as she waited to be addressed.

         “Get up, Leni,” Aunt Bertha requested her, “and say ‘how-do-you-do’ to Miss Pentland.”

         Leni rose with extreme leisureliness, and Valerie saw that she very undersized, and her sallow coloring gave away the fact that her health had not been normal until recently. With a glowing color in her cheeks, and a bright sparkle in her eyes, she would be quite spectacularly attractive, and Valerie felt her heart behave a little oddly as she thought:

         “She’s very much like her uncle. She could be his daughter.”

         “How do you do, Leni?” she said, going towards the child and offering her own hand. “You and I are going to see a great deal of each other in the future.” “Are we?” The voice sounded sullen, but the eyes were more hopeful. “You don’t look like a governess. And you’re pretty… I like the color of your hair. Do you know much German?”

         “German?”

         “Yes. Do you speak German? Because I’m used to speaking English, and I want someone to speak it with me. These books”—she kicked a pile at her feet—“are all in the same old language.”

         “Then we’ll have to see what we can do about getting you some English books,” Valerie said. She sank down on a stool the owner of the room had been occupying at some time during the afternoon, and patted the rug beside her invitingly. “I’ll have a talk with your uncle, shall I, and we’ll see what can be got for you.”

         Aunt Bertha tiptoed away, no doubt heartily thankful to be relieved of full responsibility for a somewhat difficult great-niece who already appeared to have taken to the new English governess, and when the door had clicked quietly behind her Valerie and her charge got down to the business of knowing one another. In the soft twilight that filled the comfortable room, and the glow of the stove, they talked about all sorts of things—Leni’s home in New York, a penthouse where she had lived amongst pot plants and the latest household gadgets, her friends and the street cars, the glaring signs at night, the liftman who had always been prepared to give her extra rides in the lift. She spoke nostalgically of hotdogs and candy floss, trips out into the country at weekends in her father’s big blue Pontiac. She didn’t talk very much about her mother, but her father had obviously meant a great deal in her world.

         “He was a bit like Uncle Rudi,” she said.

         “Uncle Rudi?” Valerie echoed.

         “Yes”—with a faint sigh. “Uncle Rudi is Uncle Axel’s brother, but I don’t see very much of him because he goes away sometimes. He likes the mountains, and they draw him, and he just goes away and climbs one when he feels like it.”

         “I see,” Valerie said, but she didn’t really see at all.

         “Just now he’s home again, and he took me out in the car this morning, and we talked beside the canal. He said it might snow before night, and I wish it would”—shivering with a kind of ecstasy. “I love snow.”

         “Do you?”—smiling at her. “But it’s a little late in the year for snow, isn’t it? And you love your Uncle Axel as much as your Uncle Rudi, don’t you?”

         Leni looked at her with uncannily bright and thoughtful eyes, propping her chin on her hands as she lay stretched out on the rug.

         “He’s not very easy to know, is he?” she stated rather than asked.

         Valerie was conscious of a distinct sensation of surprise, and then the surprise vanished. At fifteen she had thought Axel Anton the one man above all others with enough charm to beguile the heart out of a serpent. But she was not so sure now. He had changed—his smile was rarer, he was infinitely less approachable, there was none of that infectious gaiety in his voice. He was the eminent surgeon from Vienna, and perhaps the demands of his profession had claimed him.

         Or was it the Baroness Helen…?

         Suddenly the door behind them was pushed open, and someone unseen switched on the light. It fell in a soft flood across the two figures on the rug, finding responsive gleams in the sleek dark head of the twelve-year-old girl, and turning to living flame the red hair of the older girl. A manʼs voice gave vent to an exclamation of appreciation:

         “What an enchanting picture! And so delightfully intimate and cosy! Introduce me, Leni, to your new governess.”

         Leni sprang up with a little gurgle of sheer pleasure, and hurled herself upon the speaker. She hung round his neck and clung so tightly that he finally had to beg her to release him, unless she wished to strangle him altogether. Valerie rose from her stool and stood regarding the newcomer with eyes that betrayed both her surprise and her bewilderment, for her first quick glance had all but convinced her that it was Dr. Anton himself who had looked in on them.

         But with the second glance she recognized the dissimilarity between two brothers—the really rather striking dissimilarity.

         In both cases the hair was dark, the figure slight and elegant, the eyes heavily lashed like a woman’s. But Rudi Anton’s eyes were golden instead of dark, his skin very bronzed, his features a little more irregular than Axel’s. But, if anything, his teeth looked harder and whiter when he smiled—and even his smile was a little irregular—his eyebrows had a mocking lift, and his eyes blazed with humor. When he had finally freed himself from his niece and came towards Valerie she realized, too, that he was taller than Axel, and his movements were almost feline.

         “If Leni won’t remember her manners and do what is required of her I must introduce myself,” he said, holding out his hand. “I’m the mobile member of this family, by name Rudolph Anton—but everybody calls me Rudi.”

         His grip on her hand almost hurt Valerie, and she had to make an effort to free her fingers.

         “You don’t look in the very slightest like the accepted idea of a governess, Fraulein,” he told her. “In fact, I don’t believe you are one! You look like someone sent to bewitch us! What do you say, Leni?” turning for confirmation to his niece.

         Leni grinned happily.

         “She’s pretty, isn’t she?” she agreed. “I’ve already told her so.”

         “Wise child.” He looked down at Valerie with a lazy gleam like a caress in his eyes. “But I’ll go much farther, if you’ll forgive me, Miss Pentland. I’ll say you must be the most beautiful governess in the world.”
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