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The Duke of Melcombe picked up his cards. Before he could look at them, a footman stood at his side holding out a letter on a silver salver.

“’Tis of the utmost urgency, Your Grace,” the footman remarked in a low voice.

The Duke turned his head with an air that proclaimed that he found the suggestion intolerable  – then seeing the writing on the envelope, he remarked,

“I am not in the club.”

“But, Your Grace…” the footman began.

The Duke turned his attention to his cards.

“You heard what I said,” he remarked, and the tone of his voice caused the man to stiffen into servile obedience.

“Very good, Your Grace.”

Lord Brora, a middle-aged exquisite, who had been watching the card-players, rose and strolled towards the window. He looked down into the street below, then drawled,

“Gad, Melcombe, you have been drawing the bustle if it is that new bit o’ muslin of yours sporting such magnificent bays! She must indeed be an enchantress if she can contrive to coax out of you a pair of high-steppers that must have cost a cool thousand if they cost a penny.”

“You are mistaken, Brora,” the Duke replied languidly. “I have purchased no bays of late for myself or for anyone else.”

“You can hardly expect me to credit that,” Lord Brora retorted laughingly. “Though why you should refuse to read the fair charmer’s billet-doux, I cannot pretend to understand.”

As he spoke, Lord Brora raised his jewelled quizzing-glass to watch the footman walk down the club steps, the note that His Grace had refused to read still reposing on the silver salver.

“If I were the ladybird…” Lord Brora continued, but he stopped abruptly, for as a white hand stretched forth from the window of the chaise below, he noted for the first time the coat of arms emblazoned on the door.

He had been too engaged in admiring the magnificent horses that pulled the carriage to take notice of the livery of the coachman and footmen in attendance on it. Now, as he did so, Lord Brora dropped his quizzing-glass in astonishment. The coach certainly belonged to no “bit o’ muslin”, and the Duke had undoubtedly spoken the truth when he said he had not purchased the bays that drew it. But for a Lady of Quality – and a very distinguished one at that – to call at a gentlemen’s club was to commit a solecism almost beyond belief.

Lord Brora’s expression, as he watched the coach now proceeding down St. James’s Street, was one of incredulity and shocked surprise – then as he looked back into the room at the Duke studying the cards with His Grace’s habitual air of cynical indifference, he metaphorically shrugged his shoulders. There was something about the Duke of Melcombe that drove all women, whether they were respectable or not, into committing acts not only of unconventionality and daring but also of sheer stupidity.

This was one of the latter, Lord Brora thought, for his eyes would not have been the only ones to note the coach and its lovely occupant and before evening all fashionable London would be talking of the indiscretion of a charming but very foolish beauty.

Lord Brora sighed. He was fond of the lady in question, who was, as it happened, a distant relative of his. He had tried to warn her when Melcombe first crossed her path, but it had been hopeless. Like so many other women before her she had fallen madly and crazily in love with a man whose reputation was a byword of reproach even in the society where to be a roué was considered fashionable and to be respectable was to be shunned as if one had the plague.

What was it about the Duke, Lord Brora wondered, that made him apparently different from other men? For all that he held a great title and was the possessor of great riches, his actions of the past few years would have destroyed completely the social position of anyone with a lesser personality. Had another man dared to create such scandals, to flout the conventions and ignore the most elementary dictates of decency, he would have been hounded if not from the country, at least from the company of his peers.

But Melcombe’s wickedness – and there was no other word for it – flourished without rebuke and without apparent retribution. It was true a number of hostesses no longer included his name on their lists, that young wives with jealous husbands were hurried to the country if the Duke so much as looked in their direction, that mothers with susceptible daughters turned pale at the mere mention of his name. But there was no concentrated action to ostracise His Grace and there was no doubt at all that his outrageous behaviour was tolerated because, whatever he did, however much his enemies raged against him, women of all ages continued to love him.

What magic drew them? Lord Brora wondered – then watching the Duke, he knew the answer. It was not only His Grace’s exceptional good looks, not merely the superb breadth of his shoulders nor the height of his body. He was handsome enough on all accounts, but there was something besides his physical perfections that attracted the frailer sex. It was perhaps his utter indifference that drew them so irresistibly, his attitude of cynicism and languid boredom as if he had tasted all the fruits of life and found them bitter. It was, too, his air of arrogance and pride, which seemed not only to demand obedience but also to issue a challenge that no woman could withstand.

Slowly now, as if the mere movement were an effort, the Duke put his cards down on the table. His eyelids were drooping wearily and it appeared as if he could hardly trouble himself to watch the play. But his opponent, a young man whose twitching fingers had for the last half hour betrayed his nervousness, suddenly flung his cards on the floor.

“Damn it, Melcombe, but you have beaten me again! It is beyond all bearing! No one else in the world could have such a run of phenomenal good fortune.”

“You are surely not questioning my play?” the Duke asked quietly, the words falling drawlingly from his lips.

“Gad – no! I’m not such a curst fool as to do that. It is just that you have the luck of Old Nick and you know it. Anyone who plays against you is a dolt, and I should have learned my lesson last week. As it is...”

The young man slumped suddenly in his chair.

“I’m finished, Melcombe. I will give you my note, of course, and it will be met – but after that you will have to put me on a pension unless you prefer to see me imprisoned in the Fleet.”

The Duke’s lips twisted in a half smile.

“I cannot picture you in the Fleet, Roderick, but as for a pension…”

His Grace hesitated as if he sought for words. He appeared to be looking down at the cards that lay on the table, yet he was well aware that someone had entered the room, a man whose dark eyes narrowed as they perceived the Duke.

The newcomer had hesitated for a moment in the doorway as if undecided whether or not to withdraw. Then he moved swiftly to a chair in the window and sat down with his back to the card-players.

“About the pension...” the Duke went on, as if he were reflecting on it. His voice was slow and quiet, but the man sitting in the window could hear every word. “No, Roderick, rather than you should be dependent on me, I would tear up your note. I have no desire to be burdened with any further responsibilities. Indeed I have my hands overfull as it is.”

His Grace rose languidly to his feet.

“You have doubtless by now heard the provisions of Wroxham’s will?” he said. His question included Lord Brora and two other gentlemen who had been watching the play.

“Wroxham’s will?” the Duke’s opponent echoed a little wildly, wondering how this could possibly affect his own state of ruin.

“What has he left?” Lord Brora asked. “By all accounts straitlaced Willie should be worth a pretty sum.”

“He was,” the Duke answered. “About two hundred and fifty thousand to be exact.”

“Well, it shows what psalm-singing will do for you,” Lord Brora smiled. “It was, I believe, his only pleasure, though, demme, if I wouldn’t call it a vice myself. But what has Willie’s leavings to do with you, Melcombe?”

The Duke flicked an imaginary speck of dust from the cuff of his blue coat.

“Only that I have the handling of it,” he answered.

“You?”

The word seemed to be drawn simultaneously from several astonished lips.

“Blister it, Melcombe,” Lord Brora said, “that is too smoky a jest for us to credit. You to have the handling of Wroxham’s money? Why, demme, the old chap was so sanctimonious that he wouldn’t have let your name soil his lips.”

“That is why it strikes me as being exceedingly humorous that His Lordship’s money should now pass into my keeping until such time as his niece, my ward, shall come of age.”

“Good God, what is all this?” Lord Brora asked, but while the other gentlemen sat forward expectantly in their seats, the Duke walked towards the door.

“What I have told you is indeed a fact,” he said and yawned. “But spare me the fatigue of further details, my dear fellows. If you are interested, why not ask a very close member of the family who will doubtless be only too ready to supply them? I refer, of course, to the new Earl.”

His glance flickered for a moment towards the man who was sitting with his back to the company, and then the door of the Card Room closed behind him.

There was only a moment’s pause before Lord Brora turned towards the man in the window.

“I saw you come in, Alister,” he said. “What in the name of fortune does all this mean?”

The man rose from his seat. He was tall, dark-haired and well-dressed. He might have been good-looking, but his face was contorted now by an expression of fury, and his eyes were murderous. He looked not at Lord Brora who had spoken to him, but towards the closed door through which His Grace of Melcombe had departed.

“Damn him! May he rot in hell! He said all that deliberately to provoke me. It was like him – like the devil he always has been. Stap me, but I swear there are times when I think he is the Devil – for a more diabolical blackguard there never was! Yet God knows I see no way of getting even with him.”

“Wait a minute, wait a minute, Alister,” Lord Brora said soothingly. “Sit down and tell us about it.”

But the new Earl of Wroxham seemed not to hear him, for his whole body was tense with anger, his fingers clenched menacingly.

“Curse him!” he said. “Curse him for the knave he is!”

Lord Brora sighed. When Alister was in one of his moods he well knew there was no getting any sense out of him. He walked across to the card table and sat down in the chair that the Duke had recently vacated.

He picked up a card from the table and looked at it.

“A knave, perhaps,” he smirked, “but even so one must in fairness concede that His Grace is the Knave of Hearts.”

*

Amused by the scene he was quite certain was being enacted in his absence, the Duke strolled leisurely down Berkeley Street towards his house in Berkeley Square. There was no one enjoying the afternoon sunshine who did not look at him as he passed, and several people, noticing him in the distance, crossed the road hastily, some to avoid an encounter, others because they sought either a curt nod of recognition, or, if she were a lady, a graceful bow, which each recipient acknowledged with a beating heart and an inviting glance from eyes which had suddenly brightened.

But though a number of passers-by would have been only too glad to stop and talk with him, the Duke moved relentlessly past them and they had to be content with the fact that he had at least recognised them and not ignored them completely as was sometimes his wont.

When the Duke reached the steps of Melcombe House, the great front door was flung open and a line of liveried servants in claret and silver stood waiting his arrival. He gave his hat and stick to the butler, who said,

“Lady Elinor Renhold is awaiting Your Grace in the yellow salon.”

The Duke’s expression did not alter or show surprise but there was an almost imperceptible pause before he asked,

“Has Her Ladyship been waiting long, Bascombe?”

“Not above a quarter of an hour, Your Grace. I informed Her Ladyship that you might not return until late, but she decided to wait.”

The Duke walked up the wide staircase to the yellow salon. A footman opened the door for him and he entered to see his eldest sister standing looking out of the window, her fingers twisting nervously the lace-edged handkerchief she held in her hand.

As the door opened she turned, and the Duke saw that she looked frightened and that her lips were trembling.

“This is indeed an unexpected honour, Elinor,” he said, moving towards her.

“Oh, Sebastian, I had to come,” she said tremulously.

“You seem worried, my dear Elinor,” the Duke replied. “Let me offer you some refreshment. Will you take a glass of Madeira or would you rather have a cup of tea?”

“No, no, Sebastian, I need nothing,” Lady Elinor answered, “I wanted to see you, and you know full well what it is about but, Sebastian, I have not told George that I was coming here, for he would have forbidden it, I know.”

“My admirable brother-in-law is in good health, I trust?” the Duke asked,

“Yes, he is well,” Lady Elinor said, ‘but you know that he has forbidden me to see you and nothing I can say will alter his decision.”

“And yet you are here,” the Duke said. “I had not credited you with so much courage, Elinor.”

Lady Elinor clasped her hands together. Once she had been pretty in a pale, aristocratic manner, but now with approaching middle-age her charms had faded and she merely looked tired and a little sad.

“You must remember, Sebastian,” she said hesitatingly, “that I Ioved Amy Shane.”

“And what of it?” the Duke enquired.

Lady Elinor sighed.

“You are making it difficult for me. You are well aware that it is about her daughter that I have come to you. I heard only this morning that…”

“...that Wroxham has left the child his money and that I am her guardian?” the Duke supplied.

“Yes, that is it,” Lady Elinor exclaimed. “But how has it happened, Sebastian? How came you to be the guardian of Amy’s child?”

The Duke sat himself down comfortably in the winged armchair on the opposite side of the fireplace.

“As it happens,” he said, “I have been guardian of Ravella Shane this past six months, in fact since Patrick Shane died.”

“For six months!” Lady Elinor exclaimed. “And I had no idea her father was dead! Where then is the girl?”

“She is at school,” the Duke answered.

“Where?”

“I have no idea! The school was selected by Hawthorn.”

“What does a lawyer know of schools?” Lady Elinor asked.

“Hawthorn made enquiries, I believe,” the Duke replied, “and I imagine the school to be an eminently suitable one.”

“But, Sebastian, this is ridiculous,” Lady Elinor exclaimed. “How can you be the guardian of a girl ... an innocent child?”

“I thought the word ‘innocent’ would be brought into this conversation sooner or later,” the Duke said sarcastically. “My dear Elinor, I assure you that the situation was none of my making. I am not in the habit of making explanations, but I will pander to your curiosity. Ten years ago I engaged myself to ride in a steeplechase. I was down from Oxford at the time and staying with Weybridge at his country seat. There was a big party of us there and the idea of a steeplechase was conceived one night after dinner. We had dined and wined well, and the race was planned to be as difficult as possible. The prize, if I remember rightly, was to be a thousand guineas. We were to be blindfolded and our left arms were to be strapped to our bodies. Oh, it was to be a truly sporting ride, I assure you.”

“Yes, yes,” Lady Elinor interrupted. “But how does this affect Ravella?”

“Some wit in the party,” the Duke continued as if he had not heard her, “suggested that, as a number of us would undoubtedly be killed during the ride, it would be wise to make our wills. We called for pens and paper and made them while we still sat at the dinner-table. Some of them were extremely humorous, my dear, and I remember that a very expensive little ballet dancer was left to the care of the most respectable Tutor to Weybridge’s son. I often wonder how he contrived to be rid of her.”

“A jest in the very worst of taste,” Lady Elinor commented frigidly. “But continue, Sebastian.”

“I forget to whom I willed the few things I possessed in those days,” the Duke continued. “You will remember that at that date, Elinor, I had little chance of inheriting anything save our father’s debts and there were three lives at least, between me and the Dukedom. But Patrick Shane was sitting next to me at dinner and he asked me if, in the event of his death, I would be guardian to his child. I had just accepted to look after Foxley’s dogs and Saar’s horses, and a child seemed of no consequence. Weybridge had sent for his man of business and he assured us solemnly that the wills we had made were entirely legal. We committed them to his keeping and started off on the steeplechase. I think my memory is not at fault when I recall that I won it.”

“But that was ten years ago?” Lady Elinor questioned.

“Yes, but when Patrick Shane died last year he had never made another will. He was a trifle crazed, I believe, after Lady Amy died. He was also almost entirely penniless. There has been no question of Ravella Shane having more than a pittance until Wroxham died this past week.”

“And he has left everything to the child?” Lady Elinor asked.

The Duke nodded.

“So I believe. I only heard the details from Hawthorn this morning.”

“But his son Alister?” Lady Elinor enquired.

“Wroxham has disapproved of Alister ever since he left Eton.”

“That is not surprising,” Lady Elinor said primly, “for I hear that the boy is wild, that he drinks and gambles in a very reprehensible manner.”

“I have no reason to suppose that Alister is any worse than any other young man of his age, but Wroxham was a sanctimonious old hypocrite. He hated anyone to enjoy life and it must have given him intense pleasure to cut his son out of his will and to leave all he possessed to his daughter’s child.”

“Amy was always the nice one of the family,” Lady Elinor said.

“So now you understand the position,” the Duke went on. “It was not of my contrivance. When I was told that the child had been left to my guardianship, I instructed Hawthorn to do what was best for her. To be honest, my dear Elinor, I had not given her another thought until I was informed that my ward had become an heiress.”

“Well, now you must do something,” Lady Elinor said breathlessly, “and that, my dear Sebastian, is what I have come to see you about.”

“Indeed!”

“I suggest, of course, that you should hand Ravella over to me,” Lady Elinor said. “George is agreeable.” The Duke’s eyebrows went up.

“George?” he enquired. “But I thought you told me that your husband – my most estimable brother-in-law – did not know of your visit here?”

“That was the truth,” Lady Elinor said, “for he intends to visit you himself, but I knew that George would...”

She hesitated for words and the Duke laughed. It was not a particularly pleasant sound.

“You need not elaborate the point, my dear Elinor. Your husband and I have never been on congenial terms. I can imagine the interview all too clearly. George would point out in a most distastefully blunt manner, my utter unsuitability to direct the destiny of a young and – of course – innocent girl.”

Lady Elinor’s fingers twisted themselves together convulsively.

“Oh, Sebastian, I cannot bear you to quarrel with George. He is not very tactful, I admit that, but I would not have him rude to you or you to him. Send Ravella to me and then you need be troubled no more.”

“It is passing strange,” the Duke said slowly, “that your husband should take such a proprietary interest in this poor orphaned child. I am just wondering, Elinor, merely wondering, of course, whether he would have been so solicitous for her well-being a week ago.”

Lady Elinor jumped to her feet.

“Sebastian, that is not fair! George is careful over money. He has to be. We are not rich like you, and we have so many people dependent on us. But it is not because of her fortune that he offers a place in our house to Amy’s child. It is for my sake, because I loved Amy.”

“But of course the fortune will come in very useful,” the Duke remarked.

Lady Elinor lifted her handkerchief to her eyes.

“I cannot credit why you must be so unkind to me, Sebastian.”

“I have no wish to hurt you, Elinor,” the Duke said, “but you know as well as I do that George is as mean-pocketed as hell, and I would bet a thousand guineas to a fourpenny piece that Ravella would have had no welcome from him without Wroxham’s thousands behind her.”

“Nevertheless, whatever you believe – and most unjustly – about George, you must send the child to me.”

“Must?” the Duke asked, raising his eyebrows. “That is a word I seldom hear.”

“Pray do not dissemble, Sebastian,” Lady Elinor said. “You know your reputations. What chance would the child have being brought up by you? Besides, she is a lady.”

“Meaning, of course, that as she is a lady I must not seduce her, otherwise it would not be of consequence.”

“I will not listen to such talk,” Lady Elinor said. “Do not tease me further, Sebastian. Tell Hawthorn to convey the child to us immediately and you need trouble yourself no further as to her future.”

The Duke got slowly to his feet.

“You know, Elinor, I have a strong objection to having my life arranged for me by George. I had not thought very seriously of my responsibilities until now, but I collect that Patrick Shane left Ravella to me and not to Sir George Renhold. Remembering Patrick, I have a feeling that he would prefer that his child should be offered the chance to enjoy her life a trifle rather than be regimented and restricted by the admirable but doubtless deadly dicta of George’s conventionality.”

“It is no use talking like that, Sebastian. The girl cannot remain under your care, and you know it.”

“And why not? Would you like to explain to me exactly why not?” the Duke asked blandly.

His sister looked at him and then her expression softened. She, too, got to her feet, walked up to him and put her hands on his shoulders.

“Oh, Sebastian,” she said, quietly, “why have you become so bad? You were such a dear little boy and we all loved you so. I can remember when you were born how excited Papa was. He had prayed most fervently for a son, being sadly put out when Mama presented him with four daughters.”

“And what then?” the Duke asked.

“We all spoilt you,” Lady Elinor said. “It was difficult not to. You were so ridiculously handsome and so charming. Yes, we spoilt you, Sebastian, and this is the result.”

“What is?” the Duke enquired.

“You! Now!” Lady Elinor answered. “Have you regarded yourself in the mirror, Sebastian? I collect you are but thirty last month, but you might be getting on for fifty. There are lines of dissipation on your face that are ageing you beyond all recognition – and you look so bored, so cynical! Oh, Sebastian, once you used to laugh and be light-hearted. What has happened to you? Why have you changed so terribly – so horribly?”

Her voice broke and she turned away from him to hide the tears in her eyes.

For a moment the Duke did not move. Then after a second or two he broke the tension with a slight laugh,.

“Spare me the dramatics, Elinor. You have chosen your way of life, I have chosen mine. We are both well content.”

Lady Elinor made a hopeless little gesture with her hands.

“Then you won’t listen to me?”

“No, Elinor.”

“And you won’t let me take Ravella? Sebastian, you must be what you want to be, but do not punish and penalise a poor motherless child.”

In answer the Duke reached out his hand and pulled the bell.

“You will forgive me, Elinor, if I am wearied with this conversation. Your offer is, I believe, made in all good faith – as far as you personally are concerned. Let me say I will consider it.”

Lady Elinor’s eyes lightened.

“You promise?”

“I promise you, my dear, that I will give your suggestion my most earnest consideration. Further than that I will not go.”

“Oh, thank you, Sebastian. I know that your good sense will eventually prevail.”

Lady Elinor put her hand on her brother’s arm, but he looked over her head to the footman who was waiting in the doorway for his instructions.

“Her Ladyship’s coach,” he said, “and send a messenger to Mr. Hawthorn’s office and inform him that I desire his presence here immediately.”

“Very good, Your Grace.”

A few minutes later the Duke handed his sister into her coach.

“Please, please, Sebastian, remember what I have asked you,” she pleaded.

But his only answer was a bow, and he turned and walked back into the house even before the coachman had whipped up the horses.

“Tell Captain Carlyon that I wish to speak with him,” he said to the butler.

“Very good, Your Grace.”

“And if Sir Renhold calls, I am not at home.”

“Very good, Your Grace.”

The Duke walked down the passage to the library. It was a charming room overlooking the garden at the back of the house and furnished with exquisite taste. A dog rose from the hearthrug as the Duke entered and welcomed him with noisy protestations of affection, but His Grace seemed preoccupied.

He had not long to wait before the door opened and Captain Hugh Carlyon came in. A distant cousin, he acted as secretary and librarian to the Duke, a job that he said often enough had been offered him merely as an act of charity but which he accepted because it was impossible for him to find other employment.

Hugh Carlyon had been wounded at the Battle of Waterloo. Once he had been an exceptionally good-looking young man, but now it was difficult for anyone to look at him without first giving an exclamation of shock and then being overwhelmed by an inexpressible pity.

Hugh Carlyon had lost an eye and a musket-ball had shattered his jaw, leaving one side of his face scarred and mangled. His left arm had been amputated following wounds that, left untreated after the battle, had become gangrenous before a surgeon could be found to treat them. But worse than all his physical disfigurements had been the mental effect upon him. The injuries he had suffered had made Hugh Carlyon introspective and painfully shy of meeting his fellow men. He hid himself in Melcombe House, content to have work to do and anxious only that the outside world should be oblivious of his existence. He was perhaps the only person whom the Duke would have tolerated living in such a position, and though Hugh Carlyon could never realise it, and was unceasingly grateful to his cousin, he was often of benefit to his benefactor.

“You wanted me, Sebastian?” he asked now, coming slowly into the room.

He hated being called from his private quarters, being continually afraid that he would encounter some of the Duke’s friends or acquaintances in the other parts of the house.

“Yes, Hugh, I wished to talk with you,” the Duke said.

“About Ravella Shane, I presume?” Hugh asked.

“How did you guess?”

“I imagine that the story will be over London by this time.”

“It is! Elinor has been here.”

“Elinor? I thought like the rest of your female relatives she had been forbidden the house?”

“She has, but she came to inform me that George intended to visit me himself with a request – no, a command – that the girl be handed over to them so that she shall be brought up in decency and respectability.”

“Well, that solves one problem anyway.”

“Does it?”

“But of course! I was wondering to whom you could send her.”

“So you also feel that I am not a fit guardian for a young and innocent child?”

“You would not want me to answer that question.”

“All this sudden commotion because an unknown orphan has suddenly come into a fortune!”

“I would have said it to you months ago had I known about her,” Hugh Carlyon said, “but strangely enough, Sebastian, you omitted to inform me of your guardianship, for it happened when I was recovering from a fever and was unable to deal with your correspondence.”

“So it did!” the Duke remarked. “I had forgotten that. And so the news was a surprise to you also?”

“A great surprise! I remember Patrick Shane. He never had much sense, though everybody liked him, but I should have thought that his wife would have seen that he made a decent will.”

“Unfortunately she died five years before he did.”

“That accounts for it then! Well, Sebastian, if Elinor will take the child, we need worry our heads no longer.”

“I am not worrying my head,” the Duke said coldly, “but at the same time I do not intend to pander to George Renhold’s miserly greed. It would give him the greatest thrill in his life to have the handling of so much money. I cannot stomach his hypocritical interest in my ward. The girl will shelter in his house only over my dead body.”

“But, Sebastian, what is the alternative?”

The Duke shrugged.

“Doubtless I shall think of one.”

He walked towards the window and stood looking out. Hugh Carlyon looked at him for a moment and then he said,

“The Marchioness of Ivel called here this afternoon. She had a letter for you, but she would not leave it. She enquired where you had gone, and when Bascombe told her it was to White’s she went away.”

“She brought the letter to White’s,” the Duke said.

“To the club? Herself?” Hugh Carlyon exclaimed. “She must be mad!”

“No, only importunate, and as such, extremely boring.” The Duke’s tone was harsh and his voice seemed to fill the room.

Hugh Carlyon sighed.

“So you have finished with her! Poor dear, she will take it hard. I remember her when she first came to London. She was very beautiful.”

“So many women are that!”

“And yet their beauty cannot hold you?”

“No,” the Duke replied. “It is strange how disappointing beauty can be – how satiated one can become even with perfection.”

“Sebastian, when will you stop being so damnably cynical?”

The Duke turned round from the window.

“Are you going to lecture me too? I have just had a sermon from Elinor. She tells me I look fifty, old and dissipated, and now you would tell me that she speaks the truth?”

“I don’t care a fig about your looks,” Hugh answered. “It is your mind that worries me. What is wrong, Sebastian?”

“Is anything wrong?”

“You know it is! You are bored with everything. The world is at your feet – you have position, money, and Lynke – the most famous estate in England – and yet I have never known a man who enjoyed life less. As for women...”

Hugh paused.

“You were saying…” the Duke prompted, his voice dangerously sweet.

“Very well, I will be frank,” Hugh answered. “Women love you, but you seem to hate them.”

The Duke took out his snuff-box and stared at it as if he had never seen it before.

“Sometimes, Hugh,” he said, “you are strangely perspicacious.”

“So you do hate them! I suspicioned it.”

The Duke’s mouth tightened and the steel grey eyes beneath the heavy lids held a sudden gleam, but he did not speak.

“Is that your secret?” Hugh Carlyon asked. “Does that account for your cruelty, the almost fiendish delight you show at times in hurting those who love you?”

The Duke’s lips curled in a sneer.

“Love – my dear Hugh – what do you mean by love?”

“You can answer that, Sebastian, better than any man alive. What else does any woman – young or old – offer you?”

The Duke laughed.

“So you call it love! Poor Hugh, you are still bemused with the romanticism of adolescence. What women give me and what they want of me, my dear fellow, is not love.”

“Then what is it?” Hugh Carlyon challenged him.

“Shall I be blunt?” the Duke asked. “It is lust. It is a greedy desire for possession, a hunger of the flesh, which they mask with pretty words and dying lips. That is the truth! Does it shock you?”

Hugh looked up at his handsome cousin. The Duke’s voice had not altered from his habitual tone of languid indifference. Divorced of all feeling, his sentiments seemed even more bitter than if he had spoken them passionately. Yet Hugh thought that for a moment there was a strange expression on His Grace’s face, an expression almost of sadness, of regret, but it might have been a trick of the fading light.

Hugh Carlyon sighed.

“Sebastian, I have lived here with you now for seven years,” he said, “but you are still an enigma, still as much a stranger to me as you were seven years ago. We are cousins, but I know less about you than I know about the youngest footman in your employment. Why do you behave as you do? What do you think? What do you feel beneath that facade of cynicism and brutality? That is what I want to know!”

The Duke smiled.

“You ask too much, Hugh. I prefer to keep my secrets to myself.”

Hugh Carlyon would have asked another question, but the door opened.

“Mr. Hawthorn, Your Grace,” the butler announced, and the lawyer came into the room. He was an elderly man with a carefully assumed air of cheerfulness that was curiously belied by the lines of irritability on his narrow face. His bow was servilely obsequious, his voice deprecatingly humble.

“Your Grace’s most humble servant.”

“Good evening, Hawthorn. I need some information.”

“May I be so bold as to hazard a guess that the information Your Grace requires is about Miss Ravella Shane?” the lawyer said, a smile contorting his thin lips.

“On what grounds are you so confident that my interest concerns my ward?” the Duke enquired.

The lawyer laid his briefcase down on the table.

“Because, Your Grace, in the last few hours many people have seemed unduly interested in that most fortunate young lady.”

“Who?”

The Duke’s voice was sharp.

The lawyer looked perturbed.

“I hope Your Grace is not incensed at my mentioning it?”

“I asked you a question, Hawthorn. Who is interested in Miss Shane?”

“Sir George Renhold called on me this afternoon, Your Grace.”

“Greed!”

The Duke’s monosyllable startled the lawyer.

“I beg Your Grace’s pardon,” he stammered.

“Continue,” the Duke commanded. “Who else?”

“But half an hour ago...” the lawyer faltered, “Lord Brora questioned me. He was accompanied by another gentleman.”

“Curiosity! Who else?”

“Just as I was leaving to wait on Your Grace, Lord Wroxham arrived.”

“Indeed! And why should he come to you? Wroxham has his own lawyers.”

“Yes, Your Grace, but they could not furnish His Lordship with the information he required.”

“Which was?”

The lawyer permitted himself to smile.

“Personal details regarding Miss Shane, Your Grace.”

“Such as?”

“First the lady’s age.”

“If that is fidgeting His Lordship, it will be some time before she is twenty-one and has control of her fortune.”

“Has Your Grace forgotten that Miss Shane also attains control of her fortune if she marries?”

There was a sudden silence.

“It had, in fact, eluded me,” the Duke said at length, “but the question does not yet arise. Surely I am correct in believing my ward to be but a child?”

The lawyer looked astonished,

“Your Grace must have been misinformed. Miss Shane celebrated her seventeenth birthday two weeks ago.”

“I see.”

The Duke’s voice was reflective.

“I hope I did no wrong in answering Lord Wroxham’s questions, Your Grace?”

“What else did he ask?”

The lawyer’s expression was unhappy.

“Where Miss Shane was at school.”

“And you told him?”

“I had no conception that Your Grace wished it kept secret.”

“I have not said so. What address did you give His Lordship?”

“I-I told him that Miss Shane was at Miss Primington’s Academy for Young Ladies at Mildew in Bedfordshire.”

“Mildew! Unless my memory is at fault, it lies but twelve miles over the border of Hertfordshire from Lynke.”

The Duke walked to the mantelpiece and pulled the bell. There was suddenly a purposeful air about him.

“What do you require?” Hugh asked curiously.

The Duke turned to him and there was a hint of amusement in his grey eyes.

“My coach, Hugh. I would sleep at Lynke tonight, and on the morrow – who knows? I might decide to seek the acquaintance of Miss Ravella Shane.”
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The Duke looked with a jaundiced eye upon the flat countryside of Bedfordshire. The roads were bad and a sharp shower of rain had caused soft mud, which slowed down the coach.

His Grace drew a watch from his waistcoat pocket and saw that it wanted but a few minutes to five o’clock. He had meant to reach Mildew earlier, but not having visited his estate at Lynke for some months, he had found there were so many things to engage his attention that the day, before he was ready to leave. The coachman, however, had received his instructions and it would not be long now before they reached the school, which Hawthorn had informed His Grace was situated just on the outskirts of the village.

A sudden bump in the road threw the Duke against the padded side of the coach and he cursed the discomfort, wishing he had never embarked on this journey. It would have been wiser, he thought, to have instructed Hawthorn to escort Ravella Shape to London. They could have met with formality at Melcombe House and without any inconvenience. It had been a stupid idea really to post off so impetuously to Mildew just because he imagined that Wroxham was up to some trick or other.

The Duke yawned, then realised that the coach was being brought to a standstill. He glanced out of the window and saw that they were not yet in the village. A short distance away he could see the tall tapering spire of a grey stone church and a cluster of thatched roofs, but at the point where they were the narrow road still wound between flat, unhedged fields sown with onions and early potatoes.

The coach door was opened by a footman, but before the man could speak the Duke asked impatiently,

“Why have we stopped here?”

“Your Grace’s pardon, but the off-leader has cast a shoe.”

“Damnation take it!”

“The coachman says he will drive into Mildew if it pleases Your Grace, or we can change with one of the outriders.”

“Change the horses here,” the Duke commanded, and then added as the footman began to shut the door, “Wait, I will get out and stretch my legs.”

“Very good, Your Grace.”

The footman let down the steps and the Duke stepped out on to the roadside.

Already one of the outriders had dismounted and was undoing the girth of his saddle. Short though the distance was, no one expected that His Grace would command the coach to drive on to the school, for those in his employ were thoroughly cognisant of the Duke’s solicitude for his horses.

For a moment the Duke watched his men hurrying to unharness the off-leader. The four horses were a fine team of well-matched greys for which he had paid a prodigious figure but a year back, and the outriders were on a matchpair a little darker in colour but of spirited blood with a touch of Arab in them. It was not often that the Duke permitted himself to be driven, preferring to tool his own vehicles, but some whim had made him decide to visit his ward in state.

It made a splendid cavalcade – the well-sprung coach with a huge coat of arms emblazoned on the panels of the doors and the coachmen, footmen, postilions and outriders in claret and silver livery and powdered wigs, the magnificent horses with their harness of crested silver and polished leather and finally the Duke himself in an exquisitely cut coat of olive green superfine cloth trimmed with emerald and diamond buttons, yellow buckskin breeches and Hessians, which owed their mirror-like surface to a dexterous mixture of blacking and champagne. No wonder that people in this unfashionable countryside stood with gaping mouths and astonished eyes as the ducal cortège passed by.

Bored with watching his servants, the Duke looked around him, taking off his high-crowned beaver hat to feel the cool breeze on his forehead. They were nearer Mildew than he had at first imagined. Indeed the shoe had been cast on the very outskirts of the village, for only fifty yards away His Grace could see the first house, a small, thatched cottage with its garden bright with blossom, and in front of it was a patch of common land on which were grazing a solitary cow and two white goats.

For want of something better to do the Duke strolled towards the goats. One was bleating somewhat piteously. But it looked fat and well fed, and its distress was obviously mental rather than physical. Beyond the goats there was a solitary tree, gnarled and ancient. It had at one time been struck by lightning and it was now a landmark rather than an ornament – its main use, indeed, was apparently to provide a means by which local lovers could express their devotion by carving entwined initials and arrow-pierced hearts on its stalwart trunk.

The Duke had nearly reached the tree when he heard a sharp voice behind him say,

”’Ere, Guv’nor!”

The Duke turned and perceived a boy of about twelve dressed in a stained and patched uniform of dark blue ornamented with a row of unpolished buttons. The Duke stared at the urchin and was rewarded with a cheeky grin.

“You spoke to me?” the Duke asked, feeling somewhat absurdly that something was expected of him.

The boy nodded his head.

“Be yer the swell cove as was ’spectin’ a message from a lidy?” he asked.

“You carry a message from a lady?” the Duke enquired.

The boy grinned again.

“Cautious, bain’t yer? But her told me I should find yer by the blasted oak – ’ere’s the message and ’er said yer would give me somethin’ for a-bringin’ it.”

The boy thrust a crumpled piece of paper into the Duke’s hand and stood back, smiling broadly and with irrepressible impertinence.

The Duke regarded the piece of paper in his hand with disgust and was about to inform the small boy that he had made a mistake when the urchin remarked,

“Yer’d better ’urry up, Guv’, I gotta get back to the’ school or they’ll be a-missin’ me.”

In the Duke’s eyes there was a sudden gleam of interest.

“Which school?” he asked.

“Old Prim-faced’s place o’course. “’Tis the only one in Mildew. Get a move on, Guv’nor, and if yer ‘ave a message for me to take Miss Ravella, spit it out. Yer’ll remember ’er said as ’ow yer’d give me somethin’.”

Without more ado the Duke opened the note. There were only a few words written on a piece of paper that had obviously been torn from a lesson-book. The writing was not very clear, and, judging by the blots, the writer had been pressed for time while she wrote,

‘I will be at the pear tree, My Lord, at nine o’clock.’

There was no signature and the Duke, having read the short sentence, glanced up from the paper to the messenger.

“Who gave you this note”

“Miss Ravella! ’Er said to bring it ’ere, Guv’.”

“The lady speaks of a pear tree – do you know the whereabouts of this particular tree?”

“Course I do! It overhangs the south wall, Guv’nor and them girls – I mean the young lidies – climbs up it when they wants to look out on to the road. Other times they climbs down it and gets out of the school.”

“Indeed! And does Miss Ravella indulge in these pranks?”

“Yer bet she does! Why, when Janson was ill, her got out every night for a week.”

“Obviously a young lady of enterprise! Have you any idea, boy, for whom Miss Ravella intended this note?”

The boy gaped.

“Why, ain’t it for yerself, Guv’? ’Er said I’d see an ’andsome-lookin’ cove standin’ about by the blasted oak.”

The Duke folded the paper together carefully.

“Listen, my lad,” he said. “Do you want to earn a guinea?”

“A wot? A Jimmy o’ Goblin? D’yer mean it, Guv’nor?”

“Yes, I mean it,” the Duke replied, “but listen carefully to what I have to say. You have not seen me, you have not spoken to me, nor have you handed me this note. You will forget that I have been here and you will wait until the gentleman for whom the note is intended puts in an appearance. When he does, you will hand it to him without mentioning that you have made a mistake in speaking to me. Is that clear?”

“Yus, Guv’nor, but ’ow was I ter know yer wasn’t the right ’un? There bain’t so many well-breeched swells about Mildew as a rule.”

“No one will blame you, boy, if you do as I tell you. Now remember, you have neither seen nor spoken to me.”

The Duke gave the boy the note and drawing a guinea from his pocket tossed it into the air. The boy caught it deftly.

“Gawd’s truth, I ain’t seed a sight or smell o’ yer, Guv’.”

He grinned, then bit hard on the gold piece to make sure it was real.

The Duke walked back to the road. The coach was waiting for him. A footman was standing at the open door. The Duke paused and spoke to the coachman.

“Turn round, Banks,” he said. “A mile or so back I saw a signpost that pointed to Lockers Green. If I am not mistaken, there is an inn there, which might provide a tolerable meal.”

“Very good, Your Grace.”

The Duke beckoned to his side the outrider who was standing by the horse that had cast a shoe. He spoke briefly, gave the man some money, then stepped into the coach. With some difficulty it was turned in the narrow road and they started back the way they had come.

The Duke’s memory was not at fault, for he had frequently hunted over this country, and the inn at Lockers Green, although primitive and somewhat off the beaten track, was passably comfortable, while the landlord, bustling out in surprise and delight at the Duke’s arrival, was able to promise His Grace that dinner could be served within a reasonable time, and professed to be in possession of a claret which would not offend a nobleman’s palate.

The Duke made himself comfortable by a big log fire and found the claret if not exciting, at least drinkable. He sent for a second bottle and when dinner was finished condescended to sample some brandy on which it was extremely unlikely that any duty had been paid. It was with an air of surprise that the Duke realised that it was past nine o’clock.

He had, however, no intention of appearing on the scene too soon, and His Grace graciously allowed the landlord to express his humble if fulsome thanks for the honour that had been conferred on the inn before he proceeded slowly and with unhurried dignity to his waiting coach.

It was not a dark night, the Duke noted with approval, for the moon was rising and the stars were bright. Consequently the coach had no difficulty in attaining a good speed during the distance between Lockers Green and Mildew.

At the far end of the village the coach drew to a standstill beside a high wall, at one point above which it was easy to perceive the branches of a leafy pear tree. There was no one in sight. The Duke waited, and after a moment there was the sound of hoofs, and His Grace’s outrider came hurrying from a place of concealment on the further side of the road.

The man dismounted quickly and went to the door of the coach.

“Well?” the Duke asked.

“A gentleman brought the chaise here just before nine o’clock, Your Grace. The young lady was waiting for him in the tree. They talked for a few moments and then she slipped down over the wall and entered the chaise.”

“They went north?”

“Yes, north, Your Grace.”

“You had the axle seen to as I instructed you?”

“Yes, Your Grace. The man at the inn would not do it for under two guineas, but he was skilful at his work and swears it should carry them but five miles.”

“Good!”

There was a note of approval in His Grace’s voice. He was about to lean back when he remembered something else.

“How many horses?” he asked.

“Three, Your Grace, and not much blood among them.” The Duke smiled.

“Tell Banks to drive on and there is no need to hurry.”

“Very good, Your Grace.”

There was a crack of the whip and the coach moved forward. His Grace closed his eyes as if fatigued.

He opened them half an hour later. The coach was slowing down, and, looking from the window, the Duke saw what he had expected to see – a chaise ditched by the roadside, the horses plunging about in an unruly fashion as the grooms tried to get to their heads. The body of the chaise, with one wheel removed, stood at a drunken angle, but fortunately it had swerved, on to the grass verge and the Duke’s coach was able to draw up alongside it.

“Be you in trouble? Can we help?”

It was Banks who spoke, his big hoarse voice carrying above the oaths of the grooms and the whinnies of the frightened animals. He was answered by a voice from the interior of the chaise. A man with dark hair put his head through the shattered window and shouted,

“Of course you can help. Go to the horses’ heads, you fool!”

The coachman glanced back as if waiting for further instructions. Slowly the Duke raised his wide shoulders from the soft claret satin cushions, the door of the coach was opened and he descended without haste into the roadway.

His quizzing-glass raised, he watched the man who had spoken from the damaged coach manipulate the slanting door with difficulty, close it behind him and scramble into the roadway. His dark head was uncovered and a scratch on his cheek was bleeding. He flicked a splinter of glass from his sleeve, then looked up and saw who stood watching him. He was very still but his eyes were wide as if he saw a ghost.

“My dear Wroxham!” the Duke said suavely. “What a disaster! And how fortunate that I am in the happy position of being able to come to your rescue.”

Lord Wroxham’s face, however, expressed anything rather than pleasure. He tugged at his cravat as if it were too tight round his throat and there was a palpable pause, before he found his voice.

“You, Melcombe!” he exclaimed. “Can I never escape you? By the powers of darkness what are you doing here?”

“Surely I might ask you the same question, my dear boy,” the Duke replied, “and since the King’s Highway is, as far as I know, free to all who wish to travel on it, I find it hard to understand your somewhat churlish response to my offer of assistance.”

Lord Wroxham tried hard to control his temper.

“I have no need of your assistance, thank you, Melcombe,” he said stiffly. “One of my grooms will ride back and procure another chaise for me. Pray do not incommode yourself but continue your journey.”

“But surely,” the Duke said in well-accented astonishment, “such arrangements will take time? Allow me to offer you a lift, my dear fellow. My coach is large and I travel alone.”

Such kindness, however, seemed merely to infuriate His Lordship.

“I want no lift from you, Melcombe,” he said angrily, “and if you wish to oblige me, you will continue on your way forthwith.”

The Duke looked His Lordship up and down.

“Can it be that you desire to be rid of me?” he drawled and then, even as he spoke, a face appeared at the window of the fallen coach.

“Oh, please,” a voice cried. “Please help me!”

The Duke gave an admirable start of surprise.

“Ah, now I understand why you are not interested in my offer, Wroxham. You are not alone!”

“Will you mind your own business and be on your way?” Lord Wroxham snarled.

The Duke looked up at the face framed in the window.

“Are you quite certain it is not my business?” he asked softly.
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