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One evening in the January of 1745, the critical year
of Fontenoy and of the great Jacobite rising, a middle-aged
gentleman, the private secretary of a Secretary of
State, was working as usual in the room of a house in
Cleveland Row. The table at which he sat was littered
with papers, but at this precise moment he had leaned
back in his chair with a puzzled expression and his left
hand in perplexity pushed his wig awry.

“Extraordinary,” he muttered, “most extraordinary.”
The remark was apparently caused by an
official letter in his other hand—a letter marked “Most
Private,” which came from The Hague, and the passage
which he had just read ran:


“I have the honour to submit to you the following important
communication in cipher, received, through our agent at Paris,
from ‘No. 101,’” etc.



On the table lay the cipher communication together
with a decoded version which the secretary now studied
for the third time. In explicit language the despatch
supplied detailed information as to certain recent highly
confidential negotiations between the Jacobite party in
Paris and the French King, Louis XV., a revelation in
short of the most weighty state secrets of the French
Government.

“‘No. 101,’” the secretary murmured, scratching
his head, “always ‘No. 101.’ It is marvellous, incredible.
How the devil can it be done?”

But there was no answer to this question, save the
fact which provoked it—that closely ciphered paper
with its disquieting information so curiously and mysteriously
obtained.

“Ah.” He jumped up and hurriedly straightened
his wig. “Good-evening to you.”

The new-comer was a man of about five-and-thirty,
tall, finely built, and of a muscular physique, with a
face of considerable power. Most noticeable, perhaps,
in his appearance was his air of disciplined reserve, emphasised
in his strong mouth and chin, but almost belied
by the glow in his large, dark eyes, which looked
you through and through with a strangely watchful
innocence.

“There is work to be done, sir?” he asked as he
took the chair offered.

“Exactly. To-day we have received most gratifying
and surprising information from our friend ‘No. 101’—and
we have the promise of more.”

“Yes.” The brief monosyllable was spoken almost
softly, but the dark eyes gleamed, as they roamed over
the room.

“The communications from ‘No. 101’ have begun
again,” the secretary pursued; “that in itself is interesting.
The Secretary of State therefore desired me to
send at once for you, the most trustworthy secret agent
we have. In a very few minutes Captain Statham of
the First Foot Guards will be here—”

“Sent, I think, from the Low Countries at the request
of our agents at The Hague?”

“Ah, I see you are as well informed as usual. You
are quite right. Are you,” he laughed, “ever
wrong?”

The spy paused. “The communications then from
‘No. 101’ concern the military operations?” was all
he said.

“Not yet. But,” he almost laughed, “we have a
promise they will. You know the situation. This
will be a critical year in Flanders. Great Britain and
her allies propose to make a great, an unprecedented
effort; his Royal Highness the Duke of Cumberland
will have the supreme command. Unhappily the
French under the Maréchal de Saxe apparently propose
to make even greater efforts. With such a general
as the Maréchal against us we cannot afford to
neglect any means, fair or foul, by which his Royal
Highness can defeat the enemy.”

“Then you wish me to assist ‘No. 101’ in betraying
the French plans to our army under the Duke of
Cumberland?”

“Not quite,” the other replied; “we cannot spare
you as yet. But you have had dealings with this
mysterious cipher, and we ask you to place all your
experience at the disposal of Captain Statham.”

“I agree most willingly,” was the prompt answer.

“This curious ‘No. 101,’” continued the secretary
slowly, “you do not know personally, I believe?”

The other was looking at him carefully but with a
puzzled air.

“I ask because—because I am deeply curious.”

“I am as curious as yourself, sir. ‘No. 101’ is to
me simply a cipher number,—nothing more, nothing
less.”

“I feared so,” said the secretary. “But is it not incredible?
The information sent always proves to be
accurate, but there is never a trace of how, why, or by
whom it is obtained.”

“That is so. Secrecy is the condition on which
alone we get it. We pay handsomely—we obtain the
truth—and we are left in the dark.”

“Shall we ever discover the secret, think you?”

“I am sure not.” The tone was conviction itself.

At this moment Captain Statham was ushered in, a
typical English gentleman and officer, ruddy of countenance,
blue-eyed, frankness and courage in every line
of his handsome face and of his athletic figure.

“Captain Statham—Mr. George Onslow of the
Secret Service—” the secretary began promptly, adding
with a laugh as the two shook hands: “Ah, I see
you have met before. I am not surprised. Mr. Onslow
knows everybody and everything worth knowing.”
He gathered up a bundle of papers. “That is
the communication from ‘No. 101’ and the covering
letter. And now, gentlemen, I will leave you to your
business.” He bowed and left the room.

Onslow took the chair he had vacated and for a
quarter of an hour Captain Statham and he chatted
earnestly on the position of affairs in the Low Countries,
and the war then raging from the Mediterranean
to the North Sea, on the vast efforts being made by
the French for a great campaign in the coming spring,
the military genius of the famous Maréchal de Saxe,
the Austrian and Dutch allies of Great Britain, and
the new English royal commander-in-chief who was
shortly to leave to take over the work of saving
Flanders from the arms of Louis XV. Onslow then
briefly explained what the Secret Service agents of the
Duke of Cumberland were to expect and why.

“Communications,” he wound up, “from this mysterious
spy and traitor, ‘No. 101,’ invariably come like
bolts from the blue. They are, of course, always in
cipher and they will reach you by the most innocent
hands—a peasant, a lackey, a tavern wench—sometimes
you will simply find them, say, under your pillow,
or in your boots. No one can tell how they get there.
But never neglect them, however strange or unusual
their contents may be, for they are never wrong—never!
The genuine ones you will recognise by this
mark—” he took up the ciphered paper and put his
fingers on a sign—“two crossed daggers and the
figures 101 written in blood—you see—so”:
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Captain Statham stared at the sign, entranced.

“A soldier,” Onslow remarked with his slow smile,
“can always distinguish blood from red ink—is it not
so?” Statham nodded. “Remember, then, those
crossed daggers with the figures in blood are the only
genuine mark. All others are forgeries—reject them
unhesitatingly. Let me show it you again.” He produced
from his pocket-book a paper with the design in
the corner, which, when compared with the one on the
table, corresponded exactly.

“I warn you,” Onslow added, “because the existence
of this ‘No. 101’ is becoming known to the French—they
suspect treachery—their Secret Service is clever
and they may attempt to deceive you. As they do not
know the countersign, though they may have guessed
at the treachery of ‘No. 101’ they cannot really hoodwink
you. Cipher papers which come in the name of
‘101’ without that remarkable signature are simply a
nom de guerre, of politics, of love, of anything you like,
but they are either a forgery or a trap; so put them in
the fire.”
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Statham sat pondering, his eyes riveted on the
crossed daggers. “You, sir,” he began, “have had
dealings with this mysterious person. Is it a man or
a woman?”

“Ah!” Onslow laughed gently. “Every one asks
that, every man at least. I cannot answer; no one,
indeed, can. My opinion? Well, I change it every
month. But these are the facts: It is absolutely certain
that the traitor insists on high, very high pay;
absolutely certain that he or she has access to the very
best society in Paris and at the Court, and is at home in
the most confidential circles of the King and his ministers.
We have even had documents from the private
cabinet of Louis XV. Furthermore, the traitor can
convey the information in such a way as to baffle detection.
If it is a woman she is a very remarkable
one; if it be a man he is one who controls important
women. Perhaps it is both. Such knowledge, so
peculiar, so accurate, so extensive, such skill and such
ingenuity scarcely seem to be within the powers of any
individual man or woman.”

“Every word you say sharpens my surprise and my
curiosity.”

“Yes, and every transaction you will have with the
cipher will sharpen it more and more. I have been
fifteen years in the Secret Service, but this business is
to-day as much a puzzle as it ever was, for ‘No. 101’
has taught me a very important secret, one unknown
even to the French King’s ministers, which, so jealously
guarded as it is, may never be discovered in the
King’s lifetime or at all. Can you really believe that
Louis, while professing to act through his ministers,
has stealthily built up a little secret service of his own
whose work is to spy on those ministers, on his ambassadors,
generals, and their agents, to receive privately
instructions wholly different from what the King
has officially sanctioned, and frequently directly to
thwart, check, annul, and defeat by intrigue and
diplomacy the official policy of their sovereign?”

“Is it possible?”

“It is a fact,” Onslow said, emphatically. “But
the King, ‘No. 101,’ you and I and one or two others
alone know it. Let me give you a proof. To-day
officially Louis through his ministers has disavowed
the Jacobites. The ministers believe their master is
sincere; many of them regret it, but their instructions
are explicit. In truth, through those private agents I
spoke of, the King is encouraging the Jacobites in every
way and is actually thwarting the steps and the policy
which he has officially and publicly commanded.”

“And the ministers are ignorant of this?”

“Absolutely. But mark you, unless the King is
very careful, some day there will come an awkward
crisis. His Majesty will be threatened with the disclosure
of this secret policy which has his royal authority,
but which gives the lie to his public policy,
equally authentic. And unless he can suppress the
first he must be shown to be doubly a royal liar—not
to dwell on the consequences to France.”

“What a curious king!” Statham ejaculated.

“Curious!” Onslow laughed softly; “more than
curious, because no one knows the real Louis. The
world says he is an ignorant, superstitious, indolent,
extravagant, heartless dullard in a crown who has only
two passions—hunting and women. It is true; he is
the prince of hunters and the emperor of rakes. But
he is also a worker, cunning, impenetrable, obstinate,
remorseless.”

“But why does he play such a dangerous game?”

“God knows. The real Louis no man has discovered,
or woman either; he is known only to the
Almighty or the devil. But you observe what chances
this double life gives to our friend ‘No. 101.’”

Statham began to pace up and down. “What are
the traitor’s motives?” he demanded, abruptly.

“Ah, there you beat me.” Onslow rose and confronted
him. “My dear sir, a traitor’s motives may be
gold, or madness, ambition, love, jealousy, revenge,
singly or together, but above all love and revenge.”

Statham made an impatient gesture. “I would
give my commission,” he exclaimed, “to know the
meaning of this mystery.”

A sympathetic gleam lingered in Onslow’s eyes as
he calmly scrutinised the young officer. “Ah,” he
said, almost pityingly, “you begin to feel the spell of
this mystery wrapped in a number, the spell of ‘No.
101,’ the fatal spell.”

“Fatal?” Statham took him up sharply.

“Yes. I must warn you. Every single person who,
in his dealings with this cipher, has got near to the
heart of the truth has so far met with a violent end.
It is not pleasant, but it is a fact. And the explanation
is easy. Those who might betray the truth are removed
by accident or design, some by this method,
some by that. They pass into the silence of the grave,
perhaps just when they could have revealed what they
had discovered.” He paused, for Statham was visibly
impressed. “Really there is no danger,” he added;
“but I say as earnestly as I can, because you are
young, and life is sweet for the young, for God’s sake
stifle your curiosity, resist the spell—that fatal spell.
Take the information as it comes, and ask no questions,
push no inquiries, however tempting and easy the
path to success seems, or, as sure as I stand here, His
Majesty King George the Second will lose a promising
and gallant officer.”

Statham walked away and resumed his seat. “And
you, Mr. Onslow?” he demanded, looking up with the
profoundest interest.

“Do I practise what I preach? Well, I am a spy by
profession: to some men such a life is everything—it is,
at least, to me. But I do not conceal from myself that
if my curiosity overpowers me my hour for silence, too,
will come—the silence of the unknown grave in an unknown
land.”

“Then is no one ever to know?” Statham muttered
with childish petulance.

“Probably not. A hundred years hence the secret
that baffles you and me will baffle our successors.”

Statham’s heels tapped on the floor. “Perhaps,”
he pronounced, slowly, “perhaps the truth is well
worth the price that is paid for it—death and the
silence of the grave.”

Onslow stared at him. His eyes gleamed curiously
as if they were fixed on visions known only to the
inner mind. “Perhaps,” he repeated gravely. “But
really,” he added, with a sudden lightness, “there is
no one to persuade us it is so. Come, Captain Statham,
you have not forgotten supper, I hope, and that I propose
to introduce you to-night to the most seductive
enchantress in London?”

“No, indeed. All day I have been hungering for
that supper. In the Low Countries we do not get suppers
presided over by ladies such as you have described
to me.”

“In the French army they have both the ladies and
the suppers,” Onslow replied, laughing. “And, my
dear Captain, to the victors of the spring will fall the
spoils. To-night shall be a foretaste, and if my enchantress
does not make you forget ‘No. 101,’ I despair
of the gallantry of British officers.”

He locked up the papers, chatting all the time, and
then the two gentlemen went out together.


CHAPTER II
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For some minutes the pair walked in silence, as if
each was still brooding on the mysterious cipher whose
treachery to France had brought them together. But
presently Statham touched Onslow on the arm. “Tell
me,” he said, “something of this enchantress. I am
equally curious about her.”

“And I know very little,” Onslow replied. “Her
mother, if you believe scandal, was a famous Paris
flower girl, who was mistress in turn to half the young
rakes of the noblesse; her father is supposed to have
been an English gentleman. Your eyes will tell you
she is gifted with a singular beauty, which is her only
dowry. Gossip says that she makes that dowry go a
long way, for she has two passions, flowers and jewels.”

“And she resides in London?”

“She resides nowhere,” Onslow answered with his
slow smile; “she is here to-day and away to-morrow.
I have met her in Paris, in Brussels, Vienna, Rome.
She talks French as easily as she talks English, and
wherever she is her apartments are always haunted by
the men of pleasure, and by the grand monde. Women
you never meet there, for she is not a favourite with
her own sex, which is not surprising.”

“Pardon,” Statham asked, “but is she—is she, too,
in the Secret Service?”

“God bless my soul! No; we don’t employ ladies
with a passion for jewels. It would expose them and
us to too many temptations. And, besides, politics
are the one thing this goddess abhors. Eating, drinking,
the pleasures of the body, poetry, philosophy, romance,
the arts, and the pleasures of the mind she
adores; luxury and jewels she covets, but politics, no!
They are a forbidden topic. For me her friendship is
convenient, for the politicians are always in her company.
When will statesmen learn,” he added, “that
making love to a lady such as she is is more powerful
in unlocking the heart and unsealing the lips than
wine?” “And her name?”

“She has not got one. ‘Princess’ we call her and
she deserves it, for she is fit to adorn the Palace of
Versailles.”

“Perhaps,” said Statham, “she will some day.”

“Not a doubt of it—if Louis will only pay enough.”

They had reached the house. Statham noticed that
Onslow neither gave his own nor asked for his hostess’s
name. He showed the footman a card, which was returned,
and immediately they were ushered into two
handsome apartments with doors leading the one into
the other, and in the inner of the two they found some
half-dozen gentlemen talking. Three of them wore
stars and ribbons, but all unmistakably belonged to
that grand monde of which Onslow had spoken. From
behind the group the lady quietly walked forward and
curtsied deferentially to Statham, who felt her eyes
resting on his with no small interest as his companion
kissed her hand. The secret agent had not exaggerated.
This woman was indeed strikingly impressive.
About the middle height, with a slight but exquisitely
shaped figure, at first sight she seemed to flash on you
a vision composed of dark masses of black hair, large
and liquid blue eyes, and a dazzling skin, cream-tinted.
Dressed in a flowing robe of dark red, she wore in her
hair blood-red roses, while blood-red roses twined along
her corsage, which was cut, not without justification,
daringly open. Her bare arms, her theatrical manner,
and the profusion of jewels which glittered in the
candle-light suggested a curious vulgarity, which was
emphasised by her speech, for her English, spoken
with the ease of a native, betrayed in its accent rather
than its words evidence of low birth. Yet all this was
forgotten in the mysterious charm which clung about
her like a subtle and intoxicating perfume, and as
Statham in turn kissed her jewelled hand, a fleeting
something in her eyes, at once pathetic and vindictive,
shot with a thrill through him.

“An English officer and a friend of Mr. Onslow,”
she remarked, “is always amongst my most welcome
guests,” and then she turned to the elderly fop in the
star and ribbon and resumed her conversation.

Statham studied her carefully. Superb health, a
superb body, and a reckless disregard of convention
she certainly had, but the more he observed her the
more certain he felt that that wonderful skin as well as
those lustrous blue eyes and alluring eyebrows owed
more to art than to nature. In fact every pose of her
head, every line in her figure, the scandalous freedom
of her attire were obviously intended to puzzle as much
as to attract—and they succeeded. She was the incarnation
of a fascination and of a puzzle.

Two more gentlemen had arrived, and Statham was
an interested spectator of what followed.

“Princess,” the new-comer said, “I present to you
my very good friend the Vicomte de Nérac.”

The lady turned sharply. Was it the visitor’s name
or face which for the moment disturbed her equanimity?—yet
apparently neither the Vicomte nor she had met
before.

“Welcome, Vicomte,” she said, so swiftly recovering
herself that Statham alone noticed her surprise, if
it was surprise. “And may I ask how a Capitaine-Lieutenant
of the Chevau-légers de la Garde de la
Maison du Roi happens to be in England when his
country is at war?”

“You know me, Madame!” the Vicomte stammered,
looking at her in a confusion he could not conceal.

The lady laughed. “Every one who has been in
Paris,” she retorted, “knows the Chevau-légers de la
Garde, and the most famous of their officers is Monsieur
the Vicomte de Nérac, famous, I would have these
gentlemen be aware, for his swordsmanship, for his
gallantries—and for his military exploits which won
him the Croix de St. Louis.”

“You do me too much honour, Madame,” the
Vicomte replied.

“As a woman I fear you, as a lover of gallant deeds
and as a fencer myself I adore you, as do all the ladies
whether at Versailles or in Les Halles,” she laughed
again. “But you have not answered my question.
Why are you in England, Monsieur le Vicomte?”

“Nine months ago I had the misfortune to be taken
prisoner, Madame, but in three weeks I return to my
duty as a soldier and a noble of France.” He bowed
to the company with that incomparable air of self-confidence
tempered by the dulcet courtesy which was the
pride of Versailles and the despair of the rest of the
world.

“And here,” the lady answered, “is another gentleman
who also shortly returns to his duty. Captain
Statham of the First Foot Guards, Monsieur le Vicomte
de Nérac of the Chevau-légers de la Garde. Perhaps
before long you will meet again, and this time not in a
woman’s salon.”

“When Captain Statham is taken prisoner,” the
Vicomte remarked, smiling, “I can assure him Paris
is not less pleasant than London, but till then he and I
must agree to cross swords in a friendly manner for the
favours of yourself, Princess.”

“And you think you will win, Vicomte?”

“It is impossible we can lose,” the Vicomte replied.
“Not even the gallantry of the First Foot Guards can
save the allies from the genius of Monseigneur the
Maréchal de Saxe.”

“We will see,” Statham responded gruffly.

“Without a doubt, sir.” The Vicomte bowed.

Statham stared at him stolidly. He could hardly
have guessed that this exquisitely dressed gentleman
with the slight figure and the innocently grand air was
really a soldier, and above all an officer in perhaps the
most famous cavalry regiment of all Europe, every
trooper in which, like the Vicomte himself, was a noble
of at least a hundred years’ standing, but he was reluctantly
compelled to confess that the stranger was
undeniably handsome, and his manner spoke of an ease
and a distinction beyond criticism. His smile, too, was
singularly seductive in its sweetness and strength, and
his brown eyes could glitter with marvellous and unspeakable
thoughts. From that minute he seemed to
imagine that his hostess belonged to him: he placed
himself next her at supper, he absorbed her conversation,
and, still more annoying, she willingly consented.
Statham in high dudgeon had to listen to the polite
small talk of his English neighbour, conscious all the
while that at his elbow the Vicomte was chattering
away to “the princess” in the gayest French. And
after supper he along with the others was driven off to
play cards while the pair sat in the other room alone
and babbled ceaselessly in that infernal foreign tongue.

“The Vicomte,” Onslow said coolly, “has made
another conquest.”

“It is true, then, that he is a fine swordsman as well
as a rake?”

“Quite true. His victims amongst the ladies are as
numerous as his victims of the sword. It is almost as
great an honour for a man to be run through by André
de Nérac as it is for a woman to succumb to his wooing.
Do not forget he is a Chevau-léger de la Garde
and a Croix de St. Louis.”

Statham grunted.

“It is not fair,” Onslow pursued, throwing down
the dice-box. “You are not enjoying yourself,” and
he rose and went into the other room. “Gentlemen,”
he said, on his return, “I have persuaded our princess
to add to our pleasure by dancing. In ten minutes she
will be at your service.”

The cards were instantly abandoned and while they
waited the Vicomte strolled in and walked up to
Onslow.

“That is a strange lady,” he remarked, “a very
strange lady. She knows Paris and all my friends as well
as I do; yet I have never so much as seen her there.”

“Yes,” Onslow answered, looking him all over,
“she is very strange.”

“And the English of Madame is, I think, not the
English of the quality?” Onslow nodded. “That,
too, is curious, for her French is our French, the
French of the noblesse. She says her father was an
English gentleman, and her mother a Paris flower girl,
which is still more curious, for the flower girls of Paris
do not talk as we talk on the staircase Des Ambassadeurs
at Versailles, or as my mother and the women of
my race talk. Mon Dieu!” he broke off suddenly,
for the princess had tripped into the room, turning it
by the magic of her saucy costume into a flower booth
in the market of Paris, and without ado she began to
sing a gay chansonnette, waving gently to and fro her
basket of flowers:



“Quand on a su toucher

Le cœur d’une bergère

On peut bien s’assurer

Du plaisir de lui faire.

Et zon, zon, zon,

Lisette, ma Lisette;

Et zon, zon, zon,

Lisette, ma Lisou.”




And the dance into which without a word of warning
she broke was something to stir the blood of both
English and French by its invincible mixture of coquetry,
lithe grace, and audacious abandon, its swift
transitions from a mocking stateliness and a tempting
reserve to its intoxicating, almost devilish revelation of
uncontrolled passion; and all the while that heartless,
airy song twined itself into every pirouette, every pose,
and was translated into the wickedest provocation by
the twinkling flutter of her short skirt and the flashes
of the jewelled buckles in her saucy shoes. To Statham
as to André de Nérac the princess had vanished, and
all that remained was a witch in woman’s form, a witch
with black hair crowned with crimson roses and a
cream-tinted skin gleaming white against those roses
at her breast.

“To the victor,” she cried, picking a nosegay from
her basket, and kissing it, “to the victor of the
spring!” and André and Statham found themselves
hit in the face by the flowers. The salon rang with
“Bravos” and “Huzzas” until every one woke to the
discovery that the dancer had disappeared.

When she returned she was once more in her splendid
robes and frigidly cynical as before.

“I am tired, gentlemen,” she said; “I must beg
you to say good-night.” She held out her hand to the
Vicomte. “Au revoir!” she said, permitting her
eyes to study his olive-tinted cheeks and the homage
of his gaze.

“Your prisoner, Madame,” he said, “your prisoner
for always!”

“Or I yours?” she flashed back, swiftly.

And now she was speaking to Statham. “We shall
meet again,” she said. “Yes, we shall meet again,
Captain.”

“Not in London, Madame,” he answered.

“Oh, no! But I trust our meeting will be as
pleasant for you as to-night has been for me.”

“It cannot fail to be.”

“Ah, you never know. Women are ever fickle and
cruel,” she answered, and once again as he kissed the
jewelled fingers Statham was conscious of that pathetic,
pantherish light in her great eyes, which made him at
once joyous, sad, and fearful.

When they had all gone the woman stood gazing at
her bare shoulders in the long mirror. “Fi, donc!”
she muttered with a shrug of disgust, and she tore in
two one of the cards with which the gamblers had been
playing, allowing the fragments to trickle carelessly
down as though the gust of passion which had moved
her was already spent. Then she drew the curtains
across the door between the two rooms, and remained
staring into space. “André Pierre Auguste Marie,
Vicomte de Nérac,” she murmured, “Seigneur des
Fleurs de Lys, Vicomte de—” she smelled one of her
roses, the fingers of her other hand tapping contemplatively
on her breast. A faint sigh crept into the
stillness of the empty, glittering room.

Then she flung herself on the low divan, put her
arms behind her head, and lay gazing in front of her.
The door was opening gently, but she did not stir. A
man walked in noiselessly, halted on the threshold, and
looked at her for fully two minutes. She never moved.
It was George Onslow. He walked forward and stood
beside her. She let her eyes rest on him with absolute
indifference.

“There is your pass,” he said, in a low voice in
which emotion vibrated.

“I thank you.” She made no effort to take it, but
simply turned her head as if to see him the better.

“Is that all my reward?” he demanded. “It was
not easy to get that pass.”

“No?” She pulled a rose from her breast and
sniffed it. “I believe you. I can only thank you
again.”

He dropped the paper into her lap, where she let it
lie.

“By God!” he broke out, “I wish I knew whether
you are more adorable as you are now on that sofa, or
as you were dancing in that flower girl’s costume.”

“Most men in London prefer the short petticoats,”
she remarked, moving the diamond buckle on her shoe
into the light, “but in Paris they have better taste, for
only a real woman can make herself adorable in this”—she
gave a little kick to indicate the long, full robe.
“Think about it, mon ami, and let me know to-morrow
which you really like the better.”

“And to-night?”

She stooped forward to adjust her slipper. “To-night,”
she repeated, “I must decide whether I dislike
you more as the lover of this afternoon, the man of
pleasure of this evening, or the spy of to-morrow.”

He put a strong hand on her shoulder. In an instant
she had sprung to her feet.

“No!” she cried, imperiously, “I have had enough
for one day of men who would storm a citadel by insolence.
Leave me!”

“You are expecting some one?”

“And if I am?”

“Don’t torture me. Tell me who it is.”

“Perhaps you will have to wait till dawn or longer
before you see him.”

“I will kill him, that is all,—kill him when he leaves
this house.”

“I have no objection to that,” was the smiling answer.
“One rake less in the world is a blessing for
all women, honest or—” she fingered her rose caressingly.

“Is it one of those who were here to-night!” he demanded.
“Perhaps that infernal libertine of a Vicomte
de——”

“Pray, what have my secrets to do with you?”
She faced him scornfully.

“This.” He came close to her. “You flatter
yourself, ma mignonne, that you guard your secrets
very well. So you do from all men but me. But I
take leave to tell you that three-fourths of those secrets
are already mine.” She sniffed at the rose in the most
provoking way. “Yes, I have discovered three-fourths,
and——”

“The one-fourth that remains you will never discover
until I choose.”

“Do not be too sure.”

“And then——?”

“You, ma mignonne, you the guest of many men,
will be in my power, and you will be glad to do what
I wish. Oh, I will not be your cur, your lackey, then,
but you will——”

She dropped him a curtsey, and walked away to an
escritoire, from a drawer in which she took out a piece
of paper.

“The one-fourth that remains,” she said, holding it
up, and offering it to him, “I give it to you, my cur
and lackey.”

She watched him take it, unfold it, read it. His
hand shook, the paper dropped from his fingers, and
while he passed his handkerchief over his forehead she
put the fragment in the fire.

They faced each other in dead silence. She was
perfectly calm, but his mouth twitched and his eyes
gleamed with an unhallowed fire and with fear.

“Are you mad?” he asked at last, “that you confess
such a thing to me—me?”

“Better to you,” she retorted, “than to that infernal
libertine, the Vicomte de Nérac, or that infernal
simpleton, Captain Statham, eh? No, mon ami, my
reason is this: Now, you, George Onslow, who profess
to love me, who would make me your slave, are in
my power, and the proof is that I order you to leave
this room at once.”

“I shall return.”

“Then you certainly will be mad.”

“Ah!” He sprang forward. “Can you not believe
that I love you more than ever? I——”

“Pshaw!”

The door had slammed. Onslow was alone.

For a minute he stood, clenching his hands, frustrated
passion glowing in his eyes. “Ah!” he exclaimed
in a cry of pent-up anguish, and then the door
slammed again as he strode out.


CHAPTER III

A FAIR HUNTRESS AND THE GIRL WITH THE SPOTTED
COW
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Two months later André, Vicomte de Nérac, was
riding in the woods around Versailles, and, poverty-stricken,
debt-loaded noble as he might be, his heart
was gay, for was he not a Capitaine-Lieutenant in the
Chevau-légers de la Garde, and a Croix de St. Louis;
was he not presently about to fight again for honour
and France, and was he not once more a free man and
in his native land with Paris at his back? The leafless
trees were just beginning to bud, though winter was
still here, but the breath of spring was in the air and
the gladness of summer shone in the March sun. Yes,
the world bid fair to be kind and good, and André’s
heart beat responsive to its call. Love and honour
and France were his, and what more could a noble
wish?

He let the reins drop and breathed with contentment
the bracing breeze, while his eyes roamed to and fro.
Clearly he was waiting for some one who, his anxious
gaze up the road showed, might be expected to come
from that quarter—the quarter of the Palace of Versailles.

Along the path walked a peasant girl driving a
splendid spotted cow. The bell at its fat throat tinkled
merrily, the sun gleamed on its glossy spotted hide.
The girl dropped a curtsey to the noble gentleman sitting
there on his fine horse and himself so handsome a
cavalier, and André nodded a smiling reply. She was
not pretty, this peasant wench, with her shock of tumbled
flaxen hair tossed over her smutty face, and her
bodice and short skirt were soiled and tattered, but
André, to whom all young women were interesting, in
the sheer gaiety of his heart tossed her a coin and
smiled again his captivating smile.

“May Monseigneur le Duc be happy in his love!”
the wench said, as she bit the coin before she placed
it in her bodice, and André remarked with approval
the whiteness of her teeth. If her face was not pretty
her body was both trim and sturdy, and she walked
with the easy swing of perfect health. He could have
kissed her smutty face then just because the world was
so fair and he was free.

“You have a magnificent cow, my dear,” he remarked.

“But certainly,” she answered and her white teeth
sparkled through her happy laugh, “better a fat cow
for a wench than a lean husband. She carries me, does
my spotted cow, which no husband would do,” and she
scrambled on to the glossy back and laughed again,
throwing back her shock of flaxen hair. André observed,
heedful by long experience of such trifles, that
not even her clumsy sabots could spoil the dainty neatness
of her feet.

“And what may your name be?” he demanded.

“Yvonne, Monsieur le Duc; they call me Yvonne of
the Spotted Cow, and some,” she dimpled into a
chuckle, “Yvonne of the Spotless Ankles. I am not
pretty, moi, but that matters not. My fat cow or my
ankles will get me a husband some day, and till then,
like Monseigneur, I keep a gay heart.”

Whereupon she drove her heels into the cow’s flanks
and the two slowly passed out of sight, though the
merry tinkling of the bell continued to jingle through
the leafless trees long after she had disappeared.

André waited patiently. An hour went by, still he
waited. Twice he trotted up the road and peered this
way and that, but there was not a soul to be seen, and
with a muttered exclamation of disgust he was about
to spur away when the notes of a hunting horn caused
him to gather up the reins sharply. And now eager
expectation was written on every line of his face.

A young lady in a beautiful riding dress of hunting
green, and attended by a single lackey on horseback,
came galloping down the forest track. At sight of
him by the roadside she pulled up her horse in great
astonishment.

“André—you—you are back?” she said, and the
colour flooded into her cheeks.

“Thank God, yes.”

“And well?”

“Perfectly. My wounds are healed. I am a prisoner
no longer, and in a fortnight I return to the Low
Countries to seek revenge from my enemies and yours,
Denise, the English.”

Her grey eyes flashed, then dropped modestly.
“You will find revenge, little doubt,” she said, “the
Maison du Roi are soldiers worthy of the noblesse and
of France. But do you not come to Versailles
first?”

“No. My company is not on duty this month at
the Palace and in April we shall all be with His Majesty
in Flanders.”

“Yes,” she answered, “I forgot.”

She began to stroke her horse’s neck in some embarrassment.
André gazed at her with the hungry eyes
of a starved lover, and indeed this girl was worthy of a
soldier’s homage. Neither a brunette nor a blonde, for
her eyes were grey and their lashes almost black,
though her hair was fair and the tint of her cheeks in
the morning air delicate as the tint of a tender rose.
Beautiful, yes! but something much more than beautiful.
A great noble this lady surely, one who saw in
kings and queens no more than an equal, and in palaces
the only fit home of beauty nobly born, one to whom
centuries of command had bequeathed a tone and
quality which men and women can inherit but not
acquire.

“And when I return,” André said at last, “shall
I find at Versailles what I desire more than revenge?”

“What is that?” she asked innocently.

“Can you not guess? Have you forgotten? Ah,
Denise, twelve months ago you promised——”

“No, no,” she broke in, eagerly, “I said I would
reflect.”

“There is only one thing that a poor Vicomte and
a soldier of France can desire—your heart, Denise;
your love, Denise; the heart and the love of the most
beautiful and loyal woman in France, the heart of
the Marquise de Beau Séjour. And André de Nérac
loves the Marquise as he loves France. Can he say
more?”

“I think not,” she said, averting her eyes, “and the
Marquise de Beau Séjour thanks the Vicomte de Nérac
for his words and his homage—to France.”

“I do not desire thanks—I——”

“Then go and do your duty as a noble and a soldier,
and when peace and victory are ours perhaps I——”

“I cannot wait till then. Have pity, Denise, have
pity on the man who was your playmate, who loved
you then and who loves you now. Remember, remember,
I beg you, that over there in England the
one thought that consoled my prisoner’s lot was the
hope that when I returned to you—you would——”

“But, André, I cannot give you an answer, here,
now——”

“Give it me then before I return to the war, that I
may know whether I am to live in hope, or to die sword
in hand and in despair.”

“There is more than one marquise in the world,”
she said, quietly.

“Not for me.”

Denise looked at him, and he dropped his eyes, for
he understood the calm reproach.

“Very well,” she said, with decision. “I go to my
home to-morrow. You shall have my answer in four
days at the Château de Beau Séjour if you care enough
to come and hear it.”

“If—” he broke off. “Ah, Denise—!” he stretched
out a passionate hand.

“Hush! There is some one coming.”

A young man was galloping towards them, a boy he
seemed, saucy, insolent, handsome, fair, with great
blue eyes sparkling with the gayest, wickedest, most
careless joy of living. Removing his plumed hat with
an airy sweep he kissed the lady’s fingers, bowed low in
the saddle, and looked into her face:

“Marquise,” were his words, “the company and His
Majesty await you.” His dare-devil eyes roved on to
André’s face with a studied insouciance, but André
gave him back the look, and more.

Denise made haste to present the young man.
“Monsieur le Chevalier de St. Amant, secretary of the
King’s Cabinet,” she said and her eyes pleaded for
politeness from both.

“Monsieur le Vicomte goes to the war?” the Chevalier
asked, carelessly.

“As all true subjects of His Majesty ought to do,”
André retorted.

“Except,” said the Chevalier, bowing to Denise,
“those who find more pleasant pastime here at home.”

“It is curious,” André remarked, as if he had not
heard, “that I who have known Versailles for ten
years learn to-day for the first time of St. Amant.
Where is St. Amant?”

“Ah,” answered the Chevalier, laughing, “in this
life, Vicomte, we are always learning what is disagreeable.
The dull philosophers of whom we hear so much
in Paris at present say soldiers learn more than others—or
ought to? Perhaps you differ from them?”

“Ma foi! no. For when it is necessary the soldiers
teach what they have learned to the young men and
the schoolboys, which is very good for the schoolboys.
But perhaps you, sir, do not like lessons?”

“No, oh, no! my only regret at present is that I
cannot stay now and have one at once. But Mademoiselle
la Marquise will take your place and I can
learn, as we ride together, something that she alone
can teach. Monsieur le Vicomte, I have the honour to
wish you good-morning and good-bye.” He raised
his plumed hat and galloped away with Denise.

The flush in André’s cheek did not die out for some
minutes. “Upstart! Puppy!” he continued to mutter
while his eyes glittered and his fingers twitched involuntarily
on the handle of his sword. But his wrath
and his scowls were suddenly dispelled in the most unexpected
and agreeable way. A crisp tinkle of bells,
the crack of a whip, and down the road came driving
an ethereal phaeton, azure blue in colour, and in it sat
an enchantress most bewitchingly clad in rose pink.

She too appeared to be waiting for somebody or
something, for she pulled up ten yards off and gazed in
the direction of the hunting horns which could be
heard distinctly in the depths of the wood. To André
she was most annoyingly indifferent, but the more he
looked at her and marked her exquisite dress, her
wonderful complexion, her seductive figure, and her entrancing
equipage, the keener was his chagrin. Who
was this airy sylph of the royal forest, this divinity
floating in the rose of the queen of flowers through a
leafless world as Venus might have floated on the sun-kissed
foam at dawn? Gods! What a taste in dress,
what a bust, and what amorous, saucy charm in her
eye!

André fell back behind the trees and watched; nor
did he have to wait long. In five minutes the royal
hunting train swept by. The rose-pink lady curtsied
to her sovereign. A cry of distress! Her hat caught
by a sudden gust—surely it was very loosely set on
that dainty head—flew off and fell almost under the
hoofs of the horse of the King of France. Majesty
looked up, coldly, caught her appealing eye, looked
down at the hat, and galloped on as if he had seen
neither the hat nor its owner. The royal party behaved
exactly as did their master, and the rose-pink
goddess was left with disgust and indignation in her
face and a tear trickling down her cheek.

André moved his horse forward, whereupon she
threw a glance over her shoulder almost comic in its
pathos and its amusement, as if she did not know
whether to laugh or to cry; a glance which convinced
his susceptible heart that she had been perfectly well
aware of his presence all the while and now invited
him to take what she had always intended he should
have. In a second he was off his horse and was handing
her the hat. Her bow and her smile were more
than a reward, for if the rose-pink divinity was alluring
seen from behind, she was positively bewitching at
a distance of four feet in front. What wonderful eyes!
They spoke at once of everything that could stir a
soldier’s soul, and her blush was the blush of Aurora.

With the prettiest hesitation she inquired his name,
which he only gave on condition that she should also
tell hers. But this she laughingly refused. “My
name is nothing,” she remarked, “for I am nobody.
If you knew it you would despise yourself for having
been polite to a bourgeoise.”

“Impossible!” André cried.

“But it is so,” she persisted, gravely, a challenge
stealing from under her demure eyelashes.

“I shall find out,” André said, “I shall not rest till
I find out.”

“Then inquire,” she retorted gaily, “Rue Croix des
Petits Champs—perhaps you will succeed,” and without
more ado she flashed him a look of defiant modesty,
whipped up her ponies, and the azure phaeton vanished
as rapidly as it had appeared.

André stroked his chin meditatively. What did it
mean? Who was the unknown and why did she come
to the woods in that enchanting guise? A bourgeoise!
Pah! it would be well if all the women of the bourgeoisie
and some of the noblesse possessed but one of
the secrets of her irresistible womanhood. But find
out he must, and André, hot on this new quest, began
to trot away. He was in a rare humour now, for he
had noticed with unbounded satisfaction that, while
Denise had been of the royal party, that boyish Chevalier
had not.

But he had not ridden far when he was amazed to
discover by the roadside Yvonne of the Spotless Ankles
weeping as if her heart would break.

“What is the matter?” he demanded.

“Monseigneur—ah! it is the good Monseigneur—”
she fell to crying again. “They have stolen my
spotted cow,” she sobbed, “robbers have stolen my
spotted cow.”

“Robbers?”

“But yes, three great robbers, and they have beaten
me and taken Monseigneur’s piece too. My cow, my
spotted cow!”

“See, Yvonne,” he said soothingly, “I am no monseigneur,
I am only a poor vicomte, but you shall have
another cow, a spotted cow, too.”

But she would not believe it, whereupon he took all
the money in his purse, four gold pieces and three
silver ones, and thrust them into her hand.

She stared at the money incredulously.

“There, girl,” he urged, for a woman’s distress,
even though she were only a peasant, hurt him, “be
happy and buy a fat and spotted cow.”

She kneeled to kiss his hand. “Monseigneur,” she
sobbed, “is kind to a poor wench. Surely the good
God has sent him to me,” and she poured her hot tears
of gratitude on the ruffles of his sleeve.

“I am happy again,” she murmured. “Yes, I will
buy a cow and be happy,” and she began to sing,
flinging the coarse matted hair out of her eyes.

André watched her contentedly; it was pleasant to
see her joy.

“Monseigneur is not happy,” she surprised him by
saying shyly.

“Can the poor be happy?” he asked, absently, for
he was thinking of the goddess in pink.

“No,” she muttered, “not while there are robbers
in the land, and the poor are taxed till they starve.
Monseigneur is in love. Did I not see him talk with
the great lady in green?” she added suddenly. “Ah,
if Monseigneur would listen to a poor girl he too could
be happy.”

“Peace!” he commanded, but he was much amused.

“I too was in love,” she answered, “and women
stole my lover from me as the robbers stole my cow,
and I was sick. I wasted away, but the good God
who sent me Monseigneur put it into my heart to go
to the wise woman who lives at ‘The Cock with the
Spurs of Gold’——”

“The Cock——?”

“’Tis a new tavern in the woods by the village
yonder,” she replied earnestly, “and a wise woman
lives there. For one piece of silver she brought me
back my lover. They say she is a witch, but she is no
witch, for with the help of the good God she cured my
sickness and changed my lover’s heart so that once
again he was as he had been.”

“Tush!” André interrupted, impatiently.

“But it is true,” she persisted. “And if Monseigneur
is in distress, he, too, should go to the wise woman,
and she will make him happy. It is so, it is so.”

“Adieu, my child, adieu!”

“Monseigneur will not forget. ‘The Cock with the
Spurs of Gold,’ in the woods——”

He gave her matted head a pat. It was a pity she
was not pretty, this wench, for she had a buxom
figure. “A soldier,” he said lightly, “does not love
wise women, Yvonne, he loves only the young and
the fair and he wins them not by sorcery, but by his
sword.”

“Monseigneur is a soldier?” she asked with grave
interest.

“Yes, a soldier of France.”

“My lover too is a soldier, but not as Monseigneur.
Ah!” she whispered, “if all the nobles of France were
as Monseigneur there would be no unhappy women,
no robbers, and no poor.”

André left her there. His heart was gay again
though his purse was empty, for he had made a woman
happy. And as he rode through the woods he could
hear her singing as she had sung when he had seen
her first on the sleek back of her spotted cow. And
all the way to Paris that song of a peasant wench
softly caressed his spirit, for it clinked gaily to the
echoes of the soul as might have clinked the golden
spurs of the cock in the woods of Versailles, and it
was fresh with the eternal freshness of spring and the
immortal dreams of youth.
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