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    Scarlet Pimpernel – Complete Series gathers, in one continuous arc, Emma Orczy’s core creations surrounding her most enduring hero and his lineage. The collection brings together full-length novels, shorter fiction, and a reflective volume that extends the character’s presence beyond narrative adventure. Readers will find the foundational tale, major sequels, and prequels, alongside story cycles and later additions that broaden the saga’s scope. The aim is comprehensive access to Orczy’s imaginative world: from origins and ancestry through mature exploits and, finally, to a descendant’s story and a set of essays in the hero’s voice. The result is the author’s sustained vision presented as a coherent whole.

At its heart lies a premise both elegant and inexhaustible: a resourceful English aristocrat, concealing his identity behind an unassuming persona, risks life and reputation to rescue the condemned during the upheavals of the French Revolution. Orczy first conceived the character for the stage and then developed the narrative in prose, refining a blend of romance, intrigue, and historical color. This series showcases how that initial conception radiated outward into multiple forms, from tightly woven episodes to expansive novels, while keeping faith with the central idea of audacity tempered by compassion and strategy sharpened by wit and disguise.

The early prequels, The Laughing Cavalier and The First Sir Percy, reach back to the seventeenth century and establish a lineage of daring that anticipates the later hero. Set amid political and mercantile crosscurrents, these novels transpose Orczy’s favorite motifs—masking, misdirection, and resolute gallantry—into a Dutch milieu rich with pageantry and peril. Without revealing their intricate turns, it suffices to note that these books create a historical foundation of spirit and method. In them, Orczy explores how charisma, quick thinking, and an instinct for theatrical ruse can shape destiny long before the Revolution furnishes its more famous stage.

The Scarlet Pimpernel, the keystone novel, introduces the anonymous rescuer and the idea of a clandestine league of allies operating between England and France. Orczy’s premise is simple to state yet endlessly fertile: a secret identity becomes the fulcrum for acts of mercy performed under the shadow of surveillance and swift punishment. The book’s opening situation—an aristocratic savior snatching victims from the guillotine—sets the tone for the entire cycle. Orczy balances high-stakes escapes with social comedy, carefully modulating tension through near-misses, misdirection, and the resourceful use of costume, code, and carefully staged appearances.

As the sequence unfolds in Sir Percy Leads the Band, I Will Repay, The Elusive Pimpernel, and Lord Tony’s Wife, Orczy varies point of view and emotional register. Some entries spotlight members of the circle or those drawn into it; others tighten the duel of wits between the hero and determined adversaries. Throughout, she sustains a rhythm of pursuit, concealment, and revelation that stops short of false complication. Her craft lies in the calibration of risk and rescue: time presses, information is partial, and the reader assembles the design only as it resolves, with the premise always anchored in steadfast loyalty and calculated nerve.

Two collections—The League of the Scarlet Pimpernel and Adventures of the Scarlet Pimpernel—demonstrate Orczy’s command of the short form. Here the architecture is episodic: compact missions, swiftly sketched locales, sharply defined moral choices, and a decisive flourish. The brevity sharpens the character’s profile as strategist and improviser while giving recurring allies distinct moments of prominence. These tales often hinge on a single ruse or a paradox of perception—what appears dangerous becomes shield, what seems safe conceals snares—allowing Orczy to emphasize ingenuity over spectacle. The story cycles function as laboratories where the series’ signature elements are refined and amplified.

The broader novels The Way of the Scarlet Pimpernel, Eldorado, Mam’zelle Guillotine, Sir Percy Hits Back, and The Triumph of the Scarlet Pimpernel expand the canvas. They trace desperate journeys, contested loyalties, and trials that probe the limits of the hero’s code without betraying it. Orczy’s historical settings—streets, inns, safe houses, and salons—become active participants in the drama, shaping choices and stakes. These books reinforce how the series balances individual bravery with coordinated effort. They also deepen the ethical core: mercy is not softness, guile is not deceit for its own sake, and courage finds its sharpest edge in restraint and timing.

A Child of the Revolution and In the Rue Monge offer shorter, tightly focused narratives situated within the same troubled era. By narrowing the lens to specific neighborhoods, households, or encounters, Orczy heightens the contrast between public terror and private decency. These pieces complement the larger novels by dwelling on singular predicaments where a gesture, a password, or a disguise carries disproportionate weight. The result is a meditation on the fragile checkpoints of trust that sustain communities under stress, and an affirmation that the Pimpernel’s enterprise depends as much on ordinary conscience as on extraordinary daring.

Pimpernel and Rosemary moves the legend forward by turning to a descendant and a postwar Central European setting. The shift in time and landscape underscores what truly endures in Orczy’s conception: resolve in the face of political tumult, a disciplined sense of justice, and the tactical intelligence to outmaneuver brute force. Without rehearsing its turns, one may say that the book reframes the series’ ideals for a changed world, preserving the lineage’s emphasis on duty joined to compassion. In doing so, it connects the eighteenth-century theaters of escape and pursuit to the anxieties and hopes of a later generation.

The Scarlet Pimpernel Looks at the World stands apart in form while remaining faithful to the spirit of the saga. Composed as a sequence of reflective pieces, it uses the Pimpernel’s perspective to survey contemporary questions beyond the bounds of plot. The result is not a fictional episode but a character-guided essay collection, revealing how Orczy understood her creation as a lens for evaluating public life. By including this volume, the collection acknowledges the Pimpernel not only as protagonist but as moral vantage point, extending the series’ vocabulary from action to commentary without breaking its internal logic.

Taken together, these works span historical adventure, romantic suspense, episodic tales, novellas, and essays. They share unifying themes: the power and peril of performance, the ethics of secrecy, the responsibility of privilege, and the use of wit as a humane counter to violence. Orczy’s style favors brisk scenes, crisp reversals, and dialogue that advances stratagems as much as sentiment. She revels in costume and setting yet never loses grip on momentum. Above all, she situates courage in collaboration, portraying a league whose trust is as vital as any individual’s audacity.

The series’ lasting significance rests on more than popularity. By aligning a masked persona with a public triviality that conceals a private vocation, Orczy articulated a modern archetype: the hero with a secret identity devoted to rescue rather than conquest. The works have been recognized as a forerunner of the masked avenger tradition and as a benchmark in historical adventure fiction. This collection invites readers to see how that archetype evolved under Orczy’s hand, across modes and decades, and to appreciate the clarity of purpose, narrative inventiveness, and moral steadiness that make the Scarlet Pimpernel an enduring figure.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Baroness Emma (Emmuska) Orczy (1865–1947) was a Hungarian-born British novelist and playwright best known for creating the Scarlet Pimpernel, one of popular fiction’s earliest masked-hero figures. Writing across the late Victorian, Edwardian, and interwar eras, she fused romantic adventure with historical melodrama, setting many tales amid the upheavals of the French Revolution. Her work emphasized daring rescues, loyal camaraderie, and the chivalric ideal, all delivered with brisk plotting and theatrical flair. The Scarlet Pimpernel and its sequels made her a household name, and the character’s blend of aristocratic nonchalance and secret audacity established a template that echoed through twentieth-century popular culture.

Raised in continental Europe and settling in London as a young woman, Orczy first studied art before turning to literature. She attended the West London School of Art and the Heatherley School of Fine Art, absorbing training that sharpened her eye for costume, gesture, and atmosphere—qualities that later enlivened her historical scenes. London’s vibrant theatrical world influenced her sense of pacing and dialogue, and an abiding fascination with the Revolutionary period supplied narrative fuel. While her early efforts met modest success, she quickly found a distinctive voice in high-spirited adventure, balancing romance with suspense and rooting her stories in vividly sketched settings and decisive action.

Her breakthrough arrived in the early twentieth century with The Scarlet Pimpernel, introduced on the stage and then as a novel in 1905. The tale of Sir Percy Blakeney—a seemingly frivolous English aristocrat who secretly saves victims from Revolutionary tribunals—captivated audiences with its reversals, disguises, and gallant code. Its success prompted immediate demand for further adventures, and Orczy responded with an expanding cycle that combined continuity with accessibility. Readers were drawn to the interplay of peril and wit, the cat-and-mouse tension with Revolutionary agents, and the glamour of balls, salons, and shadowed alleyways. The Pimpernel swiftly became a phenomenon, firmly establishing Orczy’s reputation.

Orczy enlarged the saga with linked collections and novels that explored allies, adversaries, and new vantage points. The League of the Scarlet Pimpernel offered episodic exploits of the clandestine band. I Will Repay and The Elusive Pimpernel deepened the Revolutionary milieu, while Lord Tony’s Wife expanded the circle of characters around Sir Percy. Eldorado challenged the hero with darker intrigue, matching heightened stakes to a richer emotional register. Across these installments, Orczy balanced elaborately staged rescues with contained domestic dramas, maintained brisk momentum, and refined the series’ hallmarks: daring improvisation, coded signals, and a moral universe in which courage and loyalty carry redemptive force.

Further volumes sustained the formula while varying tone and focus. Sir Percy Leads the Band and The Way of the Scarlet Pimpernel showcase coordinated operations and escalating risks; Mam’zelle Guillotine and Sir Percy Hits Back set personal loyalties against ruthless surveillance; Adventures of the Scarlet Pimpernel gathers additional stand-alone escapades; The Triumph of the Scarlet Pimpernel moves toward grand reckoning. Orczy also widened the chronology with The Laughing Cavalier and The First Sir Percy, swashbuckling prequels set in seventeenth‑century Holland that trace a chivalric lineage. These books reaffirm her gift for pageantry, disguise, and momentum, while anchoring spectacle in recognizable codes of honor.

Orczy broadened her explorations of the Revolutionary era with A Child of the Revolution and In the Rue Monge, returning to Parisian streets, hidden passageways, and the constant peril of denunciation. Pimpernel and Rosemary projected the Blakeney legacy into the unsettled atmosphere after the First World War, blending tradition with modern anxieties. Departing from fiction, The Scarlet Pimpernel Looks at the World assembled essays that reflect her outlook—patriotic, monarchically inclined, skeptical of revolutionary excess—and reveal the moral compass behind her adventures. Taken together, these volumes display her range within a consistent ethos: a belief in personal courage, compassion in action, and the civilizing force of loyalty.

Orczy continued to write well into the 1930s and 1940s, by then a recognized figure of popular literature. The Scarlet Pimpernel stories crossed media through revivals and screen adaptations, securing the hero’s place in the cultural imagination. Her conception of the urbane, double‑life savior influenced later adventure fiction and the development of the masked or secret‑identity archetype. She died in 1947, leaving a coherent body of work whose energy, theatricality, and moral clarity keep it in print and in performance. Today the series remains a touchstone for historical romance and swashbuckling intrigue, inviting new readers to the drama of peril answered by wit.
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    Emma Orczy’s career unfolded in late Victorian and Edwardian Britain, an era of mass literacy, popular stage melodrama, and serialized fiction. From this modern vantage she turned to earlier upheavals, chiefly the French Revolution of the 1790s, to frame tales of rescue, disguise, and political zealotry. The Scarlet Pimpernel sequence places British characters amid revolutionary France’s institutions and emergencies, while two prequels, The Laughing Cavalier and The First Sir Percy, look further back to the Dutch Republic in the early seventeenth century. Later works, including Pimpernel and Rosemary and The Scarlet Pimpernel Looks at the World, project the series’ concerns into the twentieth-century, interwar climate.

The core novels—beginning with The Scarlet Pimpernel—are set against the French Revolution’s origins: the monarchy’s fiscal crisis, the Estates-General of 1789, and a cascade of reforms that abolished many feudal privileges. Revolutionary declarations about rights and citizenship collided with economic distress and war, transforming politics and law. The novels repeatedly revisit this broad collision of ideals and fear, showing how legal innovation and popular sovereignty could coexist with emergency measures. I Will Repay and The Elusive Pimpernel, for example, locate personal vows and rivalries within a society reorganizing titles, property, and identity amid slogans of liberty and equality.

The Reign of Terror (1793–1794) is the series’ most persistent backdrop. The Committee of Public Safety, Revolutionary Tribunals, and the Law of Suspects created an apparatus for surveillance, denunciation, and swift punishment. The guillotine, adopted to rationalize and equalize execution, became a stark symbol of state power and civic virtue turned punitive. Works such as The Way of the Scarlet Pimpernel and Mam’zelle Guillotine draw on this climate of coercion and civic policing, dramatizing registration checks, house-to-house searches, and the role of local committees. The League of the Scarlet Pimpernel and Adventures of the Scarlet Pimpernel return episodically to the same machinery of justice and fear.

From across the Channel, Britain entered war with revolutionary France in 1793, setting the geopolitical stage for cross-border plots. William Pitt the Younger’s government strengthened controls over radicals and foreigners, while émigrés—nobles, clergy, and others—sought refuge in British port towns and London. In Sir Percy Leads the Band and The League of the Scarlet Pimpernel, covert journeys traverse a wartime frontier patrolled by naval forces and customs officials. The books mirror British anti-Jacobin anxieties and humanitarian impulses, depicting rescue as both chivalric endeavor and informal diplomacy, while reflecting real patterns of asylum, charitable committees, and émigré networks active in the 1790s.

The logistics of rescue in the novels are rooted in eighteenth-century communications and travel. Strict passport regimes, coastal patrols, and turnpike roads shape pursuit and escape. Cross-Channel passages depended on tides, weather, and small craft, while post-boys, mail coaches, and relay inns dictated speed on land. France’s optical telegraph, introduced in the 1790s, added a new dimension to state communication over long distances. Eldorado and The Elusive Pimpernel exploit such realities—papers inspected at barriers, couriers watched on the highroads—underscoring how bureaucratic modernity, even in its infancy, tightened borders and sped information, complicating clandestine movement for both revolutionaries and their opponents.

Beyond trials and executions, the Revolution restructured social relations. Confiscations of émigré property, the civil constitution of the clergy, civic festivals, and emergency economic measures touched private lives. The novels register these pressures without abandoning their adventure frame: households depleted by requisitions, churches repurposed, and professions reshaped by loyalty tests. Lord Tony’s Wife and Sir Percy Hits Back place attention on provincial families navigating communal oaths and neighborhood scrutiny. They echo patterns documented by historians: local surveillance committees, requisitioning of grain and horses, and informal economies that grew around scarcity and wartime regulation, all contributing to fear, opportunism, and resilience.

Parisian public culture fuels several volumes. Newspapers, pamphlets, political clubs, and street oratory turned the capital into a theater of reputation and denunciation. The Elusive Pimpernel and I Will Repay engage the city’s performative politics—posters, rumor, and courtroom rhetoric—while The Triumph of the Scarlet Pimpernel invokes the shifting fortunes of factions after dramatic trials and votes. In the Rue Monge narrows the focus to a neighborhood scale, evoking crowded streets and rapid rumor-cycles characteristic of the era. The recurring figure of the actress in The Scarlet Pimpernel also nods to the genuine prominence of theater in shaping public opinion during the 1790s.

The prequels—The Laughing Cavalier and The First Sir Percy—relocate to the early seventeenth-century Dutch Republic during renewed phases of conflict with Habsburg Spain. They draw on the Dutch Golden Age’s mercantile wealth, urban militias, and civic regents, while invoking the atmosphere surrounding famous portraiture like the works of Frans Hals. The books exploit hallmarks of that milieu: bustling market towns, canal travel, mercenaries, and court intrigues. By staging an ancestor of the Pimpernel here, Orczy places the larger saga within a tradition of Protestant republics, commercial power, and city-based politics that predates the French crisis by more than a century.

Orczy’s provincial settings within France emphasize how national decrees filtered unevenly through communes and small towns. Sir Percy Hits Back depicts local committees, rural informers, and magistrates interpreting revolutionary policy close to the ground, where personal grudges could complicate ideological purity. Lord Tony’s Wife explores marriage and property under changing laws, echoing real debates about inheritance and the status of émigrés’ spouses. Such foci reflect the Revolution’s decentralizing tendencies, even at the Terror’s height, when Parisian directives still required provincial enforcement, adaptation, or evasion amid harvest cycles, parish traditions, and entrenched social hierarchies.

Internationally, the wars of the First Coalition pulled multiple borders into the novels’ orbit: the Low Countries, the Rhine, and the Channel coast. Sir Percy Leads the Band and The League of the Scarlet Pimpernel often extend beyond Paris, following refugee routes through garrisoned towns and contested frontiers. These stories echo wartime realities—passage through neutral territories, constant musters, and shifting lines of control. They also shadow diplomatic episodes in which Britain, Austria, and others attempted to influence French politics from without, a context that lends plausibility to clandestine rescues, safe-conducts, and the informal cooperation of sympathetic officials in border zones.

Eldorado turns on the catastrophe of the royal family and the plight of the imprisoned child known historically as Louis XVII, confined in the Temple. During the 1790s, numerous plots—royalist and foreign-backed—sought to liberate members of the Bourbon family, ambitions Orczy adapts into fictional operations. Without disclosing outcomes, the novel trades on verifiable conditions: heavy guard rotations, restricted visitation, and public fascination with the Temple’s fate. It also reflects a culture of coded correspondence and informers, as competing factions tried to exploit the symbolic value of royal persons to rally supporters or discredit rivals.

Later-cycle works, including The Way of the Scarlet Pimpernel, The Triumph of the Scarlet Pimpernel, and Mam’zelle Guillotine, register the Revolution’s shifting phases as the Terror crested and fell. The Thermidorian Reaction in 1794 curtailed the Committee of Public Safety and altered legal procedures, yet instability continued under the Directory. Orczy’s settings make use of that volatility: personnel changes in local administrations, amnesties, and lingering vendettas. The books’ atmosphere of fatigue and recalibration mirrors the historical record, in which Jacobin dominance, sans-culotte activism, and emergency economy gave way to reaction, uneven justice, and renewed campaigning on France’s borders.

Orczy’s authorial outlook was shaped by migration. Born in Hungary and settled in Britain as a young adult, she built a writing life in London’s competitive cultural market. The Scarlet Pimpernel began as a play in the early 1900s, achieving striking stage success before its novelization. That theatrical origin matters to the series’ pacing and dialogue, and to its embrace of disguise, mistaken identity, and set-piece reversals. It also aligns the books with Edwardian appetites for historical romance and patriotic adventure, genres flourishing alongside detective fiction and imperial yarns as publishers courted an expanding, increasingly middle-class readership.

Pimpernel and Rosemary, set after the First World War, moves the saga into Central and Eastern Europe’s unsettled landscape. The disintegration of empires in 1918, short-lived revolutionary regimes, border revisions, and refugee flows profoundly affected Hungary and its neighbors. Orczy’s turn to this milieu reflects interwar Europe’s political volatility—paramilitary violence, new national minorities, and contested sovereignties—rather than the legalism of 1790s Paris. Without leaning on exact episodes, the book channels public debates of the 1920s about order, legitimacy, and the rights of displaced elites and civilians in a region transformed by armistice and treaty-making.

Shorter works such as A Child of the Revolution and In the Rue Monge focus on intimate consequences of ideological upheaval: guardianship, neighborhood suspicion, and the vulnerability of children and dependents under emergency laws. I Will Repay likewise shows how private vendetta becomes entangled with political loyalty tests and public accusations. These texts engage enduring legal and philosophical disputes—between natural rights and public safety, clemency and exemplary punishment—that animated revolutionary pamphlets, club debates, and courtroom arguments. They demonstrate how vast constitutional shifts materialized as dilemmas at doorways, workshops, and parish steps.

The collections The League of the Scarlet Pimpernel and Adventures of the Scarlet Pimpernel adopt an episodic structure that resembles periodical adventure and early spy fiction. They draw on recognizable tools of clandestinity from the era: forged documents, safe houses, and coded notes passed in taverns or at coaching inns. Sir Percy Leads the Band underscores associational life—voluntary groups, clubs, and mutual commitments—that flourished in both Britain and France. The emphasis on group discipline and logistics reflects the eighteenth century’s growing bureaucratization while anticipating the twentieth century’s fascination with intelligence work and organized covert operations.

The Scarlet Pimpernel Looks at the World, a nonfiction volume, extends the franchise into essayistic commentary on interwar issues. Written between the world wars, it uses the Pimpernel persona to read contemporary politics through the lens of honor, moderation, and resistance to tyranny. The book participates in broader interwar conversations about nationalism, class, and international order that occupied newspapers, lectures, and civic societies. Its existence underscores how the Pimpernel had become a cultural shorthand by the 1930s—capable of being redeployed outside fiction to comment on current affairs—while reminding readers that historical analogy often simplifies complex modern disputes for rhetorical effect of warning or reassurance.
The series consistently exploits material culture to anchor atmosphere: uniforms and cockades, civic seals on documents, and the mechanics of the guillotine. It also tracks the rise of mass print—affiches, broadsides, and cheap newspapers—that carried denunciations and heroics across neighborhoods overnight. Financial instruments figure too, as confiscations and wartime taxes reshape fortunes. Such details ground narrative flamboyance in recognizable practices of the 1790s city and countryside. They also connect the French setting to Orczy’s Edwardian audience, who inhabited their own world of startling media expansion, bureaucratic forms, and heated editorial politics in an age of reform and empire.
Taken together, the novels and stories function as a conservative meditation on revolution’s costs and on the possibilities of principled rescue amid state violence. They adapt verifiable institutions and practices—the tribunals, committees, border checks—into melodramatic trials of wit, courage, and loyalty. Later readers have repeatedly reinterpreted the cycle through stage revivals, films, radio, and television, reading it alternately as swashbuckling romance, as political parable about terror, or as a document of Edwardian anxieties. The collection thus serves both as an imaginative map of the 1790s and as a record of early twentieth-century Britain’s engagement with themes of order, humanitarianism, and dissent.
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    Origins and Prequels (The Laughing Cavalier; The First Sir Percy)
These adventurous prequels trace an earlier generation’s dashing intrigues, sketching the gallant temperament and code of honor that will later define the Scarlet Pimpernel. Through courtly bravado, masquerade, and perilous loyalties, they establish a swashbuckling template of wit and daring set against political unrest. The tone is buoyant and romantic, with an emphasis on flamboyant heroism and the birth of a legend.
The Scarlet Pimpernel
The foundational novel introduces a mysterious English rescuer who spirits victims from revolutionary France while maintaining an impeccable social mask at home. A taut game of pursuit pits covert ingenuity against relentless authority, balancing ballroom comedy with knife-edge escapes. Themes of identity, loyalty, and theatrical disguise announce the series’ signature mix of romance and high adventure.
Early Sequels (Sir Percy Leads the Band; The League of the Scarlet Pimpernel; I Will Repay; The Elusive Pimpernel)
These works expand the hero’s circle into a coordinated league and alternate between episodic rescues and more personal contests with formidable foes. Plots hinge on decoys, double identities, and moral debts, testing bonds of friendship and marriage under revolutionary pressure. The mood ranges from light-footed caper to tense vendetta, deepening the cat-and-mouse structure without abandoning playful bravura.
Mid-Series Diversions and Companions (Lord Tony's Wife; Adventures of the Scarlet Pimpernel; In the Rue Monge)
Focused side tales shift attention to allies and isolated missions, showing how the Pimpernel’s methods ripple through individual lives. Compact adventures stress local jeopardy, quick-witted improvisation, and the costs of courage for those beyond the central couple. The style is brisk and intimate, foregrounding rescue as an ethic practiced by a community as much as a single figure.
High-Stakes Missions (Eldorado; The Way of the Scarlet Pimpernel; The Triumph of the Scarlet Pimpernel)
Larger-scale operations bring the network to the edge of failure and renewal, with daring plans that hinge on endurance as much as audacity. The narratives juxtapose spectacle—crowds, prisons, and perilous journeys—with moments of quiet resolve, emphasizing sacrifice and strategic patience. The series’ romantic idealism matures here into a creed of stubborn mercy under extreme pressure.
Later Novels of Peril and Retribution (Mam'zelle Guillotine; Sir Percy Hits Back; A Child of the Revolution)
These later installments sharpen the atmosphere of suspicion and reprisal, exploring how fear corrodes communities and how defiance can be quietly redemptive. Plots spotlight ordinary households as much as grand conspiracies, giving the Pimpernel’s interventions a more grounded, protective cast. The tone is graver yet still quick-witted, balancing grim settings with flashes of gallantry.
Legacy and Reflection (Pimpernel and Rosemary; The Scarlet Pimpernel Looks at the World)
The collection’s coda turns to legacy and perspective, linking the Pimpernel’s ethos to new landscapes of intrigue and to reflective commentary on the ideals that shaped his exploits. Themes of inheritance, conscience, and the relevance of chivalric courage beyond the Revolution come to the fore. The voice is at once nostalgic and exploratory, treating the Pimpernel less as a single adventurer than as an enduring viewpoint.
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  Does it need one?


  If so it must also come from those members of the Blakeney family in whose veins runs the blood of that Sir Percy Blakeney who is known to history as the Scarlet Pimpernel — for they in a manner are responsible for the telling of this veracious chronicle.


  For the past eight years now — ever since the true story of The Scarlet Pimpernel was put on record by the present author — these gentle, kind, inquisitive friends have asked me to trace their descent back to an ancestor more remote than was Sir Percy, to one in fact who by his life and by his deeds stands forth from out the distant past as a conclusive proof that the laws which govern the principles of heredity are as unalterable as those that rule the destinies of the universe. They have pointed out to me that since Sir Percy Blakeney's was an exceptional personality, possessing exceptional characteristics which his friends pronounced sublime and his detractors arrogant — he must have had an ancestor in the dim long ago who was, like him, exceptional, like him possessed of qualities which call forth the devotion of friends and the rancour of enemies. Nay, more! there must have existed at one time or another a man who possessed that same sunny disposition, that same irresistible laughter, that same careless insouciance and adventurous spirit which were subsequently transmitted to his descendants, of whom the Scarlet Pimpernel himself was the most distinguished individual.


  All these were unanswerable arguments, and with the request that accompanied them I had long intended to comply. Time has been my only enemy in thwarting my intentions until now — time and the multiplicity of material and documents to be gone through ere vague knowledge could be turned into certitude.


  Now at last I am in a position to present not only to the Blakeneys themselves, but to all those who look on the Scarlet Pimpernel as their hero and their friend — the true history of one of his most noted forebears.


  Strangely enough his history has never been written before. And yet countless millions must during the past three centuries have stood before his picture; we of the present generation, who are the proud possessors of that picture now, have looked on him many a time, always with sheer, pure joy in our hearts, our lips smiling, our eyes sparkling in response to his; almost forgetting the genius of the artist who portrayed him in the very realism of the personality which literally seems to breathe and palpitate and certainly to laugh to us out of the canvas.


  Those twinkling eyes! how well we know them! that laugh! we can almost hear it; as for the swagger, the devil-may-care arrogance, do we not condone it, seeing that it has its mainspring behind a fine straight brow whose noble, sweeping lines betray an undercurrent of dignity and of thought.


  And yet no biographer has — so far as is known to the author of this veracious chronicle — ever attempted to tell us anything of this man's life, no one has attempted hitherto to lift the veil of anonymity which only thinly hides the identity of the Laughing Cavalier.


  But here in Haarlem — in the sleepy, yet thriving little town where he lived, the hard-frozen ground in winter seems at times to send forth a memory-echo of his firm footstep, of the jingling of his spurs, and the clang of his sword, and the old gate of the Spaarne through which he passed so often is still haunted with the sound of his merry laughter, and his pleasant voice seems still to rouse the ancient walls from their sleep.


  Here too — hearing these memory-echoes whenever the shadows of evening draw in on the quaint old city — I had a dream. I saw him just as he lived, three hundred years ago. He had stepped out of the canvas in London, had crossed the sea and was walking the streets of Haarlem just as he had done then, filling them with his swagger, with his engaging personality, above all with his laughter. And sitting beside me in the old tavern of the "Lame Cow," in that self-same tap-room where he was wont to make merry, he told me the history of his life.


  Since then kind friends at Haarlem have placed documents in my hands which confirmed the story told me by the Laughing Cavalier. To them do I tender my heartfelt and grateful thanks. But it is to the man himself — to the memory of him which is so alive here in Haarlem — that I am indebted for the true history of his life, and therefore I feel that but little apology is needed for placing the true facts before all those who have known him hitherto only by his picture, who have loved him only for what they guessed.


  The monograph which I now present with but few additions of minor details, goes to prove what I myself had known long ago, namely, that the Laughing Cavalier who sat to Frans Hals for his portrait in 1624 was the direct ancestor of Sir Percy Blakeney, known to history as the Scarlet Pimpernel.


  EMMUSKA ORCZY.

  Haarlem, 1913.
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  HAARLEM — MARCH 29TH, 1623


  The day had been spring-like — even hot; a very unusual occurrence in Holland at this time of year.


  Gilda Beresteyn had retired early to her room. She had dismissed Maria, whose chatterings grated upon her nerves, with the promise that she would call her later. Maria had arranged a tray of dainties on the table, a jug of milk, some fresh white bread and a little roast meat on a plate, for Gilda had eaten very little supper and it might happen that she would feel hungry later on.


  It would have been useless to argue with the old woman about this matter. She considered Gilda's health to be under her own special charge, ever since good Mevrouw Beresteyn had placed her baby girl in Maria's strong, devoted arms ere she closed her eyes in the last long sleep.


  Gilda Beresteyn, glad to be alone, threw open the casement of the window and peered out into the night.


  The shadow of the terrible tragedy — the concluding acts of which were being enacted day by day in the Gevangen Poort of 'S Graven Hage — had even touched the distant city of Haarlem with its gloom. The eldest son of John of Barneveld was awaiting final trial and inevitable condemnation, his brother Stoutenburg was a fugitive, and their accomplices Korenwinder, van Dyk, the redoubtable Slatius and others, were giving away under torture the details of the aborted conspiracy against the life of Maurice of Nassau, Stadtholder of Holland, Gelderland, Utrecht and Overyssel, Captain and Admiral-General of the State, Prince of Orange, and virtual ruler of Protestant and republican Netherlands.


  Traitors all of them — would-be assassins — the Stadtholder whom they had planned to murder was showing them no mercy. As he had sent John of Barneveld to the scaffold to assuage his own thirst for supreme power and satisfy his own ambitions, so he was ready to send John of Barneveld's sons to death and John of Barneveld's widow to sorrow and loneliness.


  The sons of John of Barneveld had planned to avenge their father's death by the committal of a cruel and dastardly murder: fate and the treachery of mercenary accomplices had intervened, and now Grœneveld was on the eve of condemnation, and Stoutenburg was a wanderer on the face of the earth with a price put upon his head.


  Gilda Beresteyn could not endure the thought of it all. All the memories of her childhood were linked with the Barnevelds. Stoutenburg had been her brother Nicolaes' most intimate friend, and had been the first man to whisper words of love in her ears, ere his boundless ambition and his unscrupulous egoism drove him into another more profitable marriage.


  Gilda's face flamed up with shame even now at recollection of his treachery, and the deep humiliation which she had felt when she saw the first budding blossom of her girlish love so carelessly tossed aside by the man whom she had trusted.


  A sense of oppression weighed her spirits down to-night. It almost seemed as if the tragedy which had encompassed the entire Barneveld family was even now hovering over the peaceful house of Mynheer Beresteyn, deputy burgomaster and chief civic magistrate of the town of Haarlem. The air itself felt heavy as if with the weight of impending doom.


  The little city lay quiet and at peace; a soft breeze from the south lightly fanned the girl's cheeks. She leaned her elbows on the window-sill and rested her chin in her hands. The moon was not up and yet it was not dark; a mysterious light still lingered on the horizon far away where earth and sea met in a haze of purple and indigo.


  From the little garden down below there rose the subtle fragrance of early spring — of wet earth and budding trees, and the dim veiled distance was full of strange sweet sounds, the call of night-birds, the shriek of sea-gulls astray from their usual haunts.


  Gilda looked out and listened — unable to understand this vague sense of oppression and of foreboding: when she put her finger up to her eyes, she found them wet with tears.


  Memories rose from out the past, sad phantoms that hovered in the scent of the spring. Gilda had never wholly forgotten the man who had once filled her heart with his personality, much less could she chase away his image from her mind now that a future of misery and disgrace was all that was left to him.


  She did not know what had become of him, and dared not ask for news. Mynheer Beresteyn, loyal to the House of Nassau and to its prince, had cast out of his heart the sons of John of Barneveld whom he had once loved. Assassins and traitors, he would with his own lips have condemned them to the block, or denounced them to the vengeance of the Stadtholder for their treachery against him.


  The feeling of uncertainty as to Stoutenburg's fate softened Gilda's heart toward him. She knew that he had become a wanderer on the face of the earth, Cain-like, homeless, friendless, practically kinless; she pitied him far more than she did Grœneveld or the others who were looking death quite closely in the face.


  She was infinitely sorry for him, for him and for his wife, for whose sake he had been false to his first love. The gentle murmur of the breeze, the distant call of the water-fowl, seemed to bring back to Gilda's ears those whisperings of ardent passion which had come from Stoutenburg's lips years ago. She had listened to them with joy then, with glowing eyes cast down and cheeks that flamed up at his words.


  And as she listened to these dream-sounds others more concrete mingled with the mystic ones far away: the sound of stealthy footsteps upon the flagged path of the garden, and of a human being breathing and panting somewhere close by, still hidden by the gathering shadows of the night.


  She held her breath to listen — not at all frightened, for the sound of those footsteps, the presence of that human creature close by, were in tune with her mood of expectancy of something that was foredoomed to come.


  Suddenly the breeze brought to her ear the murmur of her name, whispered as if in an agony of pleading:


  "Gilda!"


  She leaned right out of the window. Her eyes, better accustomed to the dim evening light, perceived a human figure that crouched against the yew hedge, in the fantastic shadow cast by the quaintly shaped peacock at the corner close to the house.


  "Gilda!" came the murmur again, more insistent this time.


  "Who goes there?" she called in response: and it was an undefinable instinct stronger than her will that caused her to drop her own voice also to a whisper.


  "A fugitive hunted to his death," came the response scarce louder than the breeze. "Give me shelter, Gilda — human bloodhounds are on my track."


  Gilda's heart seemed to stop its beating; the human figure out there in the shadows had crept stealthily nearer. The window out of which she leaned was only a few feet from the ground; she stretched out her hand into the night.


  "There is a projection in the wall just there," she whispered hurriedly, "and the ivy stems will help you.... Come!"


  The fugitive grasped the hand that was stretched out to him in pitying helpfulness. With the aid of the projection in the wall and of the stems of the century-old ivy, he soon cleared the distance which separated him from the window-sill. The next moment he had jumped into the room.


  Gilda in this impulsive act of mercy had not paused to consider either the risks or the cost. She had recognised the voice of the man whom she had once loved, that voice called to her out of the depths of boundless misery; it was the call of a man at bay, a human quarry hunted and exhausted, with the hunters close upon his heels. She could not have resisted that call even if she had allowed her reason to fight her instinct then.


  But now that he stood before her in rough fisherman's clothes, stained and torn, his face covered with blood and grime, his eyes red and swollen, the breath coming in quick, short gasps through his blue, cracked lips, the first sense of fear at what she had done seized hold of her heart.


  At first he took no notice of her, but threw himself into the nearest chair and passed his hands across his face and brow.


  "My God," he murmured, "I thought they would have me to-night."


  She stood in the middle of the room, feeling helpless and bewildered; she was full of pity for the man, for there is nothing more unutterably pathetic than the hunted human creature in its final stage of apathetic exhaustion, but she was just beginning to co-ordinate her thoughts and they for the moment were being invaded by fear.


  She felt more than she saw, that presently he turned his hollow, purple-rimmed eyes upon her, and that in them there was a glow half of passionate will-power and half of anxious, agonizing doubt.


  "Of what are you afraid, Gilda?" he asked suddenly, "surely not of me?"


  "Not of you, my lord," she replied quietly, "only for you."


  "I am a miserable outlaw now, Gilda," he rejoined bitterly, "four thousand golden guilders await any lout who chooses to sell me for a competence."


  "I know that, my lord ... and marvel why you are here? I heard that you were safe — in Belgium."


  He laughed and shrugged his shoulders.


  "I was safe there," he said, "but I could not rest. I came back a few days ago, thinking I could help my brother to escape. Bah!" he added roughly, "he is a snivelling coward...."


  "Hush! for pity's sake," she exclaimed, "some one will hear you."


  "Close that window and lock the door," he murmured hoarsely. "I am spent — and could not resist a child if it chose to drag me at this moment to the Stadtholder's spies."


  Gilda obeyed him mechanically. First she closed the window; then she went to the door listening against the panel with all her senses on the alert. At the further end of the passage was the living-room where her father must still be sitting after his supper, poring over a book on horticulture, or mayhap attending to his tulip bulbs. If he knew that the would-be murderer of the Stadtholder, the prime mover and instigator of the dastardly plot was here in his house, in his daughter's chamber ... Gilda shuddered, half-fainting with terror, and her trembling fingers fumbled with the lock.


  "Is Nicolaes home?" asked Stoutenburg, suddenly.


  "Not just now," she replied, "but he, too, will be home anon.... My father is at home...."


  "Ah!... Nicolaes is my friend ... I counted on seeing him here ... he would help me I know ... but your father, Gilda, would drag me to the gallows with his own hand if he knew that I am here."


  "You must not count on Nicolaes either, my lord," she pleaded, "nor must you stay here a moment longer ... I heard my father's step in the passage already. He is sure to come and bid me good-night before he goes to bed...."


  "I am spent, Gilda," he murmured, and indeed his breath came in such feeble gasps that he could scarce speak. "I have not touched food for two days. I landed at Scheveningen a week ago, and for five days have hung about the Gevangen Poort of 'S Graven Hage trying to get speech with my brother. I had gained the good will of an important official in the prison, but Grœneveld is too much of a coward to make a fight for freedom. Then I was recognized by a group of workmen outside my dead father's house. I read recognition in their eyes — knowledge of me and knowledge of the money which that recognition might mean to them. They feigned indifference at first, but I had read their thoughts. They drew together to concert over their future actions and I took to my heels. It was yesterday at noon, and I have been running ever since, running, running, with but brief intervals to regain my breath and beg for a drink of water — when thirst became more unendurable than the thought of capture. I did not even know which way I was running till I saw the spires of Haarlem rising from out the evening haze; then I thought of you, Gilda, and of this house. You would not sell me, Gilda, for you are rich, and you loved me once," he added hoarsely, while his thin, grimy hands clutched the arms of the chair and he half-raised himself from his seat, as if ready to spring up and to start running again; running, running until he dropped.


  But obviously his strength was exhausted, for the next moment he fell back against the cushions, the swollen lids fell upon the hollow eyes, the sunken cheeks and parched lips became ashen white.


  "Water!" he murmured.


  She ministered to him kindly and gently, first holding the water to his lips, then when he had quenched that raging thirst, she pulled the table up close to his chair, and gave him milk to drink and bread and meat to eat.


  He seemed quite dazed, conscious only of bodily needs, for he ate and drank ravenously without thought at first of thanking her. Only when he had finished did he lean back once again against the cushions which her kindly hand had placed behind him, and he murmured feebly like a tired but satisfied child:


  "You are an angel of goodness, Gilda. Had you not helped me to-night, I should either have perished in a ditch, or fallen in the hands of the Stadholder's minions."


  Quickly she put a restraining hand on his shoulder. A firm step had echoed in the flagged corridor beyond the oaken door.


  "My father!" she whispered.


  In a moment the instinct for life and liberty was fully aroused in the fugitive; his apathy and exhaustion were forgotten; terror, mad, unreasoning terror, had once more taken possession of his mind.


  "Hide me, Gilda," he entreated hoarsely, and his hands clutched wildly at her gown, "don't let him see me ... he would give me up ... he would give me up...."


  "Hush, in the name of God," she commanded, "he will hear you if you speak."


  Swiftly she blew out the candles, then with dilated anxious eyes searched the recesses of the room for a hiding-place — the cupboard which was too small — the wide hearth which was too exposed — the bed in the wall....


  His knees had given way under him, and, as he clutched at her gown, he fell forward at her feet, and remained there crouching, trembling, his circled eyes trying to pierce the surrounding gloom, to locate the position of the door behind which lurked the most immediate danger.


  "Hide me, Gilda," he murmured almost audibly under his breath, "for the love you bore me once."


  "Gilda!" came in a loud, kindly voice from the other side of the door.


  "Yes, father!"


  "You are not yet abed, are you, my girl?"


  "I have just blown out the candles, dear," she contrived to reply with a fairly steady voice.


  "Why is your door locked?"


  "I was a little nervous to-night, father dear. I don't know why."


  "Well! open then! and say good-night."


  "One moment, dear."


  She was white to the lips, white as the gown which fell in straight heavy folds from her hips, and which Stoutenburg was still clutching with convulsive fingers. Alone her white figure detached itself from the darkness around. The wretched man as he looked up could see her small pale head, the stiff collar that rose above her shoulders, her embroidered corslet, and the row of pearls round her neck.


  "Save me, Gilda," he repeated with the agony of despair, "do not let your father hand me over to the Stadtholder ... there will be no mercy for me, Gilda ... hide me ... for the love of God."


  Noiselessly she glided across the room, dragging him after her by the hand. She pulled aside the bed-curtains, without a word pointed to the recess. The bed, built into the wall, was narrow but sure; it smelt sweetly of lavender; the hunted man, his very senses blurred by that overwhelming desire to save his life at any cost, accepted the shelter so innocently offered him. Gathering his long limbs together, he was soon hidden underneath the coverlet.


  "Gilda!" came more insistently from behind the heavy door.


  "One moment, father. I was fastening my gown."


  "Don't trouble to do that. I only wished to say good-night."


  She pulled the curtains together very carefully in front of the bed: she even took the precaution of taking off her stiff collar and embroidered corslet. Then she lighted one of the candles, and with it in her hand she went to the door.


  Then she drew back the bolt.


  "May I not come in?" said Mynheer Beresteyn gaily, for she remained standing on the threshold.


  "Well no, father!" she replied, "my room is very untidy ... I was just getting into bed...."


  "Just getting into bed," he retorted with a laugh, "why, child, you have not begun to undress."


  "I wished to undress in the dark. My head aches terribly ... it must be the spring air ... Good-night, dear."


  "Good-night, little one!" said Beresteyn, as he kissed his daughter tenderly. "Nicolaes has just come home," he added, "he wanted to see you too."


  "Ask him to wait till to-morrow then. My head feels heavy. I can scarcely hold it up."


  "You are not ill, little one?" asked the father anxiously.


  "No, no ... only oppressed with this first hot breath of spring."


  "Why is not Maria here to undress you? I'll send her."


  "Not just now, father. She will come presently. Her chattering wearied me and I sent her away."


  "Well! good-night again, my girl. God bless you. You will not see Nicolaes?"


  "Not to-night, father. Tell him I am not well. Good-night."


  Mynheer Beresteyn went away at last, not before Gilda feared that she must drop or faint under the stress of this nerve-racking situation.


  Even now when at last she was alone, when once again she was able to close and bolt the door, she could scarcely stand. She leaned against the wall with eyes closed, and heart that beat so furiously and so fast that she thought she must choke.


  The sound of her father's footsteps died away along the corridor. She heard him opening and shutting a door at the further end of the passage, where there were two or three living rooms and his own sleeping chamber. For awhile now the house was still, so still that she could almost hear those furious heart-beats beneath her gown. Then only did she dare to move. With noiseless steps she crossed the room to that recess in the wall hidden by the gay-flowered cotton curtains.


  She paused close beside these.


  "My lord!" she called softly.


  No answer.


  "My lord! my father has gone! you are in no danger for the moment!"


  Still no answer, and as she paused, straining her ears to listen, she caught the sound of slow and regular breathing. Going back to the table she took up the candle, then with it in her hand she returned to the recess and gently drew aside the curtain. The light from the candle fell full upon Stoutenburg's face. Inexpressibly weary, exhausted both bodily and mentally, not even the imminence of present danger had succeeded in keeping him awake. The moment that he felt the downy pillow under his head, he had dropped off to sleep as peacefully as he used to do years ago before the shadow of premeditated crime had left its impress on his wan face.


  Gilda looking down on him sought in vain in the harsh and haggard features, the traces of those boyish good looks which had fascinated her years ago; she tried in vain to read on those thin, set lips those words of passionate affection which had so readily flown from them then.


  She put down the candle again and drew a chair close to the bed, then she sat down and waited.


  And he slept on calmly, watched over by the woman whom he had so heartlessly betrayed. All love for him had died out in her heart ere this, but pity was there now, and she was thankful that it had been in her power to aid him at the moment of his most dire peril.


  But that danger still existed of course. The household was still astir and the servants not yet all abed. Gilda could hear Jakob, the old henchman, making his rounds, seeing that all the lights were safely out, the bolts pushed home and chains securely fastened, and Maria might come back at any moment, wondering why her mistress had not yet sent for her. Nicolaes too was at home, and had already said that he wished to see his sister.


  She tried to rouse the sleeping man, but he lay there like a log. She dared not speak loudly to him or to call his name, and all her efforts at shaking him by the shoulder failed to waken him.


  Lonely and seriously frightened now Gilda fell on her knees beside the bed. Clasping her hands she tried to pray. Surely God could not leave a young girl in such terrible perplexity, when her only sin had been an act of mercy. The candle on the bureau close by burnt low in its socket and its flickering light outlined her delicate profile and the soft tendrils of hair that escaped from beneath her coif. Her eyes were closed in the endeavour to concentrate her thoughts, and time flew by swiftly while she tried to pray. She did not perceive that after awhile the Lord of Stoutenburg woke and that he remained for a long time in mute contemplation of the exquisite picture which she presented, clad all in white, with the string of pearls still round her throat, her hands clasped, her lips parted breathing a silent prayer.


  "How beautiful you are, Gilda!" he murmured quite involuntarily at last.


  Then — as suddenly startled and terrified — she tried to jump up quickly, away from him, he put out his hand and succeeded in capturing her wrists and thus holding her pinioned and still kneeling close beside him.


  "An angel of goodness," he said, "and exquisitely beautiful."


  At his words, at the renewed pressure of his hand upon her wrists she made a violent effort to recover her composure.


  "I pray you, my lord, let go my hands. They were clasped in prayer for your safety. You slept so soundly that I feared I could not wake you in order to tell you that you must leave this house instantly."


  "I will go, Gilda," he said quietly, making no attempt to move or to relax his hold on her, "for this brief interval of sleep, your kind ministrations and the food you gave me have already put new strength into me. And the sight of you kneeling and praying near me has put life into me again."


  "Then, since you are better," she rejoined coldly, "I pray you rise, my lord, and make ready to go. The garden is quite lonely, the Oude Gracht at its furthest boundary is more lonely still. The hour is late and the city is asleep ... you would be quite safe now."


  "Do not send me away yet, Gilda, just when a breath of happiness — the first I have tasted for four years — has been wafted from heaven upon me. May I not stay here awhile and live for a brief moment in a dream which is born of unforgettable memories?"


  "It is not safe for you to stay here, my lord," she said coldly.


  "My lord? You used to call me Willem once."


  "That was long ago, my lord, ere you gave Walburg de Marnix the sole right to call you by tender names."


  "She has deserted me, Gilda. Fled from me like a coward, leaving me to bear my misery alone."


  "She shared your misery for four years, my lord; it was your disgrace that she could not endure."


  "You knew then that she had left me?"


  "My father had heard of it."


  "Then you know that I am a free man again?"


  "The law no doubt will soon make you so."


  "The law has already freed me through Walburg's own act of desertion. You know our laws as well as I do, Gilda. If you have any doubt ask your own father whose business it is to administer them. Walburg de Marnix has set me free, free to begin a new life, free to follow at last the dictates of my heart."


  "For the moment, my lord," she retorted coldly, "you are not free even to live your old life."


  "I would not live it again, Gilda, now that I have seen you again. The past seems even now to be falling away from me. Dreams and memories are stronger than reality. And you, Gilda ... have you forgotten?"


  "I have forgotten nothing, my lord."


  "Our love — your vows — that day in June when you yielded your lips to my kiss?"


  "Nor that dull autumnal day, my lord, when I heard from the lips of strangers that in order to further your own ambitious schemes you had cast me aside like a useless shoe, and had married another woman who was richer and of nobler birth than I."


  She had at last succeeded in freeing herself from his grasp, and had risen to her feet, and retreated further and further away from him until she stood up now against the opposite wall, her slender, white form lost in the darkness, her whispered words only striking clearly on his ear.


  He too rose from the bed and drew up his tall lean figure with a gesture still expressive of that ruthless ambition with which Gilda had taunted him.


  "My marriage then was pure expediency, Gilda," he said with a shrug of the shoulders. "My father, whose differences with the Stadtholder were reaching their acutest stage, had need of the influence of Marnix de St. Aldegonde; my marriage with Walburg de Marnix was done in my father's interests and went sorely against my heart ... it is meet and natural that she herself should have severed a tie which was one only in name. A year hence from now, the law grants me freedom to contract a new marriage tie; my love for you, Gilda, is unchanged."


  "And mine for you, my lord, is dead."


  He gave a short, low laugh in which there rang a strange note of triumph.


  "Dormant mayhap, Gilda," he said as he groped his way across the darkened room and tried to approach her. "Your ears have been poisoned by your father's hatred of me. Let me but hold you once more in my arms, let me but speak to you once again of the past, and you will forget all save your real love for me."


  "All this is senseless talk, my lord," she said coldly, "your life at this moment hangs upon the finest thread that destiny can weave. Human bloodhounds you said were upon your track; they have not wholly lost the scent, remember."


  Her self-possession acted like a fall of icy-cold water upon the ardour of his temper. Once more that hunted look came into his face; he cast furtive, frightened glances around him, peering into the gloom, as if enemies might be lurking in every dark recess.


  "They shall not have me," he muttered through set teeth, "not to-night ... not now that life again holds out to me a cup brimful of happiness. I will go, Gilda, just as you command ... they shall not find me ... I have something to live for now ... you and revenge.... My father, my brother, my friends, I shall avenge them all — that treacherous Stadtholder shall not escape from my hatred the second time. Then will I have power, wealth, a great name to offer you. Gilda, you will remember me?"


  "I will remember you, my lord, as one who has passed out of my life. My playmate of long ago, the man whom I once loved is dead to me. He who would stain his hands with blood is hateful in my sight. Go, go, my lord, I entreat you, ere you make my task of helping you to life and safety harder than I can bear."


  She ran to the window and threw it open, then pointed out into the night.


  "There lies your way, my lord. God only knows if I do right in not denouncing you even now to my father."


  "You will not denounce me, Gilda," he said, drawing quite near to her, now that he could see her graceful figure silhouetted against the starlit sky, "you will not denounce me for unknown mayhap even to yourself, your love for me is far from dead. As for me I feel that I have never loved as I love you now. Your presence has intoxicated me, your nearness fills my brain as with a subtle, aromatic wine. All thought of my own danger fades before my longing to hold you just for one instant close to my heart, to press for one brief yet eternal second my lips against yours. Gilda, I love you!"


  His arms quickly closed round her, she felt his hot breath against her cheek. For one moment did she close her eyes, for she felt sick and faint, but the staunch valour of that same Dutch blood which had striven and fought and endured and conquered throughout the ages past gave her just that courage, just that presence of mind which she needed.


  "An you do not release me instantly," she said firmly, "I will rouse the house with one call."


  Then, as his arms instinctively dropped away from her and he drew back with a muttered curse:


  "Go!" she said, once more pointing toward the peaceful and distant horizon now wrapped in the veil of night. "Go! while I still have the strength to keep silent, save for a prayer for your safety."


  Her attitude was so firm, her figure so rigid, that he knew that inevitably he must obey. His life was in danger, not hers; and she had of a truth but little to fear from him. He bowed his head in submission and humility, then he bent the knee and raising her gown to his lips he imprinted a kiss upon the hem. The next moment he had swung himself lightly upon the window sill, from whence he dropped softly upon the ground below.


  For a few minutes longer she remained standing beside the open window, listening to his footfall on the flagged path. She could just distinguish his moving form from the surrounding gloom, as he crept along the shadows towards the boundary of the garden. Then as for one brief minute she saw his figure outlined above the garden wall, she closed the window very slowly and turned away from it.


  The next moment she was lying in a swoon across the floor of her room.


  CHAPTER I

  NEW YEAR'S EVE
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  If the snow had come down again or the weather been colder, or wetter, or other than it was....


  If one of the three men had been more thirsty, or the other more insistent....


  If it had been any other day of the year, or any other hour of any other day....


  If the three philosophers had taken their walk abroad in any other portion of the city of Haarlem....


  If....


  Nay! but there's no end to the Ifs which I might adduce in order to prove to you beyond a doubt that but for an extraordinary conglomeration of minor circumstances, the events which I am about to relate neither would nor could ever have taken place.


  For indeed you must admit that had the snow come down again or the weather been colder, or wetter, the three philosophers would mayhap all have felt that priceless thirst and desire for comfort which the interior of a well-administered tavern doth so marvellously assuage. And had it been any other day of the year or any other hour of that same last day of the year 1623, those three philosophers would never have thought of wiling away the penultimate hour of the dying year by hanging round the Grootemarkt in order to see the respectable mynheer burghers and the mevrouws their wives, filing into the cathedral in a sober and orderly procession, with large silver-clasped Bibles under their arms, and that air of satisfied unctuousness upon their faces which is best suited to the solemn occasion of watch-night service, and the desire to put oneself right with Heaven before commencing a New Year of commercial and industrial activity.


  And had those three philosophers not felt any desire to watch this same orderly procession they would probably have taken their walk abroad in another portion of the city from whence....


  But now I am anticipating.


  Events crowded in so thickly and so fast, during the last hour of the departing year, and the first of the newly-born one, that it were best mayhap to proceed with their relation in the order in which they occurred.


  For look you, the links of a mighty chain had their origin on the steps of the Stadhuis, for it is at the foot of these that three men were standing precisely at the moment when the bell of the cathedral struck the penultimate hour of the last day of the year 1623.


  Mynheer van der Meer, Burgomaster of Haarlem, was coming down those same steps in the company of Mynheer van Zilcken, Mynheer Beresteyn and other worthy gentlemen, all members of the town council and all noted for their fine collections of rare tulips, the finest in the whole of the province of Holland.


  There was great rivalry between Mynheer van der Meer, Mynheer van Zilcken and Mynheer Beresteyn on the subject of their tulip bulbs, on which they expended thousands of florins every year. Some people held that the Burgomaster had exhibited finer specimens of "Semper Augustus" than any horticulturist in the land, while others thought that the "Schwarzer Kato" shown by Mynheer Beresteyn had been absolutely without a rival.


  And as this group of noble councillors descended the steps of the Stadhuis, preparatory to joining their wives at home and thence escorting them to the watch-night service at the cathedral, their talk was of tulips and of tulip bulbs, of the specimens which they possessed and the prices which they had paid for these.


  "Fourteen thousand florins did I pay for my 'Schwarzer Kato,'" said Mynheer Beresteyn complacently, "and now I would not sell it for twenty thousand."


  "There's a man up at Overveen who has a new hybrid now, a sport of 'Schone Juffrouw' — the bulb has matured to perfection, he is putting it up for auction next week," said Mynheer van Zilcken.


  "It will fetch in the open market sixteen thousand at least," commented Mynheer van der Meer sententiously.


  "I would give that for it and more," rejoined the other, "if it is as perfect as the man declares it to be."


  "Too late," now interposed Mynheer Beresteyn with a curt laugh, "I purchased the bulb from the man at Overveen this afternoon. He did not exaggerate its merits. I never saw a finer bulb."


  "You bought it?" exclaimed the Burgomaster in tones that were anything but friendly toward his fellow councillor.


  "This very afternoon," replied the other. "I have it in the inner pocket of my doublet at this moment."


  And he pressed his hand to his side, making sure that the precious bulb still reposed next to his heart.


  "I gave the lout fifteen thousand florins for it," he added airily, "he was glad not to take the risks of an auction, and I equally glad to steal a march on my friends."


  The three men, who were leaning up against the wall of the Stadhuis, and who had overheard this conversation, declared subsequently that they learned then and there an entirely new and absolutely comprehensive string of oaths, the sound of which they had never even known of before, from the two solemn and sober town-councillors who found themselves baulked of a coveted prize. But this I do not altogether believe; for the three eavesdroppers had already forgotten more about swearing than all the burghers of Haarlem put together had ever known.


  In the meantime the town councillors had reached the foot of the steps: here they parted company and there was a marked coldness in the manner of some of them toward Mynheer Beresteyn, who still pressed his hand against his doublet, in the inner pocket of which reposed a bit of dormant vegetation for which he had that same afternoon paid no less a sum than fifteen thousand florins.


  "There goes a lucky devil," said a mocking voice in tones wherein ripples of laughter struggled for ever for mastery. It came from one of the three men who had listened to the conversation between the town-councillors on the subject of tulips and of tulip bulbs.


  "To think," he continued, "that I have never even seen as much as fifteen thousand florins all at once. By St. Bavon himself do I swear that for the mere handling of so much money I would be capable of the most heroic deeds ... such as killing my worst enemy ... or ... or ... knocking that obese and self-complacent councillor in the stomach."


  "Say but the word, good Diogenes," said a gruff voice in response, "the lucky devil ye speak of need not remain long in possession of that bulb. He hath name Beresteyn.... I think I know whereabouts he lives ... the hour is late ... the fog fairly dense in the narrow streets of the city ... say but the word...."


  "There is an honest man I wot of in Amsterdam," broke in a third voice, one which was curiously high-pitched and dulcet in its tones, "an honest dealer of Judaic faith, who would gladly give a couple of thousand for the bulb and ask no impertinent questions."


  "Say but the word, Diogenes ..." reiterated the gruff voice solemnly.


  "And the bulb is ours," concluded the third speaker in his quaint high-pitched voice.


  "And three philosophers will begin the New Year with more money in their wallets than they would know what to do with," said he of the laughter-filled voice. "'Tis a sound scheme, O Pythagoras, and one that under certain circumstances would certainly commend itself to me. But just now...."


  "Well?" queried the two voices — the gruff and the high-pitched — simultaneously, like a bassoon and a flute in harmony, "just now what?"


  "Just now, worthy Socrates and wise Pythagoras, I have three whole florins in my wallet, and my most pressing creditor died a month ago — shot by a Spanish arquebuse at the storming of Breda — he fell like a hero — God rest his soul! But as to me I can afford a little while — at any rate for to-night — to act like a gentleman rather than a common thief."


  "Bah!" came in muffled and gruff tones of disgust, "you might lend me those three florins — 'twere the act of a gentleman...."


  "An act moreover which would effectually free me from further scruples, eh?" laughed the other gaily.


  "The place is dull," interposed the flute-like tones, "'twill be duller still if unworthy scruples do cause us to act like gentlemen."


  "Why! 'tis the very novelty of the game that will save our lives from dullness," said Diogenes lightly, "just let us pretend to be gentlemen for this one night. I assure you that good philosophers though ye both are, you will find zest in the entertainment."


  It is doubtful whether this form of argument would have appealed to the two philosophers in question. The point was never settled, for at that precise moment Chance took it on herself to forge the second link in that remarkable chain of events which I have made it my duty to relate.


  From across the Grootemarkt there, where stands the
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