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CHAPTER ONE

 


The moon was
full that night, shedding its light on the ripples of the tide, as
it covered the fine sand in the cove; a beautiful sight, to lovers
a backdrop to a romantic evening; to the artist an invitation to
capture on canvas that magnificent prospect. Perhaps, for some, it
was simply a pleasurable experience. But there are those who shy
away from such beauty, preferring to go about their business in the
dark.

For the
solitary figure standing on the shore, it was everything he did not
enjoy, so, as he turned to view Karidan, the wonderful Elizabethan
manor house behind him, set in magnificent parklands, and saw every
window ablaze with candle light, he cursed under his breath. He
knew the extravagance of so many candles meant the Marquis was
hosting another party, perhaps a ball with champagne flowing,
beautiful, assured ladies in gowns which would, for some, cost the
equivalent of six months' food. He smiled to himself. Little did
they know.

But, he caught
his breath. For all his envy, he knew the Marquis was good to him,
always gave him his due, and sometimes more for his wife and
children.

Yet, for all
that, he knew that it was people like the Marquis and the
Marchioness who were the reason why his life was haunted by
shadows, why sometimes the vision of the gallows filled his
dreams.

Standing alone,
Cooper began to think of what he knew of the history surrounding
this place. Built during the reign of Henry VIII while he was still
married to the tragic Jane Seymour and intended to be the later
home of his heir, it was a beautiful building where nothing had
been spared. The walls, the windows, the altar in the chapel on the
ground floor were all a miracle of workmanship, lined and fluted in
gold. The rooms were spacious, light and there were many.
Twenty-four bedrooms, seven sitting rooms, the kitchen in the
basement of the building was apparently the largest ever designed
with the big fireplace holding a spit big enough to cook a whole ox
or deer.

It was said,
although he doubted it, that during Elizabeth I's reign, she
visited Karidan with her entire household when it was sensible to
be away from her home for a while, but finding a very poor deer
population, she moved to Berkeley Castle where she knew there were
many deer. Before she left Karidan she told the Lord that she would
send him a number of deer and because she had been so comfortably
housed, she would increase his title from Lord of Karidan to the
Marquis of Karidan, and the present Marquis was a descendent of
this long aristocratic line.

During her stay
at the castle, history books tell us, she used her first skill with
bow and arrow and, to the horror of the Lord of the castle, she
shot thirty-six of his prize deer.

Shaking his
head, Cooper returned to the present and banned those thoughts.
What did ancestry mean to him anyway?

If he could see
inside that house, however, he would indeed be greeted by music,
dancers, the well-bred conversation between men and women, the
light laughter, characteristic of the young ladies enjoying
themselves at their first ball. Among those young ladies were the
two daughters of the house and several of their close friends,
feeling alternately grown up, sophisticated or overwhelmed, shy.
The Lady Cassandra now seventeen, and her sister the Lady Charlotte
nearing her sixteenth birthday, were the daughters of the Marquis
and the Marchioness, while the Lord Augustus of Sharpfield, a
cousin of the Marquis, held sway among friends, the other side of
the ballroom. The other young ladies similarly aristocratic, showed
little sign of wonder but were obviously enjoying the party, which
this time was celebrating Cassandra and Charlotte's Aunt's fiftieth
birthday. She was almost a permanent visitor, although she had her
own mansion and staff some fifty miles away. She loved her time at
Karidan, enjoyed the company, but, although she would never say it
within hearing at her home, the Marchioness's cook was infinitely
preferable to her own. She looked now at her two beloved nieces,
seeing two beautiful young women, smiling and talking animatedly to
their friends. She knew the girls' gowns, as had their mother's,
been made by Madame Frederica, a French seamstress, who had created
many beautiful gowns for the Marchioness and her friends. The young
ladies, of course, had all been presented at Court, welcomed by the
Prince who definitely approved of pretty young ladies. Not for
nothing had he been called The Prince of Pleasure. Her two young
nieces had their dance cards, beautifully engraved, hanging from
their wrists and were excited but shy as the young men came to
claim their dance.

They had each
danced before sitting down at their chosen table, when Lady
Charlotte nudged her sister, saying, "Who is that lovely young
gentleman talking to Augustus? I've never seen him before."

"Well," replied
the Lady Cassandra, "I'm surprised you have not met him. His
parents own 'Birkham Manor' not far from here. He is Lord Dominic
of Birkham. I believe he has been touring Europe after leaving
Cambridge, but he has been home for a few weeks I think."

"I wonder what
he has been doing with himself. I am sure we should have seen him
before this."

Cassandra went
on to say that as far as she knew no-one had mentioned him,
although maybe her parents knew him because he was here at Karidan
at the ball for dear Aunt Agatha. Cassandra remembered that she had
heard of his beautiful horse, a black stallion which was,
apparently, the envy of all who knew of him.

"Perhaps Papa
or Mama knows the family. I'd like to meet him, wouldn't you?"
Charlotte asked.

"Yes, I think
we'll find out a little more."

It was while
these two young ladies were wondering about him that Dominic began
his own story to Augustus and Charles. He was laughing as he said,
"I had been looking forward to spending three years at Cambridge.
Good company, plenty of fun and opportunities. I was not wrong.
There were of course obligatory essays and papers, but the tutors
were terrific. More like friends than anything. Like us they
enjoyed some fun and a drink or two. Quite frankly they were nearer
our age than one could have expected. There were rules of course,
but only those which kept the College on an even keel. It was
suggested that I should take up fencing and I believed that to be a
good idea. I had not tried anything like it before, but it really
appealed to me; developing muscles I didn't know I had."

Charles
interrupted. "I tried that once but I was absolutely useless; no
sense of balance. Naturally, I gave it up as a bad job."

"Bad luck, but
you should have kept going, it was good fun. Anyway, I was
introduced to the professional and he was happy to tell me a bit
about the history of the sport and suggested I came to the exercise
class the next morning. So, interested but a little perturbed as to
what I had let myself in for, I met the like-minded fellows, a
pleasant group of men. Firstly, I was given a rope and was told to
skip for ten minutes without stopping. That was taxing to start
with, but when I managed to get my breath back, I found I had
enjoyed it. It gave me a sense of achievement. Despite the effort,
I was looking forward to doing it again. The next session, I was
told, would be an introduction to how one handles the foil. I felt
confident that I could master that. It seemed easy enough. And I
really enjoyed the exercise. I knew then that taking up fencing was
a good thing. It was great fun and after our strenuous exercises,
it was down to the bar for a well-earned beer."

"Well I was
wondering when the beer came in."

"Ha, you would,
Augustus. I was feeling quite content with my new life in
Cambridge. It was amazing how my interest in fencing grew until I
was giving up several seminars a week to attend practice and much
to my surprise, I was getting quite skilled and becoming stronger
and fitter.Although I never imagined I would progress to
professional fencing, it gave me more than I had expected including
self-confidence and simply an enjoyment of using my body in a way I
had never done before and pitting my strength and skill against an
opponent.

"But," Dominic
continued, "I haven't mentioned Claire. A rather delightful young
lady who had taken my eye. She had two excellent character traits.
One a great sense of humour and the other enjoyment of any new
activity. Her full name was the Right Honourable Lady Claire
Phlemorton-Bragg. She told me that her father had just bought her a
beautiful Palomino stallion. She had not had the chance to ride him
yet but suggested we take a ride together. Happily, I agreed and so
it was, a few days later we set off on a cross-country ride. Her
horse was very frisky, but she handled him well but unfortunately,
at the third jump he refused, throwing his rider into a muddy
puddle. She swore that it was my fault and when she saw me laughing
at her, she was not at all pleased and that, my friends, was the
end of the romance."

Very
sympathetic nods from Charles and Augustus.

"But, Dominic,
you didn't come back after the Easter break. What happened?" asked
Charles.

"Well, it is a
long story, but we had family problems and I was forced to leave.
After a while, it was too late to return to Cambridge and as my
papa was none too pleased with me, he ordered me to leave home and
the sybaritic life I was leading, tour Europe and return with at
least a modicum of knowledge and some common sense.

"So I made
plans, packed, and taking my man servant, of course, set off for
Paris, where I intended to begin my journey. And then began a
wonderful experience. Not a lot of common sense I gained, but oh
the girls, the restaurants, the food therein, theatres, picture
galleries, museums yes those, too. It was amazing. Paris, the
Louvre, the Left Bank, the hidden artists' quarters and the
beautiful Notre Dame, the glorious Versailles gardens and
others."

"That kept you
busy. But it must have been wonderful."

"It was,
Augustus, and when it was time to leave, I was surprisingly
reluctant. On then to Germany, Berlin, Munich, fine buildings, an
air of strength, the river Rhine wide and, without the sun, somehow
menacing. Salzburg, the holiday season still apparent, with the
many fiacres being trotted round the famous gardens. Vienna and a
visit to the magnificent theatre. Arriving later in Venice, that
beautiful city on water. The Doges Palace, the Bridge of Sighs and
Gondolas. But enough, this has been a travelogue. Now I am back at
Birkham and you shall tell me all the news."

It was Augustus
who asked, "Who was it who sent you the invitation to this ball?
Didn't you tell me once that you were not welcome at Karidan?"

"Yes, I did,
and it's true, but this time my friend Charles got an invite for
me."

"What was it
all about?" persisted Augustus.

"I'm not very
sure, but the whole thing goes back many years. It was all very
silly, but apparently my family were grazing some deer on Birkham
land. One naughty buck escaped apparently and had his way with one
of Karidan's does, and the result spoiled forever the pedigree
line. For decades the feud has been in existence."

"How pathetic,"
muttered Augustus.

"I agree, but
now let us find some fair ladies with whom we can dance."

There was total
agreement as they looked around the room.

A young man
approached Cassandra, bowed as he claimed her as his dance partner
and as she was swept away, Charlotte realised the young Lord
Dominic was at her side. With a devastating smile, he bowed.

"I hope you
will forgive me, for we have not been introduced, but I am told we
are neighbours. So, would I be fortunate in finding you have a
space on your card? No, I can see I could not be so fortunate,
please forgive me?"

Thoroughly
unused to such an introduction, Charlotte stammered, "Well, yes, er
no, I'm afraid."

She had seen
the Reverend Soper approaching and her immediate thought was "Oh
no." Her papa always wanted her to be in the Reverend's company
but there was something about him she simply could not bring
herself to like. His voice, his manner, his, she thought for a
word, his churchiness repelled her so instead of the refusal which
was almost on her lips, she said, "Why, thank you, Sir, I see I
have a space on my card for this dance."

Straight away
he swept her on to the dance floor, leaving the Reverend looking
puzzled and a little angry. She gave him a dazzling smile as Lord
Dominic whispered close to her ear, "Should you be dancing with him
now?"

"No, he is on
my card for the supper dance, as Papa told me to do, so he should
not have been coming to claim this one."

But as the
young man led her into a waltz, the feel of his hand on her waist,
his young body close to hers, immediately took away all thought of
the Reverend Soper and when she heard her partner say, "Then I
shall sit as near to you as possible at supper and afterwards, I
shall whisk you away outside to the terrace, where you will tell me
why we have not met before."

She was so
amazed and unused to this kind of banter, she found herself tongue
tied, her face burning. She did not know how to respond, although
she admitted to herself the unusual pleasure it caused. As the
dance ended, Dominic returned her to the table and she had a chance
to look at this delightful young man. Dark haired with
extraordinary tawny eyes, lion like, tall, slim, a good figure, one
used to testing his strength, when controlling a strong stallion,
or perhaps taking the lead in a sword fight.

Again with that
devastating smile, he said, "Au revoir."

As he walked
away, she realised how much she had enjoyed their encounter. She
became aware of a strong feeling overcoming her. An emotion, a
longing, such thoughts never had come to her before. She still felt
the warmth of his hand as he had rested it on her waist as they
danced. She remembered his face, so close to her own. The intimate
sound of his soft voice as he whispered in her ear. The depth of
feeling he left sent strange, physical emotions which she couldn't
understand. Why did she feel tearful? Why this odd ache in her
limbs? Why was she suddenly feeling so lonely?

Charlotte,
almost sixteen, innocent of men and their passions, cared for
deeply by her parents, protected from the turbulence of the outside
world. How would she know? How explain these feelings? Why did the
sight of him leaving her as he walked across the ballroom, smiling
that disturbing smile at her friends, make her angry? She told
herself to stop asking these unanswerable questions as she turned
to hear her sister Cassandra's teasing voice and came down to Earth
with a bump when her sister said, laughing, "What have you been up
to? Did he try to kiss you? Your face is all red."

"Of course not.
Don't be so ridiculous, of course he didn't do any such thing. He's
a gentleman!"

Then, to her
annoyance, she found she wanted to cry. Her dear sister always
wanted to spoil things for her. She had, for once, felt her own
self, not shadowed by Cassandra, but her remark took away the
pleasure. She left the table, took herself upstairs to the room set
aside for the ladies, where she splashed her face with cold water,
to refresh her burning cheeks, telling herself, as she so often
did, not to be upset by her sister's barbs.

Unaware of the
turmoil within Charlotte's mind and, it would seem, her body,
Dominic was adept at hiding his feelings. Of course he enjoyed the
company of beautifully attired, pretty young ladies. He also knew
the effect on them, of his dazzling smile. To him it was a kind of
harmless game, although there had been times when one of the ladies
felt it was more serious, and had called out or rushed at him. But
at this time, despite the smiles, it was Charlotte who was filling
his mind. Not only her beauty, but it was her sweet innocence that
captivated him. Her lovely blue eyes which seemed to hold some
happy secret. Her laugh that made everyone want to join in. Her
grace as she danced, her body following the curves of his and
pressing against him, yet so virginally. He knew she had given him
more than all the many other girls had, yet in such a short time.
Was it some kind of magic? Or was it, could it be love? He knew he
had to find out, had to know if it was that strong an emotion or
just an infatuation. Yet, how could that be? He knew that what he
felt for Charlotte was different from all others but then, as that
thought came to him, so did another. Charlotte, a lady, born of an
aristocratic family, similar to his own, but without blemish. How
could he aspire to such a one? He knew his problems could
jeopardise his chances with Charlotte, but they had to exist, there
was no way to eradicate them. But then, his natural good humour
returned. If a way had to be found, he would find it. After all, he
would see her again this evening at supper. He had promised to take
her to the garden. His face burned as he lived again the joy of
holding that superb girl in his arms, guiding her through another
waltz, their bodies close together. Relieved, he smiled again in
anticipation.3ec wasH

When she
returned to the table, the Reverend Soper was sitting there, and
hastily rose when he saw her, to say in that thin, sermonising
voice, "I see this is my turn. The supper dance is next, and if I
am correct, we shall begin our dance this moment."

Charlotte stood
and with a small curtsey, a smile, she allowed herself to be taken
on to the dance floor, to join a set which had just begun. His hand
as he held hers was unpleasantly hot, so she felt pleased it was a
set, not a couple. Lord Dominic watched her as she executed the
sometimes intricate steps of the set. Not only had she been well
taught by her dance teacher, but he saw she had a natural grace as
she stepped and exchanged smiles, with her ever changing partners.
He found it hard to take his eyes off her as he realised how
beautiful she was. Her long golden hair taken up in an elaborate
style at her neck, and decorated with pink rose buds, which were
the colour of her gown, the neck just fashionably low enough to
display the pretty necklace of tiny diamonds and seed pearls with
which it was adorned.

The entire
effect was so beautiful, he wanted to hold this beauty close to
himself, and kiss that swan-like neck. Strangely, he somehow knew
that she had no idea of the effect she had on all men. Indeed, on
many older ladies, who had all but forgotten the thrill of men's
attention to a pretty woman.

The Marquis had
been looking in his direction and was aware of the intensity of the
younger man's scrutiny of his younger daughter. He knew nothing of
the fellow, as, long ago there had been a devastating argument over
some land so he knew that he was a neighbour, but he was disturbed
to see such growing interest. His beloved Charlotte was destined
for better things, although as he thought that, he felt the usual
guilt. Was he right? Or wrong? Mentally, he groaned to himself. No
matter. It was settled, out of his hands. It was his duty to see to
his daughters' futures. A young blade, unknown, except for his
nearness as a neighbour, must not be allowed to have any interest
in either of them.

Totally unaware
of the thoughts of either man, Charlotte, flushed with the joy of
the dance, allowed the Reverend to lead her back to her table, and
having waited for her to pick up her reticule and a shawl to drape
her shoulders, he escorted her to the long dining room, where Aunt
Agatha, the star of the day, would be regally ensconced at the
head, flanked by the Marquis and the Marchioness.

Before the meal
began, served by attentive uniformed servants, the Marquis
delivered a speech in honour of Agatha, the Countess Lasteronia,
wishing her from everyone a happy birthday. The gifts had been
given and noted, and were on show in the long gallery.

There was
polite applause and softly spoken "Happy Birthday" from all, after
which, Aunt Agatha rose and thanked the assembled guests, as
champagne glasses were raised to toast this beloved member of the
family.

"My grateful
thanks to you all for your great kindness, not only for the
splendid presents which I look forward to further scrutiny, but
also for your dear company."

At that point
she gave one of her inimitable chuckles.

"I am very
honoured that so many of you have taken the time and trouble to
come so many miles to celebrate an old lady's birthday. Fifty years
of age. I find that quite hard to believe. Yes, but I have to
accept the passing years and I intend to enjoy any that are left to
me. I want also to thank particularly my dear brother and sister
for their loving care as my hosts to this celebration.

"I believe it
is customary to grant one wish to a birthday girl. Well, even if it
isn't so, I shall promote it!"

There was
delighted laughter from the guests.

"I think my
great age will grant me this favour. It is something about which I
have very strong feelings so I would like you all to take part. It
is almost a prayer, so will you please hold your neighbour's hand,
and say together, 'Let us all wish for the end of the scourge of
the highwaymen. May they frighten us no more.' Now let's all say it
together."

And so they
did, and laughed with enjoyment at Aunt Agatha's wonderful
ideas.

Then again the
Marquis stood and, turning to his sister he cried, "My dear sister,
once again you have lightened what is a very serious subject. And
for us all, I thank you from the bottom of my heart."

There was more
laughter and applause as he finished.

"But now let us
partake of this magnificent meal the cook has lovingly prepared for
us. When I have said the sacred grace, we shall begin."

He then did so,
as ever in Latin. With no further talk, the food was begun.

It wasn't long
before Dominic could not contain himself and began his scrutiny of
Charlotte. How beautiful she was, yet so natural and as he had
realised, totally unaware of the impression she made. He noted she
was seated next to the Reverend Soper and wondered if she minded.
As he looked at
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