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            Chapter One
   

         

         The carriage was travelling at a smart pace, and far from seeming tired the horses were as fresh as ever. Yet they were due to be rested when they reached Canterbury, and the elegant travellers did not intend to try to reach Whitehurst Priory that night. The elderly lady in the corner of the carriage sighed with pure pleasure at the thought of seeing her dear friend Lady Childe again after an interlude that had lasted for far too long, and leaning forward to peer short-sightedly out of the window at the warm July countryside as it sped past, she found it necessary to draw her niece’s attention to the delights of the view.

         “Only look, my love!” she exclaimed. “Did you ever in the whole of England see such a landscape? I vow I feel completely well again, and it is the good Kentish air that has recovered me!”

         She let down the window with a somewhat unwise rush as she spoke, to inhale a little of that good Kentish air, but as a great deal of dust came in with it she closed it again hurriedly. The beautiful young woman on the seat beside her smiled briefly and with a tinge of amusement, for she could not recall that her aunt had known a day’s illness in the whole course of her life. Then, yawning delicately behind a gloved hand, she expressed the hope that Canterbury was not far off.

         “You are not enjoying the journey, my love?” Mrs. Winterbourne glanced at her a little anxiously. “I do trust that you have quite thrown off that wicked chill. I told Dr. Mainwaring that if he entertained the slightest doubt about the wisdom of your travelling—”

         “Dr. Mainwaring, dear Aunt, told you I was perfectly fit, and so I am. I am a little tired, I have the headache, and I own I shall be glad to see Canterbury, but after a night’s rest I shall be in the best of spirits, you may rest assured … Unless the mattresses of Canterbury are stuffed with pieces from Lord Elgin’s collection of marbles, as I am quite sure was the case at the last inn we stopped at,” she added with a cool glimmer in her extraordinarily deep blue eyes.

         “Yes, indeed, my poor child, that wretched inn!” Mrs. Winterbourne felt the need to commiserate with her, and the charms of the Kent countryside were temporarily forgotten while she recollected the numerous discomforts of the accommodation they had been provided with during a halt in Sevenoaks. “If I had but known … But Clea Maddox assured me there was not a better in the town, and I cannot for the life of me understand what she was thinking of, for I have never been more miserably uncomfortable in my life. And then the landlord was so ill-mannered when I complained to him—” she bristled slightly at the memory of indignities all too recently endured – “and it brought home to me the foolhardiness of travelling without the protection of a gentleman. If my poor dear Giles had been alive he would have known what to do in such circumstances!”

         “But my uncle is no longer alive,” Juliet Ware somewhat unnecessarily reminded her aunt.

         Mrs. Winterbourne directed at her a somewhat reproachful look.

         “No, dear child, he is not. But there is scarcely a day that passes that I do not miss him,” and groping in her reticule for her handkerchief, she dabbed at her eyes with it. “When you yourself have acquired a husband and have been married for the length of time that I was when I found myself bereaved, you will understand perfectly how I feel at this moment.” She sniffed delicately into the handkerchief, but at the same time took care to preserve the tip of her nose from anything in the nature of an unattractive redness. She sighed profoundly. “Yes, indeed, my love, believe me, you will!”

         But Juliet merely stared in a bored fashion at the roof of the carriage.

         Her aunt decided that this was an excellent opportunity to enlarge upon the attractions of matrimony.

         “I don’t mind confessing to you, love, that it is the greatest wish of my life to see you married. Marriage is such an excellent thing, in every possible way,” she enthused as if it was part of her mission in life to make certain there were few, if any, spinsters. “And there is nothing—nothing more humiliating than to be left upon the shelf! A young woman in her mid-twenties who has turned down several offers and has her face obstinately set against acquiring the responsibilities of a home and a husband is really a poor, unfortunate thing, for the day will dawn when there will be no one to partner her at balls, and—”

         Juliet’s long eyelashes drooped.

         “I am not yet in my mid-twenties, Aunt,” she reminded her, “and if I am to become a wallflower before very long it will not greatly upset me.”

         “But, dearest, I was naturally not referring to you—”

         “Then who were you referring to?” The long eyelashes lifted and the glorious blue eyes gazed directly at Mrs. Winterbourne.

         That good lady shrugged her shoulders helplessly, and made vague, fluttering movements with her hands.

         “I was endeavouring to point out to you the evils of a certain situation … After all, it is my duty as your closest relative.”

         “Then, pray forget your duty and be comfortable. You were admiring the landscape just now. Why do you not continue to do so?”

         “Because there are other matters of far greater importance; I wish to draw your attention to—”

         “Please, Aunt. My headaches.” And the younger woman actually put her hand over her eyes to shut out both the face of her aunt and the passing scenery.

         Not in the least offended by this behaviour, Mrs. Winterbourne altered her tactics and fell to making sympathetic clucking noises. She offered her companion the use of her own vinaigrette, which was refused, and reproached herself for wishing to unburden herself of one of her most pressing problems when the moment was obviously far from suitable. Then it occurred to her that diverting conversation with no personal implications was ideal in cases such as this, and she embarked upon the fascinating subject of their destination, which she did not think could fail to interest the girl beside her.

         “To think that it is fully twenty years since I was last at Whitehurst! I daresay it is all vastly changed, for the late Sir Basil had such modern ideas, and was for ever improving things and making alterations … Or so Cicely tells me in her letters. It was so sad that he died as he did, but I believe she is quite over it now. Which is perfectly proper, as it is certainly eighteen months since she was obliged to purchase her weeds, and I see no sense in a woman mouldering away her life for no reason. I am sure you will find her the kindest, most charming person imaginable, love, and I know that she is very anxious indeed to meet you. And as for her son, Sir Nicholas … Why, she and I have had it quite settled between us for years that—”

         But here discretion got the better part of Mrs. Winterbourne’s somewhat unwise tongue, and she checked herself on the verge of saying something it would be better not to say at the moment. One had to be so extraordinarily careful with Juliet, and Mrs. Winterbourne sometimes confessed that she did not understand her own niece in the slightest.

         She glanced sideways at her as her head rested against the squabs, and had to admit that Juliet was quite the most absurdly lovely thing she had ever seen, even in the process of drifting off into uneasy slumber. She had removed her hat and her red-gold curls lay damply against her forehead, with one ringlet unpinned which lay against her creamy cheek. She had thick black eyelashes that were remarkably long, eyebrows as shapely as eyebrows could possibly be, and a coolly lovely mouth. Her expression at the moment was peaceful, but that mouth could curl quite cruelly on occasion.

         Mrs. Winterbourne sighed. She could have told no one how many times she had lamented the strange, cold obstinacy that made Juliet indifferent to the claims of any suitor, eligible or ineligible, who presented himself hopefully on the doorstep of Mrs. Winterbourne’s town residence. It was not as if there had ever been any scarcity of them, or any lack of variety to account for her refusal to choose from amongst them. There had been wealthy landowners and penniless Guards officers, titled gentlemen and gamblers who had risen from nothing overnight, bucks and macaronis and solid, respectable squires’ sons who had, perhaps, glimpsed the entrancing Juliet for the first time when she set forth to hunt in her grandmother’s county of Hampshire. There had, in fact, been so many that Mrs. Winterbourne had given up trying to remember the prizes amongst them, and the relief she had experienced when a total outsider had received a cold set down. And now the girl was twenty two, she had been out for three years, and as far as anyone could tell there was still no gentleman of her acquaintance to whom she was in the least likely to become engaged, or to whom she showed the smallest favour. There were times when Mrs. Winterbourne felt that she herself must be in some way to blame … Although she was certainly at a loss to know what more she could have done to get her charge safely bestowed in marriage.

         She was, she flattered herself, the soul of tact and resourcefulness, and time and again in recent months she had put herself to the trouble of withdrawing from a room in order that some pale and agitated young gentleman should have the opportunity to declare himself. But such tête-à-têtes invariably ended, after a very few minutes, with the gentleman’s departure from the house in a state of even greater agitation, and for weeks afterwards there was not one function in town at which he could be seen, as the invariable procedure seemed to be retirement to the country and his estates. This made the guardians of other young women of marriageable age look in a somewhat jaundiced way upon the beautiful Miss Ware and her unfortunate aunt, who did occasionally feel a little overburdened by having full charge of her.

         Juliet’s parents had died when she was still very young, and she had been left to the care of her grandmother, a terrifying old lady known as “the impossible Lady Wootton”. This autocrat had done her duty by the child, according to her own ideas, and had brought her up, attended by excellent nannies and governesses, in the vast and sombre nurseries of her own great house at Wootton Dene. Juliet had certainly had everything that money could buy, but she had grown up a strange, detached young woman, and when at the age of eighteen she had been sent to Mrs. Winterbourne, who was her mother’s sister and a wellknown figure in London society, the latter had at first found some difficulty in attaching herself to her. It had been assumed by Lady Wootton that Mrs. Winterbourne, having no children of her own nor any other young relative to bring out for a number of years, would be delighted to make herself responsible for Juliet’s debut; and when it became clear that she was not in any hurry to marry, it was obviously absurd to send a fashionable young woman back to rusticate in Hampshire, so the arrangement had become a more or less permanent one. Juliet went once or twice a year to visit her grandmother, for whom she entertained a quite surprising fondness, and the rest of the time she spent under the chaperonage of Mrs. Winterbourne. She seemed content with the arrangement, so far as one could tell, and all her personal expenses were more than covered by the considerable allowance she received from the guardians of the fortune she had inherited from her papa, Lord Anthony Ware, who had tragically lost his life when his carriage overturned whilst he was returning from a visit to the Continent of Europe. The result of this accident had also deprived Juliet of her mother.

         Mrs. Winterbourne had actually come to look upon her as a daughter, and she felt very strongly that she must discharge a mother’s duty towards her. The girl had engaging ways, when one penetrated beneath the cold surface, and it would be highly regrettable if she was left to moulder upon the shelf along with extremely plain and unengaging young women who were simply born to be spinsters. So Mrs. Winterbourne had a plan, and being a born match maker it was already giving her a singular degree of pleasure. If Juliet did not return from Kent the affianced wife of Sir Nicholas Childe who, according to his mother, had all the manly virtues including excessive good looks and a charm of manner few females could resist – not to mention the most satisfactory expectations in the form of a barony and a gratifyingly large income to go with it – then Mrs. Winterbourne would have no opinion of her own skill and judgment in such matters in the future. Indeed, she would regard herself as no longer the right person to have charge of a young woman like Juliet.

         Drowsy herself once it became increasingly obvious to her that there was no point in exercising her vocal chords since Juliet’s head had slipped sideways and it was very obvious she was asleep, Mrs. Winterbourne relaxed against the squabs and allowed her eyes too to close. When the towers of Canterbury came into sight both ladies were blissfully unaware of the fact.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
   

         

         Juliet was awakened by the loud clatter of iron-shod hooves on cobbles, and when she glanced out of the window she saw that the carriage was threading its way through streets which were barely wide enough to accommodate it. Stout timbered walls that looked as old as Time itself were passing within a few feet of her, and here and there the townsfolk were obliged to press themselves into doorways as the cumbersome vehicle lumbered by.

         It was a warm, oppressive, sultry evening, and during the last halfhour or so banks of cloud had built themselves up on the western horizon until the effect was rather like sinister ramparts rising against the last of the sunset. There was a hint of thunder in the air, too, and to Juliet, who hated thunder, there was additional relief in the thought that they had reached Canterbury before the storm broke.

         Their immediate destination was the Bell Inn, where they were to spend the night before embarking on the last stage of their journey to Whitehurst Priory, a few miles outside the city. Within a short time after passing beneath the West Gate they rolled ponderously into the inn yard, and a lackey sprang nimbly from the box to let down the steps for the ladies.

         Juliet felt stiff and very tired, and her head still ached quite badly, for the journey from London had been long and not particularly comfortable. As she and her travelling companion descended on to the cobbles of the yard they were both very much looking forward to reaching the sanctuary of their own chambers, and they were relieved to see that the chaise containing their maids and baggage, which had been behind them on the road, was now just on the point of following the travelling carriage into the yard. It occurred to them both that there were quite a large number of people about, and the inn itself appeared to be crowded, but they were comforted by the knowledge that their rooms had been bespoken above a week before. There could be no doubt of their being suitably accommodated.

         Once inside the lobby of the Bell Inn, however, they were destined to receive an unpleasant shock. To begin with, the sight of them seemed to fill the landlord with a kind of dismay. And however badly mine host of the Sevenoaks Inn had behaved, dismay was not an emotion which the arrival of these two obviously affluent ladies often aroused in the breasts of innkeepers. Instead of bowing complacently and summoning a cheerful maidservant to show the guests to their apartments, he stood eyeing them with an expression remarkably suggestive of regret. He finally astounded Mrs. Winterbourne, who had already supplied him with her name, by desiring to know in what way he could serve her.

         In the end, after a lengthy conversation partly conducted at cross purposes, it transpired that no instructions to reserve rooms for Mrs. Winterbourne and her niece had ever been received by the proprietor of the Bell Inn, and as every room was now occupied it would be impossible to accommodate them. There was, the landlord explained, a wrestling match being held outside the city on the following day, and of course the ladies would understand that under such circumstances every inn in Canterbury would be packed to the roof. He was extremely apologetic. Indeed, it was clear he would have infinitely preferred to act as host to these two fashionable people who would, without hesitation, have paid far more for their rooms than at least two-thirds of the rag, tag and bobtail who would be under his roof that night.

         But an innkeeper’s lot was not a happy one, as he explained with many shakings of his head, and some deep sighs to indicate that it could be very unhappy on occasion. And there was nothing he could do about it. It was all very unfortunate, but there it was …

         Mrs. Winterbourne was dumbfounded. Her mind dwelt for a brief moment on what she would say, when she had the opportunity, to those who had made the arrangements for this journey, but she soon abandoned these revengeful thoughts as a waste of time, and rather helplessly asked the landlord what he thought she ought to do.

         “Why, as to that, ma’am, I don’t quite know …” He looked from her to Juliet, whose face had an extremely fragile look, and rubbed his broad hands nervously against his waistcoat. “If you and the young lady would step into the coffee room I could send one of my fellows around town to see if maybe you couldn’t still be fitted in somewhere … There’s the Wheatsheaf in Holywell Street. It might not be what you’d call a fitting place for ladies of quality, ma’am, but they’d likely have a mite o’ room to spare. And when all’s said there’s a wild lot in every inn in Canterbury tonight.”

         “I will not sleep in a tavern.”

         This statement, issued in clear and concise accents, came from Juliet, and despite the whiteness of her face and the dark circles under her eyes the mutinous set of her mouth indicated that she meant precisely what she said. Mrs. Winterbourne’s bewilderment was increased. To be sure, the thought of spending the night in such a place as the landlord had described disturbed her to such an extent that she felt suddenly quite enfeebled, and she very nearly had, there and then, one of the attacks of giddiness to which she was sadly prone, under so many watchful pairs of eyes. But it was warded off by her immensely practical nature, as it really did seem to her that a bed in a doubtful inn would be better than sitting up all night in a coffeeroom, apparently the only other alternative. Their two abigails would be with them to minister and watch over them, and it was unlikely they would suffer any actual ill-usage…

         And then she looked at Juliet’s face again. Her niece appeared to be taking the matter into her own hands.

         “Landlord,” she demanded, “do you know Whitehurst Priory?” Mine host gave the matter his consideration. “Ah, yes, Miss, I know Whitehurst … Sir Basil Childe’s place. Or was—”

         “Quite. It is now the property of Sir Nicholas Childe. He resides there with his mother. How far is it from here?” The landlord scratched his head. “Six or seven miles, near enough,” he committed himself at last. “That’s if you go by the road. If you take the short cut across the common, skirting Stippleton woods, you could save yourself a mile … Maybe a mile and a half.”

         “Thank you, landlord. That is all I wish to know.” She turned briskly to her aunt, who had sunk down wearily on to a conveniently placed oaken settle and was looking as if this really was all much too much for her. “Well, then, Aunt, our problem is as good as solved,” Juliet informed her. “We have only to continue our journey and we can spend the night at Whitehurst, in comfortable beds, under the protection of our hostess, far removed from these jostling crowds who have nothing better to do than gape at wrestling matches.” She gave a disdainful glance on all sides of her. “Since the Priory is so close I am surprised we did not think of it before.”

         But Mrs. Winterbourne, who had thought of it before, and dismissed the idea of travelling an additional six or seven miles as quite impracticable, stammered something about it being quite dark by the time they arrived. And she added that she did not in the least like the sound of Stippleton Woods, if her niece was suggesting they should take advantage of the short cut.

         “I am suggesting it, dear Aunt. I think it would be absurd to travel another mile and a half for no reason …”

         Just then they both caught the sound of huge drops of summer rain falling on the cobbles beyond the open door. And at precisely the same moment the first roll of thunder sounded threateningly.

         “There’s going to be a storm, dearest,” Mrs. Winterbourne said hopefully. “I couldn’t possibly travel through a storm.”

         Juliet bit her lip. She hated thunder and lightning far more than her aunt, who was not really very much afraid of anything of that nature. But she had already as good as made up her mind.

         “If I am to choose between sleeping in a flea-ridden tavern with probably the most dubious reputation and continuing my journey in a mild thunderstorm, I choose the thunderstorm,” she stated.

         “But how can we be certain it will not be an extremely violent thunderstorm?” her aunt demanded.

         Juliet made an impatient movement with her foot. The landlord observed it, and was quite prepared for her to indulge in an actual tantrum at any moment.

         “Does it really matter, Aunt?” the intrepid young woman demanded. “We have no choice! And even if the heavens open and let forth a deluge, I, for one, shall make no complaint so long as we reach our destination tonight!”

         Mrs. Winterbourne sighed.

         “Oh, very well, my love, if you feel as strongly as that.” She looked at the landlord. “Summon my coachman and make it clear to him that we are going on. But I must say I am not at all happy about it. I’d like to make plain that it is the very last time I shall attempt to stay in your inn, my good man, and I shall warn all my friends to avoid the Bell when making a journey to Canterbury. Be very sure of it, this behaviour of yours will do you no good!”

         The landlord looked quite abject, before he withdrew to execute the affronted lady’s request. He had suggested to her that she might like a tray of refreshments, which he assured her should be brought to her and the young lady without delay. When he returned he looked as if he had met with a major setback, and was not in the least certain how to break the news.

         The truth was that the lady’s coachman had refused bluntly to continue the journey that night, although he softened his refusal – being permanently attached to Mrs. Winterbourne’s household – by explaining that the reason was not his disinclination for further effort but the attitude of the outriders, hired men who were at that moment comfortably ensconced round the kitchen fire with tankards of ale. His attitude was, however, very firm and there was nothing that could be done about it. Naturally, mine host of the Bell did not repeat to Mrs. Winterbourne the exact words which had been employed by the spokesman for these gentlemen – the cook and two scullery maids had already covered up their ears in case they should hear more – or describe to her their looks of outrage. Instead, he made it sufficiently clear that her predicament was in no way eased.

         There ensued an uncomfortable silence, finally broken by Juliet.

         “May we not come by fresh outriders in such a town as this?”

         “Never, Miss. Not tonight, with all the work there is to be had.”

         “Then let us travel without them.”

         “Juliet!” There was no doubt about it, Mrs. Winterbourne was at last ready to dig in her heels. Her voice was a faint, protesting shriek. “Travel without anyone to protect us should we be attacked! Have you forgotten what happened to Lady Gravely? Not only was she deprived of her jewels and her money by some wretch of a highwayman who attacked her carriage, but her maid was carried off on horseback by the villain himself! And she never saw her again!”

         Juliet looked contemptuous. She was not afraid of highwaymen.

         “The girl was probably in league with the man,” was all she offered by way of comment.

         Mrs. Winterbourne failed to look convinced.

         “But even if she was—” Then she turned with a touch of appeal to the landlord. “What are your roads like here in Kent? Is there very much likelihood that we should be attacked if we set off without a proper escort? I have never in my life been interfered with on a journey, but I have learned to be cautious as a result of the experiences of my friends. And some of these men of the road are extremely rough, I am given to understand—”

         The landlord shrugged his broad shoulders.

         “You could say we sometimes do have trouble,” he admitted, prepared to defend his home county whatever his personal opinion of the condition of the roads, “but Kent’s no worse than any other county in England. And sometimes they do get brought to justice … There was one hanged only last week! A fellow they called Red Jack!”

         Mrs. Winterbourne paled noticeably and clutched at the settle for support.

         A crash of thunder almost drowned the landlord’s further unwise revelations about a gentleman known locally as The Shadow, and another whom he almost admired because he was quite unlike the usual run-of-the-mill desperadoes who called themselves Knights of the Road. It had been fairly firmly established that he was a gentleman – possibly even a local gentleman – who always wore black and who took more risks than seemed wise, such as offering the wife of one of his victims a rose after he had held them up on one of the loneliest stretches of the road between Canterbury and the coast, lifting a cool fortune in gold and diamonds. As a result he was known locally as the Knight of the Rose.

         The landlord seemed to think this was very romantic, and even excused the gentlemanly villain his villainies. For, whatever your attitude of mind, it was an endearing quality. Red Jack, for instance, was much more likely to have put bullets in his victims, and the whole district was breathing more easily because he had been despatched. The Shadow didn’t do much harm, as he was more of a footpad, but the Knight of the Rose …

         The door of the coffee room opened and a gentleman emerged. He paused at the sight of Mrs. Winterbourne, clutching at her heart on the settle and demanding in a faint voice that a small glass of brandy be brought to her. Since it was so evident that something was wrong, he asked in a pleasant enough voice whether he could be of any assistance.

         His eyes were on Juliet as he spoke, but he plainly understood that it was her elderly companion who was afflicted. Juliet regarded him witheringly.

         “No, thank you, sir. We are about to continue our journey.”

         He cocked his head slightly in the direction of the door, listening to the thunder and watching the downpour, and then he shrugged his shoulders slightly. He was very well dressed, although by no means fashionably, and his riding-boots were muddied as if he had already ridden far that day.

         “The weather is a trifle inclement,” he remarked.

         “Not so inclement that it is in the least likely to delay us,” Juliet said stiffly.

         Mrs. Winterbourne clutched at his sleeve, and between sips of her brandy confided to him the nature of their dilemma.

         The gentleman appeared genuinely concerned by their plight, and he looked sharply at the landlord as if demanding some explanation of such a situation.

         “Surely there is somewhere you can put these ladies?” he began.

         But the landlord threw out his hand and shook his head.

         “Not an inch of space, Mr. Thorne, as the lady said to you just now.” He looked genuinely regretful. “Do you think I wouldn’t be only too happy to accommodate them? But the truth is I couldn’t find room for a mouse if you asked me to!”

         Mrs. Winterbourne shuddered.

         “Please, landlord!” she begged.

         Mr. Thorne frowned.

         “But if you sent someone to enquire at other inns—” Juliet intervened.

         “That is quite unnecessary,” she declared in an icily cool voice. “We are going on.”

         “To where, may I ask?” he enquired, looking at her with level grey eyes.

         “To Whitehurst Priory. Do you know it?” “I know of it,” he answered.

         Juliet began to seethe with impatience. She had noticed that the rain had suddenly ceased outside, and already the whole atmosphere of Canterbury was brighter, with evening sunshine falling on the hoary walls and glistening in the wetness of the cobbles. Even the thunder had ceased, and there was an evening tranquillity that quite restored her usual courage. She felt that they had delayed in a somewhat undignified manner long enough.

         “Aunt,” she said in a clear voice, “if we are to reach our destination before the storm returns we must go now.”

         Mr. Thorne followed her over to the open door of the inn.

         “Is this really wise?” he asked, looking her up and down in what she personally considered an extremely insolent manner. “Your companion seems a trifle distressed, and it might even be preferable if you spent the night in the coffee room.”

         Juliet disdained to give him an answer. Instead she looked over her shoulder at her aunt, now slightly more fortified after her brandy, who was rising somewhat totteringly to her feet to remind the landlord once more that she would not forget his lack of hospitality and would see to it that her wide circle of friends learned of it. He accompanied her to the door, wondering by this time whether he ought to offer her his own room, but the young lady (who struck him as the most disdainful and beautiful piece he had seen for a long time) was already outside in the inn yard. She did not even notice when Mr. Thorne bowed to her and went his way.
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