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Chapter One

ON A late afternoon in March, 1822, Betsy Chapman stood staring out the great drawing-room windows of Malworth Castle, the home of her family for more than two centuries. This huge stone castle sat proudly on a small hill near Maidstone in the county of Kent. Betsy, a slim blond-haired beauty with large dark blue eyes, had grown up in an England ruled by the corpulent Prince Regent. And from childhood she had known the threat to England of the Emperor Napoleon.

That threat no longer existed; only a year earlier the exiled emperor had died on the island of St. Helena. Sadly she had lost her only brother, Richard, in the decisive battle of Waterloo in which Napoleon had met his final defeat. Now she lived in this great castle with her mother and her new stepfather, Sir John Cort, a man whom she detested not only because he wantonly gambled away her late father’s money but because of his infidelity and cruelty to her weak mother.

And now Sir John Cort had behaved more odiously than ever in arranging a marriage between her and his crony and companion in lust, Lord Alfred Dakin! A dreadful match from the point of age alone since Betsy was only twenty-two and Lord Alfred was an emaciated sixty-one. He had daughters older than Betsy, and the scandalous whispers about him hinted of his liking for young women, even mere girls! It was also said that he had suffered a bout of the dread pox contracted from a Brighton whore.

Betsy was repelled by the sly, sniggering attentions of the old fop. She had angrily warned her mother and stepfather she would not marry him. But they seemed to hope he would win her over in time. Or perhaps they counted on breaking her spirit so that she would accept this unfortunate marriage.

Betsy, lost in thought, continued to gaze grimly out the window at the winding gravel roadway which led from the main road to the entrance of Malworth Castle. Lord Dakin was coming for dinner that evening, and from what her mother had said, Betsy feared the old roué might be going to choose the occasion to propose to her.

She chafed at the situation in which she found herself. Her father, Sir Ian Chapman, had been an official of the British consular service. The family had moved about the world during her early years. She and her brother, Richard, had been taught by an absentminded old Church of England clergyman. This old scholar’s health made it impossible for him to take charge of a church, but he managed to eke out a living by taking on the children of rich and titled families as private students. Old Father Warren had traveled halfway around the world tutoring them.

Her father had been an athlete and a horseman. He had made no distinction between her and her brother, so that she had grown up able to ride a horse and fence as well as any man. Her tomboyish period was fondly remembered by her now as perhaps her happiest time. With the death of her father four years earlier from a liver affliction her good days seemed to have come to an end. Her brother’s death at Waterloo three years prior to that had been the start of the ill fortune which had hounded her since.

A comrade-in-arms of her brother had come to her with a troubling account of his death. According to this young officer her brother had died as the result of a Major Eric Walters regrouping his collapsed infantry company against official orders and sending them on a needless suicide mission.

Betsy, still grieving for the dead Richard, had been shocked at this grim tale. And she had only recently sent a complaint to Lord Gray at the War Office. She hoped to somehow make this Major Eric Walters pay for his reckless act which had caused the death of so many of his men. The young officer had told her that Major Walters was still alive and well in London.

Only a few days ago she had received a rather strange reply to her letter. It was on War Office stationery but not from the office of Lord Gray. Rather it was from a mysterious Felix Black of whom she had never heard before. His letter had noted her complaints, and he had written that he would be in the area of Maidstone on this day and would call at Malworth Castle to see her. She was waiting for his arrival now.

By a happy coincidence her mother and stepfather had found it necessary to journey to nearby Canterbury for a conference with the family banker — no doubt a direct result of Sir John’s folly at the gaming tables. At any rate it meant they would be away from the castle when her visitor arrived, and she would be able to interview him alone.

Betsy felt it important that the interview be private for several reasons. She did not think her mother cared a great deal whether Richard’s death had been caused by negligence or not. Lady Cort was a vague, shallow-minded woman who she sometimes felt could not truly be her mother. It was from her father that Betsy had inherited her sharp intelligence. And she intended to get to the truth of her brother’s death.

She was certain her stepfather would only make light of her concern: try to prove it was all imagination on her part, that she had listened to a half-baked story of some young officer and acted on it too swiftly. She was used to his overbearing, arrogant ways and was grateful that he and her mother would be absent all the afternoon.

Clouds made the sky gray; the day was as somber as her own mood. She speculated on what sort of person this Felix Black was and whether he had taken the contents of her letter seriously or not. There had been no hint of his attitude in his reply. He had merely informed her that he would call on her.

As she watched, she suddenly became aware of a carriage coming down the gravel road in the distance. Her heart began to beat a little faster, and she tried to keep herself firmly in control as she watched the vehicle approach. And she could not help but notice a certain strangeness about it. It was a high black carriage; the single horse drawing it was also jet black, and the coachman perched on the front seat wore black and had a black stovepipe hat!

She could not help thinking that the carriage might have dropped out of some funeral procession. As it came slowly to the entrance of the castle, it halted. The coachman tied the reins around the end of the seat and then jumped down to open the carriage door for his passenger.

Betsy watched tensely. For a moment no one appeared, and she wondered if it were all some macabre joke, that the carriage might be empty. But then a black top hat came in sight and following it a thin figure of a man dressed in black! The man was slightly stooped, and he hesitated to say a few words to his driver. Then he moved on to the door.

Betsy prepared herself and was standing calmly in the middle of the drawing room when Hobbs, the butler, marched in and announced her visitor in his booming voice, “Mr. Felix Black, miss!”

“Thank you,” she said. And she went forward in her brown velvet dress specially chosen for the occasion and held out her hand for her visitor to take. “How do you do, Mr. Black!” she said.

The bent, thin man had removed his top hat, and she saw that only a few sparse black hairs were plastered across his bald head. He had a thin face with deep-set eyes and high cheekbones, his mouth was thin lipped, and his shoulders were narrow.

“My greetings, Miss Chapman,” he said in a dry rustle of a voice as he took her hand in his clammy weak grip.

“You must be tired after your journey from London,” she said.

His deep-set eyes were fixed on her with interest, and they naturally were also black. He said, “I paused along the way for food and drink, thank you.”

“May I not offer you something?” she wanted to know.

The thin man couldn’t seem to keep his eyes off her. Continuing to embarrass her with his fixed stare, he said, “A sherry perhaps.”

“Of course,” she said. And she rang and asked Hobbs to have a maid serve some sherry. Then she indicated two nearby chairs and said, “Let us sit for our talk. You must be surely tired from your long ride.”

“Thank you, Miss Chapman,” he said in his dry way. He glanced around at the spectacle of elegance surrounding them — from the fine old furniture to the paintings and tapestries on the walls. “This is a true mansion.”

“We are rather proud of it,” she said with a small smile. “My father’s family has owned this property for several centuries. Not this house, of course; it was built later. But the land.”

“Yes,” he said, staring at her again. “I know you are one of England’s oldest families.”

She sat in a high-backed chair and primly folded her hands on her lap. She said, “That is why it seemed so tragic that my brother, the only male heir, should have perhaps died needlessly.”

“Ah, yes,” he said with disinterest as he carefully sat opposite her.

The maid came hurrying in with a tray holding a decanter of sherry and glasses. The tray was placed on a table beside Betsy, and she poured a drink for her visitor and passed it to him and then poured one for herself. All the while she was trying to decide what sort of person he might be. He was from the War Office, but surely he had never been a soldier who had seen active service. His bent figure was so frail looking and his skin color was pasty white in contrast to his black clothing.

She said, “It was good of you to come.”

“Your letter interested me,” he told her as he took a sip of the wine.

“I appreciate your paying so much attention to it. You could well have considered it the ravings of some female lunatic.”

“Not at all,” he demurred. “It was well written, and I could tell it was from a lady of some position even before I read the signature and realized who you were.”

“Really?” She could see that he was extremely sharp along with being discreet.

He told her, “Your late father, Sir Ian Chapman, had a long and outstanding career in our diplomatic service. Until his death, so regrettable, he was a member of that service.”

“It was his pride,” Betsy said. “He wanted nothing more than to serve his country. The same could be said of my brother, Richard.”

“And of you, young lady, I’m sure of that,” he said in that same rasping voice.

“Unfortunately, because of my sex, I have not had the same opportunity to stand forward for my country. But I promise you I feel as strongly.”

The thin man’s narrow face showed interest. “I’m glad to hear that.”

She said, “That is why I wish to learn the truth about my brother’s death. And if his commanding officer was at fault, I would want to see him punished.”

“A rational enough wish,” the thin man in black said quietly.

“So I was not only grief stricken but frustrated by this word that Richard’s death mightn’t have been necessary.” And she again recited all that she had written in the letter to him. He sat there listening and showed what appeared to be interest.

When she had finished, he put aside his empty wine glass carefully. Then glancing at her, he said, “Yes. I’m very well acquainted with the manner of your brother’s death, miss.”

“And what, pray, are you to do about it?”

“The battle of Waterloo is history now, young lady. No act of mine can change what happened on that eventful day.”

She protested. “I fully realize that, sir. But if my brother was needlessly sacrificed, I wish the one responsible to be punished.”

The man nodded his almost bald head and suggested, “You bear an undue hatred for this man, a man who may have done his best. His worst offense might be that he temporarily lost his head in the midst of that awful battle!”

Her eyes opened wide and her cheeks warmed as she asked of him, “Are you reproving me for my stand?”

“It has perhaps become an obsession, has it not?”

“No more so than is natural,” she flung back. “I loved my brother, Richard, as I have rarely loved anyone!”

“I know,” her black-clad visitor said quietly. “You were both on Saint Helena together.”

Betsy gasped. “How do you know that?”

The thin man offered her a bony smile which gave his face a more skeletal look than ever. He rasped, “I know all about you, young lady. Your entire history! The history of your family!”

She stared at him in dismay, wondering what sort of person he was and why he had taken this trouble to visit her if he were not sympathetic to her complaint. She said, “Are you telling me my complaint to the War Office was unreasonable?”

“Not at all,” he said. “I only am trying to point out that there may well be no villain in this drama of the battlefield, that the man who gave the order resulting in your brother’s death was confused and not evil intentioned. That he perhaps regrets what happened to this very hour.”

She sat up very straight. “You are making a plea for the man I consider my brother’s murderer. Why did you bother to come see me at all?”

He coughed, a dry, racking cough, and produced a white handkerchief and pressed it to his mouth for a moment. Then he drew it away and stuffed it in his pocket as he told her, “I have come to visit you for quite another reason.”

“Another reason?” she echoed in bafflement.

“Yes.” He was studying her with an odd look of satisfaction.

“Pray tell me what it may be,” she begged him. “You are from the War Office, are you not?”

“I am,” he said. “How else could I come by your letter?”

“Please continue!”

He stood up. “I will move about,” he told her. “It is easier for me to think on my feet.”

“Whatever you like,” she said.

He gave a deep sigh. “Until recently I have been head of a division of the War Office. Now I have been told to retire, that my usefulness is at an end. I’m spending my last few weeks in the office I have occupied so long, being forced to retire to my dark and unhealthy London house, ignored by those I have served so well, including His Majesty.”

“That is too bad, sir,” she said. “But what has it to do with me?”

He moved away a little and made a gesture of his thin hand. “If you will be but patient, you will hear.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, beginning to think she was entertaining a madman.

He swung around to face her and said, “I’ll venture that until you received my letter, you never had heard the name of Felix Black.”

She stared at the odd, shabby figure. “That is true.”

“And yet for years I have been one of the most powerful forces in the War Office. I have been chief of espionage.”

“Espionage!”

“And before that I was the foremost spy of the service,” the thin man ranted on. “Yet today I am discredited and soon to be discarded.”

“Why? And what has it to do with me?”

He came close to her and pointed a thin forefinger close to her lovely face. “Your father was stationed on Saint Helena just after Napoleon was exiled there.”

“Yes.”

“Soon after your family had word of your brother’s death in the battle of Waterloo, you along with your father and mother and an ancient Anglican priest all arrived on the bleak island. Your father was sent there as assistant to Admiral Cockburn.”

“Yes,” she said almost in a whisper. “I was beside myself with sorrow and anger at first. Dear old Father Warren tried to remove the rancor from my heart.”

The cold, sharp eyes fixed on her. “You were often a guest at Longwood, the estate of the Balcombe family on Saint Helena.”

“I was.”

“And it was while you were there that you met the former Emperor Napoleon who was temporarily living in their garden house. You were only sixteen but lovely, as you are now. You, along with Betsy and Jane Balcombe, became good friends of the man who had changed the face of Europe.”

She said, “Are you making some sort of charge against me? That was long ago. Napoleon is dead!”

Felix Black regarded her with one of his cold, superior smiles. “You hated the emperor at first! And when he asked you why you were so bitter, you told him. And when you said your brother had died at Waterloo because of him, he was full of sympathy for you. And he told you that to all intents he had died there as well.”

She stared at him in amazement. “Almost his very words! How could you know that?”

“Napoleon had great charm,” the man in black went on relentlessly. “He won you over. You soon became as friendly with him as the Balcombe girls. The gossips on the island whispered about the scandal of this middle-aged conqueror at last being conquered by a beautiful English girl.”

“I will not have you tarnish the friendship,” she told him. “My father and mother approved. For a time I felt less bitter about Richard’s loss. It was not until later I heard the story about garbled orders and realized he had been the victim of one of our own British officers — not the enemy.”

The thin, nearly bald man showed a wry smile. “You wished to believe that. For since that sunset eve on Saint Helena, when you and Napoleon wandered off to stand on the cliff’s edge hand in hand, you have always revered the memory of that fat Corsican!”

“Do not speak of him like that!” she cried, springing up. “He was a noble figure, and I cared for him deeply. Call it treasonable if you will. Charge me as you like!”

The stooped man came close to her and said, “I blame you not at all. I did not come here to charge you or condemn you.”

“Then why?”

“I wanted to find out if you remembered.”

“How could I forget?” she asked brokenly as she turned away from him. “It was my first true love affair. I was a child and he a man of much experience. Yet it was beautiful and he, the ogre of my childhood memories, was tender and loving to me. When I learned that because of my father’s illness we were to leave the island, I thought my heart would break. My only consolation was his promise that he would never forget me.”

“If it is of any small value to you, he never did.”

She wheeled around to stare defiantly at the weird figure in black. “How can you know all this? You unhealthy man!”

He smiled. “Do you remember Dr. Barry Edward O’Meara?”

“Of course. He was the British medical officer appointed to look after the former emperor.”

“He was my man. A member of the British Intelligence. Unhappily I also had to later recall him. He came under the spell of Napoleon to the extent that he now spends his time writing books in his defense. Needless to say he is no longer one of His Majesty’s spies.”

“Barry O’Meara!” she exclaimed, a look of days past recalled in her blue eyes. “I always liked him. I never guessed. So he was the one who told you about me.”

“He and others,” the master spy said. “I have always conducted an efficient department.”

She sighed. “With all the guards and small freedom left to him, I knew there had to be spies. But I did not guess that Dr. O’Meara was one of them. He was Napoleon’s friend.”

“He still is,” Felix Black complained. “If he keeps on writing his infernal books, he’s going to wind up in prison.”

She said, “So you have not come here to help me about my brother’s being sacrificed. Why have you made this visit?”

He faced her in silence for a moment. “Can I trust you implicitly? Have I your sworn word that what I’m about to say to you will never be repeated?”

Betsy was upset. “What are you talking about?”

“Do you swear to remain silent?”

“Yes,” she said. “As long as it means no harm to anyone.” She was beginning to suspect that he was about to enlist her in some plot against her former friend Dr. Barry O’Meara. It was evident they wished to silence the former spy.

Felix Black frowned. “Because of what I’m going to tell you, I’m being driven from my office. Reviled! Scoffed at as an old fool living in the past! No one wants to believe me!”

“Explain,” she said.

He seized her by the arm and fixed his fanatic’s bright eyes on her. “Napoleon lives!”

“What?”

“He lives! He was successfully rescued from the island of Saint Helena, and he is somewhere in Europe in hiding at this very moment.”

“Preposterous!” she gasped.

“That is what they are all saying,” Felix Black said, still clenching her arm so that it pained. “They ignore all my years of being mastermind of the world’s greatest spy network.”

She said, “It is common knowledge that Napoleon died of a liver afflicton that came from his being held on that dread island. My father contracted the same liver ailment, and it killed him.”

“A man died of a liver affliction in Napoleon’s bed, but it was not Napoleon,” the thin man in black said with passion. “And now the former emperor is virtually a prisoner of one of the great criminal minds of our day, a political upstart named Valmy. This Valmy is the head of a group of ex-military men and others who wish to seize power from the new king of France. Later it is Valmy’s plan to see that Napoleon, once in power again as a puppet leader, is murdered. Then Valmy will become the new ruler of France and be on his way to conquer Europe. His particular hatred is for England and all things English!”

She listened to the trembling old man in awe, not sure whether all that she heard were the ramblings of a mind which had broken under long years of strain or the stunning information gathered by one who was still a mastermind of espionage. Somehow she felt what he was saying might at least have some truth in it.

In a hushed voice she asked, “Why have you told me all this?”

He had released her arm, and now he twisted his hands in nervous fashion and said, “Because I need your help.”

“My help?”

“Yes,” he said. “I have been discredited at the War Office. I shall be leaving shortly. But I’m going to conduct this campaign on my own. My house shall be my headquarters, and I shall enlist my own agents to try and rescue Napoleon from this Valmy, warn him of the fate in store for him, and have him take an armed vessel to the United States.”

“The English betrayed him before when he could have made his escape to America easily,” she reminded the man in black. “Why should he trust us again?”

“Not the nation, but me,” the thin man said excitedly. “He knows of me. There is a house built for him in Louisiana, funds aplenty for a life of ease, and safe passage on a United States armed vessel.”

“Why should you care what happens to him?”

“I don’t! But I want to save Europe from the madman Valmy. The nations cannot stand another senseless war, and there will be one if Valmy succeeds with his scheme. The ace card is in his hand — the former emperor.”

“I find it all impossible to believe,” she said.

“So do the others,” he told her. “But if I bring this off, the fat oaf we call His Majesty will invite me to the palace for honors. I shall have my revenge. Those that call me mad now will bow to me in gratitude.”

“What do you want of me?” she asked.

Felix Black gazed at her grimly. “I need you to be my chief agent. You know Napoleon, and he trusts you. If you tell him what Valmy is up to, he will believe you.”

“I know nothing of such things,” she said.

“You are an excellent shot, you fence as well as any man, and you ride horseback like a trained cavalry officer,” he said.

“You have been well informed.”

“Always,” he agreed. “It is my strong point. There are only a few tricks to be learned and I can soon teach them to you. A matter of codes, techniques for getting information, a knowledge of picking locks, and a familiarity with needed poisons.”

She said in disbelief, “You wish to enlist me to go to France in search of a returned Napoleon and save him from this Valmy?”

“Exactly,” he said. “You would not be alone, of course. I shall direct this strictly private group. I hope to enlist O’Meara as a member, and I would have you work in conjunction with a trained male spy who has gained a reputation under the code name of Robin. It would be his duty to protect you.”

“I’m afraid I must refuse you,” she said. “I am happy to be living a quiet country life here with my mother and my stepfather.”

The man in black smiled at her coldly. “Did you say you are happy here?”

“Yes,” she said in weak defiance.

“I wish it were true,” he said. “But it is not so. You are chafing under the indifference of your mother and the cruel arrogance of your stepfather!”

“Please!” she protested.

“Let me finish,” he said sharply. “Your blessed stepfather is cutting deep into your father’s estate. At this moment he and your mother are in Canterbury further mortgaging this house and the land it is on to pay his latest gambling debts!”

“No!” she pleaded, shocked but aware that it was all too likely to be so.

“And you know how he plans to repair his fortunes?” the man in black asked. “He plans to sell you in marriage to his repulsive friend, the elderly Lord Dakin! A lustful old man rotten with syphillis and still reaching out to taint someone of your youth and beauty!”

“Go, Mr. Black,” she said in a broken voice “You have said enough.”

“I could tell you more,” the man in black said “But I have already caused you more pain than I wish. For your own sake you should escape from this house. For the sake of a man you once cared for deeply, you should enlist in this crusade with me. And for the sake of the England for which your brother gave his life, save it from another war! For make no mistake, once in power, Valmy will strike against England.”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I believe you are mad, Mr. Black.”

“I hear that often,” the man in black said with a shrug of his narrow shoulders. “Yet I swear all I have told you is true.”

“Fantasy!” she said.

“So they say,” he said with a bitter smile. “They think it is a product of my own mind, put forward so I may hold onto power. So they are removing my power. But I will fight this menace if I have to fight it alone.”

“Good day, Mr. Black,” she said firmly.

He bowed. “Good day. If you come to agree with me, you may find me at my house in Fetter Lane. The number is Twenty. I need you badly. So does the man who was your first love.”

He bowed again and went on out. She stared after him and then crossed to the window where she had been standing when he arrived. She saw him in a his black top hat and suit make his way to the carriage. He gave the coachman some instructions and then stepped inside and vanished. After a moment the black carriage and horse vanished up the gravel roadway, lost among the trees at the turn.

She stared out at the sullen day and wondered if it had all been a strange trick of her mind. Had she imagined the weird black coach and the visitor who came in it? Had the tall tale which she’d listened to been a hint of her own approaching madness? Surely it was the strangest experience she’d known in a long while.

A genius of evil! That was how he had struck her. His knowledge had made her think of an all-knowing Satan spying on his unwary subjects and reporting their misdeeds with unholy glee. Tears sprang to her eyes, and she fled up the stairway to her bedroom. There she threw herself on her bed and sobbed.

Remembrance of St. Helena came back to her all too vividly. Her kindly father had stood up for her when her mother reproached her for her friendship with Napoleon. So she had enjoyed her short stay on the bleak island and spent much time with the exiled emperor.

He had talked to her of his son, the king of Rome. And he’d said wistfully, “I have no fear whatever about my fame. Posterity will do me justice. The truth will be known, and the good I have done with the faults I have committed will be compared. Although I have failed, I shall be considered an extraordinary man.”

Only six years ago! How close they had been! Since then she had lost her beloved father. Next Napoleon had died of apparently the same illness brought on by the difficult island climate. At the moment she was in a state of despair, frantic that she might somehow be forced into a hideous marriage with old Lord Dakin.

And because she’d written about Richard’s death to the War Office, this fantastic man and his utterly insane story had come to her. His invitation to join him in London as one of his private secret agents might seem more reasonable if she could make herself believe what he’d told her. The trouble was that she could not.

When Betsy went downstairs to dinner, her mother and stepfather had already returned and were having sherry in the drawing room. As she joined them, the big bulldog-faced Sir John Cort was haranguing her mother about something. He stood before the fireplace, his back to it, as he uttered a tirade of abuse at his unfortunate spouse. Maria Cort sat dejectedly in her chair, her glass of sherry held loosely in her hand as she listened to her husband.

Her thin, lined face lighted up a trifle at the arrival of Betsy since it would mean that some of the attention would be temporarily taken from her. “How nice you look, my dear,” Maria said. “The white gown becomes you nicely. I’m sure Lord Dakin will be taken with it.”

Almost angrily she replied, “I did not wear it to please Lord Dakin. In fact I wasn’t at all sure he was coming tonight.”

Her stepfather, resplendent in blue jacket and fawn trousers, scowled at her, and in his booming voice told her, “I’m sure I made that quite clear. Alfred is coming to stay overnight with us, and it is his hope, and ours, that you will come to some arrangement whereby your engagement can be announced.”

“Never!” she said, defiantly facing her stepfather.

“Don’t be rash, my dear!” her mother counseled her.

“You should consider yourself a fortunate young woman to be picked out by a man like Lord Dakin for marriage. As Lady Dakin you will rule London society,” Sir John Cort said.

“A groom of sixty-one with an odious reputation,” she said angrily. “All London would either pity me or laugh at me!”

Sir John Cort’s ugly face took on a purplish shade, and he turned to demand of the hapless Maria, “Is this the respect you get from your ungrateful daughter?”

Maria, pinched looking under the lace cap she wore, pleaded with the burly man. “Do not be too hard on her, John. She has lost both a brother and a father, each of them dearer to her than I.”

“Another disgrace!” Cort snapped, his jowls flapping over his tall, hard collar. “The girl was ruined by her father! His bad judgment was exemplified while you lived at Saint Helena — to allow his daughter to become a friend of Napoleon!”

Betsy exclaimed, “Do not speak against my father!”

“Ha!” Her stepfather snorted with disdain. “Next you will be warning me to proceed easily with the name of Napoleon!”

“I do warn you,” she said with defiance. “Napoleon was my true friend!”

“Listen to her!” her burly stepfather exclaimed. And to Betsy he cried, “I vow you had no scruples of being in the company of an older man then!”

“Napoleon respected me,” she said. “He did not want to ravish me as your lecherous friend does!”

Sir John Cort told her angrily, “If Lord Dakin marries you, it will be as close as you can ever expect to your becoming a lady. If only in name!”

“Lord Dakin is a fine gentleman, my dear,” her mother said in a frightened voice.

Betsy smiled bitterly and told the two, “I suspect you need the match to replenish the family fortune. It is widely known that in your jaunts to London gaming houses you have squandered most of the fortune left by my father!”

“You hear that, madam!” her irate stepfather roared at her unfortunate mother. “This girl has no respect for me!”

“John!” Maria wailed pitifully.

At that moment Hobbs came into the room and cleared his throat to announce, “Lord Alfred Dakin’s coach is in the drive, sir!”

“Thank you, Hobbs, I shall go at once to greet him,” her stepfather said. And to them he went on scathingly, “It is not your daughter’s fault that he has not caught us all quarreling like drunken fishwives!” And he strode off to welcome his old friend.

Maria looked up at Betsy sadly as soon as they were alone. “I do wish you would try to get along with your stepfather.”

“I hate him!” Betsy said angrily. “I cannot conceal it!”

“He is only trying to arrange a suitable match for you. It is time you were married! Most of your friends are already raising children!”

“I can wait for marriage until I meet a man I love,” she told her mother.

“You may wait a lifetime without finding such a person,” Maria Cort lamented.

She knelt by her mother and said, “You above all people ought not to say that. I have such fond memories of your happy life with my father. Why did you have to marry again? And marry such a bounder as Sir John!”

Her mother whimpered, “I thought all men were like your father. Sir John flattered me and made so many promises — none of them which he bothered to keep. My only happiness rests in you!”

“And would you have me married to that old reprobate?”

“No,” her mother said. “But Sir John is so forceful. I cannot seem to prevail against him.”

“Then I promise you, I shall,” Betsy told her mother grimly. She stood up again as she heard the voices of her stepfather and Lord Alfred Dakin approaching.

Lord Dakin came strutting into the room resplendent in a pale yellow silken jacket and dark blue trousers. He wore a wig too black to look natural and somewhat ill fitting. His thin fece was powdered and rouged, and he studied her with his lorgnette held up to his watery blue eyes.

“Damme, you never looked more lovely!” he said in his high-pitched voice, ending with a giggle.

“My daughter has been looking forward to your visit,” Sir John Cort said, his eyes at the same time flashing a warning to Betsy not to deny this flagrant lie.

Her mother was on her feet and smiling at the ancient fop. “May I say how well you look, Lord Dakin. Your youthful appearance is the talk of London society. I have heard matrons whisper behind their fans that while their birth dates are the same as yours, you appear young enough to be their son!”

“Thank you, dear lady,” Lord Alfred Dakin said. “Perhaps it is because I prefer the company of the young, particularly in my bed, that I have retained my own youth!” He guffawed at his distasteful joke.

They all, with the exception of Betsy, joined in laughing at his sally. Sir John turned to her with a frown and asked, “Have you no word of greeting for Lord Alfred?”

“I’m sure he knows he is welcome enough here without my adding to his greeting,” she said quietly.

“True!” the old roué said, waving his jeweled lorgnette. “I need no reassurances from one who may soon share my love. A true Juliet and her Romeo, determined to be eternally youthful!” He giggled once again.

Even Sir John looked slightly disgusted at his performance and said, “Let us proceed to the dining room! I have your favorite pheasant and a bushel of fine oysters for your pleasure!”

So they proceeded to the dining hall. There at the elegant candlelit table a feast was served. Betsy tried to remain silent while the others kept up an unending conversation. The tales of the latest London scandals and the bon mots of the town gossips were repeated at the table with glee. Betsy tried to ignore the giggling and braying of the old man who would be her Romeo.

Shortly after the meal, when he approached her and made attempts to fondle her breasts covertly as they stood alone for a moment in the drawing room, she complained of a headache to him and hurried off to her room. She knew that her stepfather would be in a rage, but she did not care.

As she undressed for bed, she again thought of her visitor of the afternoon and his offer. Escape to London even in the pursuit of what might turn out to be a mad fantasy did not seem so farfetched to her now.

She had carefully locked the door to her bedroom, and so she fell asleep without any apprehensions. This made it all the more terrifying when she awakened in the middle of the night to hear a key being turned in the bedroom door. The moon shone into the room, flooding it with a cold blue light as she gazed at the door in consternation!


Chapter Two

BETSY DREW the sheets up over her lightly covered rounded breasts as she watched with a feeling of horror as the door opened. She immediately guessed what was happening. Her stepfather had provided his lecherous friend with a duplicate key to her room! She was being offered to Lord Dakin as a tasty treat along with the pheasant and the oysters.

Now the door was opened, and the skinny Lord Alfred Dakin, clad only in a nightshirt which barely came to his hips, stood revealed before her. A mad, lustful smile was on his ugly old face as he closed the door behind him and began advancing to his bedside.

“My lovely!” he croaked.

She pulled away to the other side of the bed, crying out, “Don’t dare come near me!”

His answer was a throaty chuckle. He knelt on the bed, his nightshirt riding up so that the revolting ugliness of his dangling private parts was thrust toward her. She let out a cry of revulsion and got to her feet on her way to the door and escape!

With an agility surprising in one his age and probably produced only by his heightened state of lust, he scrambled across the bed like a schoolboy and then ran after her. He caught her before she reached the door and clasped one hand over her mouth and held her struggling body with the other arm.

All the while he crooned foul suggestions in her lovely ears. And as she struggled with him, he managed to tear at her thin nightgown until shortly she was completely naked. The awareness of her nudity seemed to spur him on more. With a mad strength he swung her around and flung her on the floor by the side of her bed!

Gasping from his exertions and giggling with glee, he held her down as he mounted her and prepared to ravish her. She was stunned for a moment after hitting the floor, but as her mind began to work again, she groped out wildly with her one free hand, seeking a weapon!

With a rush of inner exultation she found one! She grasped the handle of her chamber pot and swung it out and brought it down over his balding head, no longer protected by his wig. The pot made a thud, and he relaxed his grip on her. It was her cue to bring it down on the bald head a second time. This time blood spurted forth, and he fell to one side unconscious.

She dropped the chamber pot. Lying there breathing heavily, she studied him with disgust. It was possible she had killed him, and if so she did not care. All she could think of now was escape. Escape from the ugliness of this scene, escape from the old house which was no longer a haven for her, escape to London and whatever Felix Black might have to offer!

This resolved, she lost no time in dressing and hastily packing a single bag with the necessary things she would need for travel and a few days in London. She could buy other things later. She had money hidden in one of her dresser compartments. She put a few notes in her dress pocket and the rest in her bag.

As she hurried about her preparations for running away, the old roué lay motionless on the floor. She knelt by him to see if he were still breathing. And he was, though it was slow and labored. A grim expression on her face, she put on her cloak and bonnet. Then bag in hand she quietly let herself out of the room.

She made her way downstairs and out into the cool air of early morning with the same caution. It was too early for even the humblest of their servants to be awake yet, and she knew she could not hope to take a horse from the stables without being heard. Her only chance was to walk to the main road and wave down the stagecoach on its way to London. It was the usual custom to pick up fares along the highway if there was any empty space. She could only pray that one would soon come along to pick her up.

She did not halt until she reached the main highway about a half hour later. Dawn was starting to break, and she glanced behind her and wondered what was happening at the castle. When morning came and Lord Dakin did not appear and was not found in his room, they would search for him. Whether they found him alive or dead depended on fate. He was an old man and the chamber pot a heavy weapon. She had not spared him at that moment of crisis. She had struck him hard!

Her ruminations were interrupted by the sound of horses’ hooves and the creaking wheels of a stagecoach approaching and approaching in the right direction! Headed for London! She at once took a stand in the middle of the rutted road and began to wave her arms frantically.

The red and gold stage came bearing down on her, drawn by four magnificent horses. The driver reined them sharply and called out to them; they came to a restless, neighing halt! A stout man in cape and stovepipe hat seated with the driver jumped down and confronted her.

“What do thee want?” he asked, his bronzed fece surly.

“Passage to London,” she said.

He eyed her suspiciously. “Do you have the price?”

She held out a note. “Will that be enough?”

“ ‘Twill do,” he said shortly and stuffed it in his pocket. She knew that it was more than enough to pay for a half dozen fares, but she wasn’t in a mood to argue this with him. She wanted to get on to London as quickly as she could.

The man opened the door of the stage and helped her up the big step. Inside there were three men, an old woman, and a young girl with a child in her arms. All of them were still in a sleepy state, their rest interrupted by her arrival. The air in the stage was heavy and smelled of strong spirits as well.

She was pleased to see an empty space next to a heavy man wearing a clergyman’s black suit, clerical collar, and flat clerical hat. His oval-shaped face wore a benevolent expression, and he seemed the only one of the several passengers fully awake. He at once offered her a smile and moved a little to make room for her.

No sooner was she seated than the stage started on its way once again. The other passengers closed their eyes and attempted to sleep again. Only the stout clergyman remained awake. Now he beamed at her with his kindly eyes and in a low voice informed her, “I am Parson Midland.”

“How do you do, reverend sir,” she said a little stiffly.

The friendly man said, “May I presume by saying it is odd to have a young woman alone flagging the stage in the small hours of the morning. Are you in some sort of trouble?”

She shook her head. “No. I decided I wished to visit some friends in London.”

The clergyman raised his eyebrows. “And you did not take a carriage to the nearest inn and wait for the stage there?”

“No,” she improvised quickly. “There is illness at home, and I did not want to put anyone to a bother.”

“That is truly Christian of you,” the middle-aged portly clergyman said with pleasure. “There is talk of the young not being properly pious. I do not agree. And I think you are a prime example of the good that can be found among our youth.”

“Thank you,” she said with a sigh. “I fear I am not all that good.”

“I’m sure you are,” Parson Midland said. “And now I must be completely honest with you. I know who you are.”

Her eyes widened. “You do?”

“Yes,” he said. “You are the daughter of Sir John and Lady Cort. I saw you together at a fair in the marketplace of Canterbury.”

“I think you have made a mistake,” she faltered.

“No,” the clergyman said with a reassuring smile. “You were pointed out to me. Also I was told Sir John was merely your stepfather.”

“I see,” she said, feeling trapped.

The stout man told her, “You have no reason to fear me. You can be quite honest with me. I wish only to befriend you.”

“You are kind,” she said. “And it is true I am Betsy Chapman. I have left the castle because of an intolerable situation there!”

“Ah! You are running away.”

“You could hardly call it that. I am of age.”

“Let me phrase it differently. You are running away from home without informing your parents or asking their approval.”

Her eyes flashed angrily. “I do not need my stepfather’s approval. He is a beast who would pander me to a lecherous old man.”

The clergyman closed his eyes for a moment and in a low voice murmured, “The sins of the flesh! How vile some humans are!”

“Sir John is among the vilest. And so is his friend, Lord Dakin, whom he would have me wed!”

“That broken-down old roué,” Parson Midland said with dismay. “I cannot believe it!”

“Yes,” she said. “It is all too true. I have escaped from their trap, and now I’m on my way to the house of a friend in London.”

“Thank the Good Lord you have such a friend,” Parson Midland said piously. “For if you found the countryside corrupted by wickedness, I can only warn you London today is a veritable cesspool of sin!”

She gazed out of the window at the passing countryside. Dawn had come, and everything now stood out clearly. She said in a forlorn voice, “I have no choice but to go to London.”

The clergyman at her side said, “May I offer a suggestion?”

She glanced at him. “If you like.”

“You are new to the city,” Parson Midland said. “I am well versed in its ways. When we arrive in the great metropolis, let me look after you until I have safely delivered you to your friends.”

“That is most kind of you,” she said. “But I’m sure there is no need.”

“But there is!” he insisted. “London is a dangerous place even for a young woman of some experience. There are wicked men and women waiting at the inns to prey on new arrivals. Wicked characters who will kill for a small amount or lead the unwary into a life of sin.”

“I shall be careful of such people,” Betsy said. “Thank you for your warning.”

“To rest my mind, let me do more than that,” Parson Midland said earnestly. “Let me escort you from the stage, share a light meal with you, and then hire a carriage and accompany you to the residence of your friend. When I see you safely there, my mind will be at ease and I will bid you good-bye.”

She smiled at him. “You are one of the kindest men I have ever known.”

The stout clergyman looked pleased. “I am of the cloth, my dear. I must strive to be worthy of my calling.”

As the stage reached the outskirts of London, the friendly clergyman continued to talk to her. She found him an excellent traveling companion, well versed in almost everything. He spoke of having done chaplain duty at Waterloo, and she mentioned Richard’s death. He was properly sympathetic and told of seeking out a small church near Canterbury but finally giving up and going to London because he felt his calling was to help those poor creatures lost to the city’s slums.

“So here I am returning to mission work among the lowest of the low,” he told her.

“Surely the police must try to keep crime down,” she said.

Parson Midland sighed. “The police are poorly organized. And there are an unbelievably modest number of them. Also their wages are far too small. The result is that these underpaid and overworked men often themselves become dishonest. Beadles, constables, street keepers, and watchmen are all too often in league with criminals.”

“That is distressing,” she said, alarmed.

He looked somber. “Corrupt police and numerous criminals. There are what are called flash houses. In these places hundreds of young people sleep nightly. There they are boarded and trained in crime. The boys become thieves and pickpockets; the girls in their earliest teens become prostitutes. These poor girls are taught where to go and what to do. Often they sleep with the flash-house boys for companionship, but their business is among strange males in the streets.”

“Surely there is some other choices for them?”

“None,” the parson said sadly. “No hope but in thieving and whoring. Unless they are prepared to sleep in sheds or under stalls and live on garbage, there is no means of livelihood for them but crime. These are the children I hope to help by establishing a mission.”

“I pray you are successful,” she told him. “I had no idea there were young people faced with such choices.”

He nodded. “It seems to transcend classes. Your wicked stepfather attempted to make you the slave of that despicable roué, Lord Dakin!”

“True!” she said with a shudder. “It was like forcing prostitution on me!”

“It was truly,” the clergyman said. “And I know that men like Lord Dakin, elderly rakes often suffering from venereal diseases, prey on the children of the streets. The procuresses who watch over these unhappy young girls keep a vigil to prevent their reformation. They follow them on their daily and nightly rounds and take most of the wretched money the girls make. They keep them in a state of inebriation if not complete intoxication until they are too addicted to the bottle to have any other interest. Completely degenerate, falling lower and lower in the scale of prostitution, finally they die in the gutter or some other foul place, prematurely aged and riddled by disease!”

“You should preach widely for funds and put all this in your sermons,” she told him.

“I intend to do just that,” the stout man said, brightening a little. “So now you understand why I worry about you.”

The interesting and informative conversation came to an end as they arrived in the busy streets of London. Even at an early hour wagons and carriages fought for a place in the crowded thoroughfares. The poor houses of the outlying district gradually gave way to stone and brick mansions and the great stately emporiums of business and government. The noise grew as they penetrated the bustling city.

All the others in the carriage came awake and reacted to their arriving in London in various ways. The baby cried lustily as its mother attempted to quiet it. The stage slowed down and finally drew to a stop in the courtyard of one of the largest inns which Betsy had ever seen. She had been to London several times before but never on her own. Alone the loud, busy city was more than a little frightening.

But fortunately she had Parson Midland at her side. He not only kept her close by him, but he also carried her bag. She considered it a good omen of her adventure that she had met up with such a person. At least she would be safe until she reached the house of Felix Black in Fetter Lane. And then she would discover if the story he had told her was the product of a mind gone mad or the most exciting event of the century!

Parson Midland warned her, “I do not advise we enter the inn for food and drink. There is much drinking of spirits in these places, and vile language is used openly — not fit for your innocent ears.”

“I suppose we should have something to refresh us,” she said.

“I fully agree,” the parson said good-humoredly. “I always have a full breakfast, and I’m extremely hungry. Before we proceed to your friend, we must halt and refresh ourselves and have some food.”

“What do you suggest?”

“I was about to tell you,” he said. “A few blocks ahead there is a tiny tea shop run by a matron who is a friend and former parishioner of mine. I’m sure she will allow you to use one of her rooms to wash and refresh yourself. And we can then have breakfast in peace in one of her private dining rooms, our ears safe from violent and vulgar profanity!”

Betsy was again convinced of her good luck in finding such a friend. She said, “I’m sure you know what is best.”

As it turned out, he did. The shop was clean and quiet. The elderly woman in charge of it greeted the parson with respect and warmth. She declared, “Parson Midland, the city has not been the same without you!”

The stout man beamed at the woman. “That is good of you to say.”

“So many have come by and inquired for you,” the matron said. “They feared you might have left us for good. But I told them, no, that you would be back. I said, Parson Midland is as much a part of London as the Covent Garden!” And she chuckled.

“Thank you, dear lady,” the clergyman said. “I have taken Miss Chapman under my wing. I’m escorting her to friends. In the meanwhile may she freshen herself up here and have breakfast with me?”

“My house is always at your disposal, Parson,” the old woman said. And to Betsy she confided, “You can consider yourself a lucky girl he’s taken a liking to you.”

“I know,” she said. “I’m afraid I don’t deserve it.”

The old woman smiled. “Don’t you worry, dearie. You deserve whatever the parson may do for you.”

The matronly owner of the teahouse showed her to an empty bedroom, and Betsy repaired the damages of the journey. When she had washed and looked at herself in the mirror, she decided that she looked reasonably well under the circumstances. There were lines of tiredness at her eyes, but these would vanish once she had a proper rest.
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