

  

     

  




Author’s Note


Although in England, unlike Scotland, succession to a title goes only in the male line, but there have, however, been exceptions.


The first and famous Duke of Marlborough under a special Act of Parliament was succeeded by his daughter, Henrietta, who became the second Duchess of Marlborough.


The Earl Mountbatten of Burma, who was assassinated in 1979 was under the same Act of Parliament succeeded by his daughter, Baroness Brabourne, who has become the Countess Mountbatten of Burma and her son will assume the title on her death.




  CHAPTER ONE ~ 1819


The Marquis of Thame watched his horses gallop past and turned with a smile of satisfaction to his friend Charlie Caversham.


“Two minutes, twenty seconds!” he exclaimed. “That is the fastest any horse I have ever owned has managed on this gallop.”


“I told you that Red Duster was a winner when I first saw him,” Charlie answered.


“I know you did,” the Marquis replied, “but it never pays to be over-optimistic where horses or women are concerned.”


They both laughed.


The Marquis put his watch into his pocket and walked away to find his trainer and congratulate him.


The Marquis had been exceedingly successful on the turf during the last year and he knew it was because he had sacked his old trainer and taken on a new man whose enthusiasm and ideas were proving almost sensational where his stable was concerned.


They had a long discussion on the various merits of all the horses that they had just watched on the gallop.


Then the Marquis and the Honourable Charles Caversham swung themselves onto the saddles of the two horses that they had ridden to the Newmarket Downs on and began to ride back towards the Marquis’s house.


It was on the outskirts of the small town, which was concerned entirely with the racing fraternity.


It was the Prince Regent who had originally made it clear that he greatly enjoyed coming to Newmarket and his lead had been followed, as it had been centuries before when King Charles II had said the same thing, by all the other owners so that Newmarket had grown from a small village into a thriving community.


The Marquis’s house, which had been built by his father, was a long low building of mellow red bricks, which was not only admired by those who saw it but his guests found it one of the most comfortable of his many houses.


Exceedingly wealthy, besides bearing a distinguished name, the Marquis owned houses in many parts of England.


There was Thame, the main family seat, which was spoken of as being one of the finest and most outstanding country mansions built by Robert Adam.


It was impossible not to admire his Hunting Lodge in Leicestershire which was large enough to hold a party of fifty guests without overcrowding, his house at Ascot, which he occupied only during Race Week and, of course, his house in London situated in fashionable Berkeley Square.


His closest friend, Charles Caversham, reflected that perhaps the Marquis was most at home in Newmarket simply because it was redolent of the sport he most enjoyed.


The room the two friends walked into when they entered the house was hung with pictures of racehorses by great artists and the leather chairs were in the dark green that was predominant in the Marquis’s racing colours.


“Put your money on Red Duster, Charlie,” the Marquis suggested, as he moved towards the drinks on the grog table.


“I have every intention of doing so,” Charlie answered. “At the same time I think we ought to do it cleverly otherwise as usual your horse will become favourite and we shall be offered very short odds.”


“I agree with you,” the Marquis replied. “So the less we say about the results we saw this morning the better!”


He poured his friend out a glass of champagne and, as he took it, Charlie raised it to toast,


“To Red Duster. And may your proverbial good luck never grow less!”


“Thank you, Charlie,” the Marquis smiled.


He refilled his friend’s glass, but he poured very little into his own and, although Charlie noticed it, he said nothing, knowing how abstemious the Marquis was.


Extremely athletic the Marquis was proud of the fact that he could outride, out-box, out-shoot and out-fence all his friends, while a long day’s hunting, which would often leave them exhausted, merely seemed to give him a new zest that it was impossible not to envy.


“Are we driving back to London this afternoon?” Charlie asked him.


“I don’t know,” the Marquis replied. “I have not yet made up my mind.”


“About what?”


“Whether I should accept a very strange invitation.”


“From whom?”


“I wanted to tell you about it last night,” he answered, “but with all those people to dinner it was impossible. You may be able to enlighten me now on something that has been puzzling me for some time.”


“It sounds mysterious.”


Charlie grinned as he spoke, because he knew there was nothing the Marquis enjoyed more than something that was puzzling, difficult to understand or could not immediately be put into its proper category.


The two friends had fought at the Battle of Waterloo together and Charlie knew that, despite his wealth and being lionised by the raffish Society that circled around the Prince Regent, the Marquis was often bored.


He was too energetic and too vivid a personality to be content with Royal dinner parties or the innumerable beautiful women who pursued him relentlessly.


After the long War against Napoleon, despite the fact that prices were high and many people in the country were suffering from poverty and privation, the Social world celebrated peace with an outburst of balls, parties, soirées, Receptions, Assemblies and fireworks that succeeded each other night after night and inevitably after four years had become somewhat monotonous and repetitive.


The Marquis certainly diversified his interests between his addiction to sport and his lavish entertaining in his houses both in London and the country.


Equally Charlie often thought that there was something missing and he decided somewhat wryly that it was in fact the dangers of war that had given his friend an interest more exciting than anything that he found now that there was peace.


The Marquis walked to his desk and, putting down his glass of champagne almost untouched, picked up a letter that was heavily embossed with a Ducal crest.


He looked at it for a moment and then he asked,


“What do you know, Charlie, about the Duchess of Grimstone?”


“Quite a lot, as it happens,” Charlie replied. “But I am surprised that you should have heard from her, if that is who your letter is from.”


Holding the letter in his hand the Marquis sat down in a comfortable armchair opposite his friend as he went on,


“I will tell you what has happened and then I will be eager to hear anything you may be able to tell me.”


“I am listening.”


“The last time I was down here, about two months ago,” the Marquis began, “my Agent, a stolid, rather uncommunicative man, surprised me by complaining volubly about things that were taking place on our boundary with the land belonging to the Duchess.” 


“Good Heavens! I had no idea of that,” Charlie exclaimed.


“Apparently she owns a great deal of land, twenty thousand acres or more, North of Newmarket,” the Marquis said, “much of it, I believe, wild and uncultivated with a few scattered villages.”


Charlie nodded as if he was already aware of this, but he did not speak and the Marquis continued, 


“According to Jackson, the Duchess’s keepers and woodmen were behaving in an aggressive and quite unnecessarily harsh manner to my tenants and farmers.” 


“Why should they do so?”


“I did not think at the time that what Jackson told me was very important,” the Marquis replied. “Farmers complained that if their cattle or sheep strayed they were never seen again. Dogs were shot if they ventured into Her Grace’s woods and there were one or two other minor complaints, which I told Jackson I did not take seriously.”


“Go on.”


“I, however, received a letter from Jackson about two weeks ago, written laboriously, as I have said, he is not an articulate man, saying that there was consternation at one farm when not only some cattle went missing but one of their herdsmen had been beaten up and a girl of fifteen had disappeared.”


The Marquis paused before he added,


“I realised then that this was definitely serious and I wrote to the Duchess stating what I had been told and asking for an explanation.”


“And now you have her reply,” Charlie said. 


“Exactly,” the Marquis answered “but it is not what I expected.”


“Why not?”


“Because from what I had heard,” the Marquis said, “and I must admit it is not much, she is an aggressive difficult woman who men like Jackson find it hard to express themselves to.”


“What does she say in her letter?” Charlie enquired. 


“She has written charmingly inviting me to stay with her tonight and saying that it would be easier to discuss the situation between our two estates than to allow our employees to come to loggerheads with each other.”


The Marquis stared down at the letter as he went on, 


“It sounds simple enough. At the same time it is not in keeping with what I have heard about her.” 


Charlie laughed.


“Now I will tell you what I know.”


“That is what I want you to do,” the Marquis nodded. 


“The Duchess’s father, the third Duke, was a friend of my father’s,” Charlie started. “He was a magnificent man, extremely good-looking, strong, fearless and a kind of hero of his age. He spent a great deal of his life travelling and there are stories about him which according to my grandfather and my father were told and re-told all over the world.”


He laughed before he carried on,


“He was the sort of man who they said stopped a war single-handed, faced thousands of murderous tribesmen alone and performed other feats of skill and endurance that made the stories of him sound like something out of one of Scott’s novels.”


The Marquis was now extremely interested.


“Go on, Charlie. I had no idea of all this.”


“It was long before our time,” Charlie commented, “and Napoleon’s War made us forget what happened in the last century.”


“Go on telling me about the Duke.”


“He was so busy with his heroic feats that according to my father women played little part in his life and he did not marry until just before he was forty.”


“Very wise,” the Marquis said dryly and his friend knew that at thirty-four the Marquis had said a dozen times that he had no intention of marrying if he could help it.


“Of course what the Duke wanted when he found that he had time to take a woman to the altar was what every man wants. A son.”


The Marquis looked down at the letter he held in his hand and Charlie knew what he was thinking.


“That is what I am going to explain,” he said. “His wife gave him a child the year after they were married, but it was a daughter.”


“You mean to say that the Duchess of Grimstone is the late Duke’s daughter?” the Marquis explained. “But how could she bear his title?”


“That is what I am going to tell you,” Charlie answered. “He had carried out some very special service for the country, I cannot now remember what it was, and the King asked how he could reward him. He was already a Duke and there was no higher rank that he could attain. So the Duke requested that, if he did not produce a son before he died, the King should permit with the approval of Parliament, that the title be carried on in the female line as happens in Scotland.” 


“And the King agreed.”


“Of course. It was a small reward for what the Duke had done. But what His Majesty did not know was that the Duke had already been told by the doctor that his wife could never have another child.” 


“That was bad luck,” the Marquis remarked.


“Very bad where the Duke was concerned and, as it turned out for everybody else.”


The way Charlie spoke made the Marquis look at him intently and he said,


“By the time the Duke’s only child was grown up my father said that everybody was aware that she was strange and very different from other girls of her age.”


“In what way?”


“She knew that, as she would be a Duchess and extremely wealthy, she was obviously a tremendous catch on the marriage market. So she decided to model herself on Queen Elizabeth.”


The Marquis looked puzzled.


“What do you mean by that?”


“She encouraged her suitors. She played them off one against the other, but she made up her mind that no one but herself would ever control her fortune.”


The Marquis smiled.


“In other words, she decided to become a ‘Virgin Duchess’.”


“Not exactly,” Charlie replied. “Suitors for her hand came not only from the British Isles but from other countries that were not under the heel of Napoleon. Although she undoubtedly accepted some of them as lovers, she would not allow any of them to make an honest woman of her.”


The Marquis laughed.


“She sounds amusing. I shall certainly accept her invitation!”


“It might have been amusing if as she grew older she had not developed into a tyrant. She has been described sometimes as a Circe or as a Medusa.”


“What is she like now?” the Marquis enquired.


“I have not heard of her for some years,” Charlie replied. “My father used to talk about her simply because he admired the old Duke. He said that power had gone to her head and she was that most frightening of creatures, a completely ruthless woman without a heart.”


“Strong words,” the Marquis said mockingly.


“The way my father talked made her seem to me to be somewhere between Lady Macbeth and the Queen of the Amazons.”


The Marquis laughed again.


“After all you have said I shall most certainly accept the Duchess’s invitation.”


“I think it would be a mistake.”


“A mistake?” the Marquis echoed. “Why?” 


“Because some years ago when her beauty began to fade she withdrew from the Social world and lived exclusively down here at Grimstone House.”


“That is why I suppose I have never heard about her,” the Marquis commented.


“We did not have much chance during the War to hear about anybody!”


“That is true,” the Marquis agreed. “At the same time what you have told me intrigues me.”


“I thought it would,” Charlie replied, “but I have lately heard rumours of some very unpleasant happenings that take place at Grimstone, which make me think that you would be wiser to stay away and express your complaints by letter rather than in person.”


“You have already succeeded in making me more curious than I was before,” the Marquis said, “so I shall look forward to meeting this Gorgon, if that is what she is.”


“I am trying to remember all I have heard about her,” Charlie continued, wrinkling his brow. “But you know what it is when you have not met the person being talked about. Everything goes in one ear and out of the other.”


“You certainly do that with the things I tell you,” the Marquis teased him.


“No, seriously,” Charlie said, “from all I remember, she is shunned by all the decent people in this neighbourhood and there are tales, unless I am mistaken, of orgies at Grimstone House, which have shocked even those who took part in them.”


“Who has been there whom we know?” the Marquis asked.


“I have a feeling, although I may be wrong, that Dagenham has been one of her guests.”


“Good God! That old roué!” the Marquis exclaimed. 


“Exactly. His reputation stinks, as you are well aware.”


They were both thinking of a dissolute Peer who frequented the lowest and most unsavoury brothels in London, especially those that catered for ‘exotic pleasures’ that sickened any decent man.


The Marquis was staring down at the letter again and Charlie urged him,


“Do as I suggest, Mervyn, and write to the woman for explanations of what is going on. Do not accept her invitation.”


“I am not as chicken-hearted as that,” the Marquis said. “In fact everything you have told me makes me sure that the only sensible thing to do is to spy out the land for myself. What is more, if she is really as bad as you have painted her, I will not have her upsetting my tenants.”


Charlie shrugged his shoulders.


“Be it on your own head,” he said. “But if you have to spend an evening with Dagenham and the likes of him, don’t blame me afterwards.”


The Marquis walked to his desk.


“I will send a groom over right away to tell Her Grace that I will be with her at about six o’clock this afternoon. Don’t go back to London, Charlie. Wait for me here and tomorrow I will regale you with my experiences, which I only hope are as dramatic as you suspect they will be.” 


The Marquis sat down at the desk as he spoke and, as he took a quill pen in his hand, he said,


“As I have no wish for you to be bored in my absence, you had better ask a few friends to dinner. The chef will get lazy if we don’t give him enough to do.”


“I will certainly give a dinner party,” Charlie replied. “While you are drinking a bad claret, because no woman can choose a good wine, and conversing with Dagenham or watching some peculiar vice that will make your stomach turn, remember that I will be imbibing your best champagne.”


The Marquis did not answer. He merely signed his name with a flourish and having read what he had written rang the silver bell that stood on his desk.


He handed the note to a footman who answered it telling him to send a groom immediately to Grimstone House.


As he spoke he thought, although he was not sure, there was a somewhat startled expression in the man’s eyes.


Then he told himself that he was being imaginative and, as the door closed, he said to Charlie,


“By the way, how old is the Duchess now?”


“She must be getting on a bit,” Charlie answered, “forty-five or more, but still, I expect, playing ‘hard to get’. There are always fortune-hunters, whatever a woman’s age, if she is rich enough.”


“I have always known you to be truthful, at least to me,” the Marquis said, “but I think your whole tale is a lot of moonshine. The thing however that astonishes me is that not only you speak of her as if she was a Dragon incarnate, but so does Jackson.”


Charlie laughed.


“It will certainly be an anti-climax if she turns out to be a quiet little woman with greying hair who has taken to knitting. After all it can hardly be her fault that a girl of fifteen has disappeared.”


“Bad Masters make bad servants,” the Marquis said quietly, “and what Jackson tells me makes me think that she has become a bogey who frightens everyone on my estate.”


“Well, set off on your voyage of discovery and I will certainly keep the house warm until you return. Meanwhile, may I write notes to the friends I intend to invite here this evening?”


“Of course,” the Marquis agreed, “and I presume it will be an all-male party?”


“If I had known that you were going to leave me like this,” Charlie replied, “I might have brought a pretty Cyprian down with me from London. I cannot believe that there is much to choose from in Newmarket.”


“Most of the women I have seen so far,” the Marquis said dryly, “would make quite good-looking horses!” 


Charlie laughed.


“They always say one grows like one’s pets, but for a woman to look like a horse is a disaster!”


“From your description of the Duchess she should look like a snake.”


“Any sort of monster will do,” Charlie laughed, “but remember she was, according to reports, very beautiful when she was young.”


“I must polish up my compliments,” the Marquis smiled, “and seriously, Charlie, I believe in living amicably with one’s neighbours. A feud between two neighbouring landlords is, I am certain, a great mistake.”


“Of course it is,” Charlie agreed. “That is the sort of thing my father thought.”


He paused before he added mischievously,


“You know, Mervyn, I am beginning to think you are ageing rather rapidly. I shall miss the daredevil Officer who was always prepared to crawl round the enemy’s defences and take him by surprise.”


“The way you are speaking makes it sound extremely foolhardy,” the Marquis remarked, “but if you remember, we discussed every move, planned every step and the reason why we were successful when we captured those guns was that we had left nothing to chance.” 


“You are right,” Charlie agreed, “but what you are doing now is walking straight into the enemy’s hands and I have a feeling, although I may be wrong, that you will find it a hornet’s nest.”


“If it is, I shall withdraw in the face of superior odds!” the Marquis shrugged his shoulders.


*


The Reverend Theophilus Stanton rose from the breakfast table and, closing carefully the book he had been reading so as not to lose his place, walked towards the door.


As he reached it, his niece called after him,


“Uncle Theophilus, you have forgotten to open your letter.”


“It’s sure to be a bill,” her uncle replied, “but I have not the time nor the money for it at the moment.”


He left the room closing the door behind him and Aspasia looked across the table at her twin brother and laughed.


“That is just like Uncle Theophilus. He always avoids unpleasantness, if he possibly can.”


“He is very wise,” Jerome Stanton replied.


He was always called ‘Jerry’ by everybody who knew him and was an extremely good-looking young man, tall broad-shouldered with fair hair and blue eyes.


He had a broad forehead, which not only denoted brains but also gave him a frank and open look that made people he met like and trust him.


“You are as irresponsible as he is!” Aspasia teased.


Although they were twins, she was very unlike her brother. She was small, slim and very lovely, but instead of fair hair, hers had a touch of fire in it that made it almost red and her eyes were a far darker blue so that looking at them together it would have been difficult to guess they had been born at the same time.


“Will you have some more coffee?” she asked.


“No, thank you,” her brother replied. “But you had better open Uncle’s letter and learn the worst. I hope it is not for a very large amount.”


His sister looked at him sharply.


“You are not hard up again, Jerry?”


“Of course I am,” he replied. “You have no idea how expensive Oxford University is.”


“You knew when you went there that you would have to economise in every way because the money Mama had left us has almost run out.”


“I know! I know,” Jerry exclaimed. “But it is difficult when I am with a lot of fellows who are richer than I am to keep accepting hospitality without giving any.” 


Aspasia was silent.


Then their uncle who they lived with had only a very small stipend and, as she had just said to her brother, the money that her mother had left them when she died five years ago had been spent over the years on their education until there was practically nothing left in the Bank.


As Jerry knew the position as well as she did, there was no point in saying anything more and Aspasia reached out her hand towards the letter and picked it up.


To her surprise it did not look like a bill and was written on a thick white parchment that was so expensive that Aspasia stared at it before she turned it over.


Then she gave a little cry of sheer astonishment. 


“What is it?” Jerry asked her at once.


“This letter is from the Duchess,” she said. “Look! Here is her coronet on the back.”


Brother and sister looked at each other meaningfully before Aspasia said in a frightened voice almost beneath her breath,


“Why should she be – writing to – Uncle Theophilus?”


“Open it and find out,” Jerry proposed. “It is a good thing, if you ask me, that he did not notice who the letter was from. It would have upset him.”


“Yes, of course,” Aspasia agreed.


For a moment she sat staring at the letter as if she could not force herself to learn its contents.


Then meaningfully with a silver butter knife she slit open the top of the envelope.


As she drew out the thick sheet of paper inside, she felt perceptively that it was bad news and it was almost as if there was a vibration of evil coming from the paper itself.


She did not speak, but she was aware that Jerry was watching her as she opened the letter.


She read what was written without speaking until Jerry was unable to contain his curiosity any longer and demanded,


“What does it say? Read it to me.”


“I cannot believe it! It cannot be true,” Aspasia cried.


“What does it say?” Jerry asked again.


Aspasia drew in her breath and in a voice that trembled she read,


 


“To the Reverend Theophilus Stanton.


On the instructions of Her Grace the Duchess of Grimstone, now that you have reached the age of sixty-five, you are retired from your Living and you will vacate the Vicarage within a month of this date.


Yours faithfully, 


Erasmus Carstairs, 


Secretary to Her Grace.”


 


As Aspasia finished reading, her voice broke and her eyes were filled with tears, while Jerry brought his fist down violently on the table so that the plates and cups rattled.


“Curse her!” he exclaimed. “How can she do a thing like this to Uncle Theophilus? It’s inhumane! Brutal!”
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