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         All the characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the Author, and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the Author, and all the incidents are pure invention.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter one
   

         

         WHEREVER the eye rested there was green forest and a ferny floor. The ascent was so gradual it was difficult to believe one was climbing up a mountain, and as Samantha was only familiar with Swiss mountains, that are on a somewhat larger scale than Austrian ones, she was a little perplexed at first.

         On that memorable skiing holiday she had been impressed by the high peaks, and the clarity of the atmosphere... the delicate, toylike beauty of the scenery, particularly under snow. But here everything was different, somehow, and it was not entirely due to the fact that it was high summer. The forest had a primitive quality, like the forests of France and parts of northern Scotland, and in the shade of it everything was curiously silent, and the sunlight fell between the branches like a charm. There were golden splashes of colour, and there were patches of deepest indigo shade. The road, or track, wound between powerful trunks, and wild flowers encroached on to it, and drenched the air with sweetness.

         Down below, in the world they had left, there were blue lakes, and attractive villages with churches crowned by onion-shaped spires. There were farms and farmland and small but thriving towns. There were castles dotted like chessmen across the valley.

         They were climbing up to a castle that was somewhere lost in trees above them. Samantha’s companion, who was at the wheel of the car—an elegant white roadster that snaked in and out of the trees— had assured Samantha that they would come upon it quite suddenly, and when they did she would be surprised, because it was the very last place where one would expect to find a dwelling several hundred years old, clinging like a limpet to the side of the mountain, and prepared to go on clinging for another thousand years if nothing happened to dislodge it, and no one decided to remove it.

         No one, for example, like a development company, or a town planning commission.

         “And in this part of Austria we don’t go in very much for planning commissions,” Elizabeth Pomfret, who was born Elizabeth von Ultz, admitted lightheartedly. “As a matter of fact, the Austrian temperament doesn’t march very well with progress. We like to go on doing the things we’ve been doing for centuries.”

         She spun the wheel expertly in order to avoid a collision with a giant of the forest, and then sat back comfortably in her seat behind the wheel, prepared to relax until the next near-disaster occurred. As a matter of fact, Samantha had been expecting disaster ever since they entered the belt of trees, for the road struck her as so very much like a road in Ireland she had once travelled over, and which, as an experience, she had never forgotten. And, in addition, this road was beginning to rise at rather an alarming angle, and she could only hope that the car had excellent brakes, and that they would stand up to any sudden demands made upon them.

         She glanced at Elizabeth, whose blonde hair streamed out behind her, and thought what an enchanting picture she made behind the wheel, with the afternoon sunlight drawing attention to her tan. And when they plunged into shadow she was just as enchanting, as fair as a Saxon and as serene as a cherub, with smiling, upward-curving lips and the most beguiling pair of almost golden-coloured eyes fringed with spectacular eyelashes Samantha had ever seen in her life.

         By contrast with Elizabeth Samantha felt dark and sinister... Much more like an Austrian than this daughter of a long line of Austrian noblemen, dignified by a title which had not yet died out... although, according to Elizabeth, it might do so very shortly.

         “Tell me about your brother,” she said, as she sat forward in the car and felt the cool wind of the forest playing with the ends of her hair. “Is he anything like you?... To look at, I mean?”

         Elizabeth gave vent to a chortle of amusement.

         “Good gracious heavens, no!” She shook back the fair hair, and the sunlight gilded the tips of her lashes. “He’s as unlike me as a sunflower is unlike a forget-me-not.”

         “You mean he’s big and bold, and you’re small and petite?”

         “No. He’s not big... although he’s tall. I would describe him as elegant—very elegant. He was involved in a riding accident once, and he has a slight limp. It annoys him.”

         “You mean it incapacitates him?”

         “Oh, not at all. You should see him on the ski slopes...”

         A small, but very distant, bell rang inside Samantha’s head.

         “I once went skiing in Switzerland, and there was an Austrian staying at my hotel who skied superbly,” she told her friend.

         “It wasn’t Stephan,” Elizabeth said with confidence. “You might call it patriotism, but he’s always very careful to avoid Switzerland. After all,” a modicum of patriotic spirit stirring in her own breast, “we do have some excellent winter sports centres here in our own country.”

         “Of course.” Samantha pursued her subject. “Is your brother fair like you? It’s a kind of Germanic fairness, isn’t it?”

         “You can call it that.” Elizabeth smiled sideways at her. “But Stephan isn’t fair. He’s dark. You know that thing about coffee... dark as the devil, black as hell!”

         “Oh, dear!” Samantha said.

         Elizabeth smiled at her more warmly.

         “Don’t worry,” she said. “Stephan can display the most attractive manners when he likes. But perhaps I’d better warn you,” her brows crinkling, “he doesn’t always like. He can be a bit off-putting sometimes, but I haven’t the least fear he’ll be so with you. You’re such a nice, well-behaved, well-brought-up, and quite inoffensive English girl that even if he wanted to, he couldn’t be anything but perfectly charming to you. He has a great sense of the fitness of things, and believes in acting the part of the impeccable host. You’ll probably think, him very dignified, but the type that unbends on acquaintance. I once knew an American girl who fell madly in love with him, and wanted to marry him. But Stephan seems to have a thing about marriage.”

         “You mean he doesn’t plan to marry?”

         “I don’t know.” Elizabeth frowned at the road ahead. “I couldn’t honestly say. But he’s thirty-five, and so far he doesn’t appear to be even contemplating marriage... which is a pity, because the line will die out if he doesn’t. We haven’t any male cousins who could inherit, and as you know there are only the two of us.”

         “And the title descends in the male line?”

         “Yes—unfortunately,” making a slight grimace. “And, what is even worse, the better part of the income, too.”

         “Meaning that you wouldn’t get very much if anything happened to your brother?”

         “Exactly.”

         “But then you wouldn’t get very much if he married, either, would you?” Samantha pointed out, having worked this eventuality out for herself.

         Elizabeth smiled at her whimsically, admiring her acumen.

         “I don’t really need much,” she admitted. “I’m fairly well lined, to put it vulgarly, I’ve always had a small income of my own, and Dexter left me everything, of course.” She was referring to the fact that she was a widow, a fact not easily gleaned by the sunniness of her expression and her obvious enjoyment of life. “His people made their money out of kitchen utensils, and, believe me, it was quite a pile, as they say in the States.”

         “How did your brother regard your marriage? Was he pleased when you became engaged?”

         “Not he. He did everything he possibly could to stop it... the marriage, I mean. And when it was an established fact and he could do nothing about it he ignored me until Dexter smashed himself up in his car, and he felt it his duty to step in and offer me his brotherly protection.”

         “And you accepted because you’re fond of him, and like living with him?”

         “Well...” Elizabeth wrenched at the wheel hard and swung the car round a bend, and then she reached across and patted her friend on the knee.“I’m afraid I’m giving you a wrong picture of Stephan,” she observed, half ruefully. “He’s everything a von Ultz ought to be... a male von Ultz, that is. He has a sense of family and duty and obligation... all those sort of things. He’ll probably be absolutely charming to you, because you’re English, and he likes the English. He believes in tradition, and setting an example, and so forth, so please don’t worry about meeting him!”

         “And he won’t object to my becoming a guest when he hasn’t invited me himself?” a trifle anxiously, because for some reason she couldn’t feel wholly satisfied herself that her visit wouldn’t be looked upon as an intrusion. “After all, the Schloss Ultz is his family home—”

         “And mine, so long as I remain unmarried,” Elizabeth reminded her. “And I can’t be deprived of friends, can I?”

         “But we’re not terribly close friends.” Samantha wished she didn’t feel so uneasy... apprehensive was, perhaps, a better word. She felt apprehensive because of a memory she had of a visit to Switzerland, and because she strongly suspected Elizabeth was a creature of impulse, and, what was worse, that she frequently acted upon impulse. The fact that they had known one another years ago, when they were at school in England, and had met purely by accident in Paris a few days ago hardly seemed to justify an invitation to stay at the von Ultz home in Austria.

         Samantha had saved up for her week in Paris, and had been wondering what to do with the remaining week of her holiday from the somewhat pedestrian office where she earned her keep in London. As her funds were low she would have had to go home if it hadn’t been for Elizabeth... a gay, golden and persuasive Elizabeth encountered in the Rue de la Paix.

         “But of course you must come and stay with us,” she had said at once. “I’ve been on a shopping spree, and have spent far more than I ought, so it’s high time I went back to Austria. I shall simply love having a good old natter with you again. Do you remember how we used to bum the midnight oil at St. Ursula’s? Or rather, how we used to sit in the dark and talk long after the others were all asleep in our dormitory? We always had such lots to say to one another. I’ve got a kind of feeling we shall never stop talking once I get you to Austria!”

         “But won’t your brother think it’s awful—cheek on my part, if I accept—?” Samantha had demurred.

         Elizabeth had smiled at her.

         “Nonsense! Castle Ultz needs cheering up, and you’re the one to do it.”

         “Do you often have visitors?”

         “Not often. That’s why I want to take you back with me.”

         And now Samantha was even more doubtful as she sat in the car and listened to the dubious attributes of Stephan von Ultz. If he was anything like her Austrian of the ski run he would have something alarmingly brusque in his manner, and he would be cold and withdrawn... and not noticeably appreciative of attractive young girls.

         She glanced in her handbag mirror and decided that she badly needed to repair the ravages of travel. Her lipstick looked a trifle hard, and she removed it and then applied a somewhat wobbly outline to her lips because the white roadster was swaying between the trees like a contestant in a Grand Slalom. She didn’t dare to do anything about her mascara— which, in any case, she used very sparingly—because that would have been tempting Providence too far.

         She could only hope that, when she finally arrived at Castle Ultz, she would present a reasonably orderly appearance.

         Beside her Elizabeth sought to encourage her.

         “You’ve no idea how pretty you are,” she said. “Stephan will probably fall in love with you at first sight!”

         Samantha glanced at her dubiously.

         “From all that you’ve told me of your brother that is extremely unlikely,” she replied. “Even,” she added modestly, “if I was the sort of girl men fall in love with at first sight, which I’m not”

         Elizabeth simply smiled.

          
   

         Elizabeth was perfectly right about Castle Ultz. Where the woods thinned, and the ground sloped away a little instead of continuing a sharp ascent up the mountain, it suddenly reared its weatherworn turrets above a high wall that enclosed it on three sides, leaving only the side on which it overlooked the valley unprotected by any man-made bastion.

         Samantha had been looking out for it, but she knew that if she had had no knowledge of its existence she would have been surprised when the car dipped towards a very solid-looking bridge that crossed a rather fearsome ravine, and they passed beneath an arch and into a sunless courtyard.

         Young ladies in the early nineteenth century who loved to read novels about Austrian castles hidden in the depths of twilit woods, and overhung by an atmosphere of profound gloom, would have recognised in Castle Ultz the ideal setting for Victorian melodrama. It was intensely feudal, for one thing, and yet it had an air of neo-Gothic splendour. The great entrance door, which was approached by a flight of stone steps which must have crumbled many times in the course of centuries and been restored, was solid enough to withstand an army, and looked like the entrance door to a church. It was crossed by bands of iron and had a cumbersome bell-chain hanging down beside it, and on either side the windows were blank and sightless. Her first glimpse of them, surveying the courtyard from a height of several feet, provided Samantha with a sensation not unlike dismay.

         “It’s very old,” she murmured, as they alighted from the car.

         “It is,” Elizabeth agreed. “Old and inconvenient... but despite its forbidding appearance and numberless drawbacks not without its charms.”

         Samantha was at a loss to discover what they might be as she stood in the echoing entrance hall once they had passed beyond the church-like door. The sun was still warm on the mountainside outside, but inside the atmosphere was cool and even chilly, and there was a strong smell of antiquity and remorseless decay. Flapping banners reached out from the stone walls and hung like faded ghosts above their heads, and emblems of the chase—the boar’s tusks and masks—also decorated the walls. There were suits of unwieldy armour let into niches around the walls, and some fine pieces of statuary, one or two of which had suffered disaster in the course of time. There were cases of medals and miniatures, and a great carved armchair which looked as if it had been made for a giant.

         The expanse of floor seemed endless, and was composed of vast slabs of granite on which the lightest footfall disturbed the echoes.

         An elderly manservant in rusty black received them, and summoned a slightly younger man to deal with their luggage. As it was borne upstairs to their rooms Elizabeth quizzed the old retainer on the subject of her brother.

         “The Herr Baron is not expecting us, I know,” she admitted, “but he is at home, isn’t he? He was going to Vienna on business, but he should be back—”

         “The Herr Baron is in his room,” the servant replied, with reproachful dignity. He glanced at Samantha as if her advent constituted a problem he was uncertain how to cope with. “Which guest room would you have me prepare, Excellency?” he asked.

         “Oh—” Elizabeth shrugged her shoulders. “It doesn’t greatly matter, so long as she’s not in the old wing. Put her close to me... The Purple Room— that will do.”

         “It sounds horribly grand,” Samantha whispered, as they ascended the spectacular staircase side by side.

         Elizabeth, who was quite happy to be home and apparently not in the least oppressed by the unhomelike splendour of their surroundings, grinned cheerfully sideways at her.

         “It is grand. The Empress Maria Theresa always occupied it when she stayed here,” she told her friend, in the same conspiratorial whisper. “Why, they even had a silver bath put in for her, but don’t expect to find it ready for use because it found its way to the silver-smiths long ago, and is either in someone’s collection or melted down by now.”

         “What a pity.” Samantha peeped inside the Purple Room and felt as if her breath was temporarily suspended by awe and surprise. The room was on the same vast scale as the hall, and the trappings were positively funereal. A vast catafalque of a bed, a purple carpet, enormous dressing-table and wardrobes, handsome silver-framed mirrors... and then Elizabeth flung open a door on her right, and Samantha was further surprised by the sight of a wellequipped and completely up-to-date bathroom, which she learned was to be for her own exclusive use for so long as she remained a guest at the schloss.

         “You see, we are not entirely behind the times,” Elizabeth observed with a smile. “We do make every effort to ensure that our guests are happy and content.”

         Samantha endeavoured to convince her that she had never doubted it for a moment... but between astonishment at what she had so far seen of the feudalism and size of the castle, and this unexpected aspect of its more conventional side, she was afraid that she hardly sounded convincing herself. And then there was the nagging anxiety concerning the kind of welcome she might receive from her host when she met him... and if the elderly manservant who had stared at her with such sharp displeasure downstairs was a mirror of his master’s reactions to unexpected intrusions she had every right to feel a certain amount of anxiety.

         But Elizabeth flicked her cheek in a careless manner, and then chided her for not being entirely truthful.

         “Confess that you’re afraid we’re all rather barbaric here,” she said. “And that goes for Fritz, who is also too rheumaticky to carry our cases upstairs... But I’ll give you a few words of comfort. My Aunt Louise is expected on a visit fairly soon, and you’ll find nothing wrong with her. In fact, I venture to predict you’ll like her very much. She’s fun, and the one person in the world my brother Stephan wholeheartedly adores. If she comes to stay with us while you’re here Stephan won’t dare to be unpleasant to you because she wouldn’t let him.”

         Samantha felt her heart sink.

         “Then you do think he might—might possibly object to your bringing me back with you?”

         “Nothing of the kind.” Elizabeth realised she had phrased things rather badly, and endeavoured to put them right again. “Stephan is not a boor, and of course he’ll be nice to you. After all,” smiling at her and touching her cheek again, “you’re you, aren’t you? And who could possibly be unpleasant to you?”

         “I—I hope you’re not going out of your way to flatter me,” Samantha said doubtfully. “In order,” she added, “just to reassure me!”

         Her friend looked astonished that she should even suspect such a thing. She explained that her room was only two doors away, and if Samantha wanted anything she had but to knock on her door.

         “It’s no use pressing the bell,” she said. “They don’t ring anymore.” She waved her hand airily. “Now, soak yourself in a really hot bath, and put on something pretty and enchanting. I know you’ve got some nice things in your case, so don’t disappoint me when the moment arrives. I want you to surprise Stephan!”

         Samantha wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but she did know that she would feel much better when she met the Baron von Ultz if the shine had been banished from her nose, and she was fresh and appealing.

         So, acting on Elizabeth’s advice, she took a good hot bath—and the water was really hot!—put on a slim silk dress that was the same wild hyacinth colour as her eyes, and went out into the maze of stone corridors that appeared to criss-cross all over the castle to look for the main staircase.

         But first she went along to Elizabeth’s room to find out whether she too was ready. From the noise of splashing Elizabeth was still in her bath, and her room was certainly empty. It was very similar to the one that had been placed at the disposal of Samantha, but it had those.extra touches that the owner of a room can give to it, particularly when the cost of extra touches is a matter of minor importance.

         Elizabeth’s huge bed was covered by a most luxurious satin bedspread, and her hangings and carpet matched it. Her dressing-table was covered with gold-stoppered toilet jars and bottles, and her hairbrushes and hand-mirrors were gold-backed also.

         She had not yet completely unpacked, and her suitcases were lying open on the floor and cascading piles of frothy underwear and delectable shoes and dresses. If one looked inside the latter, Samantha felt sure, the satin tags would indicate that their creator was a very eminent personage indeed in the world of haute couture.

         She decided not to wait for her hostess, but to seize the opportunity to explore, on a limited scale, the Castle of Ultz. She had no intention of prying where she was not intended to pry, and she realised that visitors to such a house must curb their curiosity until such time as they were invited to gratify it on the grand scale, but there could be no harm in examining, for instance, the contents of medal cases that were placed against the walls, or admiring the pictures in their sombre frames, or even peeping into what was obviously a disused chapel when she passed the open door. She was silently applauding the labours of the long-dead ladies who had worked the altar cloth when she heard footsteps in the gallery behind her, and she spun round to find that she was being observed by a man in a dinner-jacket who was framed in the open doorway and regarding her with a curious, fixed attentiveness.

         “I’m sorry!” she stammered. “Perhaps I ought not to be here—?”

         He approached her over the smooth floor of the chapel, and when he was within a few feet she experienced her first feeling of profound dismay. It was no doubtful sensation of unease... She had walked right into it! She was here in the house of the ogre, the one man in her life who had treated her as if she was a thing of no account, even a cause of irritation. He had brushed her from his path as he would an insect from his sleeve... and he had accused her of getting in his way.

         It was more than twelve months ago, but she could remember with ease the things he had said to her.

         “It’s people like you who litter the snow slopes! Why don’t you go home and do the things you know how to do? Surely there are some things you can do without making a public exhibition of yourself?”

         And all because he had come upon her half buried in snow, and with a broken ski strap. He had mended the strap for her, but had not even offered to help her back up the slope to the hotel. She gathered that she had intercepted his run, and but for a beneficent Providence might have broken both their necks. He had gazed at her with furious black eyes, and addressed her in short, sharp, icily cold sentences that had rung in her ears for hours afterwards.

         She had never, in fact, realised that a man could be so angry with an unwittingly offending girl who was more than willing to apologise if he had given her the opportunity. But he never did give her the opportunity, and he left her with the contemptuous utterance that rang loudest in her ears, and for which she knew she could never quite forgive him,

         “English, I suppose! Only the English never learn!”

         Now he studied her with arched, beautifully marked eyebrows, and a bleak gleam of astonishment in the sable darkness of his eyes. Apart from that he was far better-looking than any mere man had a right to be, and he was obviously aware of it himself, for he was dressed with fastidious care in a way that emphasised the elegance and natural, irreproachable dignity of the head of the House of Ultz.

         With small but perfect diamonds in his shirt cuffs and an impeccably tied tie he stood tucking the end of a startlingly white handkerchief back inside his sleeve and beginning to frown a little.

         “We have met before, I feel sure,” he said. “Have I the honour of knowing you, Fräulein?”

         “I’m afraid not.” She was wishing wildly that she had had more sense than to set off exploring on her own before she had even met her host when Elizabeth came walking briskly into the chapel, and widened her eyes at sight of them.

         “So here you are!” she exclaimed. “And here you are, too, Stephan!” with obvious surprise. “Have you introduced yourself to one another?”

         “Not yet.” Stephan’s, tone was cool as the drip of ice. “We have scarcely had the opportunity. Who is this lady, Elizabeth?”

         “This is Samantha—Samantha Rivers.” It might have been Samantha’s imagination, but she thought that Elizabeth peeped a little nervously at her brother as she disclosed her friend’s identity. “We were at school together in England for a couple of years, and last week we ran into one another in Paris. I insisted that Sam came here to stay with us...”

         “I see.” There was scarcely any warning of the Baron’s tone. “That is delightful, of course, but I would have preferred to have been prepared in advance.” He clicked his heels to Samantha. “Any friend of my sister’s is assured of a welcome at Ultz. I’m afraid I startled you just now, Miss Rivers. You must forgive me.”

         “Of course,” she murmured hurriedly, and wondered whether he was going to offer his hand. But he did nothing of the kind. He didn’t even pursue the matter of her puzzling lack of complete strangeness.

         Elizabeth’s face relaxed in relief—broke up into radiant if slightly forced smiles of complete satisfaction with life as it was. She said something brightly about Sam’s partiality for non-secular buildings— apparently in Paris it had been difficult to separate her from Notre Dame and the Sacré Coeur, and other famous Paris churches-—and then suggested that after dinner, if Sam was really interested, she should show her over the rest of the castle.

         “Why not wait until to-morrow, and daylight?” the Baron said with quiet indifference, as he stood aside for them to precede him out of the ornate chapel. Samantha, glancing quickly about her before they left, received an impression of rose red velvet chairs and well-worn kneelers, a single stained-glass window high above the altar highlighted by sunset, and some gilt altar rails gleaming like purest gold.

         Downstairs Elizabeth poured out drinks, and behaved very much as if she was hostess in her own home, without any need to consult her brother. She was brilliant as a butterfly in a dress of scarlet brocade, and her hair was piled high to create the illusion of a coronet. The jewels she wore fascinated Samantha, and she decided they must be part of the Ultz family collection.

         The room in which they sipped their drinks was rather like a stage set, vast and full of antique treasures, but comfortably carpeted and with some deep armchairs and couches in which it was possible to relax. The great window at one end of it overlooked the valley, and although the light was fading and the valley at that hour was full of a purple haze like the purple bloom on fruit Samantha was able to appreciate what it would be like in the daytime.

         Something, she felt absolutely certain, to take the breath away.

         Her host made no effort to talk to her before the gong sounded for dinner, and when they went in to dinner, although his manners were impeccable and he saw to it that she was placed at his right hand at table, he was so plainly preoccupied that not even Elizabeth seemed to think it a wise thing to break through the barrier of his reserve. But at intervals during the meal Samantha felt rather than saw him studying, her in a faintly puzzled way, and every time she lifted her eyes from her plate or her wineglass she felt tempted to look fully in his direction, to discover whether he was really allowing his withdrawn dark eyes to dwell upon her, in order that he could explain away to himself the something familiar —or vaguely familiar—that there was about her.

         She didn’t flatter herself that he had ever thought about her since that incident on the snow slopes... but he had already made it plain that he had not entirely forgotten it.

         He had said, “We have met before, I feel sure.” And she had had no opportunity to inform him where it was that they had met before. She had been too startled, herself, by coming face to face with him again.

         The dinner was an affair of several courses, and each course was elaborately served and accompanied by its appropriate wine. The elderly manservant who had opened the door to them on arrival waited on them, assisted by the younger man who had carried their suitcases upstairs. Because the old manservant was slow the time spent in the dining-room was appreciably longer than it would have been under other circumstances, and Samantha had plenty of opportunity to take in the details of the furnishings, and the distinctly oppressive grandeur of the great room itself.

         She had never in her life imagined that she would dine in such a room, and she had never imagined herself becoming more and more tongue-tied because her host and hostess were a brother and sister who had been born and brought up in such surroundings. Elizabeth, with whom she had laughed and joked in Paris only a few days ago, and on the car journey, was a different person here in her rightful atmosphere, although it was true she did her utmost to remain as normal as possible in order to give the guest confidence. But the jewels that sparkled on her neck were so splendid, and so obviously not paste, that Samantha wanted to blink her eyes every time she caught sight of them. And—although once again it might have been her imagination—even Elizabeth grew quieter as the meal progressed, and towards the conclusion of it Samantha would have been prepared to swear that her old school friend was reacting as if a blight had been laid upon her spirits, and for some reason she was growing uneasy.

         She sent furtive glances towards the head of the table and her brother, and every time her fingers curled themselves about the stem of her wineglass there was tension in them. She glanced apologetically, occasionally, across the table at Samantha, and once or twice her eyes actually appealed to Samantha.

         As for the Baron Stephan himself... well, Samantha felt vaguely thankful that he was not her brother. He was an astonishingly handsome man, and she had seldom seen such regularity in any man’s features, or felt forced to admire such beautifully brushed dark hair. His eyelashes were thick and dark, also, and his mouth, she had decided, was brooding.

         He was coldly watchful at the same time that he appeared immersed in his thoughts... and for a man of his age he appeared preternaturally grave.

         Grave and disapproving and forbidding... and very much the head of his house, the last male member of the Ultz family to possess the title, unless he married and acquired an heir of his own.

         It was rather like an extract from a novel, Samantha thought... a Victorian novel.

         For in her world such people as heirs were unimportant, and amongst her friends there was little to which they could become heir in any case. She had been educated along certain lines in order that she could earn her own living, and that she was doing now.

         She really had no right here at the Schloss Ultz at all.
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