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PREFACE

This Chronicle began 35 years ago; it was written every evening, in my mind, on the 18.15 p.m from London Bridge Station to be told to my young daughter as her bedtime story…she never really grew out of hearing those tales. Finally, I have had the opportunity to write them down…and the stories are getting darker now!
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PROLOGUE

Napoleon had, at long last, been defeated. France was left to recover from the turmoil of his final years, but in the small town of La Garenne they had their own problems; mysterious deaths and sudden disappearances kept the rumours flying. When the Duc de Garenne died very suddenly, on hearing the news of a fatal shooting accident during a hunt, the shocked inhabitants speculated about who would take his place, his foppish son Louis-Phillipe, or his more down-to-earth daughter Catherine? A patrol of Gendarmes from the local barracks disappeared “off the face of the earth” according to their commanding officer. The arrival from Paris of a young officer, Roland Lebrun added fuel to the rumours. Had the earlier fatality been an accident?

The officer asked lots of questions and then suddenly left La Garenne, closely followed by Louis-Phillipe, then by Catherine and her cousin Amelie. 

In rural France hunting was part of the culture and nothing was more highly regarded than a good hunting hound; Hugo Hound was considered the best in the whole of France. One day Hugo too went missing. Who could have realised that it was this hound who held the key to all the other events. What he knew and what he could do would change the lives of everyone involved. Roland Lebrun had been sent to find the missing patrol but finds himself obliged to protect the life of a hound and his strange traveling companions whilst himself being hunted by the son of the Duc de Garenne. He, Louis-Philippe, his sister, and their cousin are all plunged into a world of Werewolves and creatures capable of shape-changing; creatures with whom they have more in common than they can imagine.
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CHAPTER 1

Soft moans occasionally pierced the gloomy silence. Huddled shapes lay on the bare floor or against the flaking walls of the once-comfortable room. In one corner, near a boarded window was a makeshift cubicle fashioned from splintered beams hung with military cloaks. On a pile of grubby blankets behind this temporary screen lay the body of a tall white-haired man wearing the soiled remnants of a French army officer’s uniform, the breeches torn and bloody. A pair of mud-encrusted leather boots stood close to a pile of red-stained rags. Two other officers were standing beside the prone figure and both wore expressions of deep concern. Their unspoken thoughts were interrupted by a deafeningly loud boom which shook any remaining glass from the broken window frames…again and again came the sound and now the chamber was filled with anguished and fearful cries. The acrid smell of cordite filled the air and the older of the two men, André Lacoste, spoke quietly:

“M. le Duc, we must either move you or find a doctor who can treat your wound.” The wounded man opened his eyes slowly. 

“No, André, I beg you. We must try to find horses. I will be able to ride, I’m sure, and we must leave this place. The battle is lost, and we must make our escape.” 

The other officer, Colonel Lecaron, interrupted: “Sir, I will try, but many men are of the same mind. This farmhouse is becoming dangerous. The damned bombardment has started again.” He turned to his companion and looking beyond the cubicle, he whispered: “What of all these other poor souls?” 

These three men: the injured Duc Philippe de Garenne, Marshal of France, André Lacoste, the Duc’s aide-de-camp and the third man, Colonel Lecaron had been comrades in arms for a long time. Lucien Lecaron although much younger than the others, was a full Colonel and the Duc’s second in command. André Lacoste had been manager of the Duc’s estates in La Garenne but more importantly he was the Duc’s closest friend. 

*********

These three comrades had accompanied Napoleon as part of his personal guard when he had gone into exile on the island of Elba. They had been at Napoleon’s side when he made his final return to France. They had been close to the Emperor and they had spent many hours trying to dissuade the him from his last undertaking. They knew the outcome was inevitable, but they could not abandon him.

On the forced march Napoleon had made through France many veterans of his earlier campaigns had flocked to join the ‘little corporal’, an affectionate term bestowed on him by his own men because he lacked airs and graces. At first all went well. When the makeshift army approached Paris in March 1815 the King fled allowing Napoleon to enter the capital unopposed. For a while, life in the city almost returned to normal. During his stay, the Duc had taken the opportunity to visit his old friend, General Georges Destrier, Gendarmerie Commandant and rumoured by some to be the most powerful man in France – certainly the most feared. It was even said (at least in Paris) that kings, republics, and emperors might come and go but a Destrier always survived unscathed.

Destrier was interested in what his friend thought of Napoleon’s plans, but the Duc could not bring himself to admit disloyalty to Bonaparte, even privately. The two old soldiers had met often and chatted about their homes, the campaigns Philippe had fought and family matters. The Duc’s daughter Catherine and his niece Amélie were Destrier’s goddaughters, and the General took a great interest in them. At their final meeting, as the two men stood to make their formal farewells, Destrier looked furtively around his office and towards the closed doors. Having assured himself that no-one could be listening he whispered to the Duc:

“I have had some very important news from La Garenne...” When Destrier had finished his tale, the Duc was silent for a moment and then asked: “And she is sure of this?” The General nodded: “Yes, my old friend, absolutely sure; she has seen this for herself – the first in many hundreds of years. 

We have agreed that we must keep this secret. He must be kept safe…. Obviously, in view of…” Duc Philippe nodded wordlessly, and the two men shook hands, the final words of the General hanging in the air.

The three months during which the army remained in Paris had passed all too quickly. Napoleon’s enemies were organising, and he decided he must strike before they were fully prepared. With his army of over 200,000 fighting men he began the march north towards the disaster that was Waterloo. 

The French army, although outnumbered and ill equipped, fought bravely but suffered a massive defeat with many casualties. This time the three comrades knew there would be no more victories and the time for fighting was finally over. Time to go home. The dejected remnants of Napoleon’s army had already begun straggling back home on foot through the countryside. However, during the final hours of the fighting, Duc Philippe had been wounded by a musket ball which remained lodged in his thigh and although his comrades had been able to staunch the blood and bind the wound using a makeshift splint, they knew that it was serious. They were also very much aware that medical treatment would be impossible to find in this terrible place and the Duc’s best chance was to get home where he could rest and regain his strength. 

Lecaron peered out at the awful scene in the outer room: men groaning, some whimpering in pain, others too still, too weak to cry out or perhaps already dead.  He hid the sight from the Duc’s eyes once more and looking at André meaningfully, left without a word. Outside an even more terrible sight met his eyes. What had once been a well-kept farmyard, then a field dressing station had become a graveyard. Row upon row of still figures were laid out on one side of the mud-churned courtyard, some shrouded, others with only a cloth to cover their faces…some with no faces at all. Near the rear wall was an even worse sight: piles of corpses had been left in the torrential rain, half-submerged in dense mud, their wounds attracting swarms of flies still buzzing despite the downpour. Trying not to look, his eye caught a slight movement in one of the piles; dear God, some of these men were not yet dead!

Horrified, he hurried towards the farm’s outbuildings – he was a man on a mission. He must find some transport. Near the farmhouse stood a large barn, its roof damaged by a shell but with parts of the walls still standing. Lucien rushed inside in the forlorn hope that some animals had survived in there or had been overlooked. His luck was in that day for at the rear of the dilapidated building, munching placidly on some straw, were four horses all of whom seemed to be unharmed. Two even wore saddles.

Without further thought for their owners, Lucien grabbed the bridles of the two saddled horses and found bridles for the other two. Unchallenged, he led the animals back through the courtyard to the dilapidated door of the farmhouse and tethered the beasts to a splintered post at the foot of the sagging steps. They whickered nervously; their ears attuned to the hideous sounds of their kind dying nearby. Inside once more he forced himself to look neither left nor right and told André they should leave immediately. 

Balanced on his one good leg and supported by his companions, Duc Philippe de Garenne limped from that place of horrors, men calling to them in desperation as they made their way outside. At the precise moment that the three came out into the persistent rain, the shelling began again in earnest and the farmhouse shook with the force of the explosions nearby. All at once, a single shell exploded close to the outer wall of the farmhouse which shook, teetered, and fell in upon the room they had just left, burying those inside forever.

“Oh, my poor France” said the Duc looking around him at the desolate scene. With some difficulty, his friends hoisted him onto the back of one of the saddled horses. André rode the other and Lucien rode bareback as he had often done on his parents’ farm. With their kit stowed safely on the fourth horse, the group picked their way across the edges of the battlefield and away, turning their backs on the carnage and blocking their ears to the screams of dying men and horses. 

No-one stopped them as they put some distance between themselves and the fields of Waterloo, but progress was necessarily slow because of the Duc’s injury and the numbers of retreating soldiers struggling along the muddy roads. As they travelled, they met groups of civilians fleeing the carnage with heavily laden carts and mud-spattered bundles. Most of the soldiers they encountered were on foot, the majority without weapons, many without boots, trudging homewards. Some of the injured soldiers were being helped by their comrades but often the group came upon a man whose injuries had been too severe to continue and they too were forced to pass by. Never would they forget the things they saw. 


	

CHAPTER 2

A day or so into their journey, they passed one of the rare carriages on the road, heavily curtained, transporting seriously wounded soldiers and as they passed by, Lucien caught a glimpse of a female face at the window. The carriage was being pulled by two farm horses obviously “borrowed.” He thought how brave the occupants must have been. Perhaps they were the legendary ‘vivandières’- women who had helped the army with water, food, ammunition and medical care. He thought it worthwhile to ask the young boy driving the mismatched team whether a place might be found in the carriage for the Duc to rest his leg, but the lad explained that regretfully the carriage was already overloaded. He was unsure the horses would be able to go much farther and, he told them, a young Gendarmerie officer had ridden ahead to try and find replacements. What neither the occupants of the carriage nor the three returning soldiers realised was how close they had come to a reunion that day.

Unknown to the Duc and his friends, whilst the soldiers had been fighting their last battle, his daughter Catherine, and her cousin Amélie had also been with the French army. Catherine had been entranced by the romantic stories of the vivandières and their heroism. She, like her father, had a powerful sense of duty and although she knew it would be dangerous she just had to go; her love of adventure overcame her fears – even fear of her father’s wrath. However, in a lame attempt to protect her identity she had adopted the name of her cousin’s family, the Giscards.

After the defeat, the two young ladies had been busy with the wounded but eventually Catherine realised they must leave the battlefield to try to reach home before her father. She so desperately hoped he and his companions had survived the carnage. The girls had lost their own transport in the confusion, along with many of their possessions, but had managed to ‘acquire’ a carriage and horses by sheer determination. Their journey had not been without incident both on the road and in Paris but at last they had reached La Garenne, luckily some weeks before the returning soldiers who had been forced to travel very slowly because of the Duc’s painful injury. Whereas the girls had stayed only one night in the great city, the three soldiers had been delayed there for a week seeking treatment for the Duc’s wound.

In many parts of France, the aristocratic houses had been looted and worse during the Revolution but the people of La Garenne had always respected the Duc who was liberal and generous. The contents of the great house had been left untouched whilst he and his estate manager were away. Even so it would take some time to restore even a semblance of order to the neglected interior, with its cobweb strewn bedchambers and dusty Great Hall. 

Catherine’s older half-brother Louis-Philippe had not felt compelled to join the army, preferring to remain mostly in Perigueux at the town house he had inherited from his mother. Thus, the great estate at La Garenne had been seriously neglected. Whenever her father had been away fighting, Catherine had spent her time at the home of her Aunt Marianne Giscard, her father’s widowed sister. She and her cousin Amélie were less than one year apart in age. Home at La Garenne once more Catherine was aware that she must now set about preparing the great house as best she could for her father’s return. This she did whilst her brother occasionally checked on progress – that was as far as his involvement went.

Sunlight was glinting on the black slate roofs of the round towers which stood at each corner of the great Château. That same sun warmed the back of the three comrades as they rode, muddy and exhausted into the courtyard after several weeks on the road. The old soldier still rode with great difficulty although the ball had been removed from his thigh. André Lacoste helped him down from his horse and he stood stiffly gazing at his home. He saw many signs of neglect, crumbling stones, cracked lintels, weeds growing through the cobbles of the courtyard, even some slates missing from the roof. The darkened windows of the great towers stared back at him with empty eyes and it seemed that only the stables and kennel block had been maintained in his absence. He knew then that leaving the care of the family home to his son Louis-Philippe had been a mistake. His son had never been interested in the estate, only in its revenue and hunting and gambling.

Hearing horses in the courtyard, Catherine, dressed now as a perfect lady, ran out to greet the men. No-one would ever suspect from her demure appearance where she had been.

“Oh Papa, you’re safe! You’re home.”

“My dear daughter” he replied, hugging her, “at last I am home ...how you have grown. You are a young lady now, not the young girl I left behind.”

“Yes, father. I am so glad to have you back safe and well and to have some pleasant company here again. I shall go this very minute and arrange a meal and beds for you all– If we have any linen without holes.” Having courteously greeted her father’s companions she ran off to the kitchens to find their elderly housekeeper and tell her the news.

The Duc and his companions took their mounts to the stables where a lone stable boy took over and gave the tired animals a much-needed meal. As Lucien left he turned to watch the lad. He seemed oddly familiar-Lucien had seen him recently, yet it would not come to him although he wracked his brains. The three men climbed the imposing stone staircase and went into the Château through the high carved double doors, rarely opened it seemed judging by the grooves they made in the dust of the main hall. The Duc was taken aback to see just how much his family home had fallen into disrepair.

“Let us share a good meal together” said the Duc and the other two men were delighted to agree. After so long without knowing where their next meal would be coming from, the food seemed at least to them, the best they had ever eaten. Once full, the three veterans sat reminiscing in front of the huge fireplace in the Great Hall, gazing into the flickering flames. Catherine joined them but sat in silence watching her father. The Duc’s injury still hurt him more than he would admit but having the musket ball removed by an army surgeon in the field had been more frightening than the pain of leaving it there for a while. The doctor in Paris had eventually dug the ball out but had warned the Duc that some debris remained embedded in his flesh. Now the wound had almost healed but remained red and swollen. He eased it now by resting his leg on a footstool as he sat in the deep leather armchair Catherine had kept cleaned and polished in readiness for his return. She had seen this as an act of faith…he would come home.

“What will you do now, Lucien?” asked the Duc.

“I’ve seen enough fighting to last me a lifetime Sir; I want to work on the farm with my parents now, settle down, get married, have a family, be just like everyone else.” The Duc smiled contentedly then stood up with difficulty. 

“Gentlemen, now I must retire. We can at last lie down in real beds, even though they may not be made with the finest linens. Nevertheless, it will feel like sleeping on a cloud after these last few weeks! Tomorrow will be a busy day.”

Next morning, the three friends toured the dilapidated estate buildings. The Duc was bitterly disappointed to see the evidence of his son’s stewardship – or lack thereof –almost everywhere. The three men rode slowly giving the injured soldier time to rest. As they surveyed their surroundings, the Duc spoke: “We have a big job on our hands here André.”

André nodded in agreement as the Duc continued: “Right, let’s get down and look at the kennels, shall we?” The pack yelped with excitement at the approach of the three men. There were five or six small terriers, some glossy spaniels that had been raised as gun dogs and one very overweight bloodhound, Major. This dog was a favourite that the Duc kept only out of sentiment as his hunting days were now long gone. There was also a pack of magnificent chasse Hounds, a special breed which crossed bloodhound with lurcher. These dogs were mostly either white and brown or black and white with long silky coats, enormous fan-like tails and depressed long faces, their eyes permanently downcast. They were very lively animals and let out long Hound dog howls of excitement when the Duc approached. One Hound, however, stood out from the pack effortlessly. Although around nine months old he was already massive, his thick luxurious coat mottled with grey and white patches, a single black patch on his hind leg. He had long floppy silken ears and deep brown eyes and was gazing intently at the visitors. The Duc told his friends that this dog was known as Hugo Hound. It occurred separately to both Lucien and André to wonder how their companion could possibly know this after being away from home for so long. Surely the Hound had not been born when the Duc was last at La Garenne? However, from experience both men knew Duc Philippe was sometimes privy to information that he could not have known. His information was also invariably accurate.

He called to the Hound by name and Hugo obediently trotted towards him. When the kennel door was opened out he came, unprompted, and sat at the Duc’s feet, his massive tail thudding enthusiastically on the ground and his great tongue lolling from his mouth – he almost wore a grin in fact.

You know, Lucien, this Hound has a lineage as long as my own” he laughed. Lucien approached the animal and stroked his glossy head. Unexpectedly for such a sizeable dog, Hugo reacted like any lap dog and immediately rolled over onto his back in an ecstasy of enjoyment. Obligingly, Lucien tickled the happy dog’s belly.

At that moment, the Duc’s son Louis-Philippe rode up to the group. He wore a fashionable city outfit made of the finest material, buckles of silver on his shoes and a lavishly plumed hat which he removed in a sweeping exaggerated bow which he made whilst remaining on horseback.

“Father, welcome home. You should have sent word. I was visiting Perigueux on, err, business; I find it just impossible to remain here for long because the Château is unfit for a person such as myself to live in.” The Duc looked sharply at him. What business could his son have in Perigueux? Where had he found enough money for those fine clothes? Clearly not by working to keep the estate in order. Lucien too looked at Louis Philippe – how in heaven’s name was this fop related to the brave old soldier?

Lucien knew that Louis-Philippe’s mother had died when he was a child, the victim of a riding accident. She had been a keen horsewoman but had fallen from her mount in the forest and hit her head. The Duc had wed a second time but his bride, this time from Paris, had died in childbirth with Catherine.

“My son, I am glad that you have arrived at last; please explain to me, if you can, how it is that this Estate looks so run down and unkempt? I arranged enough funds for you to ensure the grounds and the house were maintained, did I not?” 

Louis-Philippe was not looking at his father as this was said but was ostentatiously looking elsewhere. The Duc thought he was trying to formulate a believable reply or was perhaps embarrassed to be admonished in front of André and Lucien. Instead the young man demanded caustically:

“Have you spoken to my sister yet Father?”

“Yes, at least my daughter was here to greet me” replied the Duc gruffly and at this Louis-Philippe guffawed loudly. 

“Perhaps you should ask her where she has been whilst you were away. She has been gallivanting about the country with our cousin dragging the family name through the mire.” All at once the young man stopped short; he had noticed that Lucien was holding Hugo’s collar. He nodded curtly to André and then spoke directly to Lucien with fury in his voice, ignoring his father: “What are doing? Put that dog back in the kennel immediately.” The Duc watched his son’s handsome face contort with fury. The young man’s eyes protruded, and veins throbbed in his temples. He recalled what Destrier had told him in Paris and in that moment, he made up his mind:

“How dare you address a senior officer in the French Army in such a fashion. I am making him a gift of Hugo Hound as a token of my gratitude and of my esteem for the gallant service Colonel Lecaron has rendered to me and to France.”

Despite his father’s angry tone, the young man refused to be silenced. He knew, but without knowing why, that this Hound was very special, more special than his father could possibly know. Inexplicably, he felt linked to the animal by ties of ancestry, this dog’s forebears had lived at the Château de Garenne for as long as the Château had existed. More importantly, how dare his father give away something that rightfully belonged to him? He was Louis-Philippe de Garenne, the future Duc. This animal was special…he knew it, what he had seen…He must keep him. Furiously he turned on his father: “That dog is mine, I have trained him, I have groomed him as the leader of my pack, and all my hunting friends agree he is going to be the best Hound in all of France - HE BELONGS TO ME!”

This irrational outburst embarrassed Lucien and André but confirmed to the Duc that he had made the right decision. Hugo was special and would be much safer with Lucien than at the Château. He shook his head almost pityingly at his son: “No, he is not yours. He belongs to the Château de Garenne. I, and only I, will decide what is to be done with him. He now belongs to Colonel Lecaron. Do not defy me.” 

Without another word, the tired old man turned his back firmly on his son and with great difficulty remounted his horse. The three companions rode off, accompanied by the Hound who trotted obediently behind the horses, his tail wagging enthusiastically. A very disgruntled Louis-Philippe was left standing alone, seething, and oblivious to his father’s obvious pain.


	

CHAPTER 3

Once Lucien had departed for his own home accompanied by a very excited Hugo, the Duc asked Catherine to have lunch with him. He wished to speak to his daughter privately. As soon as she saw her father’s face, she knew that she was in serious trouble.

“Sit, daughter” barked the Duc “your brother told me that I ought to ask you what you have been up to whilst I have been absent? He hinted that perhaps the estate might have been better kept if you had not gone off “gallivanting” with your cousin, Amélie… I know nothing of this. Were you perhaps visiting friends?”

Cursing her brother and his spiteful tongue, Catherine could not lie to her father:

“Well father, Amélie and I, well we, err, went on a journey…We… I decided that we must help France. I read of the vivandières who were coming together from all over the country to serve with the army; we heard terrible things about the lives of the poor soldiers and well, we decided we must volunteer.”

In the silence that followed, the only sound was the crackling of the huge log fire and the gentle snuffling of the Hounds allowed to sleep nearby. Catherine waited with increasing trepidation for the explosion she knew was coming.

“My daughter? My daughter – and Amélie? Amongst the soldiers like common camp followers? I cannot believe it!” He had conveniently forgotten how keen he had been to train both girls in the use of firearms. The Duc’s face became mottled with anger. “I am shocked and ashamed of you. You cannot be a daughter of mine. What would your dear mother have said? What possessed you Catherine?” The old man was genuinely shocked and devastated by the news. He himself had seen what life was like for the women who had followed the army – the wives, nurses, vivandières and those other less dedicated ladies too. Even though he did have a sneaking admiration for their courage, he could still scarcely believe that his own daughter would put herself in such danger and that she had involved her cousin.

“Papa, please do not distress yourself so” begged Catherine, frightened less by her father’s anger than by its effect on him. “Sit down and I will play the piano for us both, something soothing, and then I will explain everything to you, quietly.”

“I don’t want to hear the piano! Do not try to divert me, I want to know everything right now.” Hearing his tone, all Catherine’s carefully planned excuses fled like anxious butterflies. Finding herself unable to get out any words to staunch the flow of her father’s anger, she stuttered “I…. really don’t know what to say, papa, I... I” and she began to cry, loud wracking and genuine sobs. She felt hurt by his attitude and furious at what she saw as his hypocrisy, although she dared not say so. It was an indication of the strength of the Duc’s anger that he was unmoved by her tears. He stood towering over her, still seething with anger, his distress now compounded by the nagging pain in his thigh.

“Well, if you do not know what to say, I do. Out…out of my sight, I cannot stand to look at you. Do you not know how fortunate you are Catherine? You have brought shame on me and this family. To think a daughter of the House of Garenne should … “In his anger, Duc Philippe could not permit himself to hear his inner voice. He knew, in his heart, that what his daughter had done was brave and admirable, not wicked, merely reckless. His anger had conquered all other considerations. He was tired, his injury always pained him, and his beloved family home was a wreck. It was all too much for him.

Catherine made a final attempt to pacify him “We only wanted, I wanted to comfort those poor wounded soldiers, men like you and André… I wanted to be a brave Frenchwoman.” But she wasn’t given the chance to continue.

“Out, out. Go and stay with your aunt until I can look at you once more…if that day ever comes!”

After her initial panic when she saw her father’s reaction to the news of her ‘little adventure’ Catherine was beginning to regain her composure. After all, she was a young woman who had learned to cope with dreadful injuries, disease and often death. Some of the old Catherine was returning and when she remembered what she had seen, her father’s fury was not nearly so daunting. In a calm and collected voice, still muffled a little by her tearful outburst, she spoke:

“Papa, I have tried to explain but if you do not wish to hear then I do not want to stay under the same roof as you.” With that she stormed out of the dining room slamming the door behind her, the decanters on the long dining room buffet clinking violently. Catherine flounced past an astonished André in the cavernous hallway, and then stormed up the sweeping staircase slamming her bedroom door with such force that the ornate mirror standing on her tallboy teetered then crashed to the floor.

Ten minutes later Catherine struggled from her bedroom dragging an overstuffed valise from which poked various trapped items of clothing. At the top of the stairs she struggled to stand upright whilst holding the valise and André ran up the stairs two at a time to help.

“Mlle. Catherine, what has happened? I heard your father shouting and I have just met Louis-Philippe in the yard. He told me, with great relish, that you were in trouble. Just what have you done, eh?”

“Oh André, I was just trying to explain to my father why Amélie and I felt we must both go to help the French army, the wounded…”

“You did what? No wonder your father is furious Mlle. Catherine. What did he say?”

“I am banished, André” she wailed dramatically “He would not even let me explain. I don’t know what my brother had already told him, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he has tried to make it sound much worse than it was, just out of spite.”

“Where will you go?” asked André, full of concern, and aware that of course Louis-Philippe would try to cast her actions in the worst possible light to his father – anything to prevent her touching a penny of what the young man considered “his” inheritance.

“My father has ordered me to go to stay with my Aunt Marianne” mumbled Catherine, her self-control beginning to crumble.

“Let me go and arrange for a pony and trap to take you, Mlle. Catherine” said André and left her sitting on the bottom stair, clutching her bulging valise. She looked up as her brother came into the great hall, allowing the heavy doors to bang shut behind him.

“Ah sister dear” he smiled “Off on your travels again?” but before she could retaliate he laughed and ran up the stairs past her, almost striking her with one of his well-polished boots. If looks could kill…Catherine thought as she stared at his retreating back. Could things get any worse?

Despite André’s protests, Catherine obstinately insisted on driving herself to her aunt’s country house, which would take half an hour or so. As she travelled, she sniffed back tears but more often she seethed with anger at the injustice of it all. When she eventually arrived, she was greeted by her cousin and her aunt. Immediately they both knew that something bad had happened. Her aunt was sympathetic but not very; she knew her brother would be angry with her too.

“I did tell you that you ought to tell your father straight away. I admit that I was proud of what you both did but at the same time I was at my wits’ end worrying (even though I always knew you were safe)” she added quietly, as if to herself. Kate and Amélie exchanged puzzled glances at this. “I can imagine how he feels – he saw the dreadful slaughter and finding out now that you were in the thick of it…. come here and give me a hug, my dear. We both know his anger is born out of concern for you. We will find a way to sort this out. His anger will be short-lived, I’m sure. My dear, he’s angry with you mostly for not telling him (and probably with me for letting you go). Leave this to me and I am sure I will think of a way to resolve it.”

After a while Catherine managed to stop crying leaving her face puffy and crimson. She had red-rimmed eyes and a runny nose and even in her distress she could not help but wish she was able to cry like the heroines of her novels, discreetly and prettily. She sniffed at regular intervals and her aunt remarked that this was the first time she had seen her niece so genuinely distraught.

“I did in truth know that perhaps it wasn’t a sensible thing to do” mumbled Catherine – “as was taking my daughter with you” interrupted her aunt. “But I did it with the best of intentions. Why can’t my father see that? I wanted to serve my country. My father fought for France for many years and now he’s angry at me for trying to do the same.”

Kate moped moodily around her aunt’s house and even Amélie’s naturally enthusiastic nature failed to lift her gloom. After two weeks passed it seemed that both Catherine and her father were becoming more entrenched in their determination not to be reconciled. Louis-Philippe took great pleasure in his father’s misery, but it was André and Marianne who bore the brunt of the emotionally charged atmosphere. Eventually, Madame Giscard could bear it no longer and sent for André.

“If the two of them can’t get together to discuss the situation then we must do something. It’s like living with a coiled spring” she confided to André. “She is impossible at the moment and although I love her as if she were my own daughter I can’t take much more.”

“Madame Giscard, I truly understand. I know Mlle. Catherine’s tempers of old, but the Duc is adamant that she cannot come home yet. I am convinced that the reality is, of course, he is desperate for her to return but he won’t give in. They are, if you will forgive me, both as stubborn as each other.”

“I’m certain she does not feel truly at fault, André, but I think there may be some things she does feel sorry about, like not confessing as soon as her father returned home.”

“The problem, Madame, is that her brother wastes no opportunity to impart any juicy items of gossip circulating about the vivandières. The longer this goes on the more the Duc’s mind will be poisoned. Mlle. Catherine must speak to her father and soon. I do believe that he would prefer to know the whole truth from her, however unpalatable he might find it, but it should perhaps be accompanied by a measure of contrition.”

“Well” said Madame Giscard “I have taken great pains to get both Catherine’s and Amélie’s versions of events separately and I am convinced that they are telling the truth. There is nothing at all sinister to be revealed. I understand Kate did meet a young man and I know from Amélie that she was very taken with him. However, I am certain that it was all very innocent and if I can convince her to tell her father everything, that should ease his concerns. As for contrition, well we can but try.”

“Perhaps if she just apologised for deceiving him and for the upset she has caused? I believe that may well heal the rift between them.”

“I value your advice my dear friend André. Thank you. I will travel to the Château tomorrow and bring those difficult young ladies with me.”


	

CHAPTER 4

The Duc stood staring out of the window of his study, pretending to be engrossed in the view but inwardly composing himself. He had seen his sister’s carriage sway up to the stone steps of the Château. He felt torn between renewed anger and relief. There was a brief commotion in the hall and Marianne knocked once and bustled in propelling the girls in front of her while André remained anxiously near the open door. There was a moment of complete silence, before she came around the desk and confronted her brother.

“Philippe, I have been forced to intervene because both you and your daughter are acting like children and frankly I have had enough. You should know better than to believe that your daughter would bring shame on the family name. Nor would she behave in such a way as to disgrace herself. Oh, and incidentally it wasn’t our family’s name she used, it was my husband’s. Anyway, you should be proud…” and here the Duc let out an involuntary sound, a noise somewhere between a laugh and a cough. “Despite everything, I am very proud of what my Amélie did. Of course, I was concerned – but I envy their courage, don’t you? In spite of the fact that” and here she turned to face her niece “I have received not one word of apology from you for the distress you caused me; you left in secret without a word of explanation. I have always treated you as my own child, Catherine, a mother to you all these years and yet I received… a letter! By then you two were well on your way. Now, here, in front of your father I demand an apology and I hope that this can be an end to the sorry affair.”

The Duc remained silent. In truth, he had been completely caught out by his sister’s anger, expecting her to plead her niece’s cause. He was unsure how to react now and, in the silence, Catherine stood with her head bowed, hands behind her back as she stuttered: “Papa, Aunt…. I am truly sorry for distressing you both. My only excuse is that I did it all for my country, but I realise the way in which I went about it was wrong, and err, ill judged.”

“And foolish” added the Duc. “Yes” agreed Kate “It was - but I have done nothing to disgrace our families’ names and I am only too willing to recount everything that happened, both the good and the bad although you will know better than I, father, just how bad things were.

I just want us all to be happy again.” Catherine paused, having delivered her seemingly heartfelt, but in fact very well-rehearsed speech. Satisfied that she had done her best, she stood with eyes downcast as her father turned to look out of the window. He stood for some moments with his hands clasped behind him before turning to face the group once again, holding out his arms.

“Come here my darling girl, I forgive you and I am sure your aunt does too. However, I would like to hear your story. I regret losing my temper, because I am very proud that another member of our family – two members, in fact – were with me at the great battle (even though I didn’t know).” Everyone in the room knew that at that moment he was thinking of his feckless son. “Now” he smiled. “I want to hear everything you mischievous young ladies have been up to.”

André nodded discreetly and closed the door behind him but before leaving he caught the eye of the Duc’s sister and they exchanged a look of admiration. How cleverly she had managed the whole thing he thought.

“Tell me everything. If my daughter should ‘varnish’ the truth a little I am sure Amélie that your open sweet face will betray it. Marianne perhaps you might like to hear it again? I have no doubt you have already asked many questions.”

“Indeed brother. I can always compare versions can’t I Catherine?”

“Oh papa, I swore I would tell only the truth and I will” cried Kate, smiling.

Kate and her cousin sat down facing the Duc, his sister sitting nearby. She told her father that she had read in old newspapers from Paris that women were serving in Napoleon’s army. The papers had taken so long to reach their town that by the time she had managed to persuade her cousin to accompany her they had found the army readying itself for battle at Waterloo.

They had posted a letter for Madame Giscard but were long gone by the time she read it. (Kate did not feel it necessary here to mention that this was how she had ‘arranged’ it). She did not dwell too long on the things she and her cousin had witnessed for she knew the Duc had seen far worse and would not want to be reminded. She did detail their return from Waterloo, accomplished with a ‘borrowed’ carriage and some farm horses. A young officer, a Lieutenant Lebrun had escorted them as far as Paris, having found them stranded.

This officer had also helped find someone to take on the job of coachman, selecting a young drummer boy in the straggling line of returning soldiers. She explained that the same boy, Rene, was now working in the stables of the Château. The boy had stayed because he had no real family in the town he had come from. She also admitted that to her great disappointment, she had been left alone with just Amélie and young Rene in Paris when this Lebrun had seemingly abandoned them. During Kate’s narrative, Amélie occasionally added a detail here and there. The Duc listened in silence, inwardly delighted that their behaviour had been exactly as he would have expected but still concerned that the girls had relied on a stranger for safety and had even spent a night in Paris almost alone.

Finally, the long tale was over and after a relaxed lunch, Marianne and Amélie left and Duc Philippe sat once more with Catherine by the fireside. He took the opportunity to ask about the officer who had accompanied the girls to Paris. Did she know anything about him other than his name? What was his regiment? She believed that her father was just satisfying himself that the officer was a suitable companion and failed to notice his growing agitation. When she explained that he was a lieutenant of the Gendarmerie Nationale, seconded to the Grande Armée, her father finally exploded:

“I will not allow some gendarme to behave in this way. He will not get away with abandoning my daughter. Clearly you have been upset by this and he will be called to account for his actions. When I do find him, he will answer to me and to your godfather. His career will be ruined, and he will be punished.”

Kate was aghast; it was not at all what she wanted to hear. She recognised that her father’s anger was rooted in fear for her safety and, to be honest, in some of her angrier moments she too had wanted to punish the officer for deserting her. However, the Duc’s fury alarmed her. Her father was still a powerful man even under the restored monarchy through his noble lineage, lands, and property. Kate was also aware that her godfather was a very powerful man as Inspector General of Gendarmes, so she tried to calm her father by assuring him that the officer had behaved as a perfect gentleman always (sadly, she thought) and had done all he could. She hoped she had done enough to persuade her father.

********

Later that same day, Duc Philippe called André to his study. “I have an urgent letter for you to write. I would like you to arrange for it to be sent by courier to General Destrier in Paris. I need a favour of him. Oh! And can you try and locate a decent local artist? I have decided I would like to make an addition to a portrait in the Great Hall.”

André wrote at the Duc’s dictation and was quite shocked by the vehemence of the letter’s contents. Poor young man, he thought.

In the weeks after father and daughter were reconciled, life at the Château began to return to normal. After lunch every day, Kate insisted on ‘soothing’ her father with a mercifully short piano recital, which he endured with more loyalty than enjoyment. He asked André if he could secure the services of a piano tuner but was assured that the piano was perfectly in tune although perhaps Mlle. Catherine was not. Worse still, when her cousin visited they performed duets – Kate playing the piano whilst Amélie tortured her violin into sounds reminiscent of a suffering cat.

“André, I love my daughter very much, but I love music too. She has many admirable qualities, she is a brave, beautiful, talented young woman who believes her gifts extend to music – they don’t.”

“Would you like me to see if the instrument might spontaneously combust in the courtyard, Sir?” responded his friend with a smile, aware that Mlle. Catherine played only because she thought it helped to calm her father’s irascible outbursts; she hated the piano (much as Amélie had loathed her 6 years of violin lessons).


	

CHAPTER 5

M. Lafitte-Dupont became a frequent visitor to the Château. He was the bustling little Mayor of La Garenne, who was also the local Notary and handled all the legal affairs of the Duc. Kate noticed his visits would usually coincide with those of her aunt. The mayor, her aunt, the Duc and occasionally André too, would be closeted in the Duc’s private study. Of course, she could not help speculating but the doors of the study remained firmly closed. She questioned her cousin closely, but Amélie knew nothing. She said, quite honestly, that her mother never told her anything. Meanwhile, her half-brother stayed away from home as much as possible, either off hunting with his friends all day or staying at his town house in Perigueux to gamble and drink unobserved. He therefore remained unaware of these meetings. One day Kate ‘just happened’ to be coming down the great staircase as the lawyer was taking his leave. When she caught her father’s parting words she was immediately alerted to some secret from which she was being excluded:

“M. Lafitte-Dupont, I am well satisfied with the outcome of our discussions. I will be making an announcement tomorrow and I would be most obliged if you could attend upon me here tomorrow morning.

“But of course, Monsieur le Duc” replied the little round-cheeked man, clearly anxious to do his patron’s bidding.

Kate, not wanting to be discovered eavesdropping, crept quietly back to the top of the staircase, and waited until the great door closed and her father had returned to his study. At dinner that evening her father addressed her and her brother, who was at home for once. He told them both he wished to see them together in his study the next day immediately after breakfast. Kate readily agreed, delighted to be about discover what was brewing. However, Louis-Philippe, unaware of the intrigue, decided to argue.

Sulkily he demanded: “For pity’s sake Father, how can you be so thoughtless as to arrange a meeting at such an hour and at ridiculously short notice? I have a busy day ahead and will not be able to attend you at all tomorrow. Really too impossible.”

His sister shuddered inwardly, expecting an outburst of anger from her father but the Duc remained composed. Smiling, he replied: “My son, if you do not wish to live in penury for the rest of your life then I strongly suggest that you make time to attend tomorrow.” Despite the smile there was an icy menace in that voice which shook Kate. After this exchange, dinner continued in frosty silence and her attempts to lighten the mood failed dismally. As soon as Louis-Philippe had finished his meal he rose abruptly, announced that as he apparently had no choice, he would see them both the next day and stormed out of the dining room. As the glassware on the long mahogany sideboard tinkled musically from the force of the closing door, Kate looked across at her father who seemed, at least outwardly, quite calm.

“Papa, I am sure he didn’t mean to upset you, he can be a little….” but her soothing words remained unsaid.

“Do not concern yourself on my behalf Catherine, sadly I understand exactly why my son acts as he does. Perhaps one day you too will know the reason. There is little that can be done about it, but still I will not give up on him.” Inexplicably her father seemed almost angry with himself as he said this. Confused by her father’s attitude Catherine offered to perform a new piece on the piano which she had just learned to play without sheet music. Her father managed to smother a huge sigh as he followed her to the salon.

The following morning, Kate and her brother breakfasted at the magnificent walnut dining table. Kate had dressed in a simple morning gown, a pale green silk confection with full sleeves in a flattering if dated style. She thought this would be appropriate to their meeting with the Duc, but Louis-Philippe had decided on a policy of flamboyant defiance and was wearing a lilac embroidered silk coat over creamy linen, his hair in a fashionable queue tied with an ornate silver trimmed lavender ribbon. His shoes, Kate noted, had been dyed to match the ensemble.

It was a fashion which would have been more appropriate at Court prior to the Revolution, but which was being revived amongst a small number of the younger surviving aristos who longed for a return to the “old ways”.

Craftsmen had been found by André to repolish and mend the ancient table intended to seat at least 30 people. Such magnificence did not make for intimate dining. The occupants sat at opposite ends, glaring at one another, silently serving themselves from the old but brightly polished chafing dishes on the ornate sideboard. They usually avoided each other as much as possible but both were surprised to discover that their father had already taken his breakfast. It had been served privately to him in his study. Kate had lain awake for most of the night worrying about her father’s obvious distress and unwisely decided to tackle her brother about his behaviour. Louis-Philippe was taken completely by surprise when his half-sister addressed him loudly:

“Louis-Philippe, papa is old and frail, still suffering great pain from his wound. Could you please try to act with more consideration? I am worried that he may not be with us for much longer and surely you could at least try to make the time left to him pleasant?” She smiled as she said this, hoping to revive some long-lost filial feelings in her half-brother. His response shocked her: “I would rather make his remaining years as short as possible – I would like to measure the time he has left in days…. even hours. The quicker I am rid of the old fool the better.”

He stood to help himself from a steaming dish of kedgeree and thus failed to notice Kate’s darkening expression. Unable to control her temper she burst out: “How dare you! How dare you speak like that of our father. After all that he has done for you? I cannot believe you can be so selfish and cruel.”

“Done for me?” responded Louis-Philippe “Done for me?” His voice rose sharply as he walked the length of the table to stand towering over his sister: “He has allowed peasants to steal his land, land that should be my land; he allows those same peasants the right to hunt on land that will be mine, he gives away valuable animals from my kennels and he barely even treats me with civility. Today, for example, I was to have attended a very important hunt, at the personal invitation of the Duc de Perigueux. But no, no here I am stuck in this crumbling excuse for a house waiting for a summons from that old fool.”

Just as Kate thought that her brother was about to lose all control, André slid quietly into the dining room and announced formally: “If it would please you Monsieur and Mademoiselle, the Duc de Garenne would like you to join him in his study.” The tension in the room was palpable as the young girl stood whilst her brother hung back for a moment then walked slowly in her wake. André waited until Louis-Philippe, walking as slowly as he dared, joined his sister in the study then followed them inside and closed the doors, seating himself to one side of the Duc. On the desk beside the heavy bronze desk pieces, seals and ink pots stood a haphazard stack of documents some tied with faded pink tape, others creased and discoloured. Another pile lay on the left side of the desk; these looked even older. Kate was surprised to see that her Aunt Marianne and M. Lafitte-Dupont had already arrived. Her aunt was sitting by the study window while the Notary had a small table to himself. He peered at the newcomers over his half-moon glasses, his large belly struggling to fit behind the miniature make-shift desk. A sheaf of papers also lay before him and he clutched an elderly quill pen aloft, hovering over an inkwell.

Instead of taking one of the two remaining chairs placed before the Duc’s desk, Louis-Philippe remained standing and allowed his insolent gaze to rest in turn on each of the other people in the room. His face showed both disdain and confusion: “I understood that this was to be a private meeting, father. Why are my aunt, your estate manager and this… functionary here? I expected no outsiders.”

For the second time in 24 hours, Kate braced herself for an explosion and for the second time her father remained calm. He told his son that there were no outsiders present, only friends. Everyone in the room was important to the matter in hand and he invited his son to sit. The young man threw himself into the remaining chair, sighing heavily as he did so.


	

CHAPTER 6

The Duc spoke carefully: “It is customary to wait until someone’s death for their Will to be read. However, as my father explained to me, the Ducs de Garenne have only ever owned a very few personal possessions to bequeath to future generations and so…” Louis-Philippe leapt abruptly from his chair, unable to contain himself. “Sit down and you may learn something” his father growled “and so…as did my father and all the generations before him, I tell you both that I have no personal wealth or property to pass on to you. I will die almost penniless. Therefore, it is now my duty…” He got no further before his son was once again on his feet, his face a mask contorted with rage. He smashed his fist down onto his father’s desk as the others watched anxiously.

“You damned old fool! I knew you were senile but not so senile as to have spent all our money. I demand you tell me now: where has it all gone?”

His father seemed completely unperturbed and spoke again ignoring the angry red face of his son thrusting into his own. “Please sit down and I will explain.” Reluctantly Louis-Philippe took his seat, twitching angrily. “As I was saying, like all my ancestors, I will die penniless and it is now my duty to inform you both….”

“You cannot be penniless father, you own this Château, one of the oldest estates in all of France; you have at least managed to keep some of our lands, and we have the properties in Perigueux and some in Paris I believe. You never seem to want for money, nor does she” he glared at his sister “and you are happy to give away our finest hunting animals. Pray tell me, how can this be?” With an ugly sneer on his young face, Louis-Philippe stared at his father.

“I think I was about to say… in the presence of those most concerned by the Eleanor Bequest I now have to inform you of the terms of that Bequest - upon which this family has been built for many generations. You should both be familiar with some of Eleanor’s story?”

“God’s Oath, get on with it!” The young man’s outburst was this time silenced by a single look from Marianne.

“It is believed that Eleanor de Garenne inherited all the wealth of her father and her mother. This is the basis of the great Garenne fortune, yet no-one really knows its true origins. It was Eleanor who began the building of this great Château to defend this region of France against the English and to protect pilgrims on their way to Santiago de Compostella.” The Duc paused in his discourse for only a moment, but just enough for his son to mutter angrily once more. “Be silent” hissed his aunt, fiercely. This time Marianne’s vehemence shocked the young man into silence.

“We also know that Eleanor was married to one Guillaume de Rouen. From family documents, it seems she was still very young when she had a child called Hugo. No further details are recorded about her husband but in later documents she is described as ‘widow’. Despite her youth, she was in sole charge of the estate and it seems that to protect it and her son’s inheritance she drew up the Eleanor Bequest. There are no records to indicate she ever remarried. She devoted herself to La Garenne. I will now ask Mr. Lafitte-Dupont, whose family has served our family for generations, to explain further.” He nodded towards the Notary, ignoring his son’s expression. The little man began to shuffle papers until he found what he needed and adjusted his pince-nez:

“It has been an honour for our family, Notaries to the commune of La Garenne in the Department of the Dordogne; in previous times the province of Perigord….”

“Oh, for pity’s sake get on with it” hissed Louis-Philippe but the little lawyer went on unperturbed: “To…err…act for and on behalf of the Bequest of the Lady Eleanor de Garenne, hereafter known as The Bequest. The terms of The Bequest are that at the time of her demise, some 500 years ago, she left all her fortune and properties in trust to be applied as follows: firstly, for the completion of the construction and subsequent maintenance of the Château de Garenne and all its dependencies; secondly to provide an income for life to the person nominated as its Steward and to his or her immediate family solely at the discretion of that Steward, the residual annual revenue to be used to assist in any way possible all Pilgrims and all those who protect them and finally for the well-being of the residents of La Garenne.

The full terms are contained in these documents.” The lawyer indicated the large bundle of dusty documents before him and selected one.

“Madame de Garenne specified that her only child Hugo would be the first Steward and that prior to his death he would nominate his successor.” A few moments of shuffling kept the audience in suspense before he continued: “Hugo de Garenne did marry; one Marie de Monbezier and they had...let me see…four children. His choice of Steward was his first-born, a son named Philippe. Anyway, each nominated their successor, who must be of the house of Garenne. In addition, Eleanor made provision for two further Trustees to advise the Steward or to act on their behalf and to ensure that the decisions taken are at all times in accordance with the original aims of the Bequest.”

“How does that affect me?” demanded Louis-Philippe now thoroughly bored by all this legal jargon. “I naturally assume that as Steward I shall have sole use of the estate and its benefits?” A deafening silence followed, broken by the calm voice of the lawyer: “Under the terms of the Bequest anyone raising an unsuccessful challenge to the actions of the Steward is automatically excluded from receiving any income from the Bequest. Over a period of 500 years the line of succession has remained unbroken.”

The little man looked up from his papers and turned to the Duc, who then took over smoothly before there could be any further interruption:

“Thank you, M. Lafitte-Dupont. That was indeed a clear and concise explanation of a very complex document. I have already decided on my successor and advised my fellow Trustees - who are my sister Marianne and my good friend André Lacoste. This will be revealed only upon my death. My successor will also be Head of this House and will be…” He ignored an audible groan… “…responsible for the welfare of not just the immediate family, but also for the more widespread members of the family in whatever guise.” No-one spoke for a moment since neither Louis-Philippe nor Catherine had been aware either of the details of the Bequest or of the identities of its Trustees. Both were equally puzzled by that last phrase ‘in whatever guise’.

M.Lafitte-Dupont began to re-arrange his papers meticulously, straightening their edges before stowing them in the old leather case he always carried. The silence was at last broken by a loud clatter as Louis-Philippe stood up so sharply that his chair fell back onto the floor. He stood over his father, his face almost purple with fury:

“Just how much more humiliation do you intend to heap upon me? You dare to confide in a woman and a servant.” He stopped briefly to look first at his aunt who glared back, and then at André who allowed himself a small smile. “You did not see fit to confide in me, your only son, and your only true heir. I am to become Steward of this family’s wealth - make no mistake, father - I will tolerate no more of this nonsense about ancient secrets and agreements. When you are dead (and it cannot come soon enough for me) I shall inherit everything, do you hear? There is no court in this land that would uphold the ravings of a widow who lived 500 years ago. I will recover all the lands that have been stolen by the peasants too….and my Hound!” Louis-Philippe’s face had become disturbingly congested and spittle flew from his lips.

The tirade was halted by M. Lafitte-Dupont, who coughed discreetly and spoke directly to the Duc’s son: “On a point of law, Monsieur Louis-Philippe, the terms of the Bequest have been the subject of several legal challenges” he pointed to the pile of very old papers on the Duc’s desk “and even petitions to the King himself. All, without exception, have failed. These terms have proved unbreakable.”

The Duc stood to face his son who was clutching the edges of the desk as if for support. “I have, of course, given instructions that both of you will be entitled - for the rest of your lives- to a sizeable income from the Bequest, and in some ways, that might be better than being the Steward, something that carries some heavy obligations.”

These words only served to fuel the young man’s fury: “Sizeable income?” he screamed “Well I hope it’s more than the pittance I receive now. What about my mother’s fortune? I suppose you have thrown that away too?

I believe she brought a handsome dowry to you when you married – trust me, I will discover the truth of it!”

Until this moment, the Duc had remained admirably calm but now he drew himself erect despite his age and injury. His military bearing still commanded attention: “I fear you are mistaken my son. There has never been a single dowry in the whole history of the House of Garenne. M. Lafitte-Dupont can confirm that none has ever been sought or given.”

The little lawyer nodded in agreement: “The town house in Perigueux, the one you spend all your time at? That was part of your mother’s estate; it was bequeathed to her by her father and to you on her death, but its maintenance and all the staff costs have been met for many years by the House of Garenne. Do you think your long-suffering servants have worked for nothing? M. Lafitte-Dupont has kindly looked after such matters in my absence. Perhaps, instead we should speak of the misappropriation of a considerable sum of money…by you. I left you in charge of the funds for the maintenance of this Château, your family home, yet nothing appears to have been done. If there is to be any ‘discovery of truth’ as you put it, it will be by me. As for the “pittance” you receive, your annual income almost equals that of the entire population of La Garenne, all 800 souls. Yet you persist in running up debts which are sent to me. André, would you oblige me with our accounts?”

The Duc sat down, and André passed him the ledger. The Duc leafed through the pages, pausing to read out extracts: “Tailor: 11,000 Francs; Shoemaker: 3870 Francs; an account for one Mlle. Clarine Latour, marked “Overdue” for 700 Francs.” I also have here a vast number of IOUs for your gambling debts. These bills will be settled but they will be the last, do you understand? You must live within your means in future.”

Louis-Philippe feigned disinterest, making an elaborate show of boredom by examining his buttons in detail. The Duc, finally pushed beyond endurance, roared: “Get out of my sight...now!”

Throughout these events, Kate had remained silent, sometimes surprised, sometimes horrified, but totally fascinated. She now rose and went to her father taking his hand: “Papa, please I beg you try to stay calm. Your heart…” She looked imploringly at her brother, but he gave her an impassive stare. “I am sure he meant nothing…” at which her brother laughed sharply, turned on his rather high heels and stalked out of the room slamming the door so hard that some of the papers on the desks fluttered to the ground.

The Duc caught his sister’s eye then and she came to stand beside him muttering in his ear almost inaudibly. Kate tried to catch some of the conversation but could only make out one word: “Renegade”. The duke shook his head “No, no matter what I will not give up on him. Whatever it takes.” Whilst Kate was puzzled by this exchange her immediate concern now was to calm her father. Attempting to restore some measure of order, she led the group towards the Great Hall to take the Vin d’Honneur, the customary drink offered at the end of any meeting.


	

CHAPTER 7

Lucien Lecaron had been glad to see his family once again. His parents had once been tenant farmers but had been given their land by the Duc some years earlier. They had cared for it well but now they were growing old and had been forced to rely on Lucien’s brother Raoul, who was neither soldier nor farmer. Raoul was lazy, surly and completely disinterested in work of any kind. His parents had begged him to do more on the farm. One day it would all belong to them both. But Raoul’s reply was always the same, grudging and angry:

“Lucien has always been your favourite. Let him do it - I shall do my own share of the work but no more.” The returning soldier had taken readily to farming once more and especially to caring for the livestock. This further alienated the two brothers since Lucien received praise and respect both from his parents and the townsfolk whilst Raoul was generally disliked even in the local bar where he spent most of his time. Lucien became a frequent visitor to the Château, as a guest of the Duc – Raoul had never been inside the gates – and this only added to his resentment. Consequently, Raoul chose to do even less, rising late and spending his time in the bar or with the chasse in the forest, for he was an enthusiastic drinker and a passionate if incompetent hunter. His pack of hunting Hounds were his only real interest.

Despite the failed harvest that year – the ‘Year of no Summer’ people had called it -Lucien’s family farm prospered, and his reputation grew. This was in part due to his obvious connection to the Duc. Lucien now felt he needed a wife and his eye was caught by a local girl, the prettiest girl in La Garenne in fact, Marie Lefebvre. What he did not know was that Raoul had, for several years, nursed hopes of marrying her himself. If his brother never returned from the Wars, one day the farm would be Raoul’s alone. Unaware of this – for Raoul was always secretive and taciturn – Lucien set about courting Marie.

She was a well-built, creamy skinned young girl, with green eyes and hair which was her crowning glory, thick and reddish gold, but usually concealed by a cap which could barely contain its thick coils.

Of course, she was completely aware of her good looks which she used to advantage. Lucien was soon besotted by her, despite some unspoken misgivings of the Duc; she was quite a simple girl, looking for a good, kind and preferably handsome husband and Lucien was the perfect choice but Lucien, the Duc felt, could have found a better match. Marie had never even considered Raoul as a suitor. Her parents were delighted when the handsome young man came to ask for her hand, in the traditional way; they had known him since he had been a lad and readily agreed to their daughter’s betrothal.

On his return to the farm that evening Lucien announced his betrothal and his parents threw their arms around his neck, delighted both for him and that now there would someone else to help them on the farm. Raoul however was not at all thrilled and stalked out of the farmhouse without a word. To add more salt to Raoul’s imagined wounds, the Mayor, M. Lafitte-Dupont, declared that Lucien and Marie’s wedding would be his last official duty. He was finally ready to retire. No-one was too surprised when, on the recommendation of the Duc, Lucien was asked to become the mayor’s successor. Such an honour was usually reserved for professional men, but M. Lafitte-Dupont’s only son lived in Paris and had expressed no interest in returning to the small town. Lucien’s swift rise through the ranks of the army made him an ideal candidate. He was stunned and delighted at this news and happily accepted. Both Marie and his parents were also thrilled; his parents because they were very proud of their soldier son and Marie because she would soon be someone special in the town. Raoul remained silent and unsmiling….

To celebrate the betrothal a grand fete was held in the grounds of the Château and the whole town was invited to attend the event. Kate and Amélie were excited because this would be the first party to be held at the Château in many years.

Notably absent – ‘on business’ – was Louis-Philippe; equally absent was Raoul – no reason given. The day was warm and sunny, and barrels of ale and wine were lavishly provided. Everyone was very impressed with the new ale which the Duc had procured for the celebration. The huge oaken barrels were all marked “GB Brewery” - not a local brewer, people remarked.

An enormous barbecue pit had been dug from which issued delicious odours of roasting meat. Kate and Amélie decorated the tables with flowers and filled dishes with fruit and little cakes while the Duc, his sister and André distributed small bags of coins. The wine and beer flowed copiously and everyone there that day said it was the best fete they had ever attended. Lucien and Marie stood, surrounded by their friends and parents, while Duc Philippe stood smiling with André nearby. Both girls watched the happy couple wondering whether their own betrothals might ever happen.

Locked up in the kennels of the Château, the Hounds sensed excitement nearby and the sounds of noisy yapping came from them and drifted towards the party. Lucien, never parted from Hugo, took his Hound back to visit his old friends at the kennels and there was much sniffing and yapping with the pack. The great Hound really seemed to appreciate the visit and wagged his already enormous tail hard against his master’s leg to tell him so.

The young man felt his life was almost perfect. He had survived so many battles and had returned an officer to make his parents proud. Now, he had good friends, he had a beautiful fiancée and next year the farm would do even better, and he would be Mayor. He would hunt with his Hugo, and they would all have plenty to eat. The sun was shining on Lucien Lecaron.


	

CHAPTER 8

On an unusually warm autumn day, some three months after the betrothal, Lucien and his brother along with the other men from the local chasse set off into the forest with some very excited Hounds. Raoul was very much aware that he was merely tolerated by the other huntsmen. This was yet another bitter pill for him as was the prowess of his brother’s Hound, Hugo. For all Raoul’s love of hunting he had only been able to assemble a ragged pack of mongrels and terriers.

It was one of the days of the year when the forests surrounding the Château were free for the use of the chasse and that day Louis-Philippe himself was to attend at his father’s insistence (much to the dismay of the other huntsmen). The young nobleman had brought along his own pack of sleek Hounds who were all great friends of Hugo and their excitement at meeting him again was obvious. The men and dogs met on the edge of the woods chatting and laughing quietly so as not to disturb any game; the dogs anxious to be off and free for the day. The hunters carried a few ancient firearms, but mostly slingshots or roughly hewn stakes and walked forward in a long line, roughly three paces between each man, into the dense woodland, advancing into the darkening undergrowth. Louis-Philippe remained on horseback, slightly behind the line of men and on their flank but poised to take aim if game was flushed. He was not anxious to join in the banter of the ‘peasants’, which anyway would usually cease abruptly when he was nearby.

♠♠♠♠♠♠♠♠

No-one knew for certain what really happened that day.

At dusk, a sad procession approached the Lecaron farm. Four men carried a makeshift stretcher made from sacks tied to branches and on this lay the body of Lucien Lecaron, white-faced in death.

Raoul came forward to meet his parents and Marie at the steps of the farmhouse, the faithful Hugo at his side, whimpering softly. He told his parents without emotion that their son had been mortally wounded by a stray shot.

The dejected hunters left the body with Lucien’s parents and Marie, both women incoherent with grief. The mourning men trooped back to the town to tell the gendarmerie and their neighbours of the awful tragedy. They discovered that Louis-Philippe had ridden ahead of them and was waiting with the Mayor, who was overcome with sorrow. The townspeople stood in the square and looked at each other in shock and disbelief and soon a group of men from the town accompanied by Lucien’s father, set off to the Château. They were ushered into the Great Hall in silence but after a few respectful minutes elapsed during which the old soldier rose painfully to greet them, M. Lecaron came forward:

“Sir,” he began, then faltered “I…I must…. must tell you that my beloved son Lucien died this day. A stray shot mortally wounded him. He lies now at the farm with his mother and his grieving fiancée.”

“Lucien is dead? How?” The Duc advanced towards the old man to take him in his arms. Kate came to her father’s side, shocked into silence, André standing white-faced beside her. He noticed Louis-Philippe at the back of the little group, his face impassive. The men from the town stood, hats in their hands, staring downwards. In the silence, the old Duc s paled and staggered back to grip an arm of his chair for support. For a moment he appeared to struggle to find words: “Sir, I err, would consider it an honour if you would allow your son to err be buried here, at the Château. I will ensure that his is a funeral fit for a hero. He was….” Suddenly Duc Philippe halted in mid-sentence and tried to take a step forward, his stricken face drawn and tense

He swayed as his injured leg buckled beneath him and he fell heavily onto the stone floor. The men from the town watched in horror, those at the back of the group craning to see what had happened. Louis-Philippe was nowhere to be seen. Kate knelt beside her father anxiously but only André heard the Duc’s final whispered words: “No matter what it takes, remember.”

Long moments passed before André stood up and announced:

“The Duc is dead!”


	

CHAPTER 9

On a bitterly cold day in October 1816 almost the entire population of La Garenne and the surrounding countryside were either crammed inside the courtyard of the Château or spilling out into the surrounding streets. They had all climbed the steep cobbles made slippery with rain to stand before the grand façade of the Château where an entire squadron of gendarmes were standing ramrod straight to await them. They were accompanied by their captain, the elegantly dressed Victor Falaise. He was a rare sight indeed, preferring to avoid all but his most essential duties to enjoy his favourite pastime, hunting. Today he wore his full-dress uniform, his boots polished and shining brightly in the dim light. A detachment from the French army stood shivering around the edge of the courtyard together with their drummers and buglers. In front of them waited a huddled group of local dignitaries and officials, many from Perigueux or even as far away as Bordeaux. In the background, the old Château seemed to be watching events through the blank eyes of its many windows while the bitter wind swept across the open courtyard and froze the faces of the waiting mourners.

For André Lacoste, this was the saddest day of his life. As a young man during the chaos of the Revolution, he had left his home near Lille, north of Paris, and had made his way across France in search of a peaceful corner where he could make a living. His parents had worked for the owners of a large estate who had fled abroad during the Terror and the young man had learned much about how estates should be managed as opposed to how they were often managed by the absentee, dissolute nobility. Eventually he had stumbled upon La Garenne in the Aquitaine region of south western France. He had tentatively gone to the Château to seek any employment on offer. He did not hold out much hope as it seemed that this might be the sort of place he had come to despise, the family seat of a grand titled family. He had heard that they owned all the land as far as the eye could see from the top of the hill on which the great Château stood.

Nonetheless, unexpectedly he had found himself being ushered into the presence of the Duc himself. He had expected to meet some foppish aristocrat but instead found an old soldier who had served in the King’s army but who had retired to his estate in disgust at the excesses of the monarch. The Duc now devoted himself to improving the lot of the many tenant farmers in and around La Garenne. He and André had talked for hours, devising plans for the tenant farmers so that the locals would be better able to fend for themselves, especially in bad years. The two unlikely allies had made great plans using new methods of agriculture to grow stronger crops and improve their harvests. Much to André’s surprise, the Duc had proved surprisingly knowledgeable on such matters and they had become firm friends. However, when Napoleon Bonaparte had asked the Duc to help him, André volunteered to go with him. They had ridden out together accompanied by a young farm boy from La Garenne, Lucien Lecaron. This young soldier had by sheer bravery risen through the ranks during many battles and received a commission from the hands of Napoleon himself. Lecaron had become the youngest colonel in the Army. André had never married; Lucien had been like a son to him. Now André s life was empty.

The two coffins were borne by soldiers through the seldom-used main doors of the Château and down the stone steps. The unadorned wooden boxes were placed gently on gun carriages drawn by magnificent chestnut horses. Behind each carriage came one of the Château’s fine hunters, saddles draped in black and each with a pair of highly polished riding boots placed facing to the rear in the brass stirrups. The cortege slowly travelled the short distance to the site of two freshly dug graves. Unusually, the Duc’s sister Marianne headed the group of family mourners followed by his son, his daughter and Amélie. Louis-Philippe’s face wore a carefully arranged blank expression, but his sister was unable to hold back her tears, which streamed down her face as she walked, supported by her cousin. 

Next came the Lecaron family, Lucien’s father and mother, Raoul and Marie. The old couple clung together as they walked, Lucien’s mother bent and seeming even older than her years. Marie held Madame’s arm protectively but Raoul, like Louis-Philippe, showed no emotion.

Behind the bereaved families walked the townsfolk with M. Lafitte-Dupont at their head. When the whole procession had reached the graveside, a military detail took the coffins from the carriages and placed them beside the freshly dug pits in the earth, stepping back one pace in unison, watched by a miserable Hugo Hound who had adopted a vigil earlier that day, between the two graves, his Hound face betraying loss and confusion.

As the two families gathered around, the local parish priest came forward for a brief service after which the soldiers took up the coffins and placed them in position to be lowered by heavy leather straps. The families retreated a few steps to allow the manoeuvring of the caskets, but the distraught dog would not be moved. A detachment of honour guards fired a volley of shots over the open graves and at the same time the gendarmes lowered the Duc’s standard which hung on a pole beside the main entrance to the Château. Through all this the great Hound lay motionless, none of the noise seeming to touch him as he lay with his head on his massive front paws, his eyes closed.

When the town band struck up the first chords of the anthem of France, André retrieved the flag and presented it to Marianne who in turn gave it formally to Catherine - not to Louis-Philippe who had reached out to take it. Catherine clutched it to her as her tears fell while her half-brother scowled angrily. Madame Giscard stood motionless in the bitter wind watching the tearful faces of those around her; she also observed Louis-Philippe’s detachment.

Once the coffins were finally lowered into the ground the families and the population of La Garenne stood waiting in silence. The only sound was the rhythmic thudding of the earth as it was shoveled onto the lids. Then at last it was over. As the mourners reached the steps of the Château keen to escape the biting cold, a single piercing howl of misery and pain rang out from the faithful Hound, who had finally understood.

Foul, hoping to catch the eye of Marie, turned to catch instead, the eye of Louis-Philippe and for a split second their gazes met, Raoul’s expression of fear meeting a gaze full of menace. The young man leaned close to Raoul’s face and hissed threateningly: “Return that Hound to me!” Raoul recoiled and caught sight of Marie’s shocked expression - she had overheard.

At a sign from Madame Giscard, M. Lafitte-Dupont announced that the Duc had wished everyone present to join the family in the Great Hall for a Vin d’Honneur. All the mourners slowly made their way slowly up the steps and into the Great Hall. Meanwhile Raoul put a rope around Hugo’s neck and was attempting to drag him away from the fresh graves: the Hound was his at last. The only other person who did not attend the wake was Louis-Philippe who caught up with Raoul at the gates of the Château as the new owner struggled to drag Hugo along with him. Some of the mourners watched as an angry whispered exchange took place between the two. This ended when Raoul dragged the Hound down the hill as fast as he could whilst the nobleman stormed off towards the stables where his horse was waiting. The young man rode out at breakneck speed away from the Château.

In the Great Hall the guests were being served drinks and small pastries by the housekeeper and the stable boy Rene. Madame Giscard had taken Kate aside as they entered and told her she must now behave as her position dictated. She was a Garenne and could not allow her great grief to show. Kate helped serve their guests whilst managing to control her tears. Mourners went to view more closely the paintings on the walls of the Hall – many of the locals had never been inside the Château before. One painting was especially of interest. It had recently been rehung and dominated one wall. It portrayed the old Duc on horseback in the foreground, against an arresting backdrop of the Battle of Villodrigo which had taken place during the Spanish Wars. There had been an interesting recent addition to the painting. In the foreground, two small figures had been added, two bareheaded young women, one with very dark hair, and the other with golden brown curls. They were tending the wounded and dying soldiers, oblivious to their surroundings. This had been the Duc’s belated tribute to his beloved daughter.

As the last of the guests made their way across the now darkened courtyard, Louis-Philippe strode through them and up the steps of the Château, relieved to discover that he would not be forced to speak to anyone. His aunt informed him coldly that his presence was required in his father’s study and reluctantly he went into what should now of course be his study.

At last, the Will! He was taken aback to see that his aunt had dared to take his father’s seat behind the heavy ornate desk and that the old fool Lafitte-Dupont was also waiting. His half-sister and André Lacoste were seated facing Marianne and there was a tense atmosphere in the room as soon as he entered: “I believe you are occupying my chair, Aunt” drawled the young man. “Please be so good as to allow me my rightful place.”

She barely glanced at him, raising her head briefly from the papers she was studying and casually pointed to a spare chair. “Sit down” she commanded and although her voice was quiet, the young man recognised its steel and abruptly sat beside Kate. His aunt turned to M. Lafitte-Dupont indicating that he should commence proceedings. This time the little man had only a single sheet of paper before him rather than piles of dusty scrolls. However, he made great show of smoothing the single sheet before he read aloud.

“This will be brief. There is little left to say that was not said by his Grace the Duc. I can confirm that he achieved his aim of dying penniless…”

“Oh bravo” scoffed the Duc’s son “Unbelievable……” but he stopped as Marianne gave him a look.

“Yes, indeed the remaining francs were spent in accordance with the Duc’s last wishes on today’s food and wine for the mourners. The sole task left is to read the Will nominating his successor as Steward of the Eleanor Bequest.” The little man cleared his throat noisily and began to read, omitting the lengthy preamble for once:

“I have given great thought to this decision; the position is an onerous one. Not only is the Steward responsible for the future of the House of Garenne, but also for the whole populace and their wellbeing. The chosen person must put aside all personal feelings and do only what is right and proper. I am very sorry, my dearest daughter, that….”

Louis-Philippe jumped to his feet, interrupting the little Mayor. His father had finally seen sense. His face lit up with a malicious, triumphant smile but the Duc’s sister gave a heavy sigh, raising her eyebrows. Her expression changed to one of withering scorn as she stared the young man back down into his chair as M. Lafitte-Dupont read on:

“I am sorry, my dearest daughter… that I should have to impose this burden on one so young, but I believe that you have the strength and determination to fulfil the task of Steward of the Eleanor Bequest. I hereby nominate you, the Lady Catherine Marie Eleanor Mortaigne de Garenne, as my successor and head of the House of Garenne. This will take effect when you reach the age of twenty-one years or are married with the full approval of Madame Marianne Giscard, which ever event should come first. In the meantime, my sister and M. André Lacoste will remain as Trustees. My dear sister will be your legal guardian and acting head of the House of Garenne. I wish you all the happiness you deserve, my beloved daughter Catherine. To my only son, Louis-Philippe, I give to you only this advice: you receive and will continue to receive a substantial income from the Bequest. This will cease should you mount an unsuccessful legal challenge to my wishes. Be assured any such challenge will fail. Think long before acting, my son.”

Ignoring his sister’s pale face and the words of his father, the young man leapt, screaming, to his feet: “I will, I will challenge this nonsense and I will succeed!”

“As you wish, nephew” said his aunt mildly “I must then inform you that until a decision is made regarding your proposed challenge, nothing will change, you will still receive your income as before but as you may remember my brother forbad you to run up any more debts.

If you have any accounts sent to the Château, I will personally visit whoever has sent them, be they noblemen or tradesmen – or err women of your acquaintance – and explain that you lack sufficient funds. I am told that the conditions in a debtors’ prison fall short of your expectations in every respect. Now you may leave.”

Louis-Philippe strode angrily to the door which André held open for him, thus depriving him of the opportunity to slam it. Kate sat in silence trying to absorb all the events of the day. She looked at her aunt and whispered:

“What happens now?”

Madame Giscard left it to the lawyer to respond: “I feel confident that Louis-Philippe will challenge the Will and these matters can take many years to be resolved. However, I believe that in the meantime it is best to carry on as usual.”

She nodded in agreement: “I fully expect that boy to act as if he is heir, but I hope that we can control his wilder excesses. However, Catherine we do have a more pressing problem at present, even though this is the day of my dear brother’s funeral. I believe he would have wanted it. I will let André explain.”

“The dreadful weather we have suffered has meant that this year’s harvest is very poor, yet again. I fear that many will go hungry over the winter and worse still the people will eat next year’s seed corn if there is nothing else. I know, Mlle. Catherine that your father was deeply concerned about this. He took seriously his obligations to La Garenne and its people. Grain and potatoes may be available but at prices none can afford. If we start to stockpile now we may be able to feed everyone through the winter. On your father’s instructions, I have already drawn up a list of supplies needed, the merchants who have agreed to supply the estate and the prices they will charge.”

Kate looked from André to her aunt and then at M. Lafitte-Dupont. So, this was her first taste of her new responsibilities.

“I know that officially this is not yet my decision to make but I feel certain that my papa would have said that whatever it takes, we must do it. We must not let our people suffer.” At this her aunt nodded and the Mayor smiled: “Your father, Mlle. would be so proud of you. Very soon these decisions will be yours entirely.”

Once Catherine and M. Lafitte-Dupont had left the room, André handed Marianne an envelope. He explained that immediately after the Duc’s death, Louis-Philippe had instructed him to clear the Duc’s desk without consulting either Catherine or herself. He had been reluctant to do this but in a drawer he had found a letter marked from the ‘Bureau of General Destrier’. As he said this he looked sharply at Marianne, but she said nothing. The letter was almost a year old. Clearly, it had been read but replaced in the envelope. The General had not been able to attend her brother’s funeral, although he had already sent his condolences. She opened the letter apprehensively then read its contents slowly and smiled at André:

“This concerns the officer Lebrun, now a Captain apparently. He was the gendarme who escorted Mlle. Catherine and my daughter on their journey from Waterloo. The General had written to reassure my brother that this Captain did not desert his daughter willingly; the General was responsible for sending the young man away urgently – to protect him. Apparently, Lebrun’s father was a prominent Bonepartiste and the young man, having volunteered to fight with Napoleon, could well have been in danger after the defeat – clearly General Destrier had his own reasons for singling out this particular officer.”

“Shall we tell Mlle. Catherine now?” asked André anxiously.

“No, I think not” his companion replied, after a moment’s consideration. “She may well have forgotten him.”

Marianne made no reference to the second part of the letter concerning Destrier’s response to the Duc’s assurances that ‘he’ was safe, for now.


	

SANCTUARY AND THE ARRIVAL OF A GUARD BEAR…

The eerie silence of early dusk was shattered by a thunderous pounding on the huge metal-studded door which was almost hidden in the shadows of the overhanging cliff. The door was flung open by a large grizzled bear whose bulk almost filled the height and breadth of the opening. He wore an old leather apron over a thick woolen waistcoat, a collarless striped flannel shirt…. and very elderly, misshapen carpet slippers. His metal rimmed spectacles were perched on the end of his long snout.

Standing before him on the threshold was an even larger animal, a giant Pyrenean bear. The new arrival wore heavy leather boots on his hind paws and stood taller than the door frame. His long muzzle was thickly crusted with dust and twigs and his huge yellow teeth gleamed in the failing light. He bent his enormous head downwards to bring his face level with that of the other:

“Sorry, sorry to be late; I got detained on the way here” the giant beast growled.

“Come in my dear Cousin. At last! You are welcome to Sanctuary Inn” replied Gilles Barbier, for that was the other’s name. “Don’t worry, old chap. What’s 10 years between friends? We’re just glad to see that you are safe – come on in and sit down. Your chair awaits. You can tell me all about it now you’re here. The smaller bear grasped the outstretched paw of his giant companion. “Oh – and - err better wipe those muddy boots too. Don’t want to upset the missus.” The great animal, whose name was Ursian Legrand, followed Gilles inside:

“I see this place is still guarded by the Sentinels” Ursian growled.

“Oh, yes indeed but for how much longer?” replied Gilles “I have some news I believe will interest you. Our friend Athina has heard something of great importance. At last a Paladin has been found in the outside world!”
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