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Chapter One



If your papa suggests one more utterly stupid and unnecessary chore for us to do today, Nessie, I shall screech," Miss Simons declared, with a dangerous flash of her faded blue eyes. "Wrapping the silver flatware in oilskin and burying it under the floorboards! What can possibly be the point of it? And what are we to eat our mutton with in the meanwhile?"

"Everyone is hiding his valuables," Vanessa pointed out, but with very little enthusiasm. "In the meanwhile, we shall use the tinware from the kitchen. Come, let us get it done as quickly as possible, so that we can get back to my gown."

Together the two ladies, aunt and niece, laboriously wrapped each individual spoon, knife and fork in oilskin, the whole to be placed in a wooden tea crate and hidden under the floor, to keep it safe when the French invaded. The sooner it was done, the sooner they could return to their interrupted chore of sewing spangles on the white peau de soie underskirt of Miss Bradford's ball gown. This latter job had to be finished by the next evening, for the military ball was fast approaching.

The whole east coast of England was busy hiding valuable possessions from Napoleon, whose arrival on England's shore was considered imminent. What items were not concealed were packed up in carriages, ready to be taken to safety with the occupants when the great evacuation occurred. 

There was scarcely an elegant home in the neighborhood whose walls were not denuded of paintings, and whose table bore real silver. Attics, cellars and secret passages were where these items were now to be found. Mrs. Whistler had her entire Sèvres tea service put down the well in a wooden bucket, while the Delons had gone through their famous library to sort out the valuable editions and hide them in the church, boarded up under the bench of their family pew.

"I hope he doesn't take into his head to make us bury our jewels," Miss Simons rattled on. "It will be the last straw if you cannot wear your mama's diamonds to the ball. How else should you attract Colonel Forrester?"

Vanessa lifted her eyes to the mirror on the far wall to assess her other attractions. She gazed with satisfaction on a crown of golden curls, cut fashionably short to frame her young face. Her eyes, green, large and lustrous, she thought might work some charm on Forrester, if only he could ever get close enough to appreciate them. The length and thickness of her lashes could not really be done justice from across the street, which was the minimum distance usually placed between Forrester and herself.

Colonel Forrester was the commandant of the garrison that had sprung up on the coast, ready to repulse Napoleon's attack. He was every inch the fine officertall, handsome, well mannered and, best of all, not averse to a flirtation. He was seen on the strut in the village, sitting as straight and stiff as a statue in his scarlet regimentals in church on Sunday, but it was generally agreed amongst the young ladies that he showed to best advantage mounted on his fine bay mare, riding amongst the tents that had grown up in such delightful profusion along the coast between Hastings and Eastbourne. 

To see his underlings jump to attention, saluting and hopping to obey his orders, filled their hearts with joy. It was difficult to take the threat of Napoleon Bonaparte seriously when there was a Colonel Forrester standing by to protect them. Vanessa had first thought he would be frequently in the Bradford saloon, for her father was a retired colonel, but it had not proved the case. He had come once to pay his respects, and had his handsome ears burned for the dilatory manner in which he was preparing his defenses. He had come no more. Her father had offended him to such a degree that he did no more than bow, very stiffly, when they met in the village.

She knew the ball was her only chance to attract him. Forrester had hired the assembly hall in the village to toss a major ball, as a reward for his men's long vigil there on the coast. It was to be such a social event as rarely occurred in the quiet lives of the locals. Hundreds of officers were to come, from as far away as Portsmouth and Margate. Elaborate preparations were going forth at the assembly rooms, turning them into some exotic setting. Discussing these decorations, arranging their toilettes and discovering the names of the officers coming from afar had made up the main topic of conversation amongst the ladies for several weeks now. Miss Fischer had sent off to London to have her jewelry returned from safekeeping there. Miss Fischer, a lively brunette heiress, was the main contender for Colonel Forrester's hand.

It did seem hard that Vanessa must content herself with the company of mere majors or captains, or even platoon lieutenants, when a perfectly eligible colonel was to be had. He was not entirely averse to her green eyes either. He cast surreptitious glances in her direction when they met, but was shy to put himself forward after the scorching tirade her father had submitted him to during his one visit to Levenhurst. He had been known to say to Miss Condie that he feared Miss Bradford had a low opinion of him. Really it was enough to cast a girl into the dismals to consider it. Low opinion indeed! But at least her father did not plan to attend the ball. Next evening she would have the opportunity to correct Colonel Forrester's misapprehension about her feelings.

"I shall wear my diamonds," Vanessa said. "They are not buried, but locked in the trunk of Army papers Papa has got packed in his carriage to be taken away whenif we have to evacuate. Do you think we will, Auntie?"

Miss Simons clucked unhappily at the question. She preferred not to consider life's unpleasant side. She had more important matters weighing on her small mind. Should she have the large spangles sewed on Nessie's underskirt, or select smaller ones to go on top? Ought she to snip another quarter of an inch from the girl's curls today, or should this major surgery wait till after the ball? There was no saying with a new haircut; it might turn out superbly, but on the other hand, newly-cut hair was often recalcitrant, sitting out at odd and unattractive angles.

Nor was her niece's toilette the only matter to be considered. She had no notion of appearing dowdy herself. Though half a century old, she was always spectacularly elegant. Even to wrap silver in oilskin, she wore a fine green sarsenet gown with a crisp white fichu, highlighted by a silver filigree brooch. Her dark hair, distinguished by two white wings at the temples, was arranged in a seemingly casual fashion that took forever to achieve. Her measurements were still those of her girlhood. She ate little and exercised much, her physical activity generally taking the form of running from house to house in the neighborhood, discovering what petty schemes, spites and feuds were brewing between friends. As often as Colonel Bradford allowed, Vanessa accompanied her aunt on these outings.

"If an invasion really is likely, we should go up to London," Miss Simons stated hopefully. "It would be nice if Napoleon would hold off till the spring. The fall little season is not at all so fine as the spring. I made my bows in May. You ought by rights to have done the same, but your papa ..." She did not complete her statement. They both knew well enough what the colonel thought of such frivolity.

"He is not well enough to undertake the exertions of a Season," Vanessa explained, quite unnecessarily. It was no secret the colonel had been returned home from India owing to a chest wound that still bothered him considerably.

"He would not have to come," Aunt Elleri said quickly. "Indeed we would go on much better without him, to insult all the gentlemen. He always takes it amiss that an able-bodied gentleman is not in uniform. As to calling that nice Colonel Forrester a frivolous dandy! I cringe and blush every time I think of it. His mama the daughter of a viscount. But then, what is to be expected of a father who beats his daughter?"

There was little enough closeness between the father and daughter, but she could not hear him disparaged without defending him. "He does not beat me. It was only a spanking, years ago, when I was a child."

"Only a spanking! You are generous. I shall never forget the tears welling up in your eyes and coursing down your cheeks. To beat an innocent child, hardly more than a baby! It is the military influence. It removes all sense of decency from a man if he does not beware. It is really a wonder how Colonel Forrester has retained his sense of refinement. It is his never having had to fight yet that accounts for it, very likely. There would be many like him in London, refined officers, who wear the uniform but perform mainly ornamental functions."

"Yes, what Papa calls tin soldiers," Vanessa answered with a smile. "But there is no point speaking of London. We cannot abandon my father when he is ill. He needs us."

"Pooh!" was the answer to this filial statement. "That disreputable batman, Parkins, is the only one he allows to tend him. Therewe are out of oilskin, thank God. I shall have to nip into the village and buy some more. Come along with me, Nessie. No, you had better stay home and apply that bleaching lotion I have decocted. It is fermenting on the windowsill of my room. Excellent for the complexion."

"Oh, but it is green, Auntie."

"Of course it is green, goose. It is the cucumber pulp that makes it so."

"I cannot even wander about the house if I put it on. Someone might callMiss Condie, or Miss Fischer ..."

"Not a chance of it. They will be walking the streets in the village, the trollops, trying for a sight of Forrester. He is bound to be there this afternoon, I should think, with the decoration of the assembly hall to be seen to. Perhaps you had better come with me. You can apply the lotion this evening. We will not have any callers this evening. The whole world will stay at home to prepare for the ball. We can remain in our rooms and finish your gown."

"I had better see first if there is anything Papa wants in the village," Vanessa said, not eagerly, but as one willing to do her duty.

Miss Simons shook her head at this pandering to authority. Her niece returned ten minutes later, her shoulders sagging and her lips turned down. "I can't go with you," she said. "Papa wants me to oversee the packing of a cart for the servants. Dry foodstuffs and blankets, pots and pans. Oh, and you are to order a hundredweight of flour and a hundredweight of dried, salted fish, to be delivered as quickly as possible, to go in the servants' cart. Two dozen of candles, the tallow candles as well. Put it on his bill."

"Pest of a man," Miss Simons scolded. "Am I to waste my entire afternoon in the grocer's shop? I want to call on Mrs. Fischer. I know she is planning a dinner party before the ball. I thought she might invite us if she knew we are not having any party ourselves. It is very odd she did not ask us. You don't suppose she has inveigled Colonel Forrester to attend? That would make it imperative for him to stand up first with Clara, the lanky old hen."

"Papa has asked the minister and Sir Charles Newcombe to dine here," Vanessa replied, with a vexed expression that did not know whether it was angry or grieved.

"An ancient church minister and a married man? It is all of a piece," Miss Simons exploded. There was no confusion in her sentiments. She was out of reason cross with her brother-in-law. Henry Bradford was doing his utmost to ruin Nessie's chances of ever making a good match. If he did not find some excuse at the last minute to forbid her attending the ball, it was more than she dared to hope for.

"I have to go now," Vanessa said, adopting a pout. "Where are the winter blankets stored, Auntie?"

"In a chest in the spare room, the small green room at the end of the hall. They will have to be put out to air. I packed them in camphor, against the moths. Be sure to wear a sunbonnet, Nessie. We don't want you cropping out in freckles for the ball. LemonsI must ask cook to bring us some lemons. I shall double the lemon juice in my decoction. Wear your gloves too, when you are having the blankets hung. I shall go on into town and discover whether the Fischers are having a dinner party, and whether they have trapped Forrester into attending. They are so sly I place no reliance on their behaving properly in the matter."

"Proper behavior" would leave Forrester for Vanessa, at least for the opening minuet. But there, the whole world was out to hamper the match. If the thing were to be pulled off, it would be herself who did it. She went to get her bonnet, to do battle with the world. Vanessa went to the green room to haul out the blankets and take her ill humor out on the servants. After she was actually out in the yard, wearing those defenses against Sol which her aunt advised, she was seduced into a softer frame of mind by the warming breezes and gently swaying trees. Her thoughts had soon wafted off to dream about being in the colonel's arms, hearing his excuses for being less particular in his attentions to herself than he wanted. She stared with distracted, unseeing eyes as the blankets were hung. How should she bother with blankets, when Colonel Forrester was proposing marriage to her, between impassioned embraces and declarations of undying love?




Chapter Two



Colonel Bradford, lately retired from His Royal Majesty's Army with a chest wound contracted during the battle of Assaye, in India, was extremely frustrated. He was annoyed to see his only daughter, a once-intelligent girl, had turned into a simpering miss, her head full of nothing but beaux, balls and gowns. This was a minor, daily irritation; his great frustration was his physical condition. 

After seeing active duty against the French forces in the Netherlands, the Americans in the Colonies, and the Marathas in India, it was demmed hard that he must be retired when a chance for glory rested on his own doorstep. On a clear day, he could see through his powerful telescope across the twenty-five-mile Channel to Boulogne, where the armies of Napoleon Bonaparte moved about, looking like a colony of ants from that distance, but with the glitter of a gun or bayonet picked out when the sun struck at the proper angle. One hundred and fifty thousand men were assembled, first making up the flat-bottomed boats from green lumber just cut for the purpose, then performing their maneuvers, and waiting for the weather to favor an attack on England.

The man London had seen fit to put in charge of the country's defense was another source of infinite frustration. Colonel Forrester was a green officer, whose experience was limited to parading up and down in front of St. James's Palace. 

Had Forrester at least been of a lower rank, he might have been amenable to direction, but he was a colonel, like himself. He had taken his duties seriously enough at first, but after some months of waiting, Forrester had become bored and turned socialite. His time was spent in courting the local girls, arranging parades for their amusement, and most recently, a ball. Bradford had done what he couldtaken over the running of the local volunteer brigade, but he knew a group of civilians with pikes and turnip sticks were not going to hold Bonaparte off for long.

He had his scouts set up on the highest point of the coast, twenty-four hours a day, with their two ricks, one of furze, to burst into flame at once, the other of turf, for a longer light. They were to be fired instantly at the first sight of the flat boats' approach. The ricks' firing was a signal to ring the church bells in a prearranged order, to assemble the volunteers. It was also the signal for the women, older men and children to run for their carriages and carts, wherein were assembled sufficient foods and blankets to ease their flight inland. He had seen, in foreign lands, the chaos, the panic that resulted from a lack of such essential preparation. Yet it was hard to convince the local citizens to make ready, when his own family made a joke of it, and when Forrester broadcast his simple-minded views.

The green colonel outlined in minute detail the conditions under which Boney would strike. There was to be a twenty-four-hour fog, accompanied by a dead calm, to enable the flat-bottomed boats to be oared across, while English sailing ships were becalmed. Forrester spoke vaguely of a spring tide as well, to hasten the charge. As spring was now past, the vigil had been relaxed. The men at the garrison had decided to dance the summer away, it seemed.

Bradford was not well, but he was not totally incapacitated, by a long shot. Many a dark night he went alone, or with his silent, sharp-eyed batman, Parkins, to the cliff to see the guards were awake at their ricks. This done, he would continue down the coast if the night was foggy, to listen and peer into the mist, his ears cocked for the sound of French accents. He knew every foot of the coast for ten miles in either direction. 

From Tyne in the far north down the east coast and around the corner to Wight and even west to Land's End, watches were kept around the clock, but it was at Boulogne the army was preparing, and anyone but a nodcock must know that with flat-bottomed boats, it was a straight shot across the Channel that was to be expected.

Bradford's own defenses were concentrated between Dungeness and Eastbourne. Rye was a possibilitythe French had hit there in 1377, as any student of military history knew. Unfortunately, Forrester was not aware of military history. He had his troops clustered farther south. Bradford knew all the possible landing spots, and knew too that Boney was minutely aware of where Forrester's armies were gathered. He would not attack too close to them, yet the oared boats restricted him to a limited stretch of coast. 

When all his thinking was done, Bradford came to realize his own stretch of coast, just below Hastings, was as likely a spot as any. It thrilled him, to think he might stand with a rifle in his hands on his own land and repel the French invasion. Ha, there was more than one way to become a general! That would do it, retired or not.

The colonel could not sleep. He had moved his chamber to the front of the house to give him a view of the coast, but the view tonight was poor, due to a fog that hovered out at sea, and crept in to shift about the corners of the house. On such a night as this, the ricks might be fired, and the church bells rung. But if the French came, Bradford was not of a mind to learn it from the bells, which would be a half hour after the first onslaught. He felt a queer, tingling sensation along the back of his spine. A hardened veteran, he had more than once been saved from death by harking to these instinctive warnings. He arose silently, and without striking a light, shuffled into his buckskins and jacket, struggled with his top boots, wondering whether to rouse Parkins for the job. It bothered his chest, to have to yank and pull them on himself. 

No, let the fellow sleep, for it was likely all a sleeveless errand, this quick dash down to the sea, to listen once again for the splash of French oars. He had learned that a French oar was indistinguishable from an English one. Oftimes he had stood with his heart hammering, his finger cocked on the trigger of his pistol, only to hear the familiar dull voices of the local fishermen, complaining of the cold and damp, or the paucity of their catch.

The night was dark and eerie, with a light wind soughing through the trees. There was a sudden flutter of wings as a great owl darted from a tree to catch an unwary nocturnal animal. A terrified squeal signified the owl's success, then silence descended again. He walked on, down to the shingle beach, looking and listening while the waves lapped at his feet. 

The beacons on the hill were not visible from here. No matter, the lads couldn't see anything in this fog in any case. Boney might come tonight or tomorrow night or any night, and Forrester would be lying in a drunken stupor, or sitting in some lady's saloon. He pulled out his watch, reading with difficulty the hour was three-thirty. Nonsense. He'd go home to his warm bed. He was tired, with that old ache in the chest that limited his labors so severely. Seeing a large rock in his path, he sat on it to catch his breath.

Then he heard it, the telltale lapping of oars, out of rhythm with the louder lapping of the sea. As often as he had heard it, his heart still quickened. Listening more intently, he realized it was only one boat, and relaxed. Not the invasion, then. It might be smugglers, which was of interest only inasmuch as he hoped for a safe delivery. He liked his brandy very well. The boat, to his surprise, was landed, pulled with a quiet rasp up on the shingle beach. He was about to arise and make himself known when he heard a man say in a very low voice, "Que penses-tu?" He sat rigid, every nerve taut. Frenchmen! He could not see them, and assumed that he was equally obscured by the heavy fog. "Pas trop mal, hein?"

A second man replied, also in French, but was understood by the colonel, who numbered French amongst his accomplishments. They were only twoyoungish men, from their voices. The next speech brought the colonel to rigid attention.

"Looks like a good spot to me," the other man answered. "We'll scout farther along and see if there's any defense. Our general thinks not, but who can trust spies of any nationality?"

"Easy landing," the first speaker pointed out, the whole talk in French.

"Yes, but where the devil are we?"

"That place with the lights just northward must have been Hastings. We're a few miles from it. I'll go this way, you that. One of us is bound to meet our contact. We'll meet back here in an hour. If he says all is quiet here, no troops or guns in the immediate area, we shall suggest this spot to the general."

"A pity he hung back. We could have taken the anglais easily enough tonight, no?"

"You forget we wait for General Vachon and his men to join us from La Rochelle. It won't be before two weeks. Be careful."

They separated. Not even a shadow in the fog showed their routes. Bradford sat frozen to his rock, willing himself to silent invisibility. He heard their stealthy steps recede, and knew he had gone undetected. After a safe interval, he crept to the boat and searched it, but wasted very little time on this instinctive chore. They were not bringing messages or hiding plans in their small boat. 

Impossible to credit they had made the crossing in it. No, they had come most of the way in a larger ship, certainly. And now one of them was going to meet a spy. He longed to learn the traitor's identity, but with two to follow, and with the fog to shroud them, it was difficult. He knew too that he was an old, disabled man. If he were found out, this precious information he had gleaned would be lost forever to England. His first duty was to get himself to safety, and the information to London. The name Forrester occurred to him, only to be rejected. He did not wish to have this priceless news treated as a joke, the hallucination of a quack, or worse, publicly discussed amongst the officers. It must be quickly delivered to the ears of some highly placed, trusted man in power, perhaps the secretary of state for war. A soldier himself, he had an innate mistrust of politicians, and sought about in his mind for another recipient of the news. He settled on Sir Giles Harkman, an ex-general turned privy councillor, a man he had served under in India and a trusted friend. He was now attached to the War Office in some capacity, which made him eminently suitable.

He hastened home at a pace that threatened his heart. He was gasping as he got through the great double doors of Levenhurst, to drag himself up the broad oaken staircase and fall onto his bed, exhausted. He lay for a quarter of an hour, catching his breath, and making plans to go to London at once with his important message. At the end of that time, he doubted he could even get out of his own clothing without Parkins' help, much less go to London. Perhaps he would feel stouter by morning. He would rest till dawn, and see whether it improved his condition.

He was still asleep when Parkins peeped his head into the room the next morning, to enquire in a condemnatory tone what he was about, sleeping in his jacket and boots.

Bradford considered informing Parkins of his discovery, then decided to keep it to himself. He ordered a valise packed and the horses put to for a drive to London.

"Not if I know anything, you're not going to be jostled to death in a carriage!" Parkins said sternly, staring up from his five feet three inches of wiry strength into the towering face of his master. "Wheezing, you are, and if you haven't got a chill, out prowling them beaches in the dark of night and sleeping without a blanket thrown over your body, it's more than I know."

Bradford prepared to set his batman down, but was seized with a bout of coughing that pained his chest badly. When it was over, he sank, weak and panting, on the side of his bed, perfectly aware that he was in no shape to deliver the message himself. He'd have to send Parkins. He ordered breakfast in his chamber, along with writing materials. While he ate toast and sipped tea, he wrote out in precise detail for the eyes of Sir Giles Harkman exactly what he had experienced the night before. Then, with a somewhat malicious smile, he went on to outline the mismanagement that was taking place under Colonel Forrester's command. He had been itching to do it for a long time, had restrained himself only out of a sense of respect for a fellow officer, and the fear of not being taken seriously. Imminent invasion was of sufficient importance to make his task a pleasant duty.

In an accelerating rush of enthusiasm, he went on to outline his own plans, filling two sheets with closely written lines. He folded them into an envelope, applied hot wax and stamped his seal on it. His daily mail was brought up as he finished this job. He recognized Sir Giles' own writing in the small pile of letters, and pulled it out eagerly. The two ex-campaigners kept in fairly close contact by correspondence. The letter informed him that Sir Giles was taking a short respite from his duties, at his home in Ipswich, a hard two-days' drive from Levenhurst. London could be reached in one. 

This set Bradford frowning in distress. Harkman was the perfect man to tell his news to. The invasion was far enough in the future that the extra day could be spared. The next problem was that he was not well enough to part with Parkins for four full daystwo there and two back. Feeling poorly, as he did, he needed this pair of legs to look after him, and to oversee the volunteer brigade's activities.

He sat considering who to send in his stead. A mad dash from the Bradford household might alert the spies in the neighborhood to the nature of the trip, and cause interference. In particular, he feared the unknown spy who had met the Frenchmen the night before. Having selected Bradford's very doorstep as the invasion spot, it was logical the man was keeping a sharp eye on himself. 

But his daughter and her auntwho would ever suspect two tame ladies of being involved in anything serious? Nothing would be suspected if Miss Bradford should go to visit her friend Lady Harkman for a week. It would be taken for a mere social visit. She must leave immediately to be halfway to Maidstone before anyone knew she was gone. In that way, it was impossible she should be overtaken. 

Balls played so small a part in the colonel's life that he was only vaguely aware of the pending ball, did not even realize it was to occur that same evening. Vanessa was called to his chamber for instructions.




Chapter Three



Vanessa awoke that morning with a heady feeling of excitement. At last the long-awaited day had come! Papa was not at all biddable in allowing her to attend social functions at the military base, but a ball in the assembly rooms had miraculously been permitted. Her eyes flew to the gown hanging on the back of her door, the filmy white confection with the large spangles now all in place on the underskirt. 

She had gone to bed with the cucumber lotion on not only her face, but her hands as well, which were covered by old white cotton gloves to save the sheets from stains. She hopped up, removing the gloves to see what miracle they had wrought. The only miracle was that the cotton had absorbed the lotion. She lifted the hem of her skirt, admiring the dainty apple-green velvet ribbon used for trim. A length of the same ribbon would be wound through her curls, to match her eyes. A pair of green kid slippers sat on the floor, looking ready to start dancing by themselves.

She glanced to the window, where the sun, a relative stranger here on the coast, beamed through the leaded panes, promising a gorgeous day. She would risk her complexion in a brisk ride in the morninggo to Miss Condie's home and confirm that the Fischers were having Forrester and two majors to dinner. Mrs. Fischer had withheld the news from Aunt Elleri, but the whole village was buzzing with it. In the afternoon she would lie down for two hours to ensure that her eyes sparkled as hard as everyone else's at the dance, then she would have her hair done up in papers, have a bath and begin the final stage of preparations.

It was not often she had a day of such unparalleled pleasure to consider, here in the quiet countryside. She hoped Papa would do nothing to spoil it. She was not so well acquainted with her father as most daughters are, owing to his absence during her growing up. He was always away at some war or other. She knew him mainly from letters, till two years ago, when he had come home, a cranky invalid. 

A further blow had been added by her mother's death soon afterwardsa sad irony that his wife should have died so soon after his return. It almost seemed he blamed her for it. He had not been so ill-humored before becoming a widower. Mama could always laugh and tease him into humor, but lately he did nothing but jaw at her for being a vain, frivolous, silly girl, and at Aunt Elleri for adding to her vanity.

There was a tap at her door. Without waiting, for an answer, Elleri Simons came tripping in, elegant in a pale mauve morning gown, her coiffure already in exquisite place. As her chief interest in life was elegance, her first thought was to examine the gown for flaws. She knew, of course, that an invasion was often spoken of, but any thought she spent on it was to wonder how one addressed a French general, and whether he should be asked to tea.

"Good morning, dear," she said gaily over her shoulder. I have had the most ravishing idea. The new issue of the Belle Assemblée is here. I want to get at your hair at once. I shall do it in the chérubin for the ball. I must nip off the bits over the ears, and do it up in papers."

"Oh, Auntie, you cut it last week. Please don't take any more off, or I shall look like a boy."

"That is exactly the point, pet. Only an inch, I promise you. After you see the model in the magazine you will know I am right. It will be divine. As soon as you have seen your papa I shall do it. Come to me as soon as you have eaten breakfast. But of course you must see your papa first. He is asking for you. If he means to cancel the ball, I shall be ill. Don't let him do it. Promise him anythingthat you won't speak to Colonel Forrester, or stand up with him, or do a thing but run him down." Her eyes turned back to the gown. "I wonder if we were right to stay with the large spangles. I have the smaller ones in my room, but to remove these and put the others on will take the newness out of the material. It does soften it, so much handling. But we'll decide later. You had better see your papa and be sure we are to attend the ball."

"He couldn't be so mean!"

"I'm sure he would not, but he has had the horses put to, and whatever can he have done that for? He is not well enough to go anywhere, and it is the old traveling carriage that is being washed down."

With an expression of the utmost fright, Vanessa threw on her dressing gown and hurried out the door. She burst into his room, wearing a worried frown.

"Don't worry, my dear, I am not dying," her father said, in a comforting way. "I expect the servants have frightened you half to death."

She noticed then that he was paler than usual, his face bearing traces of his suffering, in the deep lines that gouged ruts from nose to chin. She felt sorry for him, and some remorse for her selfishness. It must be horrid to be an old man, sick and unable to enjoy any of life's pleasures. It was enough to put anyone out of humor. "You look pale, Papa. Can I do something for you?"

"It happens you can," he said, and went on to outline what was demanded of her. All her sympathy and remorse evaporated. He was doing it on purpose to make her miss the ball.

"But I can't go today, Papa!" she exclaimed.

"You can and must," he told her, not stridently, but very firmly.

"What can be so important it cannot wait till tomorrow?"

"The letter you are to deliver to Sir Giles for me. Don't ask what it contains. I am not at liberty to divulge it to just anyone. You must take my word for it the matter is of great importance and great urgency. You will drive as hard as you can, stopping only when necessary. Don't speak to anyonethat is, I would not like you to act in any suspicious manner. Behave as though you were going for a social visit, but do it with all speed. Stay overnight at good inns, but be up and leave early in the morning. I cannot foresee any danger in it for you, if you leave promptly and set a hot pace. No one will know you are gone till you have driven safely beyond catching up. Speed and discretionI cannot impress their necessity on you too strongly."

"Just one more day, Papa," she said, disheartened. "Tomorrow ..."

"Don't make me ashamed for you, Vanessa," he said. "You are singularly fortunate in being chosen to perform one worthwhile act in your worthless life. Do it with pride and pleasure. Much depends on it. I say with regret that I would not entrust this mission to you if I had anyone else I might send."

"Parkins could ..."

"My decision has been made," he said. "Leave, as quickly as you can throw your linens into a valise."

She returned to her room, her bottom lip quivering, a tear forming in her eyes. She cast a loathsome glance at the letter to Sir Giles Harkman. It was all a hoax, an excuse to keep her from Colonel Forrester. Oh, it was cruel!

Miss Simons awaited her, still examining the gown. "We have put on too many velvet bows," she decreed, mentally selecting those for removal. "The spangles we shall leave as they are."

"By all means leave the gown as it is, for I shan't be wearing it. We are not going to the ball," Vanessa said, her voice grim.

"My pet! You cannot mean it!"

"I have an errand to perform for Papa. A most urgent errand, you understand. A letter for Sir Giles. You are to come with me, Auntie, so you had better pack a nightgown into a valise. We are to leave within the half hour, sooner if possible."

"Half an hour! I couldn't be ready for a week. For London one requires ..."

"Sir Giles is at home in Ipswich."

"Ipswich? You are mad, or your papa is. No one goes to Ipswich. I should not mind going to London tomorrow, after the ball. The Season is spent, but with autumn coming on, it would be amusing."

"We are not going for amusement; it is only to be a social call if anyone happens to enquire."

"What is in this marvelous letter?" Elleri asked, her eyes narrowing.

"Business. Military business, I suppose. A matter of the utmost importance. We are to guard it with our lives."

There was a good deal of excited chatter, taking up ten minutes of the allowed thirty before they were to leave. The colonel came along to his daughter's room to hasten her departure, and to give more instructions for the disposal of the letter.

"Tuck it into the front of your gown," he suggested. "And don't let it out of your hands, even when you are sleeping."

"Can't you tell me what is in it?"

He considered doing so, but as Miss Simons chose that moment to stick her head in at the door, he hastily reconsidered. "Be sure to take an extra pair of kid gloves, Nessie. Gloves always become smudged on a journey," Miss Simons said.

Nessie would in all likelihood tell that rattlepate of a woman what the message was. He could not trust Elleri Simons as far as he could throw a house. "I can't, but you may be sure of its importance, Nessie. I have to speak to Parkins now. Don't waste a moment."

Her father turned to leave, then spotted her new ball gown, hanging on the door. "Sorry about your missing the dance. I see you have had a new gown made up. You shall wear it when you returnat your own ball. I'll give you a fine ball here at Levenhurst, Nessie, as a reward. Ask who you like to it." This was oblique permission to include the detested young colonel.

Her old remorse returned to plague her. Papa was not depriving her of the dance on purpose. That the letter contained any message vital to the safety of the country, she could not believe for a moment, but that her father thought so, she reluctantly accepted. She went to the door and placed a kiss on his cheek. "Thank you, Papa. That will be lovely."

He patted her hand, feeling a twinge of conscience that he did the proper thing, to send his helpless daughter on so dangerous a mission. "Be very careful."

"I will, Papa."

"Of course you will. You are your father's daughter, after all," he consoled himself.

After he left, Vanessa tried to stick a thick letter into the bosom of a lightweight sprigged muslin gown. Its four corners stuck out, calling more attention to it than Papa would care for, or than was quite comfortable for herself. She held it in her hands a moment, looking around for a better place to hide it. She had a small valise on her bed, the only case she intended taking. Elleri came into the room again. "The letter would be safer in the large trunk, would it not?" she asked.

"We are not taking a large trunk. There isn't time to pack one."

"It is half packed, goose. Go to Ipswich without a trunk? You are mad. Give me the letter."

"No, I'll keep it," she said, putting it into her small valise and folding a spare petticoat on top of it. We had better go now."

"I shall be ready in two minutes," Elleri said casually, then went back to her room to sort in a leisurely fashion through her gowns, selecting one, and pushing another aside. She trotted back and forth, down the hall, reminding her charge to pack extra stockings, for a stocking was bound to poke out a toe on a trip; to bring her own soapthere was nothing but lye soap to be had at an inn, and a dozen other non-necessities, till the trunk was filled to the brim. When the servants took the trunk down, her aunt even picked up a glass-faced traveling clock, framed in brass, with a ring on top to aid carrying.

"We would not want to be without a clock in the carriage," she said. "Handsome, is it not? My father gave it to me when he diedin his will. I never travel without it."

Its handsome hands showed the half hour allowed by Colonel Bradford for their departure had doubled to an hour, and still they had not left.

Their exit down the front stairs was silent, to prevent his hearing at what time they were finally going. When they got in the carriage, Vanessa noticed that in all the confusion, she had worn her oldest slippers, blue ones that were so very comfortable but not at all stylish. 

Abovestairs, Bradford sat worrying that he should have sent some outriders with the ladies, but he did not wish to call any extraordinary attention to the vehicle, and hoped the groom and footman between them would follow his instructions. They had been told to go at top speed, changing teams as often as necessary, and hang the expense. Parkins had packed a brace of pistols under the box seat, after giving the groom a hasty lesson in how to use them.

Bradford ordered his batman to bring him a large pot of what he called Irish tea, which conveyed that milk was to be left out, and whiskey used instead. It was his favorite restorative in India, where milk had seemed to come curdled from the cows. 

While he sipped and worried and made more plans to counteract the invasion, the carriage pounded its way northward, causing much consternation in the hearts of the occupants. They were strongly inclined to have it stopped and jump out when they saw the number of scarlet jackets milling around town, in the vicinity of the assembly rooms. Major Rooney and Captain Schroeder, cantering past them, lifted their right hands in the quasi-military salute used to honor ladies.

"I wonder where Forrester is," Miss Simons said, giving voice to her companion's very thought.

"He is probably inside the rooms. They say the hall has been done up like a Persian tent for the night."

"I heard at Fischers yesterday he sent all the way to London for a dozen orange trees. The hall will be half full of greenery if they are right. But the Fischers exaggerate everything. How I should love to see it."

"Papa said to hurry," Nessa answered, but in her heart she was strongly inclined to add to her sorrow by seeing just a little of what she would be missing that night.

"Bother!" Miss Simons exclaimed suddenly. "I have forgotten to bring along my vinaigrette. I could not dream of undertaking a trip without one. I must have the carriage stopped," she said, already jerking on the check string. "As the assembly hall is only a step away, we might as well take a look in."

"With a glance at the traveling clock on the seat beside her, Vanessa knew they were behind schedule. She also suspected that had the assembly hall been located next the drapery shop, it would be stockings that were required, but she was not so convinced of her trip's urgency that she undertook to argue with her companion. The carriage was stopped. To satisfy the groom, she did indeed pick up a vinaigrette, but the ladies also went to have a look at the yards of pink and purple silk suspended from the ceiling of the assembly hall, tethered close to the floor with satin rope swags. The orange trees had just arrived. There was some confusion and good-natured bantering going forth amongst the officers who were in charge of distributing them along the wall. At the end of the hall stood a trestle table to be used for refreshments that night. It seemed hardly worth the stopForrester had not yet arrived. The scarlet jackets were gratifyingly eager to stop and chat, each wearer asking for a dance that night.

"You waste your breath, gentlemen. Miss Bradford will not be here," Miss Simons said. Vanessa nudged her elbow, trying to urge her to silence. Papa had not said to be quiet in front of the officers, but this was only because he never dreamed they would be so indiscreet as to stop at the village. An outcry was heard from the men, who had to hear why this was necessary.

"I am going to visit a friend," was all Vanessa said.

"Must you go today?" one officer demanded.

"This very moment," she said, drawing her aunt away. Miss Simons tarried, her glance sliding often to the door to see if Forrester had come yet. At the edge of the group, one gentleman hung back. He was not in scarlet, but stood with a few civilians who were there to gawk. His face took on a look, first of sharp interest, then of suspicion, as he considered this sudden trip north by Colonel Bradford's daughter. It must be an important matter to take her away at such a time. He remembered his meeting on the beach the night before, and the crucial business discussed there. 

Was it possible Bradford had overheard them? As soon as the ladies left, he went to the inn where he was registered and called for his curricle. A curricle traveled at a faster pace than a carriage; he was in no fear of losing them. He would not overtake them before they stopped at an inn for the night. His dealings could not be executed on the King's highway in broad daylight, unless he wished to turn highwayman.
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