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A gentleman put his head round the door of the room where the members of White’s Club were sitting over their port.

“The Devils are at it again,” he announced.

There was a burst of laughter, a buzz of chatter from the bucks and dandies reclining in the leather armchairs, and the majority of them rose to their feet.

“What has occurred?” a hard-riding Squire from Northumberland enquired of his host, Lord Hornblotton.

His Lordship, an elderly man with a twinkle in his eye, replied,

“Have you never heard of the Old and the Young Devil? They are the ‘on dit’ of London at the moment. Perhaps the gossip about them has not yet reached the north.”

“No indeed,” the Squire declared. “Tell me about them.”

“It is quite an intriguing tale,” Lord Hornblotton replied, pouring himself another glass of port. “The Old Devil is His Grace of Accrington, a nobleman for whom I must admit I have never had a partiality.”

“Is he really wicked?” the Squire asked with a note of amusement in his voice.

“If I answer you truthfully,” Lord Hornblotton replied, “and in one syllable, the answer is yes! Accrington is a strange man, whom I have known for a great number of years. I have never known him do a kind deed, but I have known him do very many actions, none of which in my opinion were becoming to a man of noble blood.”

“Well, what does he do?” the Squire asked in the tone of voice of one who fancies that the ill be- haviour of the person criticised is being exaggerated.

“The story I am going to relate to you,” Lord Hornblotton said, “concerns the Marquis of Thane – not the Young Devil with whom the Duke is at the present moment engaged at cards, but his father, a personage beloved by all who knew him, and with a charm that men, women and even children found irresistible.”

“I see the good and the bad are clearly defined,” the Squire said with a mocking smile.

“In this case, yes,” Lord Hornblotton agreed. “The Duke of Accrington, who inherited when he was quite a young man, became engaged to an exceedingly lovely lady. She was indeed one of the most beautiful females ever to be described as an ‘Incomparable’ – for once the expression was apt.”

“I would like to have seen her,” the Squire said. “I find the much-vaunted wenches of today sadly unenticing.”

Lord Hornblotton’s response was a deep throaty chuckle that seemed to shake his vast frame.

“That is because you are getting old, my friend,” he said. “When you are young every female is a fascinating enigma. As you get old, if you find them less attractive, you blame them rather than yourself.”

The Squire threw back his head and laughed.

“Perhaps you are right,” he said. “Anyhow, continue.”

“Just before the wedding date was announced,” Lord Hornblotton went on, “this lovely creature, who had the hearts of almost the whole of the Beau Ton at her feet, ran away with the Marquis of Thane.”

“That must have been somewhat irritating for the Duke,” the Squire said drily.

“He was enraged,” Lord Hornblotton said, “but at the same time few people blamed her. The Duke had an unsavoury reputation, even in his youth, and in fact, it was well-known that the Incomparable had been more or less coerced into marriage with him by her parents, who, quite naturally, wanted a brilliant match for their daughter.”

“And the Marquis was not such a good catch?” the Squire suggested.

“On the contrary, save that his title was of lower rank in the hierarchy of nobility, he was of equal import and as rich, if not richer than the Duke. He was also, as I have already said, a most charming person. I imagine any woman would have found it hard to refuse his suit, if he loved her, as he undoubtedly loved the Lady Harriet.”

“So they lived happily ever after,” the Squire said sarcastically.

“They were, in fact, blissfully happy,” Lord Hornblotton agreed. “And only two years after he had been jilted the Duke married an Irish beauty, a Miss O’Leary. I think it was she who persuaded the two men to make up their differences, because having attended a Young Ladies’ Seminary with the new Marchioness of Thane, she felt it ridiculous that at every party to which she went, the Duke should go out of his way either to ignore or to insult the Marquis.”

“And then what happened?” the Squire prompted.

Lord Hornblotton sipped his port.

“I suppose that those of us who knew both of them well,” Lord Hornblotton said, “must have been blind to the hate and resentment that still lingered in the Duke’s heart. Outwardly the two men appeared friends, save that the Marquis of Thane seldom came to London, being content to occupy himself hunting and shooting on his vast estates in the country, and being highly delighted when his wife presented him with a son and heir.”

“And the Duke?” the Squire asked, feeling that here was perhaps the point of the story.

“The Duke and his Irish Duchess produced seven daughters in succession,” Lord Hornblotton said. “Then, when it appeared almost too late to hope, the much-longed-for son arrived.”

“So they both had their heirs,” the Squire said. “Now what could go wrong?”

“The Marquis had several falls when hunting,” Lord Hornblotton said, “and one in particular was almost fatal. It was obvious to those who loved him that he had not long to live, and there was, I assure you, a feeling of deep distress among his friends like me because we knew we were watching the passing of a great man.”

After a momentary pause Lord Hornblotton said slowly,

“It was then the Duke struck!”

“What did he do?” the Squire demanded.

“His hatred for the Marquis must have always festered in his heart,” Lord Hornblotton said. “Anyway, when he realised his old enemy was dying, he went to see him at Thane Castle and asked a favour.”

He paused then continued,

“I should have told you that their estates marched with each other. It appeared that the Duke was anxious to build a school for a small, isolated village that lay just inside his boundary, and the most convenient piece of land adjoining it actually belonged to the Marquis.”

Lord Hornblotton made a gesture with his hands.

“It seemed a very trifling matter,” he said. “The Marquis agreed immediately, and the Duke produced a legal document together with his Attorney, who had waited in the hall until he heard that the Duke’s request had been granted.”

“I have a suspicion that there is an unpleasant ending to this story,” the Squire remarked.

“There is indeed,” Lord Hornblotton agreed. “The Marquis’s sight was bad. The Duke placed the document in front of him and asked His Lordship to sign his name. When the Marquis hesitated, the Duke said,

“‘Let me read you what is written, my dear fellow, for I can see you have a most sensible reluctance to sign any paper unless you know what it contains.’

“‘I apologise for being a nuisance,’ the Marquis replied. ‘Alas, my eyes are failing. Let me ask for my wife. She reads to me every day.’

“‘I would not wish to trouble Her Ladyship,’ the Duke replied. ‘Let me read out to you what is written on this unimportant bit of paper.’

“He read the document aloud and then set it down once again in front of the Marquis.

“‘You read well, my friend,’ the Marquis remarked. ‘I wish I had your eyesight and indeed your strength.’

“The Duke did not answer, but watched the signature being affixed to the document. Then he said,

“‘Would you also sign a duplicate, which must be sent to the School Commissioners in London? It is always wise to keep one copy for ourselves – you know full well how careless the authorities can be.’

‘“I do indeed,’ the Marquis smiled, and signed his name again.”

The Squire drew a deep breath, for already he could see where the story was leading.

“No one, of course, realised what had happened,” Lord Hornblotton went on, “until the Marquis died three months later. It was then discovered that the second paper was a will cancelling his former behests and leaving the whole of his vast estates, with the exception of Thane Castle, to the Duke of Accrington.”

“My God, what a diabolical plot!” the Squire exclaimed.

“It was indeed,” Lord Hornblotton said. “It was, in fact, a revenge thought out and planned since the Marquis stole his bride.”

“What happened?” the Squire asked.

“The new Marquis, a delightful young man, found himself mined. He still possessed the castle, it was true, and the few acres surrounding it, but the whole of his father’s great wealth, derived from the rents of the London estate and from the rich farmlands in the country, were no longer his.

“He took legal advice, but as the Duke had taken the precaution of having his own Attorney present when the late Marquis signed, he was told that nothing could be gained by taking the matter to the courts.”

“Wretched youth, it seems an intolerable position!” the Squire exclaimed.

“It was indeed,” Lord Hornblotton said, “so intolerable that I saw a decent, clean-living, upright young man changed overnight into one who is rightly named the Young Devil.”

“Why? What did he do?” the Squire enquired curiously.

“Hate is a very strange emotion,” Lord Hornblotton said. “It was hatred that made the Duke plan his revenge upon my friend and nurture the venom in his breast for thirty years.”

“And none of you had any idea of it?” the Squire interrupted. “That is what seems so extraordinary!”

“As I have already said, we had no liking for Accrington,” Lord Hornblotton replied. “Perhaps if we had known him more intimately, perhaps if he had made a confidant of even one of us, we might have guessed what was afoot. As it was, he kept his own counsel. But with the young Marquis it was different.”

“How?” the Squire enquired.

“He made it quite clear from the very beginning that it would be his life’s work to revenge the treachery practised upon his father and to win back the lands that were rightfully his.”

“And how could he do that?” the Squire asked.

“I forgot to mention that the old Duke is a gamester,” Lord Hornblotton said with a smile, “a very experienced, extremely shrewd, fantastically lucky one.”

“If that is how the young Marquis meant to recover his lands, it does not seem that he had much hope,” the Squire remarked.

“That was what we all thought when we first learnt what young Thane was planning,” Lord Hornblotton said. “But for nearly a year after his father’s funeral he disappeared. I made enquiries and learnt that he was spending his time in the company of card-sharpers, cut-throats, charlatans and twisters of all types, in fact, the very dregs of humanity which feed on the lowest and most depraved nightlife of London.”

He sighed.

“At first I thought Thane was drowning his sorrows in an orgy of dissipation. Then on making further enquiries, I conjectured that he had a very valid reason for associating with such riff-raff.”

“He was learning the trade, I suppose,” the Squire said shrewdly.

“Exactly,” Lord Hornblotton agreed. “Not that Thane would stoop to cheating, but I suppose that with the exception of the Duke, there is no man in the whole kingdom today who knows more about cards. The Marquis lived with cards, thought of cards, dreamt of cards, played cards until they meant as much to him as food and drink.”

“I can see the point of such an education,” the Squire ruminated.

“So can I,” Lord Hornblotton agreed. “When he came back amongst his fellows he seemed a changed man.”

“In what way?” the Squire asked.

“He seemed immeasurably older, cynical, aloof, reserved. He offered no one kindliness or friendship, and he appeared to have no interest in anything or anybody except for one person.”

“The Duke!” the Squire exclaimed.

“Exactly,” Lord Hornblotton replied.

He bent forward to fill up his friend’s glass.

“I think I omitted to tell you one thing,” he said. “When the old Marquis died, his son was betrothed. It seemed an eminently suitable match. She had been the belle of several seasons and was the most sought-after young woman in society. He had been without doubt one of the greatest matrimonial catches in the land, besides being courageous, handsome and well-liked by all who knew him.”

“I can guess what happened,” the Squire said.

“It was, I suppose, not surprising – human nature being what it is,” Lord Hornblotton replied. “At the same time, I would have thought better of her had she stood by him.”

“She jilted him?” the Squire enquired.

“Yes, as soon as she learnt that he had nothing to offer her, save himself and a castle without the means for its upkeep.”

“Women have a lot to answer for,” the Squire sighed.

“In this case you never spoke a truer word,” Lord Hornblotton said. “I think it was perhaps this more than anything else that soured young Thane and sent him into a blue-devilled mood from which he appears never to have recovered.

“Sometimes when I talk to him I wonder if he is indeed the same laughing child that I bounced on my knees, the enthusiastic boy with whom I used to go shooting over the fields at Thane, or the young man spoken of by his commanding officers in the Army as being a natural leader of men, the type of officer who is valued in every regiment.”

“I must really see these two people for myself,” the Squire said. “You tell me they are known as the Devils.”

“The Old and the Young Devil,” Lord Hornblotton replied.

“And the Marquis is still impoverished?” the Squire enquired.

“No indeed,” Lord Hornblotton replied, “he is now extremely warm in the pocket. His education in cards stood him in good stead. He won several fortunes from unfledged nitwits who came to London wanting to cut a dash and returned to their country estates wiser but considerably poorer for the experience. He could, if he wished, now retire to Thane and live there in comfort, but he is driven by this demon within him to revenge himself upon the Duke. He has no other interest in life.”

“What about women?” the Squire asked.

Lord Hornblotton shrugged his shoulders.

“Women!” he exclaimed. “Have you ever known a rake who is not surrounded by pretty and optimistic creatures, confident that the love of a good woman will reform him? And perhaps ‘good’ is not the most appropriate word!”

He smiled with no humour in his smile.

“Sylvanus is a young man and, as far as the opposite sex is concerned, obviously irresistibly attractive. There are innumerable husbands who swear the day will come when they will blow a piece of lead through him as he saunters down their stairway, having availed himself of their wife’s favour. Nevertheless, he survives, and merely adds year by year, or rather month by month, to his reputation for devilry.”

“And apparently he still plays cards with the Duke?” the Squire smiled.

“The Duke is not in London as often as he used to be,” Lord Hornblotton replied. “But at least once a week he comes here to White’s or the other places he frequents. Thane, who has his spies, is immediately informed of His Grace’s arrival. No sooner does the Duke sit down at the card-table than the Marquis is opposite him.”

“And who wins?” the Squire enquired.

“They do not play for money,” Lord Hornblotton said, “they play for land. At one time the Marquis had won quite a number of residential estates, comprising whole squares and streets in Mayfair, Belgravia and Chelsea. But now I understand the Duke is gradually winning them back again one by one.”

“It is the most intriguing story I have ever heard,” the Squire said. “Come, take me upstairs, let me see the Devils for myself. When I tell my friends in the north this tale, it is doubtful that they will believe me.”

“I assure you that what I have related to you is true in every particular,” Lord Hornblotton declared.

He raised his large bulk from his chair somewhat reluctantly as though he found it an effort to walk upstairs to the card room. Nevertheless he led the way, and crossing the landing at the top of the curved staircase they entered the card room to find the two Devils seated at a card-table facing each other, while round them stood a large silent audience, watching with fascinated eyes every movement they made.

Lord Hornblotton stopped in the doorway because it was impossible to go in further, while his friend squeezed in beside him and stood on tiptoe to watch the two men who played their cards apparently unconscious of everything else.

The old Duke was thin and tallow-faced, with deep dark lines running from nose to mouth. There was something almost repulsive about his sneering, thin-lipped mouth and the supercilious disdain of his high arched nose. He had almost a cadaverous look, and his wrinkled skin and blue-veined hands acclaimed his age. His eyes, however, were still bright and shrewd, and they watched with the irrepressible glitter of a compulsive gamester every turn of the card.

The Marquis facing him was in actual years not more than twenty-eight, but he looked immeasurably older. He lounged back in his chair with a languid indifference that in itself was somehow insulting. He would have been outstandingly handsome, had it not been for an expression of contemptuous cynicism and the marks of dissipation on his face.

It was difficult to believe that he could smile, or indeed that he could find anything in life of interest. Only those who knew him well would have guessed that beneath his half-closed eyelids he was alert to every move his opponent might make.

They played in silence until finally as the Marquis turned up an ace, a sigh seemed to come simultaneously from the lips of those watching. The old Duke made no sign to show that he had lost, but merely sat still until a waiter, as if at some pre-arranged signal, brought him a glass of wine.

He sipped it as another servant carried a pile of documents to the Marquis, from which he selected one. He placed it on the table, and instantly a footman brought an inkpot with a long quill pen. The Marquis pushed the document towards the Duke, who scrawled his signature on it and flung the pen on the table, a blob of ink being left as he did so on the green baize cloth.

The Marquis picked up the document, still without speaking, and walked from the room. The gentlemen who had been watching parted silently to let him pass through their ranks towards the door.

“Good evening, Sylvanus,” Lord Hornblotton said as the Marquis reached his side.

“Good evening, My Lord.”

The Young Devil’s voice was low and deep and also cold and distant, without any warmth or friendliness in it. Then before Lord Hornblotton could speak again the Marquis had disappeared down the stairs.

“What has happened? Why has he left?” the Squire asked in a low voice.

“I should have told you,” Lord Hornblotton answered, “that the Marquis plays for exactly two hours and no longer. Whether he is winning or losing, he leaves when the hand is finished. They may meet again this evening – they will certainly meet tomorrow as the Duke is in London. One session lasts two hours and then Thane rises from the table.”

“And the Marquis won?” the Squire asked.

“He has won this time,” Lord Hornblotton replied.

The Marquis had gone down the stairs and was being helped into his riding-coat in the hall when through the door from St. James’s Street came a tall, broad-shouldered man wearing the uniform of the Queen’s Dragoon Guards. When he saw the Marquis, his good-humoured face lightened.

“Any luck, Sylvanus?” he enquired.

“I won back Chelsea – for the third time,” the Marquis replied, “and I also won Lambeth, which I have not gained previously.”

“That is a triumph,” the newcomer exclaimed. “The Old Devil has had the luck of his namesake lately. I wish I could have reached here earlier, it gives me intense pleasure to see my uncle lose. It is the one thing that can make him suffer like a human being, even if he seems impassive.”

“We will talk about it later on,” the Marquis said in a bored voice. “I am going home to change. You will be in the club this evening?”

“I cannot afford to go anywhere else,” Colonel Merrill replied.

“We will drink to the damnation of His Grace,” the Marquis promised, but his voice was utterly indifferent.

He turned towards the door.

“There is a note for you, Your Lordship,” one of the club servants said, holding out a silver salver.

The Marquis glanced down at the envelope inscribed quite obviously in a feminine hand and smelling faintly of an exotic scent. With a gesture of his hand he waved it away.

“I will collect it later.”

Colonel Merrill laughed.

“Taking it a bit slow, Sylvanus?” he asked. “What palpitating heart is awaiting an answer?”

The Marquis did not answer, but merely passed through the outer door to descend the steps outside. He stood for a moment waiting while his high perch phaeton was brought to him. Drawn by two superbly matched chestnuts, the phaeton in black and yellow was recognised in the streets of London as easily as one of the royal carriages.

Although the phaeton was standing outside White’s Club for only a few seconds, a small crowd of passers-by stopped to watch the Marquis pick up the reins and turn his horses’ heads towards Piccadilly.

There was no doubt that he made a dashing picture with his tall hat set at a rakish angle, his many-tiered riding-coat, his whiplash caught in the fingers of his right hand. The horses, as if they knew they were tooled by a Corinthian, arched their necks and tossed their long manes as if proud to be driven by him.

“’e be a regular top-notcher!” one of the onlookers exclaimed as the phaeton started to move.

The groom sprang up beside the Marquis, who cracked his whip, and the horses swung off at a speed that left those who watched fascinated by their progress.

“There is nobody else as can drive like that,” an old gentleman who was walking down St. James’s Street remarked. “Most of the young bloods today couldn’t tool a pair of mules with elegance, let alone fine horses like those. What do you think, my dear?”

“I was thinking that he looked magnificent!” the lady he addressed replied with a sigh.

There were a lot of women who watched the Marquis as he drove down Berkeley Street. There was something about him that captured the imagination, and perhaps when he was driving or riding, the customary look of cynicism and boredom in his face was not so obvious as at other times.

There was little traffic about. The shops were closing and most of the Beau Ton were changing their fashionable day garments for even more fashionable ones in which to attend the dinners, masques, routs, or assemblies where they intended to pass the evening.

The Marquis’s horses were moving at a fine speed as they turned from Berkeley Street into Berkeley Square. Then as they rounded the corner by Charles Street, suddenly without any warning a woman ran from the pavement into the roadway.

It all seemed to happen in the flash of a second. The horses were almost upon her before she realised her danger. She turned, but as she did so her feet slipped on the road, which was muddy from a recent fall of rain, and she fell. It was only by a superb, almost incredible, piece of driving that the Marquis managed to prevent the wheels of the phaeton passing over her. He pulled in his horses sharply and flung the reins to his groom.

By the time he reached the woman who had fallen, he found she was being helped to her feet by a gentleman. The Marquis recognised Sir Roger Crowley, a social hanger-on for whom he had a personal dislike.

He looked down at the woman and saw she was little more than a girl. She was obviously not hurt but appeared for the moment slightly dazed. She was unfashionably dressed with a woollen shawl over her plain muslin gown, which was now bespattered with mud from the road. Her cheap straw bonnet, gaily trimmed with blue ribbons, was disarranged, and she pulled it into place with tiny mittened hands, which were trembling a little with the shock of her fall.

“Are you hurt, Madam?” the Marquis enquired.

“She is only shaken,” Sir Roger answered for her. “Do not perturb yourself, My Lord, I will attend this young lady.”

“Thank you, but there is no need for anyone to trouble about me,” the girl said in a low, curiously sweet voice.

“A glass of wine will do you good,” Sir Roger said. “Take my arm.”

The Marquis turned away, but he heard the girl say in a frightened voice,

“Please, please leave me alone. It was indeed your fault, Sir, that I was so foolish as to run into the roadway.”

“We will talk about it somewhere more comfortable,” Sir Roger said reassuringly.

He put his hand on the girl’s arm, but she wrenched herself free.

“I will not go with you!” she said defiantly. “All I wish is to find Thane House.”

The Marquis glanced at her.

“Did I hear you say Thane House?” he drawled.

“Yes, if you please,” she answered eagerly. “Will you tell me the way? That is what I asked of this gentleman, but I do not think he understood.”

“Perhaps he did not wish to understand,” the Marquis said, and his tone was insulting.

“Allow me to know what is best for this young woman,” Sir Roger said angrily.

He was nearly middle-aged and red-faced. His vast wealth came from his mills in Yorkshire, which he never visited.

“The lady has expressed herself quite clearly,” the Marquis replied. “She wishes to be shown the way to Thane House. I am, I suggest, the obvious person to direct her there.”

The eyes of the two men met. Then in a fury that seemed somehow out of proportion to the incident, Sir Roger said angrily,

“This is the second time you have interfered in my affairs, My Lord. Let me say I consider you aptly named.”

The Marquis bowed ironically, then offered his arm to the girl who was standing between them looking bewildered.

“If you will permit me, Madam,” he said, “I will escort you to Thane House. It is but a few doors from here on this side of the square.”

“Thank you, thank you very much,” the girl said in a breathless voice, “but indeed there is no need for you to accompany me, I can find my own way.”

She ignored his arm and started walking swiftly down the pavement. The Marquis, without a backward glance at the discomfited Sir Roger, moved beside her. She was so small that while she appeared to be hurrying, he, on the other hand, appeared to be moving slowly.

“All I want is to find Thane House,” she said nervously, as if his presence was somehow overwhelming.

“You desire to call on someone within?” the Marquis asked.

“Yes indeed – I seek the Marquis of Thane,” she replied.

The Marquis raised his eyebrows. By this time they had reached the door of his house, and the phaeton having arrived before him, the red carpet had been rolled across the pavement, the door was open, and there was the usual array of powdered footmen in their claret and gold livery awaiting his return.

The girl hesitated for a moment, then with a courageous little lift of her chin she went forward.

“Will you inform the Marquis of Thane that I have a message for His Lordship,” she said to the footman standing in the doorway.

The man looked surprised seeing his master was standing behind her. But before he could speak the Marquis said,

“I am the Marquis of Thane.”

The girl turned round to look at him. He saw for the first time that she had a small heart-shaped face and very large eyes. Then she exclaimed,

“You are the Marquis! I might have guessed that you would run me over!”

The Marquis stared at her. For a moment his impassive expression of boredom seemed to crack. Then he said,

“Will you not enter? I am sure that what you may have to import to me would be best said more privately.”

“Yes, yes of course,” she agreed, as if suddenly conscious of the grandeur of the house, the listening servants, her mud-spattered gown.

The Marquis permitted a footman to take his hat and coat. Then he led the way down the marble hall to the library at the far end, which extended the whole length of the house. Its windows opened onto a courtyard in which a stone fountain was throwing its water, iridescent in the evening sunshine, into an ornamental pool containing goldfish.

“Bring refreshments,” he said to the butler.

“Very good, My Lord.”

The door closed behind them and the girl faced the Marquis, her eyes wide and excited.

“Oh, I am so glad to find you, My Lord!” she cried. “I was so afraid you would not be here. And when I asked that gentleman the way, he said the strangest and most extraordinary things to me. I think he must be crazed! Still, I should not have run away from him. It was cowardly, and Gilly would have been ashamed of me.’”

“Gilly?” the Marquis questioned, a frown between his eyes.

“Miss Gillingham,” the girl answered. “You remember her? She sent me to you.”

“Miss Gillingham – Gilly! Of course I recall her,” the Marquis exclaimed. “But I have not heard from her for years.”

“She did not wish to trouble you,” the girl answered. “She thought that in your hectic social life you would find it tiresome to receive letters from your old governess. But she loved you – she loved you deeply up to the very moment she died.”

The girl’s voice broke on the words.

“And when did that happen?” the Marquis enquired.

“Last week.”

There was something suspiciously like tears in the eyes looking up at him, and hastily the Marquis remembered his manners.

“Will you not be seated?” he asked. “I am afraid I have been remiss where Miss Gillingham is concerned. I should have enquired as to her whereabouts a long time ago.”

“She was quite happy and not impoverished in any way,” the girl answered.

She seated herself on the edge of a huge brocade armchair at the side of the hearth, while the Marquis availed himself of one opposite. He lay back, his eyelids drooping, but he was watching her. He thought how small she looked, how unfashionable, and yet at the same time unusual – but he was not quite sure how. There was something about the little face under the plain bonnet, the large eyes and the tiny, pointed chin that stirred some vague memory within him, but he could not think what it was.

“Your father gave Gilly the house in which she lived, and she also had an annuity. I think your father gave her that too. Anyway, we never wanted for any necessity.”

“We?” the Marquis asked.

“I lived with her,” the girl answered, “in fact she brought me up. That is why I have come to see you.”

“Perhaps you had best start at the beginning,” the Marquis suggested.

“Would Your Lordship permit me to take off my bonnet?” the girl asked. “It is uncomfortable since I fell down.”

“Of course!” the Marquis answered. “Would you like to retire? I will send for my housekeeper.”

“No, thank you,” she answered. “It is just that I hate bonnets. I am afraid I am not at all fashionable, and I do not wear them in the country.”

She pulled the bonnet from her head as she spoke, and the Marquis looked at her with an undisguised astonishment. Her hair was extraordinary. It was almost white, and yet there were faint strands of gold in it which made it not the white of old age but the very, very pale colour of the dawn when the first fingers of the sun rise over the horizon.

It was not only her hair that was so unusual, it was her eyes also, now that he could see them clearly. Somehow he had expected them to be blue, but instead they were grey – grey within their depths a touch of green – and set in naturally dark eyelashes against a skin as transparently clear as water rippling in a gravel stream, where every stone glistens clear be- neath its flow.

‘She is lovely,’ the Marquis thought in astonishment, ‘and quite unlike anyone I have ever seen before.’

He stopped. That was not true, she was like someone. Again there was a faint stirring in his memory. Who was it? Who could it be?

She put her bonnet and shawl on a stool not far from the chair in which she was sitting. Then she smiled at him as she said,

“That is better, now we can talk. I am so glad that it was you who rescued me.”

“What is your name?” the Marquis asked.

“Fortuna,” she replied, “Fortuna Grimwood.”

“Grimwood?” the Marquis repeated.

She wrinkled her straight little nose.

“It is not a very attractive name, is it?”

“And why Fortuna?” he enquired.

Two dimples appeared in her cheeks.

“That is what people always ask,” she answered. “But when I arrived at Gilly’s house she was translating the Second Olynthiac of Demosthenes. You remember how she loved Greek! When the knock came on the door she had just written ‘Fortune has granted our wishes’, and she made a mark at the place. Afterwards it seemed obvious that I must be called Fortuna.”

“I still think you should start at the beginning,” the Marquis said.

“No, what I ought to do,” Fortuna contradicted, “is give Your Lordship Gilly’s letter. I have it here with me.”

There was a reticule hanging from her small waist, which she opened and drew out a letter. The envelope was rather creased because of the manner in which it had travelled, but nevertheless when the Marquis opened it, he found it contained a letter of some six or seven closely written sheets.

“Do you know what is in this letter?” he asked.

“I wrote it,” Fortuna replied.

“You wrote it?” he enquired.

“Gilly could not write for the last six months of her illness,” Fortuna explained. “She could not use her hand. The doctor said it was a stroke. So she told me what I was to say and I wrote it down. It took rather a long time because she became so tired. When it was finished she said,

“‘As soon as I am buried you are to go at once to London to the Marquis of Thane. Take him this letter, His Lordship will know what to do.’ So here I am.”

The Marquis looked down at the closely written sheets he held in his hand.

“Perhaps it would be easier,” he said slowly, “if you told me what is in this letter, and later I can read it when there is more time.”

“There is something else,” Fortuna said, “something I have not seen, which Gilly addressed to you several years ago, and which she kept in a locked drawer. It is here.”

She took from her reticule another envelope, small and yellowing with age, and so thin that it obviously contained little reading material. She passed it to the Marquis, who put it unopened on the table at his side.

“Now,” he said, “tell me in your own words what Gilly wished to impart to me.”

“I will, as Your Lordship suggests, begin at the beginning,” Fortuna said in her soft voice.

She clasped her hands together, and sitting on the edge of the chair she looked like a small child reciting a lesson.

“It was one evening on the 30th August, 1801...” she began.

“How old are you?” the Marquis interrupted.

“I shall be eighteen in four months’ time – on the 27th August,” she answered.

“Very well,” he said, “go on.”

“Gilly was, as I have told you, at her desk when there came a knock at the door. She went to open it and a woman stood there holding a baby in her arms. She recognised her as a Mrs. Grimwood from a farm about two miles away from Little Waterless where we lived.

“‘Good evening, Mrs. Grimwood,’ she said, ‘what can I do for you?’

“’Tis the baby, Miss,’ Mrs. Grimwood replied. ‘We be aleaving tonight and I canna take it with me, it’s not agoing to live. And anyway, I dinna want it.’

“‘You do not want it!’ Gilly exclaimed. ‘Why? Surely it has only just been born.’

“‘Three days ago,’ the woman said dully.

“‘Then you should not have walked all this way,’ Gilly said sternly. ‘It is not good for your health. Go back to bed.’

“‘We be aleaving, I tells you,’ Mrs. Grimwood said, ‘the baby won’t survive the sea nor the cold. ’Tis sickly and ’twill doubtless be dead in the morning.’

“She thrust the baby into Gilly’s arms and then ran – literally ran away. Gilly looked after her in surprise. She could hardly run after the woman, and she thought that she must be deranged with childbirth. The only thing to do was to keep the baby for the night, then drive to the farm in the morning and take the baby back to her.

“When she undid the shawl in which I was wrapped, she was astonished to see how small and frail I was, not the sort of child she would have expected the Grimwoods to produce, and in a way she could understand why the mother felt apprehensive.”

Fortuna paused and then went on slowly as if she were choosing her words,

“All the other Grimwood children – and Gilly knew them well because they came to school in the village – were strong, sturdy and dark. But I was tiny, and though I was new-born, my skin was very white and the few hairs I had on my head were also white. In fact, Gilly always said that she thought at first I was an albino.”

“An albino?” the Marquis murmured almost beneath his breath.

“That is what Gilly told me,” Fortuna said. “But, as you can see, I do not possess pink eyes. But I have always been teased about my hair.”

“Continue,” the Marquis commanded her.

He gave little sign of it, but he was in fact deeply interested in what she was saying.

“The next day Gilly asked the doctor to drive her out to the Grimwood’s farm. She carried me in her arms, but when they arrived the Grimwoods had gone. The woman had spoken truthfully when she said they were leaving that night. There was no one there, the farm was empty.”

“Where had they gone?” the Marquis enquired.

“Nobody seemed to know. And when Gilly spoke to the Duke’s agent...”

“The Duke!” The Marquis’s voice was unnaturally loud. “What Duke?”

“The Duke of Accrington,” Fortuna replied. “The Grimwoods’ farm was on his land, although in those days Little Waterless belonged to Your Lordship’s father. Later, after the trouble, His Grace owned the village also.”

Fortuna paused, then she said quietly,

“When Gilly heard what had occurred, she was very upset. I have never known her so angry.”

The Marquis did not speak and Fortuna added with some hesitation,

“It was then she told me about the envelope in the locked drawer.”

The Marquis looked down at the thin letter lying beside him, but he made no attempt to open it. It seemed to Fortuna that the expression in his eyes was ominous. Hastily, as if she feared she had said something wrong, she continued,

“The Duke’s house, Merrill Park, was five miles away, but the agent to the estate lived in the next village. Gilly went to see him, but he knew nothing about the Grimwoods. He just said he thought they must have been offered a better farm somewhere else.

“Anyway, Gilly kept me and brought me up, and taught me my lessons, as she used to teach you yours. I was very, very happy with her until she died.”

Again there was the hint of tears in the sweet voice. At this point they were disturbed as the door opened and the butler and two footmen entered with trays piled with food.

“I thought perhaps the young lady would fancy chocolate, My Lord,” the butler said tentatively.

“Thank you very much,” Fortuna said. “I would indeed prefer it to anything else.”

A table was set down beside her and she looked a little bewildered at the number of dishes there were for her to choose from. The butler poured out the chocolate, put a decanter of wine and a glass on a table next to the Marquis and left the room.

Fortuna looked across at her host to find that he was staring at her with a strange expression on his face.

“How old did you say you were?” he asked.

“I am seventeen, nine months and three days,” she smiled.

“And you were born in 1801 on the 27th August,” the Marquis said.

Fortuna’s eyes were apprehensive.

“Does it matter very much?” she said. “I thought when I was journeying here in the mail-coach that perhaps you would find me some employment – but I hope I am not too young.”

“For what employment have you any capability?” the Marquis asked.

She made a little gesture with her hands.

“I am well educated,” she said, “I had exactly the same tuition as Your Lordship had. I thought perhaps I could be a Governess – but there is one thing that may make it rather difficult if I am to teach girls.”

“What is that?” the Marquis asked.

“You see, Gilly has always been a Governess to boys, and so she gave me a boy’s education. I am proficient in Greek and Latin, mathematics, even geometry. I can speak French and Italian. But I cannot play the piano, I cannot paint, and I am not very good at embroidery. Do you think that will matter?”

“Matter?” the Marquis asked absent-mindedly as though he were thinking of something else.

“I am afraid that girls would require lessons in many things of which I have no knowledge,” Fortuna explained.

The Marquis rose to his feet.

“Albino!” he said under his breath as though he were speaking to himself. Fortuna looked at him with a worried expression on her face.

“Have you a dislike of my hair?” she asked shyly.

“A dislike? No, of course not,” the Marquis replied indifferently.
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