

  

     

  




CHAPTER ONE ~ 1802


The door opened and a gentleman slipped hastily into the room and locked the door behind him.


As he turned, he saw that a woman rising from a table by the window was watching him with a white frightened face.


“Don’t be alarmed,” he said to her reassuringly, “I am but taking refuge in here for a moment.”


As he spoke, he saw to his surprise that the expression on her face, which had almost been one of terror, changed to one of relief.


Then, as he walked towards her, he felt that there was something like recognition in the smile on her lips and the look in her eyes before she settled herself once again at the table and picked up her embroidery.


A memory stirred in the back of the gentleman’s mind.


“I seem to know you! Could we have met before?”


It seemed impossible. The gentleman, tall, broad-shouldered and exceedingly handsome, was attired in the height of fashion, his blue satin evening coat fitted without a wrinkle, the points of his collar reached high against his square jaw and the elegance of his snowy cravat must have taken an infinity of patience to achieve.


The woman he faced, or rather she was little more than a girl, was unassuming to the point of mediocrity. Her hair was dragged back from her forehead into a tightly plaited bun at the nape of her neck.


Her gown, drab and out-dated, was of some cheap dark material and, when she had sprung to her feet at the unexpected appearance of a stranger, she had reached out for a pair of spectacles that lay beside her on the table.


Now it appeared that she had no use for them. She replaced them before she picked up her needle and started to embroider skilfully and quickly on a gown of pale pink crêpe.


“Why should I know you?” the gentleman asked musingly as she made no reply.


She looked up at him again with a little mischievous twinkle in her eyes that were unexpectedly large in the light of the candles she was working by and seemed to be almost green.


“Of course!” the gentleman exclaimed. “You are Druscilla! Good God! You are the last person I expected to find here.”


“I am honoured that you recognise me, Cousin Valdo,” she replied demurely.


The Marquis of Lynche pulled up a chair to the table and sat himself down on it.


“Druscilla, by all that is Holy!” he said. “I have often wondered what became of you.”


“Papa left Lynche Hall after your mother died,” Druscilla replied. “He quarrelled with the next Marchioness.”


“Who did not?” the Marquis exclaimed. “But where did you go?”


“To Ovington, as it happened, on His Grace’s estate,” Druscilla responded. “Until Papa also passed away.”


“My condolences,” the Marquis said conventionally. “But why are you here?”


“I am Governess to Her Grace’s small daughter.”


“A Governess!” the Marquis declared. “Is there nothing better you can do?”


She gave a little smile that had a touch of cynicism in it.


“And what do you suggest,” she asked, “for a female orphan without money and without influence?”


“The family would have helped you,” he interrupted.


“Papa had cut himself off from all Mama’s relations,” she replied. “He always felt that they looked down on him and resented his having married into the Nobility. And so I have had no communication with my grand connections.”


“That is nonsensical!” the Marquis expostulated. “Your father might choose to set himself aloof, but you are different, you are my cousin.”


“The relationship is not close,” Druscilla retorted coldly. “My grandmother was your grandmother’s sister. We are second cousins if you like, but it is not a relationship of blood.”


“But nevertheless, we are related,” the Marquis told her sternly. “Something must be done about your position.”


“Your interference is not necessary,” Druscilla answered. “And please don’t tell anyone that I am here. For the moment everything is satisfactory.”


“What do you mean ‘for the moment’?” the Marquis enquired.


Druscilla hesitated and then she said in a low voice,


“Things have not been very easy and it will not help if anyone should find you in the schoolroom. For goodness sake, Valdo, now you have seen me, go away and forget it.”


“Why should I?” he asked her. “Besides, I have a reason for coming here.”


“What is it?” Druscilla demanded sharply and he saw an echo of the fear that had been so apparent in her face when he had first entered the room.


Then, as if in answer to her question, a sudden pandemonium broke out in the corridor. There were the strains of a hunting horn, masculine laughter and shouts of ‘Tally Ho!’ and ‘Gone Away!’, high-spirited female screams and the thunder of feet running past the door.


The Marquis noted that Druscilla sat tense and still, only one small hand crept up to her breast as if to quell a turmoil within herself.


Then the noise became deafening.


Suddenly the handle of the door was turned violently and the door rattled as someone tried to force it open.


A female voice shrieked,


“It’s locked, he cannot be there!”


Again the hunting horn blared out and the cries of ‘Gone Away!’ gradually faded as the crowd of merrymakers progressed down the corridor.


“You see why I have gone to ground,” the Marquis smiled.


“Are they chasing you?” Druscilla asked.


“Two of us were chosen,” he replied, “both eligible bachelors. My God, Druscilla, I assure you that after this a fox has all my sympathy.”


“Why did you agree to do it?” she enquired.


“How could I refuse? Not without making a cake of myself, and I have learnt that in such circumstances, Druscilla, it is far better to agree what people want of one and then to do the opposite.”


She gave a little laugh.


“You always did get your own way, Valdo, with never a thought that other people might suffer in consequence.”


“What do you mean by that?” he asked.


“Only that last holiday at Lynche Hall when I was punished after you had gone back to Eton because it was my ball you had thrown through the greenhouse!”


“Poor Druscilla,” he commiserated, “and I bet you never sneaked on me.”


“No, I did not, as it happens, which was foolish of me. The heir of the house would have been forgiven for his crime, whatever it might be, while I was only the tomboy daughter of the local Vicar.”


“What happened to you?” the Marquis wanted to know.


“Oh, a good spanking and bread and water for supper, it was nothing new,” she answered lightly.


“You must accept my apologies for my past sins.”


“The only apology I would appreciate,” she replied, “is that you should leave this room. Go and go quickly.”


“Why are you so anxious to be rid of me?”


“Because someone might find you here. Can you imagine what will be said? Besides, Her Grace only engaged me on condition that – ”


She stopped suddenly.


“Will you not finish that sentence?” the Marquis prompted her.


It seemed as though his question aroused her anger.


“Very well, I will finish it,” she said, her eyes flashing. “Her Grace engaged me on condition that, I did not indulge in any philandering while I was under her roof.”


“Philandering!”


“If you think that I want to philander with a gentleman of your type, you are mistaken,” she insisted. “They have one use and one use only for a woman. Men are beasts – every one of them. The less I see of them the better for my peace of mind!”


Druscilla’s lips closed in a hard line and, with something suspiciously like a sob, she picked up her discarded embroidery.


“Go away, Valdo,” she said more quietly, “And forget you have seen me.”


“Some man has hurt you,” he commented. “Who could have treated you in such a manner? Who?”


She gave a laugh with no humour in it.


“Not one man, my dear cousin, but the father, the son, the uncle and the distinguished friend they did not want to offend – the lot! Each one as bad as the other, all out for a bit of fun round the corner, knowing the wretched girl they insulted would not dare to complain and if anything was discovered, their word would be believed against hers.”


“It sounds incredible,” the Marquis remarked.


“You don’t believe me?” Druscilla went on. “Do you imagine it is pleasant to be hounded away from six different situations in three years? Six! And then to have to come crawling on my knees to be taken in here and to be engaged as a great condescension – an act of charity.”


She stopped speaking and looked at him.


“Now do you understand? Now will you go away and not ruin my last chance of living a decent life unmolested?”


The Marquis rose to his feet. His face was troubled.


“I will go, Druscilla, because you have asked it of me, but I shall not forget. I will speak to the family. You should not be allowed to suffer like this.”


“Leave me alone,” she snapped. “I don’t want the charity of my relations any more than I want anyone else’s. They looked down their noses at Mama because she had married a Parson and they will not take any more kindly to me. Put me out of your mind, Valdo. You have not remembered my existence these last nine years and there is no reason why it should trouble you now.”


“Nine years! Good Lord! Is it as long as that?” the Marquis exclaimed. “But it is not right, Druscilla, that you – ”


The words died because there came a knock on the door.


Druscilla jumped to her feet and he saw again that look of terror on her face. He put a finger to his lips and then tiptoed across the room, opening a door at the far end.


He guessed it led into a bedroom and his assumption was right.


By the light of the flickering night light he could see a child sleeping in a small narrow bed. By the side of it was another bed that obviously belonged to Druscilla.


The Marquis pushed the door to behind him, leaving only a faint chink through which he could see and hear what went on in the schoolroom.


Druscilla moved slowly across the room to the door and, as she reached it, the knock came again.


“Who is it?” she asked and he heard a faint tremor in her voice.


“’Tis me, Miss Morley,” a woman’s voice replied.


“Oh, Miss Deane!”


He heard the relief in Druscilla’s tone as she turned the key in the lock and opened the door. Through the crack that he had left himself the Marquis could see a fat middle-aged woman in a mob-cap, obviously an elderly housemaid, carry a tray across the room and set it down on the table.


“I’ve brought your supper, Miss Morley.”


“How kind of you,” Druscilla exclaimed.


“I took the tray from Ellen,” the housemaid explained. “The girl was half-dead on her feet so I sent her off to bed. I’m goin’ to have a sharp word with the kitchen tomorrow. They’ve no right to keep her hangin’ about there so long or to be so late with your meal.”


“I expect they are busy,” Druscilla said, “and I am not really hungry.”


“If you’re not, you ought to be,” Miss Deane said sharply. “You’ve been a-workin’ away at that gown all day. And it looks as though you’ve still got quite a lot to do.”


“I should be finished in another three hours,” Druscilla said with a little sigh. “Her Grace wants to wear it tomorrow.”


“To please her new beau, I’ll be bound,” Miss Deane said with a laugh. “Well, I can understand her wantin’ to do that. I’ve never set eyes on a finer lookin’ and more handsome-countenanced gentleman than the Marquis. It makes my old heart beat just to look at him. And his Lordship’s a vast improvement, I may say, on Her Grace’s last fancy.”


“Indeed.”


Druscilla’s voice was cold and the Marquis realised that she was embarrassed.


The housemaid did not appear to notice and went on,


“Yes, to be sure! Sir Andrew Blackett, now he was a real horror. I couldn’t let any of my young maids go near his bedchamber. I knew his type as soon as I sees him! And when young Gladys came to me a-cryin’ her eyes out, I felt like givin’ him a piece of my mind, I did really.”


“I don’t blame you,” Druscilla murmured.


“And, of course, it was due to him that poor Miss Lovelace got turned away without a reference.”


“Is that why she went?”


“It was indeed. Her Grace finds him in here, a-talkin’ to Miss Lovelace. Just before dinner it was. Of course he says that he came to say ‘goodnight’ to her little Ladyship, but Her Grace sees that Miss Lovelace is lookin’ flushed and pleased with the attention she’s a-havin’. So as soon as the party is over out she goes.”


“It was not fair, was it?” Druscilla asked, a note of anger in her voice,


“Mistresses don’t trouble themselves as to what is fair when you’re in service,” Miss Deane replied. “And if anything’s wrong, ’tis never the gentry that’s at fault. You can make up your mind about that! I can see that you are wise, Miss Morley, in that you locks your door. Well, you keep it locked day and night while there’s this sort of party’s goin’ on in the house.”


“You think I should protect myself from the Marquis?” Druscilla asked, a note of mischief in her voice that the listener in the bedroom could detect quite clearly.


“Well, you never knows, do you,” Miss Deane answered. “But ’tis not the Marquis that I’d be wary of tonight, not with His Grace away! There’s others in the party who’ll not be so preoccupied. Nevertheless the Marquis has a reputation for being a high-stepper when it comes to the female sex.”


“Has he indeed,” Druscilla murmured curiously.


“One of the valets has been makin’ us laugh fit to split our sides downstairs durin’ supper,” Miss Deane explained. “He was tellin’ us how his Lordship, to escape from a jealous husband, once shinned down a drainpipe only to fall into a water butt.”


“That must have cooled his ardour,” Druscilla smiled.


“And another time,” Miss Deane went on with relish, “he only avoided discovery by a-creepin’ out of the back door with a chef’s hat on his head. Oh, he’s a real dasher and no mistake! Of course his Lordship’s own man sat there with pursed lips sayin’ nothin’, but I knew by the twinkle in his eyes that the stories were not all that exaggerated.”


“You really think I am safe from this rapacious Lothario?” Druscilla asked.


“Well, I don’t know what you means by that,” Miss Deane said, “but they says he’s absolutely infatuated with Her Grace and she with him. From what the pantry was a-sayin’, she was holdin’ his hand under the table at dinner and castin’ him such languishin’ glances that it was quite difficult to serve the dishes, their heads were so close together.”


“Well, it’s certainly a good thing that His Grace is away,” Drucilla said.


“It is indeed,” Miss Deane agreed. “We all knows what His Grace’s temper is like when it’s aroused. One of the coachmen was sayin’ only the other day that His Grace can be a nasty customer when he’s in one of his rages like someone he wouldn’t want to encounter on a dark night.”


Druscilla gave a little gurgle of laughter.


“Oh, Miss Deane, you are funny.”


“But there I mustn’t stand talkin’ to you,” Miss Deane said. “There’s a dozen jobs awaitin’ and me short-handed with Ellen going off to bed. Goodnight, Miss Morley, and keep the door looked.”


“I will indeed,” Druscilla answered, “and thank you again for bringing my supper.”


She turned the key in the lock after the housemaid had left the room.


As the Marquis emerged from the bedroom, she greeted him with a mischievous smile.


“Druscilla, you little Devil!” he accused her in a low voice. “You led her on deliberately to discomfort me! Do they always talk like that below stairs?”


“Of course they do,” Druscilla answered. “There is nothing that escapes their eyes not even when people hold hands under the table.”


“Damn it!” the Marquis exclaimed. “It makes me feel such a fool.”


“Remember that they are only servants and beneath your condescension,” Druscilla advised him. “And now for Heaven’s sake go away in case someone finds you here. You heard what happened to Miss Lovelace.”


“I gather she was the last Governess.”


“I look her place,” Druscilla said, her voice suddenly serious. “Poor thing, I wonder what will happen to her. Without references it’s almost impossible to find any employment.”


The Marquis reached the door and turned the key cautiously.


“Goodnight, Druscilla, you have given me a great deal to think about. And this is not the last you will see of me.”


“Then I shall be disappointed,” she replied sharply. “You can do nothing for me, my dear cousin, except leave me alone.”


He smiled at her and she was forced to admit to herself that he was a beguiling young man and it was no wonder that so many foolish women risked their reputations for him.


She listened to his feet going down the passage and then relocking the door she settled herself once again at the table with her embroidery.


She glanced at the tray that Miss Meadows had brought her and saw that it contained a rather unappetising leg of chicken, a piece of cheese and a hastily cut crust of bread.


The food was not usually so scanty or so badly served, but, when there was a large party in the house, the staff were strained to their uttermost to cope with the extra amount of work there was to do.


It was not only the number of guests, she had heard Miss Deane earlier in the day say that about twenty-five people would be staying.


But, as each of the visitors brought their lady’s maid, their valet, their coachman, their footmen and sometimes even other members of their staff, it meant that the housemaids were working from dusk until late into the night without extra help.


But it was not of the difficulties of the house nor of her unappetising meal that Druscilla was thinking about as she put down her embroidery once again and stared across the room.


She was thinking of the Marquis and how different he looked today from the overgrown youth he had been when she last saw him.


It was now 1802 so he must have been seventeen that last summer at Lynche Hall, she thought, while she had just passed her tenth birthday.


He had been bored because his mother was ill and there were no parties in the Big House. And so he had been quite amused to have as a companion a small girl who had followed him about adoringly, ready to fetch and carry or, as he had called it, fag for him.


He teased her incessantly, she remembered, because she had red hair.


“Come on, Carrots! Where are you, Ginger?” was the usual way he had addressed her.


And she had loved it, happy to follow him through the woods when he went out pigeon shooting and proud to be allowed to carry home his game for him.


He had taken her boating on the lake and upset the boat by mistake so that she had gone home looking like a drowned rat.


They had stolen the best peaches from the greenhouses when the Head Gardener was not looking and sat in the sun to eat them with a delicious feeling of guilt.


He dared her to walk along the top of the high brick walls and while she quaked with the fear of falling and breaking her neck, she had never let him see that she was afraid.


On horseback she followed him over jumps that she would never have dared to attempt if she had not feared that he would laugh at her for being a coward. And when her father had given up the incumbency at Lynche, she remembered thinking despairingly that she would never see Cousin Valdo again.


And now, she thought, he had grown just like all the other men she had met since she had left home, overdressed, foppish, conceited and interested in nothing but chasing after women and making life unbearable for their inferiors.


“I hate him!” she said aloud.


She was all the more incensed because he had disturbed her, taking away the feeling of peace and security that she had found in the schoolroom and bringing back all too vividly the terrors she had endured these last two and a half years since her father’s death.


She supposed that it was because she had been brought up in the quiet and peace of a Vicarage that she had found the world that she had been pitchforked into so horrifying.


Her innocence had made her find the attentions of those who thrust themselves upon her not only distasteful but evil.


She had been panic-stricken not once but half a dozen times to the point when she felt that life was too frightening for her to wish to go on living.


Then gradually her contempt for those who insulted her had given her a new strength and a fresh resilience to fight them with.


Nevertheless it had been a very different kind of fear that had brought her to The Castle to plead with the Duchess for a position in her household.


Without references there was not a Domestic Bureau left that would take her on their books and she had to face the fact that she might soon have to surrender herself to one of the gentlemen who continually importuned her.


‘I would rather die,’ she told herself not once but a hundred times until it became the truth.


Then she thought that she would take a wild gamble and throw herself on the Duchess’s mercy. It meant spending all that remained of her money on a seat in the stagecoach that passed The Castle gates.


It was by sheer chance that she turned up just as Miss Lovelace had been dismissed and the. Duchess had no one else in mind. And she had been frank about the difficulties that she had encountered in her previous positions.


The Duchess had been equally frank.


“I will employ you on the strict understanding, Miss Morley, that there will be no philandering in this house. Neither His Grace nor I would tolerate that sort of behaviour.”


“There will be nothing like that, Your Grace,” Druscilla had asserted firmly.


Even as she spoke, she thought despairingly of what had happened in her other posts and of the men who had crept along to the schoolroom at night.


Men who had removed the key so that she could not lock the door, of the expression in their eyes the moment they had seen her, their hands going out to touch her, to pull her to them, their lips seeking hers and their laughter when she struggled against them.


‘Men, men, I loathe them all,’ she told herself, ‘and Valdo is only another of them!’


With a little sigh she realised that the Duchess’ gown would not be ready by morning if she did not go to work.


It was not the job of a Governess to embroider for her Mistress or indeed to do any of the work that should have been done by a lady’s maid, but, once Her Grace had discovered how skilfully Druscilla sewed, there were always extra tasks waiting on the schoolroom table for her.


And perhaps, Druscilla had thought despairingly more than once, this would be a compelling reason for the Duchess to wish to keep her.


Nevertheless her back ached and her heart was still pounding a little because Valdo had come to the schoolroom and raised the fear of his being discovered there.


Had one of the servants had a sight of him leaving or entering the room, Druscilla was well aware that the Duchess would know the next morning.


They were all frightened of Her Grace’s spy, the Groom of the Chambers. He read the blotting paper in the guest rooms by holding it up to the mirror, he searched the wastepaper baskets and he listened at keyholes. There was little he did not know and nothing happened, however trivial, that he did not transmit to Her Grace.


Druscilla felt herself shiver at the thought and, feeling suddenly cold, she went to the bedroom and, taking off her dress, slipped on her nightgown and her warm flannel dressing gown.


Then she let down her hair, releasing it from its tight bun. It cascaded over her shoulders like a flood of fiery gold, rippling down until it reached far below her waist.


Moving across the bedroom and shading with one hand the candle she carried so as not to disturb the sleeping child, Druscilla found her hairbrush and carried it into the schoolroom.


She usually brushed her hair for a hundred strokes every night, just as her mother had taught her to do, but tonight she was too tired and there was too much to be done.


She brushed it only until it sparkled as if alive and then skilfully plaited it so that it hung down her back like a schoolgirl’s and tied it with a small bow of green ribbon.


Now she was ready to continue her work and yet she still felt disturbed. She looked at her meal and decided that it was not worthwhile even to try the cold chicken.


Instead she cut herself a piece of cheese, buttered a small portion of the crust of bread and tried to eat. But finding this impossible she resolutely put the tray on the other side of the room and settled down at the table.


With about six inches of the embroidery still to do, she wondered how quickly she could finish it.


She must have been working for nearly two hours when suddenly there was a sound of footsteps running down the passage.


It had been so quiet in the schoolroom that the noise was quite startling and Druscilla raised her head.


The footsteps stopped outside the door and there came a knock, followed by another.


Druscilla sat still as if turned to stone.


Then she heard a voice hardly above a whisper.


“Druscilla, it’s me, Valdo. For God’s sake open the door.”


Her instinct told her to refuse and yet somehow, almost as though she was compelled against her will, Druscilla rose from the table and crossed the room.


“What is it?” she asked.


“Let me in, I beg of you. Please, Druscilla!”


Again she would have refused, but there was something in his voice and the urgency of it that compelled her.


She turned the key and he burst open the door almost knocking her down.


“Quick,” he urged her, “go back to the table. If anyone comes, I have been here for the past hour talking to you about the old days. Do you understand?”


“What has – happened?” she asked.


“Only you can help me,” he replied. “I beg of you, Druscilla. I am desperate or I would not ask it of you.”


She hesitated and then they both heard a sound in the distance.


“Quick, do as I ask,” he said. “You cannot fail me, Druscilla, you never have!”


It was these last words that decided her. With a swiftness that surprised even herself, she rushed back to the table and picked up her discarded embroidery.


As she did so, the Marquis pushed a chair in front of the table and threw himself down on it, his feet raised on another.


It was then she realised for the first time that he carried his coat over his arm and that he wore no cravat. His white lawn shirt was open at the neck and his hair, meticulously arranged earlier in the evening in the windswept style affected by the Prince Regent, was now ruffled and dishevelled.


There was no time to tell him so for he threw both his coat and his waistcoat down on the floor and started to fasten his cuffs. Even as he did so the door was thrown open and the Duke of Windleham stood there.


His Grace was in his travelling clothes, his polished riding boots slightly bespeckled with mud and, as Druscilla rose automatically to her feet, she saw with a sudden constriction of her heart that His Grace was in one of his rages.


There was no mistaking the fury in his dark eyes or the way his eyebrows met in a heavy frown across his nose.


The Marquis did not move from his comfortable position, but Druscilla knew that he was tense as he looked across the room at His Grace.


“Are you prepared to fight me, Lynche?” the Duke asked. “Or do I get my lackeys to throw you from the house?”


The Marquis rose very slowly to his feet.


“I am, of course, delighted to oblige you, Windleham,” he said slowly, “but for what reason I have yet to discover.”


“The reason is obvious, is it not?” the Duke asked and his voice was like a lash. “I saw you leaving my wife’s bedroom as I approached it.”


“My dear Windleham, what a nonsensical suggestion,” the Marquis replied. “I assure you that I have been here for the past hour talking to my cousin, Druscilla, and she will confirm that it is the truth.”


“I prefer, Lynche, to believe what I have seen with my own eyes,” the Duke replied. “You will fight me or I will call my footmen.”


He had hardly finished speaking when there was a scream and the Duchess swept into the room. She was wearing a diaphanous negligée of pale sapphire-blue chiffon and her golden hair fell to her shoulders. She looked exceedingly lovely even in her distress.


“George, what are you saying?” she demanded. “Are you crazed? I assure you that the Marquis has not been in my room although what he is doing here I cannot conceive.”


She looked around in quite genuine surprise.


“My dear,” the Duke answered, “this homely little scene is, I am convinced, contrived entirely for my benefit. I saw Lynche quite clearly and what I saw only bears out the information conveyed to me on other occasions as to his behaviour where you are concerned. I have, as a gentleman of honour, challenged him to a duel and, as a gentleman of honour, he has accepted.”


The Duchess stamped her foot.


“I will not have it!” she cried. “I will not have it, George! Would you ruin me? The Queen has set her face against duelling as you well know. If you kill his Lordship, you will have to go into exile and I should detest above all things to have to live in France or Italy. Besides how could I gave up my position at Court.”


“That surely is something that should have crossed your mind a little earlier,” the Duke sneered.


“And if the Marquis kills you,” the Duchess continued without having seemed to hear his interruption, “can you imagine what my life would be? As the Dowager, I should be forced to live in the Dower House while that odious spendthrift nephew of yours inherits.”


“It would be regrettable indeed,” the Duke agreed, “but I don’t think that Lynche will kill me, my dear.”


“And if you kill him, as I have just said,” the Duchess responded, “it will make things no better. I will not be fought over! Besides, as you have already been told, it was not true. You imagined what you saw. Is that not so, my Lord?”


The Duchess cast the Marquis a look of desperate appeal, looking so intensely pretty as she did so that it would have required a heart of stone to refuse her anything at that moment.


“I have already informed His Grace,” the Marquis said slowly, “that I have in fact been here for the last hour talking with my cousin Druscilla. It was a great surprise to discover earlier in the evening that she was a guest in your house.”


“A guest?” the Duke queried. “Miss Morley is, I believe, Governess to my daughter. And as a Governess, Miss Morley, do you usually receive gentlemen, even though they profess to be your cousins, in the early hours of the morning entertaining them while they are in a state of shall we say disarray and you are in your night attire?”


The Duke’s voice seemed to vibrate across the room.


The blood coursed into Druscilla’s face and then ebbed away again, leaving her very pale.


“No, Your Grace,” she replied in a low voice. “It is not my habit to receive gentlemen in such a manner, but my cousin, Valdo, is rather different. We were brought up together when we were children and we were in fact just talking over old times.”


The Duke looked at the clock.


“At nearly two o’clock in the morning, Miss Morley?”


There was so much insinuation in his tone that Druscilla drew in her breath sharply.


“It is true,” the Duchess cried. “You may be quite certain, George, that his Lordship had something very important to impart to his cousin. Now are you satisfied?”


“I may be a greenhorn,” the Duke said, “in many matters, but not in this, my dear. My offer still stands, Lynche.”


“No, you cannot, you cannot mean it,” the Duchess declared, turning to him and holding on to the lapels of his coat to make him look down at her. “It is true, I tell you, it is true. My Lord Marquis has told me what a partiality he had for his cousin. We have talked about it and he said how much he was looking forward to seeing her. I knew all about it, I tell you, it is true. How can you be so disbelieving?”


She turned from her husband towards the Marquis.


“Oh, my Lord,” she pleaded, “make him believe you. You know how disastrous a duel would be and what it would mean to me. I pray of you to persuade His Grace that you were not with me tonight, as apparently he still believes.”


There were tears in the Duchess’s blue eyes and her mouth was trembling.


The Marquis took one look at her and faced the Duke.


“I am sorry if Your Grace does not credit what I have told you and perhaps you would be a little more understanding if I informed you that I was in point of fact asking my cousin Druscilla to do me the great honour of becoming my wife.”


For a moment there was utter silence in the room as though everyone had been arrested to the point of stupefaction by the Marquis’s words.


Then with a little twist of his lips the Duke said,


“So the much vaunted bachelor Marquis has been caught at last. May I ask what the lady in question, Miss Morley, has to say to this offer.”


Three pairs of eyes turned to look at Druscilla and for a moment she saw them clearly as though they were inanimate pictures in front of her, the Duchess’s eyes pleading with her to substantiate the lie, the Marquis’s almost compelling her and the Duke’s suspicious, unconvinced and accusing.


They were waiting for her, all waiting for her to speak.


At last through dry lips she replied,


“Such a sincere protestation has my attention – and on thinking it over – I have naturally much pleasure in accepting the invitation of my cousin to be – his wife.”


The Duchess gave a little cry.


“Then that settles it,” she said. “Now, George, are you satisfied.”


“Naturally, my dear,” the Duke replied and then, as his audience almost visibly relaxed, he went on, “But as a father and as a Guardian of the morals and manners in this house, I cannot condone Miss Morley’s behaviour in being so scantily attired even when receiving anything so momentous as an offer of marriage. It therefore behoves me to see that this Wedding takes place with all possible speed. My Chaplain shall be aroused and you, my Lord, and Miss Morley, shall be joined in Holy Matrimony within the hour.”


“Married!” the Marquis expostulated.


“What do you mean, George?” the Duchess demanded almost shrilly


“I mean, my dear,” the Duke answered, “that your friend, the Noble Marquis, must substantiate his story if I am to accept it and what could be more convincing than that they should be wed immediately with you and me to witness such a delightful little Ceremony?”


“It’s impossible!” the Marquis exclaimed hotly.


“Then my original offer stands,” the Duke retorted. “I will leave it to you to exercise the choice of weapons.”


“No, no,” the Duchess cried out again, “the whole thing is ridiculous and nonsensical. Think what everyone will say!”


“There is no reason why anyone should know,” the Duke replied, “unless you chatter, my dear. And that I cannot believe you would do.”


“Such a marriage would not be legal,” the Marquis came in quickly, “one has to have a Special Licence.”


“Now this may come as a surprise,” the Duke said, drawing a paper from the inner pocket of his travelling coat. “The reason I posted to Oxford and was unfortunately not present to receive my guests, was that I had learnt that my nephew was on the point of making a disastrous marriage with the daughter of a tradesman. He had even gone so far as to procure a Special Licence. I took it from him to make sure that he did not use it as soon as my back was turned. And I have it here in my hand.”


The Duke glanced down at it.


“The names, of course, will have to be changed, but, as His Grace the Archbishop of Canterbury is a distant relative of mine, I have no doubt that when I explain the circumstances he will not object to my action in this matter.”


“Damn you, you hold every ace, do you not?” the Marquis raged.


The Duke’s eyes then met his across the room.


“It is wise of you to acknowledge it,” the Duke replied.


He turned towards Druscilla.


“Miss Morley, you will oblige me by getting decently robed and I imagine that, if I allow you an hour to do this and complete your packing, it will be enough time.”


“My packing?” Druscilla queried in a bewildered tone.


“But of course,” the Duke replied suavely, “you will wish to leave The Castle with your husband. He also should have no difficulty in being ready at the same time. The Chapel, as I expect you know, is in the West wing. We will wait for you there. And now, my dear,” he said taking the Duchess’s arm, “you and I will repair to our rooms.”


“It’s mad, George, absolutely mad!” the Duchess almost shouted at him.


“I am sorry you should think so,” the Duke replied. “I think actually it is a very sane and civilised way of solving what might have proved to be, from your point of view, a bitter tragedy.”


His words checked anything further that the Duchess might have said. Instead she allowed herself to be led meekly from the schoolroom with just one backward glance of pleading at the Marquis.


He watched her out of sight and then glanced at Druscilla, who was staring at him white-faced and trembling.


“God! What a monstrous tangle!” he flashed. “Why the Devil didn’t you refuse me, you stupid chit?”




  CHAPTER TWO


“Damn him, may his soul rot in hell! Curse him! Blast him!”


The Marquis flung himself back against the soft cushions of the coach, the oaths pouring from his lips and growing more profane, more violent and more obscene.


It was only after a few minutes of losing control of himself that he realised the small figure beside him was sitting completely still and upright.


It flashed through his mind that another woman would have screamed out at his profanity or closed her ears against his violence.


The words died away on his lips and in the light of the lantern he had another look at the silent figure beside him.


‘Good Lord,’ he thought to himself, ‘She looks like some upper servant.’


The thought made him swear again.


“God Almighty!” he shouted out aloud. “I shall be the laughing stock of St. James’s! Can you not see how they will snigger and crow over me? ‘The Bachelor Marquis’, the man who had originated his own Bachelor Club with a forfeit of five hundred guineas for any member who marries. And the only excuse for entering the bonds of Matrimony would be if one had been completely bowled over by – ”


He stopped suddenly realising that he was being unnecessarily insulting.


After all Druscilla was his cousin and the only redeeming feature in this whole nightmare was that she was of gentle blood and not, as might well have happened, just some common nonentity.
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