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“Leona! Leona!”

The man’s voice echoed round the hall and up the well of the stairs. It penetrated into a room at the end of a corridor where a girl was arranging some freshly picked rosebuds in a glass bowl.

She dropped them with a little cry and ran towards the door, but before she could reach the top of the stairs the shout came again.

“Leona! Where the devil is she?”

“I am here, Hughie!” she called from the top of the wide oak staircase.

He looked up and saw her silhouetted against the dark panelling. Her little pointed face with its halo of fair curls seemed to have an ethereal, almost elfish quality, and her grey dress blended into the shadows so that she might have been a sprite rather than a living person.

“’pon my soul, Leona, I’ve been shouting fit to wake the dead!”

“Oh, Hughie, you are back! How wonderful! I was not expecting you.”

“Of course you weren’t expecting me,” her brother snapped sharply.

Leona knew by the tone of his voice that something was amiss. Knew it, too, by the deep frown that crossed his forehead and the agitated manner in which he was slapping his riding-whip against his high hessian boots.

She reached the hall and ran towards him.

“What is it? What is wrong?”

He stared at her for a moment as if her words surprised him, then answered harshly,

“Everything is wrong, but there is no time now for rattle-prating. Get Bramwell and the maids together. The house has to be got ready.”

“Got ready! For what?”

“Stap me! Do as I say, girl!” Sir Hugh Ruckley said angrily. And then, as if ashamed of his irritation, he said, “Forgive me, Leona. But I’m in the deuce of a tangle and only you can help me.”

“Hughie, what has happened?” she inquired, her hands going instinctively to her breast as she realised by the very intensity of his tone that he was not speaking idly.

“I’ll tell you later,” he said quickly. “Ring for Bramwell, or shout if the bells are out of order as usual.”

“You haven’t been losing again? Oh, Hughie, not all that money.”

“No, no. I’ve gained as it happens. And I should have gained a great deal more if it hadn’t been for Chard interrupting me. Blast him!”

“Who is Chard?”

“Thunder and Turf! Don’t tell me you have never heard of Chard! What do you think about in this benighted hole? But stop side-tracking me, Leona, and do as I tell you”

Without further comment Leona moved swiftly across the worn rugs towards the door under the staircase which led to the staffs’ quarters. Her heelless slippers made no sound and it almost seemed as if she floated across the room with a grace that would have seemed lovely to anyone but her frowning brother.

“Bramwell!” she called through the baize-covered doors. “Bramwell! Are you there?”

Her voice was clear and had a musical quality about it, which was noticeably missing in her brother’s. And yet, as she turned back towards him, there was a resemblance between the two. The pale, almost ash blonde hair was the same. The same grey eyes like a stormy sea and the same winged eyebrows, which made one think of a bird in flight. But there the re- semblance ended. Leona was a piece of thistledown. Hugh was well-built, nearing six foot and wirily athletic after his years of soldiering in France.

“Is he coming?” Hugh asked impatiently.

“Yes, I can hear him,” Leona replied.

“He’ll take his time as he always does. The doddering old man – he should have been retired ten years ago.

“And where would we get anyone else prepared to work so cheaply and so patiently, especially when the wages are not paid for months on end?”

Leona asked the question without bitterness – in fact there was an almost mischievous smile on her lips and her eyes were twinkling.

“That isn’t true,” her brother snapped almost angrily. “Since I have been home, he has had all that is owing to him – so has everyone else.”

“I know, dear, but they were a long time waiting for it,” Leona said soothingly.

“Were you a-calling me, Miss Leona?” an old man asked from the doorway.

Bramwell had worked for Hugh’s and Leona’s father and for his father before him. He was over seventy, rather deaf and finding it increasingly difficult month by month to get through his work. But Leona loved him. He was part of the Castle and even if they could have afforded it she would no more have thought of dispensing with Bramwell than she would have thought of pulling down the house over their heads.

“Of course Miss Leona was calling you,” Hugh said, stepping forward and raising his voice almost to a shout. “Get a move on, Bramwell. There are things to be done – silver to be cleaned, the best table linen to be put out. We’ve got company tonight. Do you hear me? Company!”

“Yes, Master Hughie, I mean, Sir Hugh, I hears you. But I don’t know how you think I can get everything done without a soul to help me. I suggested having that boy from Seaford, if you remember aright. He was a-willing to come, but you refused him, Sir Hugh, you knows you did.”

Hugh looked at his sister. She gave him a little frown.

“We knew nothing about him,” she said almost under her breath. “We thought it strange he was so anxious to work here.”

“Yes, yes, I recall it,” Sir Hugh replied testily. “Well, you must do your best, Bramwell. Get someone in from the garden or the farm. But hurry. There’s no time to be lost.”

“I don’t know how it’s going to be done, Master Hugh, that I don’t,” Bramwell muttered as he turned away, and they could hear him grumbling all the way down the passage that led back to the pantry.

“Hughie, who is coming?” Leona asked.

“Have I not told you already?” her brother said impatiently. “Chard! Lord Chard! And Nicholas Weston, who acts as his secretary, A.D.C. and general factotum.”

“But why have you asked him here?”

“Asked him! That’s rich.” Hugh threw back his head and laughed mirthlessly. “I ask him! Do you think I should be such a sapskull? He asked himself, my girl. And, what is more, it’s because he’s suspicious. No doubt about it!”

“No, Hughie! No, he cannot be. What did he say? How do you know?” The questions came quickly and Leona’s face turned pale.

Suddenly her brother threw his riding crop across the hall. It struck one of the carved newels on the banisters and then bounced on to the marble floor, its gold handle making a sharp crack before it slithered beneath a carved chest and was lost to sight.

“Hell and damnation! It is the outside of enough that this should happen now!” Hugh exclaimed. “Just when things are going well. Just when I am getting clear.”

“What did His Lordship say?” Leona insisted.

Hugh pulled off his travelling coat with its high collar and flung it on a settle. Then he pushed his fair hair back from his forehead with a weary gesture that tried to be sophisticated, but which Leona knew only too well from the trembling of his fingers was a movement born of bewilderment and desperation.

“I was in White’s,” he said. “I had been winning continuously the whole evening. I was feeling up to scratch, I can tell you, when suddenly I felt someone standing close beside me and a voice said, ‘You are in luck I see, Ruckley’. I glanced up, impatient at being interrupted, but then when I saw who it was naturally got to my feet.”

“You recognised him then?”

“Of course I recognised him, simpleton. We were in France together. I was under his command. I saw quite a lot of him before Waterloo and afterwards when we camped near Paris with the occupying armies. Besides, everybody knows Chard.”

“What did you say?” Leona prompted.

“I said, ‘Good evening, My Lord’ – or something like that – and he replied, ‘I had no idea you gambled so high, Ruckley. If I remember rightly, you were not so reckless when we were engaged in defeating Bonaparte’.”

“What did he mean by that?” Leona inquired.

Again her brother gave that mirthless laugh.

“Chard is no fool,” he said. “He knows well enough that my pockets were to let when I was in the Army. Not for me the high tables with the senior ranking officers, but the pettifogging children’s games with other impecunious subalterns like myself.”

“Do you mean that he was suspicious because you had the money to play with?” Leona inquired.

“That is what it seemed to me,” her brother said briefly.

“Then why ask him here?”

“There never was such a girl for asking foolish questions. Bird-brain! He has asked himself. He said in that quiet, disarming way of his, ‘I do not know whether you have heard about my new appointment, but I think it will take me into the part of the world where I believe you live.’

“‘What appointment, My Lord?’ I asked.

“‘I have been instructed to curb the activities of those gentlemen who persist in evading the Customs Officers,’ he said.”

Leona gave a little cry.

“No! No! He couldn’t have said that. Not to you.”

“He did. And looked me straight in the face as he said it. I’d swear my eyes didn’t flicker as I managed to reply lightly enough, ‘Congratulations, My Lord. If anyone can bring these fellows to justice, I feel sure it will be you’.”

“Then what happened?” Leona inquired.

“He said, ‘As it happens, Ruckley, I have to visit the south coast in the Newhaven-Seaford area immediately. I wonder if it would be trespassing too much on your hospitality to ask if I could be your guest?’”

“But there must have been dozens of other people willing to have him,” Leona said.

“That is what I thought,” her brother answered, “but naturally there was nothing that I could do but say we should be honoured. It flashed through my mind that if I rode through what was left of the night, I could have been here early enough to get things ready and to warn every-one. But Chard prevented that.

“‘I am most sensible of your kindness’, he said. ‘Perhaps we could travel down together. It would give me great pleasure to have your company on the journey’. I couldn’t say to hell with his company, could I?”

“No, of course you could not. But where is His Lordship?” Leona inquired.

“Only a few miles away,” her brother answered. “At the last posting inn he let me off the leash. Perhaps he saw what a fidget I was in, even though I tried to conceal it.”

“But, Hughie, if he realised that you were nervous, he may have suspected.”

“Perhaps he put it down to the fact that I was impressed with having him as a guest. I warned him that the house was demned uncomfortable, that nothing had been done to it since my father died.”

Leona looked around her with a little gesture of helplessness.

“Why should he want to come here?” she asked.

“To watch me, of course,” her brother retorted. “I saw his face as I picked up my winnings – nigh on a thousand guineas. He knew well enough that I could not have made that if I hadn’t had the wherewithal to start high.”

“But... but, what are we going to do?” Leona said helplessly.

“I have got it all planned,” her brother replied. “Now listen to me, Leona. Everything depends on you, everything.”

“Please Hughie, do not expect too much of me. This frightens me. You know it frightens me. I would rather starve, I really would, than go through all these anxieties and miseries. I swear that I die a thousand deaths every time a cargo is landed.”

“Never mind about your dying,” her brother said grimly. “You realise what tonight is, don’t you?”

“Tonight!” She looked at him and then her eyes widened and her hand went up to her mouth. “The eighteenth! Tuesday, the eighteenth!”

“Exactly!”

“But what are we to do?”

“You’ve got to do exactly what I tell you, and you’ve got to do it so cleverly that Chard has not the least suspicion. One false step, one slip up, and I shall be for the gallows or transportation.”

“No, Hughie! No! No!”

Leona put her arms round him, but he thrust her aside.

“There is no time for hysterics,” he said. “We have got to act. Now, listen to what I have got to say to you. Get the house ready. Give Chard the Chinese room in the East Wing and prepare the Oak room for Nicholas Weston. I will get up the best wine. We must dine well.”

“But... but, there’s nothing to eat.”

“Then find something. There’s plenty on the farm, isn’t there? Chickens, pigeons, a suckling pig. Send down to the village. Order dinner that will make him feel comfortable and not too inclined to turn out on a dark night either.”

“They can’t come here,” Leona cried, but her brother continued as if he had not heard her.

“As soon as dinner is over and you withdraw, you must go to Lew, tell him what has happened.”

“I cannot! You know…”

“You’ll do as I say,” Hugh said roughly. “Fortunately he is not crossing this time. He stayed ashore to reorganise the tub-carriers. He said there were too many accidents last time. You will find him in the caves. Take the lantern with you and walk carefully, the way is rough.”

“Hughie, I’m afraid.”

“Want to see me hanged?”

“Do not even think of such a terrible...”

“Then you’ll do as I say. There’s no time to go now. Chard will be here within an hour. There is far too much to be arranged. Besides, Lew may not be there. You’re the only person who can carry the message. Slip away after dinner and I will keep Chard as long as I can over the port.”

“And then what?”

“Leave everything to Lew. If worse comes to worst, they can sink the cargo in the bay.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to send them back? Signal or send out a boat.”

“What, and lose perhaps four thousand pounds worth of goods? Do you know how much is at stake? How much this one load is going to bring us? But what’s the use of talking? It’s action we want. Get the maids. Get Chard’s bed made. Get on with it.”

“The maids!” Leona exclaimed. “There is only old Mrs. Mildew and Rose – who as you know, isn’t very bright. You told me not to engage anyone else, Hughie, for fear they should be spies.”

“It’s enough to cast anyone into a despondency,” her brother cried. “Damme, you’ll have to see to it yourself. And for the love of Heaven make yourself look presentable. Haven’t you got something better than that rag?”

“I have the gown you bought me last month,” Leona said reluctantly. “I will wear that. I know this dress is old, although for the years you were away it was my best – in fact my only one.”

“That penury is over,” Hugh said. “We are on the way to El Dorado, sister mine. And I intend to get there, Chard or no Chard. But beware of him – he’s dangerous.”

“Why, oh why does he have to come just at this moment?” Leona cried. “Just when everything was so much better – our bills paid, the servants’ wages found. Why must he spoil it?”

“He is not going to spoil it, if I have anything to do with it,” Hugh answered. “Chard is suspicious, but he cannot know anything definite. Once he sees that he is mistaken, he’ll go away and we will never hear of him again.”

Hugh’s words were reassuring, but his tone was unconvincing and Leona knew by his face that he was afraid inside himself, even as she was. She gave a little sigh and bending forward dropped a light kiss on her brother’s cheek.

“I will do my best,” she said. “But I hate Lord Chard for coming here, spoiling our happiness and making us afraid and uncertain, when all we ask is to be left alone.”

“You must play your part well, Leona. Everything depends on you,” Hugh repeated.

“I will try. I promise you I will try.”

The tears came quickly to her eyes with the intensity of her feelings, and then she turned away from him and ran up the stairs and a few seconds later he heard her voice calling for Mrs. Mildew and her daughter Rose.

Hugh walked across the hall and into the salon with its long French windows opening into the garden. The curtains were faded and the chairs sadly in need of being recovered. There were vases of flowers everywhere and the room gave the impression of being graceful and dignified despite its threadbare appearance.

Hugh looked around him. What would be Lord Chard’s impression? he wondered. Would he think it strange that a young man, who could afford to risk a thousand guineas at a night’s play, should not have spent more on his home?

He had wanted to keep every penny piece for his amusement in London, for the women and the friends he entertained at dinner, and for the green baize tables afterwards, which lured him more certainly than any will o’ the wisp that the villagers said moved along the river banks at night.

It had been a heady temptation that he could not resist – to gamble and go on gambling, knowing that he had the gold to plunge deep and that when that gold was exhausted there would be more to replace it. Why should he worry his head with worn curtains and Leona’s moans that the servants and tradespeople had not been paid for years? Why should he care that the farm implements were out of date and the young men had all deserted the Castle grounds for better posts?

Let the fields rot and the house, too, for that matter. So long as the ladies of St. James’s flirted with him and there were smiles and invitations on the lips of those who only a year before had passed him by because they thought he was an impecunious subaltern. It had been so easy, too, to attribute the sudden affluence to his father’s death.

“Come into a fortune, Ruckley?” someone had asked.

“My father died just before I returned from abroad,” he replied. And that was true.

“I heard you’d inherited,” was the answer. “Hadn’t realised the old man was so warm in the pockets. Never spent much himself, did he?”

“No, a bit of a miser if it comes to that,” Hugh had laughed. Even as he said it he imagined that he had seen his father’s eyes looking at him reproachfully and felt a shiver down his spine.

Sir George had slaved to keep the estates intact, and when he wasn’t struggling against bankruptcy caused by bad harvests and the upkeep of the Castle, he was serving his fellow men. A Magistrate, a County Alderman and finally Lord Lieutenant of Sussex, he had exhausted himself without – as far as his son could see – gaining anything for it.

“Nice obituaries,” Hugh said bitterly to Leona when he returned home from the wars. “But we can’t borrow money on them, and we certainly can’t eat them.”

But that was all past. Hugh felt the clink of guineas in his pocket and decided, somewhat belatedly, that he would spend the whole of his last night’s winnings on making his home presentable.

A voice behind made him start.

“Master Hughie, what about the wine? You know you forbade me to go down to the cellar, and there’s no one else to bring it up.”

“I will bring it up myself, of course,” Hugh answered. “You don’t want to break your leg on those stone stairs, do you? You keep away from the cellar, Bramwell. And get out the brandy goblets. We’ll have brandy as well as port.”

After he had spoken, he hesitated. Would Chard think it strange there was such good brandy in the house? Then he shrugged his shoulders. There was no reason why he shouldn’t have bought it. He would make some passing reference to the fact that his father always had a good cellar. The thing was to get Chard mellow. Men who had eaten well and drunk well were not so perceptive nor so inquisitive.

He let Bramwell go from the hall and then went towards the oak panelling where it was carved ornately on either side of the fireplace. Hugh glanced over his shoulder. There was no one about. His finger sought and found a little spring hidden behind a deeply carved flower. A small door in the panelling flew open. He put in his hand and drew out a bunch of keys. They were shining as if they had been recently oiled. Then he shut the secret panel again and went towards the cellar.

Upstairs Leona was hurrying Mrs. Mildew.

“The best linen sheets, the ones with the monogram,” she was saying. “Thank goodness we put fresh lavender between them last autumn They smell delicious. And, Rose, lay the fire. If it turns chilly or rains, His Lordship may feel the cold.”

“I don’t know ’ow I’m going to get everything done, Miss, that I don’t,” Mrs. Mildew wheezed.

She was rather plump and found every movement made it hard for her to get her breath.

“And you can be as sure as I’m a-standing ’ere that they’ll be wanting Rose to ’elp in the kitchen. Mrs. Barnes will never manage, that she won’t.”

“Of course she will want Rose,” Leona said. “I was hoping you, too, would give her a hand.” She saw Mrs. Mildew’s face darken and added, “There is no one who roasts a pigeon like you. I remember my father used to say, “Give me two of Mrs. Mildew’s pigeons and I would not trade them for a haunch of the finest venison.”

Mrs. Mildew mellowed.

“That’s true enough, Miss Leona. Very partial the Master was to my pigeons and Mrs. Barnes never could get ’em to ’is liking. ‘Tell me your secret, Mrs. Mildew’, she’s said to me many a time. But there, you can’t teach a person ’ow to cook. ’Tis born in them, that’s what I say.”

“If you could do the pigeons for Lord Chard I should be vastly obliged,” Leona said ingratiatingly. “I have sent Jarvis down to the village to see if he can get a leg of lamb and they are plucking some chicken now. It will not be a very stylish dinner, but His Lordship will just have to take us as he finds us.”

Mrs. Mildew gave a little snort.

“Take us as ’e finds us, indeed! With you living on half a lettuce leaf all through the war, Miss.”

Mrs. Mildew tucked in a linen sheet and pushed the frilled and embroidered pillow-cases over the soft feather pillows.

“That’s done,” she said. “And now, if you wants them pigeons, Miss Leona, I’d best be a-going to the kitchen.”

“Oh, thank you, kind Mrs. Mildew. And if I don’t see you again tonight, you will come early in the morning, won’t you? And there will be His Lordship’s chocolate at eight o’clock unless he prefers ale, and his hot water for washing and shaving. And mind it is very hot.”

“I’ll be ’ere at six o’clock, I promise you that, Miss,” Mrs. Mildew answered. “I’ve never failed you yet,’ave I? Not even when Rose was down with chicken-pox and that delirious I ’ad to tie ’er to ’er bed.”

“No, you have never failed me, dear Mrs. Mildew,” Leona replied.

She glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece and gave a little exclamation of dismay. Lord Chard might be arriving at any moment and she had not yet changed.

She ran down the passage, and it was not only the exertion of running that made her heart beat quicker when she reached her own room. She saw her eyes, big and troubled, looking back at her in the mirror and knew that she was afraid.

She tried to tell herself that these adventures of Hughie’s were not of import. She had, indeed, laughed at first when he had told her about them as if they were nothing but the mischievous escapades of a schoolboy. But when she had seen what money was involved and had realised the risks they were running, when she met the men with whom he associated, then she had known it was something very different. Smuggling was no light-hearted adventure. And now the whole thing had taken a more sinister turn. Hughie was under suspicion. Lord Chard was coming here to make investigations. What would he find?

Leona saw the sudden terror in her face, the pallor of her cheeks, the dilating of her pupils, the sudden trembling of her mouth. Then she turned away from her reflection as if it was something at which she dare not look.

She hurried to the wardrobe. There were not many gowns hanging there and only one of the least consequence – of soft white silk – a silk as fine and delicate as if it could be drawn through the proverbial golden ring. It was a gown so beautifully made that it could only have come from France – a gown such as any woman might have dreamed about.

Hugh had given it her and yet she had never worn it. It was one thing to tease him for money to give the people to whom they were in debt, but quite another to take it for herself. She had accepted the dress from him. She had hung it in her wardrobe, but he had never put it on. 

She had seen it every time she had taken out one of her old dresses – the ones she had worn for so long and that she had made herself with the help of Mrs. Mildew, of cotton bought by the yard in the market at Alfriston. They were simple, ordinary dresses that any country girl might have worn. But the silk one was different. It was the gown of a grand lady, one that might have been worn by the elegant Society women who Hugh met in London and whom he described so volubly to his sister.

She had not wanted to be like them. She had been content with her own dreams and her feeling that, whatever she might appear to the outside world, she looked right for the Castle.

She gave a little sigh. Why was she daydreaming when there was so much to do? She supposed it was because she had got used to living with her own thoughts, to being alone, to having no one in the house.

Her father had been ill before he died. He had not wanted to talk, just to lie in silence. Afterwards, when Hugh was still in France, Leona had been completely alone. And yet she had never felt lonely. There had been the sea, the birds and the animals for company. She had not come much in contact with the world outside and had not wanted to. Now she felt suddenly as if it were encroaching upon her.

She took down the gown from the wardrobe and it seemed to flutter like a captured moth so that she felt as if she held something alive in her hands.

“Why should he come here?” she asked aloud. “Why should he frighten us?”

It seemed to her as if she could almost see him coming down the road, a dark, avenging terrifying man threatening her peace and security, trying to take away the brother she loved.

And she felt as if the gown that she held in her hand was a symbol of him and the world he came from. For one moment she contemplated throwing it back again into the wardrobe, of keeping on the plain grey cotton that she wore every day and which was so much a part of herself. Then she knew it would annoy Hugh and make him more nervous than he was already.

Hastily she began to dress and the softness of the silk against her body gave her no pleasure but only an added feeling of fear. She was only just ready when she heard the sound of wheels outside. She did not even glance at herself in the mirror to see how well the gown fitted. She ran a brush over her fair hair and then, turning towards the door, hurried to the top of the stairs.

But even that last moment of dressing had delayed her long enough to prevent her going in the hall to greet Lord Chard as he arrived. From the top of the stairs she watched Hugh walk towards the door, heard him say in what sounded like a voice of genuine enthusiasm,

“Welcome to Ruckley Castle, My Lord. I only wish there had been more time to prepare for your comfort.”

“I am quite certain I shall be very comfortable.” Lord Chard replied, and his voice was deep and quiet and somehow quite different from what Leona had expected.

She felt her fear and hatred of him heavy in her breast as she reached the bottom of the stairs and came forward towards the outer hall. Her grey eyes were wide in her little face and her lips parted as she waited for her first sight of him – the man who had come here to ferret out their secrets and destroy their happiness.

Then he turned as she approached and she was astonished because he looked so young. She had expected him to be older – at least middle-aged – dark and heavily built, and he was none of these things. Instead, he was young and unexpectedly handsome, with a quiet, grave face and eyes that seemed not suspicious but to look deep into a person’s heart. She had a quite ridiculous sense of relief because he was so different, and his hand when he held hers was warm and strong. Then she heard him say,

“Will you forgive me, Miss Ruckley, for putting you to all this inconvenience?” And for the moment she almost forgot how very inconvenient it was.

“Are you really Lord Chard?” she asked.

She had not meant to ask the question. It seemed to slip from her lips. He smiled and his face was no longer grave, but attractive and almost beguiling.

“Yes, I am. But you look surprised.”

“I-I thought you would be d-different,” Leona stammered, and then saw that Hugh was frowning at her and realised that already she had committed a gaff. Why should she have expected him to be anything but what he was? Why, indeed?

“Has your brother been making me out an ogre?” Lord Chard asked as if he guessed what she was thinking.

“No, no, indeed,” Leona said quickly. “But he said that you were in France and in a high command, and I had expected someone quite old.”

She saw the relief in Hugh’s eyes and realised she had said the right thing. At the same time her heart started beating quickly because she had been so stupid and nearly stepped into a trap of her own making.

“I assure you I am very old,” Lord Chard said gravely. “I shall be thirty within a year-and-a-half, and that I am sure to a lady of your tender years seems an age of vast antiquity.”

Leona laughed.

“No, indeed, My Lord. I think it is surprisingly young for someone of such vast distinction.”

She was pleased with herself for doing so well, and then Lord Chard turned to introduce the man who stood behind him.

“My secretary and companion, Mr. Nicholas Weston.”

“At your service, Ma’am.”

Mr. Weston bowed and Leona took an instant dislike to him. He was small and spikey and rather like a rat, she thought. His pale eyes flickered over her and she was quite certain that he compared her most unfavourably with any other woman he had ever met.

She dropped him a curtsy and led the way to the salon.

“A glass of wine, My Lord?” Hugh was saying.

“That will be very pleasant,” Lord Chard replied.

Hugh hurried away to find Bramwell and to tell him to bring the decanter and the best crystal glasses.

“Nicholas, will you fetch my despatch case? I left it in the coach,” Lord Chard said.

Nicholas Weston also disappeared – and feeling suddenly tongue-tied because she was alone with this formidable man, Leona searched feverishly in her mind for something to say. It appeared that Lord Chard was not concerned in making conversation. He just stood beside the mantelpiece and looked down at her. With a sense of the most foolish dismay, Leona realised that her head hardly reached as high as his shoulder.

She glanced up at him. Of what was he thinking as he looked at her? What was there in his eyes that made her breath come quicker, that made her whole body tremble? Then quietly he spoke.

“Why are you afraid?” he asked.
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Hugh was getting foxed. Leona, watching him from the end of the table, felt herself grow tense and anxious as she heard his voice become louder, his laughter more frequent, and saw the flush deepening in his cheeks.

He had wanted to drink Lord Chard under the table, but the latter remained cool, composed and apparently unaffected by the wine. Hugh, however, was partly intoxicated, and he was joined in this by Mr. Weston, who lost his air of suspicion and repression and became, Leona noticed, quite a different person. It was as if the liquor released invisible chains and under the mellow influence of the port and the brandy he became free of himself and his own restrictions.

“A-another d-drink, My L-Lord?” Hugh asked, pouring the golden-brown brandy into the crystal glass and filling up his own.

Leona had noticed through dinner that Lord Chard, while appearing to drink with the others, in fact, imbibed far less than either of them. He never protested when they filled his glass, but it was never empty. He sipped his wine while Hugh and Nicholas Weston had quaffed down the claret and replenished their empty goblets a dozen times.

The conversation had been mostly of the war – anecdotes of friends and acquaintances that made Hugh laugh uproariously and even at times brought a chuckle to Lord Chard’s lips. At any other time Leona would have enjoyed herself. She liked hearing Hugh talking of his experiences – she loved to see him happy. But tonight she was anxious, too nervous of what lay ahead, to concentrate on anything save the serving of the food and the fact that the hands of the clock were creeping on minute by minute.

Dinner was actually better than she had expected. Mrs. Barnes had excelled herself and as if by magic had produced a saddle of mutton, two roast chickens and a guinea fowl served with mushroom sauce. There were also the pigeons cooked by Mrs. Mildew, which were so good that even Lord Chard asked for a second helping.

For dessert there was a dish of strawberries from the garden, served with cream from the farm, and Leona felt with relief that at least Hugh need make no apology for the fare they had offered for their guests, especially at such short notice.

She joined little in the conversation, speaking only when someone addressed her direct and thankful when the three men talked amongst themselves and seemed to forget her presence.

She hardly dared look at Lord Chard after the confusion that he had flung her into when he asked her in the salon why she was afraid. She had known then that her relief when she had first seen him was but an illusion. He was their enemy and all the more dangerous because he appeared charming and because she felt, in some way, that it was going to be difficult to hate him as she had been able to do before his arrival.

She had been thankful that she had been quick-witted enough to hide her dismay at the unexpectedness of his question.

“Afraid, My Lord!” she said with what she hoped was a wide-eyed and innocent expression, even while her heart pounded in her breast. “I am not afraid but agitated by Your Lordship’s arrival. It is a great distinction that you have shown us in honouring us with your presence when there are so many other larger and more comfortable houses at your disposal. But I fear we are ill-prepared to entertain such distinguished company.”

“I assure you that I am not looking for luxurious accommodation,” Lord Chard replied.

“That is, indeed, a relief to my mind,” Leona answered with a little effort of dignity which brought a faint smile to his lips.

“Do you run this great house all yourself?” he asked. “You seem very young to have such a burden upon your shoulders.”

“There is no one else,” Leona answered. “My mother died ten years ago when I was but a child, and I kept house for my father until his death and now I keep it for Hugh until he marries.”

“And you do not find it lonely here?” Lord Chard inquired.

“Why should I?” Leona parried. “It is my home.”

“And in a very charming position, if I may say so,” he answered. He walked across to the window and looked out to where the sea gleamed emerald and sapphire in the evening light.

The Castle was high above the village and the river, halfway up the cliffside and at the same time sheltered by the rise in the land and by the trees surrounding the house. It could be bitterly cold when the gales blew, but on summer evenings there was nothing more beautiful than the wide stretch of the Sussex downs and the English Channel, while to the north lay the winding drive and green fields that led down to the village.

“A very charming position.” Lord Chard said again, and his eyes scanned the horizon, and Leona, through the beating of her heart, knew exactly what he was thinking.

“You have not visited Sussex before, My Lord?”

“Yes, indeed, I have been here often,” he replied. “My sister lives not far away. You may have heard of her house, Clantonbury, a few miles from Seaford.”

“You mean that your sister is the Duchess of Clantonbury?” Leona remarked.

Lord Chard inclined his head.

“I have heard about her beauty,” Leona said. “Do you visit her often?”

“When she is at home, which is rarely,” he replied with a smile. “She prefers St. James’s and the excitement of the London Season.”

He smiled as he spoke and the twinkle in his eyes told her that he knew full well that he was answering the question that she longed to ask him – as to why he should come to Ruckley when he could go to Clantonbury.

She moved restlessly away from him to pick up her embroidery from the chair and to tidy it away into the inlaid mahogany box that had been her mother’s and which she always used.

He watched the young, graceful line of her neck on which her hair grew, soft and golden as a newly born chick. He saw the sensitiveness of her little pointed fingers and the sudden dark sweep of her long eyelashes against her pale cheeks.

“Have you ever been to London, Miss Ruckley?” he asked unexpectedly.

Leona shook her head.

“No,” she replied. “And I do not think I wish to go. I am content to stay here where it is quiet and peaceful.”

“Are you sure of that?”

The question surprised her. She looked up to face him, her eyes wide.

“Sure of what?” she asked.

“That it is so very quiet and peaceful,” he answered.

She drew a quick breath. The warning in his eyes seemed to pierce her as if it were a sword. He knew! He knew! she thought, and then before she could speak, before she could try to frame an answer, Nicholas Weston came into the room and she was able to escape.

Tidying her hair for dinner she had wondered wildly what she should do. She had come to no conclusion when she went downstairs to find the gentlemen changed and assembled in the salon, and the question nagged at the back of her mind all through dinner.

“Another glass of brandy, My Lord? It comes from my father’s cellar, but you must admit that it has mellowed well.”

Lord Chard held his glass up to the light.

“It reminds me of the cognac I last drank in Calais,” he said slowly. “It has the same flavour and, indeed, the same mellowness. I hope you have a good stock of it.”

“Enough for all your requirements and more, My Lord,” Hugh said boastfully.

Leona rose to her feet. She felt she could bear no more. Could not Hugh see that behind every word Lord Chard uttered, there was another meaning, an insinuation that should warn him of the dangers in which they all lay?

“With Your Lordship’s permission I will withdraw to the salon,” she said gently. “I hope you gentlemen will join me later.”

“It will be a pleasure,” Lord Chard said.

Nicholas Weston hurried to open the door for her. He was unsteady on his feet and his eyes, when he looked at her, had almost a leer in them.

“We shall not leave beauty unattended for long,” he said thickly.

She tried to smile at him and not to show the disgust she felt. She had seen Hugh foxed before, but somehow he had always contrived to look only like a little boy who had been caught stealing the jam. But Nicholas Weston was slimy and unpleasant and she preferred him as he had been when he first arrived.

As the dining room door shut behind her, she picked up the skirts of her
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