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THE SPIDERS TOUCH




Patricia Wynn



The spiders touch, how exquisitely fine!

Feels at each thread, and lives along the line.

Alexander Pope

An Essay on Man in Four Epistles




Chapter One



To Henry St. John, Lord Bolingbroke,



Awake, my St. John! leave all meaner things

To low ambition, and the pride of Kings.

Let us (since Life can little more supply

Than just to look about us and to die)

Expatiate free oer all this scene of Man;

A mighty maze! But not without a plan ...



A pair of tiny overlapping circles embossed the babys forehead, carving an edge like an embryo moon. Reddish brown, it marked her perfect skin like the scar from a branding. 

The infant girl, sucking hungrily at her mothers breast, seemed completely unaware of this touch from Godif so it was.

As Hester Kean, waiting woman to her cousin Isabella, Countess of Hawkhurst, pondered the significance of the mark, she wondered what future would be in store for this infant girl. Given the meanness of her parents house, the number of mouths they must feed, and the smallpox, which threatened rich and poor alike, she likely would not survive until the age of five, unless the sign, as people had named it, truly was proof of the Almightys favour.

Just yesterday, the news-sheets had reported the birth of a child with the sign of the eclipse upon her forehead, barely a week after the moon had cast its ominous shadow upon the City of London. Her mother had been frightened by the event too near her time, it was said. Whatever the cause, people of all walks had flocked to this tanners house in Grace Church Street to see the curiosity, which, if nothing else, had provided a boon to the babys parents, for no one was admitted without an exchange of coins.

Isabella and her husband Harrowby, Lord Hawkhurst, with two of their friends, had decided to examine this miracle themselves. Sir Humphrey Cove, a short, merry gentleman with small, nervous movements, drew closer to the nursing pair. He lowered the handkerchief hed been holding to his nose to block the stench from the tannery below and bent to examine the mark.

Yes, I see it! he whispered eagerly, his fingers fluttering against his chest. It is a miracle, I am sure. A sign of something great about to dawn.

If something were about to dawn, I should think thered be a sun without the moon.

Lord Lovetts comment, delivered with his usual wryness, brought a smile to Hesters lips. He was a dark, handsome gentleman with thick black brows and a satirical bent. She found him vastly more entertaining than any other of her cousins friends.

But I assure you, my dear Adrian, Sir Humphrey went on excitedly. Sun or moonit truly does not matter. Why, my uncles neck erupted with a carbuncle on the very eve of King Jamess departure!

Lord Lovett gave a brief laugh. What perfect rubbish you do spout, Cove!

Turning to Isabella and taking her gently by the elbow, he asked, What say you, my lady? He addressed her with a great deal more tenderness than he had accorded his friend. Does it indeed appear like the eclipse to you? I recollect no such shape. As I recall, all that occurred was that the sky grew dark and the light returned a few minutes later.

I did not see it. I was not out of doors that day. Isabella stared at the babys forehead from behind the half-mask she had worn to protect her face. But Hester did! With a cheerful mien, she turned her wide, beautiful eyes on her cousin. Remember? You came into my chamber, saying something about seeing the eclipse, but I hardly attended. Does this mark look like it, indeed?

Hester was so taken aback that she could not instantly respond. She could not imagine how Isabella could refer to that moment without even a hint of chagrin. She could not think of it, herself, without a hard tightening in her chest, for that was the day that Isabella and her mother had cheated the real Lord Hawkhurst out of his estate. 

* * * *

Hester had come in after witnessing a violent death to find that Isabella and Mrs. Mayfield, Hesters aunt, had conspired to hide the only piece of evidence that might have cleared Gideon Fitzsimmons, Viscount St. Mars of his fathers murder. But if the evidence had cleared him, then he, and not Isabellas foolish husband, would be the Earl of Hawkhurst now.

Since St. Marss arrest and his subsequent escape, Isabella and her mother had enjoyed the fruits of their deception without the slightest inkling of guilt. For surely to be a countessor even the mother of a countesswas a glorious thing.

* * * *

I believe, Hester said, in answer to the question, that the mark reflects the shape we should have seen if we had looked at the sun when the moon was covering it. But I did not look directly at it. It is dangerous to peer at the sun.

Then, how can anyone know what it looked like? 

Humph! Harrowby snorted. No one does, Ill warrant. He had been irked by the necessity of waiting below in the filthy street until the previous visitors had descended from the cramped room above. Then, being greeted by the unremarkable sight of a woman nursing her child had done nothing to decrease his annoyance. This whole thing reeks of a humbug to me. Why anybody would believe that a tanners brat would receive a mark from God passes all bounds. Why, I have a birthmark myself on the back of my knee, but nobodys saying that its a sign! And if I havent had a run of luck lately, I dont know who has. He barked a laugh.

Indeed, my lord, Lord Lovett agreed, with a wry twist to his lips. I had much rather have visited your chamber at Hawkhurst House to see your mark than come to this stinking hole. What a pity you did not mention it before!

Pooh! Isabella pouted. I have already seen my lords mark an hundred times.

One hundred already? And you married only a few weeks! I must congratulate you, my lord, on a prodigious performanceunless I err in attributing these sightings to an activity I can only reflect upon with envy.

Isabella giggled, and Harrowby guffawed, neither the least displeased to have their marital exploits admired.

Hester would have smiled, too, for Lord Lovett had delivered this quip with his usual wryness, and she was not immune to his wit, had Isabella not immediately ruined the joke.

She lowered her voice to a sultry note and, casting a flirtatious glance at Lord Lovett, said, Shall Harry-kins tell you of any marks hes found on me? 

This drew his leering brow. And spoil the fun of discovering them myself? He said, My lady, I beg you will not.

Harrowby laughed almost as hard as Isabella did at this gallantry, for having a wife that a gentleman as fashionable as Lord Lovett desired could only add to his sense of importance. And, indeed, it seemed to Hester that Harrowby felt no jealousy of the gentlemen who paid court to Isabella at her levees. She even wondered if he had not grown tired of his marital duties and would not welcome a rival to occupy his voracious wife.

Throughout this exchange, Sir Humphrey had not taken his eyes off the baby, and his eager whisper floated to Hester now, Yes, yes! It must be a sign. This must be the moment.

No one else seemed to share this excitement. Isabellas disappointment in the mark was so complete that she had forgotten the eclipse entirely, and it would be useless for Hester to repeat the explanations she had read. A pamphlet had been published, describing the astronomers observations, and Hester had ventured a few precious pennies to learn about the extraordinary event, for it was a day that she would never forget.

Shall we go, my lady? Lord Lovett offered Isabella his arm to escort her down the narrow stairs. They exited without another glance at the mother or her child.

Well, I confess, I do not see what all the fuss has been about. Harrowby started to precede Sir Humphrey from the room, but Hester prompted him before he could escape.

My lord....

What? Harrowby turned, and Sir Humphrey went on. Seeing Hester curtsy where she stood by the woman and her child, he grumbled, Ohdeuce take it! ...Very well! He reached into the pocket of his knee-length silk coat and extracted a silver coin. He did not toss it to the woman, as Hester half-expected he would, but instead dropped it into the earthenware cup, resting conspicuously on a stool near the door. Heres something for you, then, Goody. Buy the brat a gewgaw with it, if you want. But I shouldnt set much store on that mark of hers, if I were you. Seems a stretch to my way of thinking. And it doesnt do to hoodwink peers, you know.

With the womans grateful farewells assaulting their ears, they followed the others down the stairs.

Hester picked up her long skirts before stepping out of doors. Even the pattens she wore would not be enough to keep the deep mud in the street from soiling her hem. Out in Grace Church Street, Lord Lovett, Sir Humphrey, and Isabella stood waiting for them beside Harrowbys coach and four, with its door open to receive them. 

Out here, the odour was even more unbearable, so Hester clutched her handkerchief to her nose. They had all worn masks to protect their faces in this neighbourhood, which was too near the Leadenhall market for leather not to be filled with the stench of tanneries and the waste from slaughterhouses. Dressed in their laces and silks, with Harrowbys footmen garbed in brown and gold livery, and the ornate carriage emblazoned with the Hawkhurst arms, they made an entertaining spectacle for the residents in the street. Urchins had stopped to stare. Mothers stood in doorways with their babies on their hips. Others leaned from upstairs windows to gawk at the gentlemen and ladies in their finery. 

There was nothing unusual in their attention but, still, a mood of uneasiness seemed to fill the street. Lord Lovett must have sensed it, too, for his indolent features reflected an impatience to be gone that she had never seen in him before.

We ought to make haste. He glanced at his timepiece. We mustnt be late for the Princesss drawing room.

No, indeed, Sir Humphrey agreed. Gentlemen in our position cannot be too careful, can we, dear Lovett?

Lord Lovett answered with a shade of annoyance, I was referring to the possibility that we will find ourselves too late to be admitted, if the crowd proves to be large. But no, I should not wish to offend her Highness.

Well, if you ask me, this whole outing has been a damned waste of time, Harrowby said.

My lady? Lord Lovett handed Isabella to one of the footmen, and they all climbed inside.

On their way there, it had been a squeeze for five people to ride in one vehicle, but Isabella had insisted on Hesters coming, too. Her pleasure on any occasion seemed directly related to the number of people who accompanied her. She did not care for the intimacy of a quiet evening at home. Since becoming a countess, she had taken advantage of her position as a married lady of consequence to make sure that hardly a moment went by that was not filled with some delightful scheme.

It was she who had urged the expedition after Hester had read the announcement of the babys mark. Isabella had immediately solicited the company of their two friendsLord Lovett, who haunted her levees even more than he did the new earls, and Sir Humphrey Cove, who had been Harrowbys boon companion since their days at Oxford, when they had discovered a common love of gossip. Since Isabella, with Mrs. Mayfield and Hester, had moved into Hawkhurst House, hardly a day had gone by that part, at least, was not spent in the company of these two gentlemen.

On the way to Cornhill, Hester had found herself crushed between them on the rear-facing seat. Sir Humphreys perfume had nearly overwhelmed her, and she had not looked forward to breathing it on the return ride. But the waste used in tanning was so offensive that anything was preferable to its smell. Soon it would be summer, and the citys stench would be even worse. The Court would leave town to avoid the unhealthy air. In another month the aristocracy would be impatient to leave, but no one would dare until after the Kings birthday at the end of May. Already many were grumbling about the inconvenience.

They were settled in the coach when Lord Lovett made suggested that they go by way of Lombard Street. I believe it to be faster. And weve tarried too long.

Lombard Street? Harrowby gave a snort. When it is half the width? We should be stuck there for ages while my footmen cleared a path. Why, the last time I was on it, some fool of a carter was driving a waggon with five teams right up the middle! He shook his head. No, youd better leave it to my coachman to decide.

Lord Lovett subsided with his customary good grace, though his shoulders betrayed a certain tension. As you will, of course, my lord. 

It could not be easy, Hester reflected, to see a gentleman who was his inferior in every waywhose prospects had been worse than his ownbe suddenly elevated to such a high-ranking peerage, when he must now be deferred to in all things. Overnight their relative position had changed, and Lord Lovett now found himself waiting on a gentleman he might otherwise never have noticed. But his lordships attendance on the new couple was more likely due to his desire for Isabella than to any need to court her husband.

If Hesters cousin, with her golden curls and carefree laugh, had attracted the gentlemen as an unmarried girl, she did so doubly now as a married lady with a fortune and an influential peer as her husband. Gentlemen flocked about her, competing for her notice, a chair at her levee, and the privilege of escorting her out in the evening. As she had happily predicted, she and Harrowby had become one of the most envied couples in town.

As the carriage rumbled around the corner into Cornhill, Isabella was the first to remove her mask. She made a great show of it, turning her back to Lord Lovett and asking him to untie the knot. Harrowby, seated next to her, could have done it more easily, but Lord Lovett obliged, leaning forward and sliding his arm about her waist to drop the mask into her lap. Isabella turned her head to thank him just as he moved forward, and her lips nearly brushed his cheek. She gave him a provocative smile and bit her lower lip. Lord Lovett seemed unsurprised, but with a warning lift of his brow, he shifted his gaze to Harrowby and moved back against his bench.

It was a sign! Sir Humphreys eager interjection startled them all. I tell you, Lovett, it must have been a sign.

Isabellas swain gave a heavy sigh, but his eyes betrayed a patient amusement. Yes, yes, dear fellow. I am certain you must be right. The mark on that brat was surely a sign that an extraordinary catastrophe is about to befall us. But must we contemplate it today? We should be changing our habits this very minute for Court.

No, no! You misunderstand me, my dear Lovett! Sir Humphrey clasped his knees and leaned forward to talk around Hester. I do not speak of a catastrophe at all, but of something glorious.

Well, whatever it is, I wish you would 

Lord Lovetts irritable response was cut off. Shouting and screaming came at them from somewhere up ahead. What the

Beware, my lord! The coachmans cry reached them, just as the horses halted. Then, they started to back, the harness jingling as they tossed their heads in distress.

Hester and her companions gripped their seats. Isabella screamed as a door was thrown open and a stranger peered inside. Behind this rough-looking man, a raucous crowd had filled the street in front of the Royal Exchange. Some of their rioters had blocked their coach, while the others attacked pedestrians.

Hey! Theres gentlmen and ladies in ere! The ruffian who had opened their door called out to the mob behind him. Then he reached inside to make a grab for Lord Lovett, who was closest to the door.

At first, Lord Lovett did not resist, but said in a reasoning tone, Here, my good man! You mustnt frighten the ladies. I shall have to ask you to let us pass.

Ye can go the mans breath reeked terribly of gin just as soon as ye drink a toast to his Majestys health.

Blast you, fool! Harrowby, who had remained cautiously silent up until this point, expressed his outrage. Where do you think were going? If you do not let us pass this very instant, we will be late for his Majestys drawing room.

Lord Lovett added quickly, Yes, Im sure you mean very well, but we must be going. You can take our wishes for his Majesty for granted. 

He had been trying to release himself from the ruffians hold, but the man refused to release him. Its not the Cuckold that were drinkin to, he sneered. Its to our darling, him whats over the water.

From the other side of the carriage, Sir Humphrey gave a gasp. Lovett! What have I

Will you shut your mouth and let me handle this!

Giving Sir Humphrey a vicious glance, Lord Lovett tried harder to free himself, while Harrowby sputtered, Why, you! Ill have you taken up for sedition! How dare you speak of his Majesty like that! Where are my footmen? Why dont they seize these ruffians?

The footmen were nowhere in sight, but Hester heard the sound of slaps and fists on flesh, and an occasional encouraging cry from their coachman, which told her that the men were engaged in their defense.

Lord Lovett had got command of his temper again, and he cut through Harrowbys speech to say reasonably, You see what the consequences could be? If I were you, I should run, before the militia comes to round you up.

But the man was too drunk to listen. He took up the cries, coming from farther up the street. High Church and Ormonde! No wee German lairdie for us!

A Stuart! A restoration!

Through the opposite pane, Hester saw members of the mob breaking the windows of a house. The stock jobbers in the street were being attacked. She winced, as a young man was beat on the head with a rake. Others were stripped of their coats, while cries filled the streets. The mob cheered the Duke of Ormonde and King James, and cursed the Quakers, Whigs, and King George.

Today was the Duke of Ormondes birthday, but never had there been a celebration like this. His Grace should have been honoured this morning by private visits to his house, but no birthday but a royal one should ever be celebrated publicly in the streets.

Some men from the militia tried to break up the crowd, but they were quickly surrounded and beaten, too. Whoever had the courage to support King George was running to take cover.

Where are my footmen? Harrowby shouted again. His voice cracked on the final word. Here, you! Coachman! Give them a taste of your whip!

Yer not goin anywhere, till ye drinks to the health of King James. Let me hear ye! Ormonde! No King George! Give us King James III!

Lord Lovett gave a desperate shove, freed one hand, and reached for his sword.

As the man dived again and nearly dragged him into the street, Sir Humphrey shrieked, Ormonde! No King George! King James III!

The rioter had nearly managed to pull Lord Lovett from the coach. Hester and Isabella grabbed his coattails and struggled to hang on. 

High Church and Ormonde! Sir Humphrey bleated again.

At last the man heard him through his drunken fog. He released Lord Lovett so suddenly that he fell backwards, landing on top of Hester, who had been pulling harder than the rest.

Thats more like! The man gave them a great big grin. Now let me hear ye all say it No, wait! Ill get ye a tankard so ye can toast his Grace and our rightful king.

He turned to stagger away, and in that moment, Lord Lovett recovered his footing. He quickly banged on the roof of the coach, slammed its door, and shouted, Coachman, whip up the horses!

As their driver complied, the coach gave a huge lurch forward. High Church and Ormonde! Lord Lovett called back out the window. Sir Humphrey had never ceased his cheering, and now he stuck his round face out the opposite window and cheered even louder. Hester joined them, waving with friendliness to the mob as their coach was allowed through. 

One horrible sight after another met their eyes. One man who was brave enoughor foolish enoughto huzzah King George was dragged from his carriage box and soundly beaten. A nonconformist church was set afire.

They had no notion of what had become of their footmen and dared not stop to see if theyd been hurt. No one in the coach spoke or exchanged a glance until they had left the rioters far behind.

By the time they cleared St. Pauls, Sir Humphreys breaths were coming in deep gasps and his eyes were wide. He started to say something, but Lord Lovett cut him off.

It would seem he stared at his friend that you were right and I was wrong. I owe you an apology, Cove, and I must thank you for your quick thinking, which has saved me from a beating, if nothing worse.

Sir Humphrey looked as if he might make a reply, but he was too overcome with emotion. His eyes filled with tears, and he nodded, remaining silent until they dropped him before his lodgings in Jermyn Street.

Quick thinking, that, Harrowby agreed, once Sir Humphrey was gone. He was still holding onto Isabella, whether for his comfort or hers Hester could not say. I only hope his Majesty never gets wind of this.

I doubt he will. Lord Lovetts amusement seemed to indicate that he had fully recovered from the frightening ordeal. Indeed, he seemed admirably relaxed. I doubt that anyone in that mob will be eager to report his participation in it, or even what was said. Our attempts at self-preservation are likely to go unremarked.

The confound impudence of it! Harrowby began to fume again. How dare they hold up Ormonde so high? I have never heard them cheer his Grace of Marlborough in that scandalous way. Damned Jacobites! Ormonde had better be careful if he dont want trouble for himself. They shall see what comes of all this treasonous talk. Mark my words, but they will!

Lord Lovett eased his body against the cushions. In shifting his position, he met Hesters gaze, where he must have spied a sign of his own reflections, for he gave her a secretive smile. I am certain you will soon have them quaking in their boots, my lord.

Hester tried not to laugh, but after all the shock and the excitement, she found it nearly impossible.

* * * *

Thomas Barnes, groom, valet and general man of business, had started to fret at the absense of his lord. If truth be told, hed been anxious from the moment his master, the Viscount St. Mars, had decided to take himself off to France. They had quarreled mightily about St. Marss going alone, Tom refusing to be parted from him, and his master insisting that Tom stay behind.

I will not have you getting caught sneaking out of the country with me, St. Mars had said. They would be sure to hang you. Is that what you want? Then, with a ghost of his former humour, he added, And, besides, I thought you did not care for the French.

Ignoring an obvious attempt to distract him, Tom retorted, And I thought you said you wouldnt be in any danger, my lord. 

St. Mars sighed. Travelling alone, I do not expect to be, but I can hardly escape unnoticed with an army at my heels.

I aint no army, my lord.

A retinue, then. Have we not established that you are my gang of one? Im counting on you to keep up the pretense with Lade. I want him to think that I have a gang of cutthroats at my beck and call. 

Lade, their landlord at the Fox and Goose, deep in the Weald of Kent, was a Newgate gaolbird, who harboured highwaymen and dealt in smuggled goods, and had to be kept in his place. Neither St. Mars nor Tom had been able to discover whether he knew the identity of the mysterious Mr. Brown and his servant who had appeared over a month ago to take up residence at his inn. Clearly, he suspected St. Mars of something, but not, perhaps, of being the viscount charged with murdering his own father. At least, he had not squeaked beef, as he would have said, to get the reward of three hundred pounds that had been placed on St. Marss head. Instead, he eagerly pocketed the money St. Mars doled out to rent the Fox and Goose and its servants for his private use. And St. Mars had given Lade to understand that if he ever called down the law on his wealthy guest, then he would feel free to mention his hosts connections with smugglers and highwaymen.

I need you here, Tom, St. Mars continued. I need you to keep an eye on my belongings, and to take care of Penny his beloved horse and to let me know at once of any reason that I should come back.

You do mean to come back, dont you, sir? Before too long?

Tom had not liked the way St. Mars had hesitated over his reply. The despair that sometimes showed through his careful demeanour had betrayed itself for a moment. I shall return when I cannot bear to stay away any longer, or when I am needed. For the last, I count on you to let me know. You should open any letter that comes for me. Is that understood?

Yes, my lord, but Tom had found it difficult to shape the question he had wanted to ask, so he had ended with, You wont leave me here too long?

If you find it too long, you must write to tell me. Address your letters to my steward, Monsieur Lavalle, at St. Mars. He will see that I get them.

And Tom had had to be content. 

* * * *

Now nearly a month had gone by, and nary a word from his master had come. Tom had thrown himself into improving St. Marss quarters in this flea-ridden inn theyd been forced to call home. With a few discreet repairsnothing too grand, which might have called the attention of the authorities to the housesome furniture ordered from tradesmen in Maidstone, and the hiring of a cook and laundress, he had made the place ready for St. Marss return. These lodgings were not so bad for a man like Tom who had slept most of his life over the stables, but they were a degradation compared to Rotherham Abbey and Hawkhurst House, two of the six important properties St. Mars should have inherited upon his fathers death.

If there was one thing Tom had learned in his short time as groom to an outlaw, however, it was the need for secrecy. It was secrecy that kept him close to the inn with virtually nothing to do all day. He exercised Penny and Beauthe horse he had taken for himself from Lord Hawkhursts stablesalong the footpaths and drovers trails throughout the Weald, memorizing their turns and twists, in case he and his master had to flee the Kings Messengers, and learning to thinkif he only knew itsomething like the highwaymans accomplice he had become. But no two horses could occupy an experienced groom all of any day, and he found himself with far too much time to think about things that he would rather ignore.

As he was doing this evening, as he brushed Penny down after a long, sweating ride. He caught himself ruminating about the woman who kept house for Lade. A pretty woman, turned harlot after going to gaol for being gulled by a thief. A warm, cheerful sort of female, skilled with a needle, who had spent hours happily working over the silks and satins they had bought for St. Mars. 

Katy still had to serve Lades customers in the taproom, where Tom took his meals now that St. Mars was gone. Tom had rejected her friendly advances. He didnt truck with whores. But he had noticed that, even though she still put on a smile for the men who came into the taproom, she never looked for their attention. If anything, since asking for the job of caring for St. Marss clothes, and getting it, she had become adept at fending them off. She managed them with a cheerful goodwillto avoid angering Lade, Tom suspected.

These observations had been a torment. Tom did not want to admire her. Staying away from her would be so much easier if he could only find fault. He wanted nothing at all to do with a whore, former or otherwise. His father had died of the pox, and Tom knew that there was no greater torture on earthmaybe not even in hell.

If only St. Mars had not left him here alone!

He was putting away his brushes, about to face the daily ordeal of watching her serve his dinner, when he heard the rare sound of hoof beats in the yard and a mans voice calling out for service.

Avis, the stableboy, dropped his pitchfork and ran running to take charge of the mans horse. Tom stayed out of sight. He tried to get a glimpse of the rider, but the man disappeared into the inn with hardly a word to the boy.

The Fox and Goose was a small, ramshackle inn in a hamlet, which had nothing to recommend it but a few hedgerow alehouses. Deep in the Weald, it did not lie on any important road. Nor did it receive the custom of men on horseback, unless they, like St. Mars, had something to hide. 

As soon as Avis returned, leading the visitors horse, Tom accosted him. Whos the stranger?

Avis answered cheerfully, Oh, Mr. Menzies aint no stranger. He stops every now and then. And he tips me a George, if Im quick enough.

What kind of rogue is he?

You mean, is he one of the banditti? Avis asked, then shrugged, unconcerned. I dont think so. But if he is, hed be one of the gentlmen for sure.

Tom did not like the thought of any stranger staying at the Fox and Goose. The locals and drovers who came to drink posed enough of a threat to St. Mars, but a gentleman who traveled through on other business might inform the authorities in London about the mysterious Mr. Brown who resided in a place that no respectable person should ever call home.

Walking into the taproom, Tom caught a look at the man, who was dressed in a gentlemans riding wig, tall leather boots, and fashionable traveling clothes. An arrogant face and bearing, combined with an intolerant manner, did nothing to make him more appealing. Lade, however, had greeted him like a welcome guest, and Katy obviously knew him, too. No curiosity showed in her eyes, but she bustled to serve him with a sort of deference that no other customer received.

Tom seated himself at a table by the fire, near the cage where the dog was turning the spit. As the animal worked its wheel, Tom was only able to observe the stranger a few moments more before Lade conducted him into the private parlour. The parlour that was leased to St. Mars, who had paid for its use.

Katy made trips inside to carry them food and some of Lades smuggled French wine. Each time she emerged, her brown eyes grew a little more clouded. And on more than one of these occasions, she threw Tom a glance that contained a mix of hurt and resentment. Tom couldnt imagine what right she had to be angry with him, but after several minutes of this treatment, he decided it was time he discovered what was going on.

He rose from his bench and sauntered across the tight, mean corridor to Lades private parlour. Emboldened beyond his usual state, he did not knock before opening the door.

What the!

He was more than a little disconcerted when the gentleman, seated with Lade, leapt to his feet, scraping his bench against the floor, and pulled out his sword. Tom retreated a step, while Lade, who was a little slow to react, stood up between them and said, Thats bene, sir! Thats Tom, what works for the gentry-cove I was tellin ye about.

Tom was not pleased to hear that Lade had been wagging his tongue about St. Mars. Taking matters into his own hands, he said, Whys this gentleman using Mr. Browns parlour, Lade. Its been let for the time.

Menzies sneered, I am not accustomed to having my comfort challengedleast of all by a servant.

Theres no need to make im brush. Lades tone was wheedling, which meant he knew he was in the wrong. Mr. Menzies eres one of us. Hes a rum un, e is.

And you mean to charge him for a room youve been paid for. I know how your mind works, Lade.

Lade scowled. Now theres where yer wrong, ye chub! I havent asked im fer a grig. Have I, Mr. Menzies? I would never try to nip one of his Majestys men, would I?

The stranger ignored him. Sitting down on his bench again, he leaned back, the better to examine Tom. He raked him from head to toe, with so much insolence on his face that Tom could hear an angry pulse starting in his ears. 

I should like to meet this master of yours, Menzies said, finally. Lade has told me some curious things about him.

Has he? Tom feigned an indifference he could not feel. Every hair on his back had risen in warning. He would have something to say to Lade as soon as this gentleman was gone. My master would be happy to meet you, too, if only to find out why you and Lade here are so chatty about another gentlemans business.

Menzies responded with an angry gleam. Oh, you mustnt blame Lade. He has been in my service these past two years. This parlour, which your master has taken, according to you, has always been placed at my disposal. I find myself wondering why a man, such as Lade has described your master to be, would bother to stop in such an out-of-the-way place?

Tom had learned a thing or two these past few months. And he countered immediately, I was wonderin the same about you, Mr. Menzies. What business do you have in these parts?

Lade gave a guffaw. Why, the same sort of business we all have, chub! Do ythink I dont know yer Mr. Brown is gone to France? Now what sort of business would he get up to there?

Menzies regarded Tom closely, as if searching for a sign that he understood. Indeed, I am very sorry to miss him. Ill look forward to seeing him on my way back through, but for now he turned to Lade I would be glad to retire to my room. Is it the same as usual, or has Mr. Brown taken it, too?

Turning scarlet, Lade rubbed a hand across the back of his neck and squirmed. Now ye knows I dont like to disoblige ye, but that room is sort of took. I can turn Katy out of hers for ye, though.

Menzies grimaced. I shall want the sheets aired, but you can tell the wench to join me when Im settled.

A knot quickly formed in the pit of Toms stomach. Katy had been made to entertain Lades guests in the past. But that was all supposed to be overwasnt it? She had not been used that way since St. Mars and he had come to the Fox and Goose. St. Mars had hired her to tend his clothes, for there was no man in Pigden with the skills to do it. It had never occurred to Tom that Katy would be asked to whore again.

He found himself saying, belligerently, Katy works for my master now. Shes not Lades servant any more.

Lade threw him a glare, but Tom drew himself up, daring either man to contradict him.

Fortunately, Menzies looked only mildly annoyed as he turned to say to Lade, If this is the sort of welcome I am to receive in this house, you will be very fortunate if I ever stop here again. But he glanced at Tom, with a less than friendly look perhaps your Mr. Brown will no longer be here when I return. Either that, or he will find a way to satisfy me for the inconvenience he has caused.

He picked up his tricorn and riding cloak and, with a sneer for Tom, strode past him and up the narrow stairs.

Now why did ye go and do that? Lade asked, as soon as he was gone. As if yer master had ever lain wif my wench. He dont even fancy er to my way o thinkin.

Tom hedged, unable to explain. The less that gentlman stops here the better.

Well, yed better get used to im. He rides back and forth from Lunnon to the coast. I sees im two or three times a year a least. And whenever hes been, ye always hears of somethin goin on. There must be somethin brewin up in Lunnon for sure or he wouldnt be comin through now.

Tom, who was shaking strangely in the wake of his confrontation over Katy, didnt bother to attend. He took himself upstairs to his own room, where he tidied his things.

* * * *

Later that night, when he heard Katys light footfall on the floor of the gallery, he went out to meet her. Her look of surprise made his innards feel topsy-turvy.

Youre to sleep in my room tonight, he said roughly. That fellow Menzies has taken yours. The master wont mind if I use his room this once. He would bed down on the floor, but she didnt need to know that.

Oh, I wouldnt want to turn you out she started.

But he stopped her with a glare. Youll do as youre told! Mr. Brown told me to watch over all his belongings, and that means you, too.

Her eyes grew round, then they relaxed into a cautious, but friendly stare.

Tom could not be certain, but he thought he detected a measure of relief in her gaze.

He knew he should say something cuttingsomething like, he wouldnt have her wagging her tongue about Mr. Brown to every man who stopped at the inn. He couldnt let her think he cared if she slept with Mr. Menzies or anyone else. But he couldnt bring himself to say it, not when it just wasnt fair.

St. Mars had given no sign that he regarded her as his property. But, Tom reasoned, she had always belonged to somebody or other. Better St. Mars than anyone else he could think of.

She was still staring up at him, as if wondering what had brought his anger on, when he had always been so careful not to take any notice of her.

Tom felt a hoarseness in his throat. I just dont like this Mr. Menzies, is all.

The smile Katy gave him was rather sad. Neither do I. So Im glad if Mr. Brown doesnt want me to please him.

Im sure he dont. Not him or anyone else. Youve got enough work to do, and you couldnt do a good enough job ifwell, if His tongue felt tied.

I understand, Mr. Barnes. She gave a lift to her shoulders. Thank you very much for giving up your room.

Chagrinned by the stories he had made up, Tom lowered his head and mumbled a goodnight. 

Then, he did not breathe again until the door to St. Marss chamber was closed behind him and locked with a key.




Chapter Two



Fools! who from hence into the notion fall, 

That Vice or Virtue there is none at all.

If white and black blend, soften and unite 

A thousand ways, is there no black or white?

Ask your own heart, and nothing is so plain;

Tis to mistake them, costs the time and pain.

II. iv.



His opponent was swift and keen, with a wrist so astonishingly supple that Gideon had been forced more than once to leap sideways to avoid the point of his blade. The two men padded about the empty room, silent except for the sound of their breathingeach breath coming faster nowGideons light and quick, his opponents deeper, like the huffing of a bull. Gideon would not make the same error he had made the last time the two had fought. He would not mistake the masters wheezing for a sign that he had tired. His carelessness on that earlier occasion had almost cost him an eye.

In a moment of recklessness he had pressed an advantage that had existed only in his mind. It was a feeling that had no place either in a masters classroom or on the dueling field.

Attention! Parez...riposte!

He steadied himself for the moves. A sudden lunge. His parry en tierce. The masters riposte and his parry again.

With a quickness that surprised even him, he followed his parry with a lunge. But a start from his opponent made him check himself, even as Monsieur Andolini drew away. At the safe distance of a few paces, the Frenchman touched the point of his small-sword to the floor and regarded his pupil with a cold eye.

 Monsieur le vicomte grows tired of Andolini, oui? He wishes to dispatch him to the lenfer?

 No, of course not. Forgive me. I would never be so careless. When I see an opening, though, I find myself eager to take it.

 If monsieur had taken that particular opening, I am not certain that Andolini would have parried it in time. In that case, monsieur would have found himself accused of murder in France as well as England. 

 This last was said so wryly that Gideon knew no offense had been meant. Still, he found it hard to laugh at a jest, even a sympathetic one, about his unhappy situation. Perhaps in time he would be able to find a certain irony in it, but not so recently after his fathers death. Only two weeks ago, he had come to the Chateau of St. Mars, his French estate, hoping to find some manner of reliefhere, where he was not an outlaw and had the freedom to go anywhere he pleased.

 But the relief he had prayed for had not come. Certainly he had welcomed that first day when he could ride out in the sunlight without the fear of being caught. He had been able to breathe with the all freedom of the innocent man he was. But soon, his malaise had returnednot from any fear of being captured, but from a combination of guilt and loneliness that refused to go away. Guilt, because even though he had not murdered his father, he knew that his own foolishness had made it easier for his fathers murderer to kill.

 And loneliness, because, no matter how welcome he was here on his own estate, his heart belonged to his home in Kent. 

 I have offended my lord. Andolini bowed, with the serenity of a man who knew the superiority of his fighting skills.

 It is nothing. Gideon shook off his gloom. You must not regard my ill-humours. They come upon me with no warning, but they have nothing to do with you.

 Andolinis face betrayed a concern that surprised Gideon, for they were not of long acquaintance. The master had only come to St. Mars this week. Gideon had stumbled upon him on the road to Chateaubriant, where Andolini had gone to give lessons to its lord. Restless and eager for distractionthough not for the company he had found at VersaillesGideon had invited Andolini to instruct him at St. Mars before returning to Paris. Their sessions, numbering two per day and each lasting for an hour or two, had restored the strength Gideon had lost when the wound from a sword had festered, rendering him as weak as a posset with no ale. 

 Gideon had taken to the Frenchman, who offered him this counsel now, Monsieur must always resist the temptation to make the lunge, especially when dueling with a poor student of the art. It is the unexpected that gets one killed. The épée is not the English back-sword, my lord. It is not even the French rapier.

 That is understood. At least Gideon laughed I say I understand, but it is not in my nature to think before I act. My impulsiveness has landed me in trouble on more than one occasion.

 Then it is good that monsieur has the grace of a cat. For only a cat will always land on its feet.

 I cannot always do that, Maître Andolini.

 The masters expression, which had retained a trace of the pedagogue, underwent a significant change. He spoke with genuine sympathy. Mais non, bien sûr. There is no one who can always land on his feet, monsieur, but you have the grace and the heart to endure more misfortune than your enemies. Your quickness will be your ally. Just do not let it lead you. You must be the master of it. There is no place for carelessness in the duello. It will only lead to a contretemps, which is not a good thing.

 I shall try to keep that in mind, monsieur.

 They put their swords away and walked to the center of the house. At the top of the marble stairs they parted, Andolini to his room to collect his belongings, Gideon to his chamber to dress for a solitary meal.

 Todays lesson had been their last. Gideon was sorry to see the master go. They had enjoyed conversation over their meals, and the lessons had been invaluable. During their sessions, too, Gideon had come close to rejoicing in the use of his body and in the challenge of meeting someone whose skills were superior to his own. But caution, which had to be used in a classroom in which two men were armed with épées, with no protection from their blades, had kept the exercise from quieting his restless soul. He needed something unrestrained to purge him of his unhappy thoughts. He wanted something to make him burn, a sense of purpose, a quest, or a goal. But everything he truly cared about had been torn from his reach.

 Andolinis sympathy was the first he had received since his last meeting with Hester Kean, which perhaps was the reason why, while Andolini had been speaking, an image of her had briefly entered his head. Gideon had seen her again the way he had seen her last, standing in her bedchamber with the neck of her bodice untied. He did not know why that particular memory should have come to him then, though he had visited it many a time. Andolini had certainly looked nothing like Mrs. Kean.

 Mrs. Kean, in fact, had not looked very much like herself at that moment, when he had startled her in her room. He had waited too long to inform her of his presence, to warn her before she removed the modest piece of cloth at her breast. But it was the curve of her neck that had made him hesitate. The graceful sight of it in the glow of her candle had provoked a huskiness in his throatone that he had been forced to clear before speaking.

 Then, her look of delight when she had turned had startled him. Her face had lit with so much welcome. Shock, he had expected. Even fear, for how could she have known for certain that he would never hurt her? They had been completely alone, with the thickness of the Abbey walls between them and anyone else. But she had been certain of her safety, and her pleasure in seeing him had warmed him in the most unsettling way.

 She completely forgot the opening at her throat, until he reminded her of it himself. And then she showed such a pretty confusion, the sort of girlish emotion that he had never expected to see on her face, for Mrs. Kean had always seemed such an imperturbable girl. She had never flinched when he had abducted her, had not shrunk when he had asked for her help in a murder involving treason, and had not screamed when she had watched him put a sword through a villain. That a little thing like an opening in her gown could throw her out of countenance brought a smile to Gideons lips every time he recalled it. He had actually tried not to recall it, for the pleasure it brought him was inevitably followed by the lowering realization that he might never see Mrs. Kean again. 

 Shaking off this memory again, Gideon dressed himself in a fresh linen shirt with a long, ruffled jabot. He completed his costume in the style négligé, leaving the neck of his shirt open, the collar loosely turned down, and his waistcoat unbuttoned. He had lost his valet Philippe along with everything else, but he was not of a mind to replace him yet. He could not think of taking on a personal servant until he knew what his next step would be.

 On top of his dressing table lay a paper that he had found waiting for him the moment he had arrived at St. Mars. It had been sent with no message attached. Gideon picked it up and stood musing over it for, perhaps, the hundredth time.

 It was something he had read last year, along with everyone else, when many gentlemen had received it in the London post. It was a declaration from the Pretender, James Francis Stuart, which had arrived in England months after his sister Queen Annes death. Dated the 29th of August, 1714, and written from Plombières, where James had gone to take the waters after being rebuffed by his Majesty of France, it was the desperate plea of a prince who believed he had been betrayed by his friends.

 The first time Gideon had read itin England, in English, and in possession of his lifehe had not given it the degree of attention he did now. This copy had been printed in French, but the message was the same. 

 James declared that he had been led by his supporters in England to expect that his sister would name him her successor or, failing this, that his loyal British friends would change the Act of Succession in his favour. Believing all they told him, and expecting to be restored to his throne, he had waited, leaving the management of his concerns to his trusty and well-beloved Cousins and Counsellors, then encompassing the Throne who, he said, from time to time sent him intelligence and encouragement. He went on to say that these counselors, whose names, till known, would be concealed, either falsely or foolishly, did lose the opportunity of bringing him home. And what had proved a further mortification and disappointment, when he had given notice of his intention to cross the water, he was prevented by some of his best friends.

 The news-sheets in England had reported that, on hearing of his sisters death, James had set out from Bar-le-Duc in Lorraine, his current place of exile, for Versailles, where he had expected to receive the French kings help. Being notified of his departure by Englands spies, Louis XIV had dispatched the Marquis de Torcy to intercept him and send him back. In the peace with England, France had agreed not to harbour the Pretender, which the marquis had reminded him. James had only been allowed to travel to Chaillot to see his mother before seeking comfort from his woes in taking the waters at Plombières.

 Although his bitterness and disappointment had always been clear, Gideon could now feel Jamess emotions as strongly as his own. As recently as last autumn, all that had concerned him in the declaration was Jamess refusal to forsake his Catholic religion. Unlike Charles II, he was unabashedly a papist and unwilling to pretend a conversion to the Protestant faith, though he promised that he would allow his subjects to worship as they pleased. Gideon had not known whether to admire James or blame him for his honesty, because it had certainly cost him the throne. With the former ministry in chaosmany of them professed Jacobites, according to Jamess declarationGideon had privately concluded that the cause was lost.

 But that was before his own misfortunes had made him an exile, too. When he had arrived at St. Mars, he had opened the declaration and read it again.

 Under the Great Seal of England, which had been smuggled with his father to France, James had made several promises that he termed his Royal Will and Testament. Gideons eyes had immediately been drawn to the phrases that some anonymous messenger had marked for him by hand.

 And for quieting the Minds of all our Loving Subjects from Fears, James had written, for offences committed against us, and our Pretences in times past, we do farther promise and declare under our Great Seal, that (as soon as Counsel can draw the same after the said Exchange) we will cause a general Indemnity (as good as any Act of Oblivion) to pass under the said Great Seal, for pardoning all Traitors, Murderers, Felons and Fugitives, and Felons of themselves, Fore-faulters, Fore-stallers, Fidlers, Fortune-Tellers, Prize-Fighters, Flesh-Eaters in Lent without License, and all other Offenders whatsoever, who have any ways acted contrary to Law.

 Whoever sent Gideon this declaration knew what he wanted. Jamess supporters were experts at offering people whatever would tempt them to his cause. And in Gideons case, this was not a title or a place at court. James had promised peerages to so many men that it was questionable whether he would be able to make his promises good, even if he did ascend the throne. But if he could regain it, he would be able to grant Gideons most profound wish with just a stroke of his pen.

 Night after night, Gideon had tried to think of a way to clear himself through the courts of justice, but he had not found any means. If he did nothing, his estates would never be restored to him, but he still did not know what he was willing to do to get them back. Make war on his countrymen? Force a king on them against their will? Take the chance that James would prove to be a tyrant and impose his Catholic religion on England?

 Gideon had met James on his tour of the Continent and had liked him. It was impossible not to like a prince with the Stuart charm. Jamess followers, though, had not inspired him with their leadership or their disinterest. He had turned his back on the Stuart cause two years ago. He still could not bring himself to join them unless his path became clear.

 For nearly the hundredth time, he put Jamess declaration back on his dressing table and left his chamber in search of his dinner.

* * * *

 Harrowbys footmen had returned to Hawkhurst House with blackened eyes and bruised lips. Then, later, the family learned that the riot had been repeated in other towns, especially in those, like Oxford, where the Stuarts had always held sway. Clearly the Tories fall from power had exacerbated the peoples feelings, and King George, by appointing only Whigs to the ministry, had convinced some that their duty was to fight.

 Isabella and her mother had to take more servants along on their shopping expeditions, for through the month of May, the Jacobites seized every pretext to riot. The anniversary of every Stuart triumph was found to bring them out, from the Pretenders birthday to Queen Annes coronation day. The populace even revived the celebration of the Restorationnot observed these past twenty yearsin order to riot against King George.

 When visitors now came to Hawkhurst House or the family attended another hostesss drawing room, the conversation turned as often to the latest political pamphlet as it did to fashion or the plays. Mrs. Mayfield declared that she never wanted to hear another word from the Tories or the Whigs, and that as far as she was concerned, they could paper the city with their accusations and justifications, but she would never lower herself to read them. If they choked on all those nasty papers, it would only serve them right.

 She refused to let the turmoil interfere with her own plans. Her mind was ever employed on the many ways that her daughters brilliant marriage to an earl could benefit the Mayfield fortunes. With summer approaching soon, when the Court would leave town, she had very ittle time to waste.

 She cornered Hester one morning before Isabella was awake and drew her into the small withdrawing room, which was equipped with an escritoire for the countesss use.

 I want you to write a letter to Mayfield for me, she said. Mrs. Mayfield never referred to her eldest son by his first name, Dudley, for she thought it beneath his dignity. It had been she, and not her poor, abused husband, who had framed the Mayfield genealogy and hung in the hall of his house. I want him to come immediately, so Hawkhurst can get him a place at Court.

 You want me to write to your son?

 Mrs. Mayfield bristled. I hope, you are not too good to do a service for your aunt, now that you are waiting woman to a countess! I wonder where you would be if I had not taken you into my house?

 I meant no ingratitude, Aunt. I was simply wondering why you would not choose to write to him yourself?

 I shall be writing it, Dame Prig. The letter is to be from me, but Mayfield insists that he cannot read my writing, and I must have him understand. This is too important. So, sit and write what I tell you to.

 Hester sat at the small bureau and took out paper and ink. She checked the quill, but, as usual in this well-governed household, it had already been sharpened. As she put her pen to paper and began with her aunts salutation, she braced herself for a blatant piece of self-serving foolishness.

 For Mrs. Mayfields letter was just that. She exhorted her son to abandon his siblings and his land to travel to Hawkhurst House as soon as was possible. She told him that his new brother-in-law, her dear Lord Hawkhurst, was anxious to see to his advancement and would welcome him with open arms. Although Hester knew this to be a fabrication, she did not remonstrate, for she also knew that nothing would divert her aunt from a course designed for her own aggrandizement.

 She thought she had hidden her reaction to these lies fairly well, until her aunt said, And you neednt sigh like that, Goody Kean! I know very well what Im doing. And there is no reason why Mayfield shouldnt get a share of my lords influence, when every Tom, Dick and Harry is asking for the same.

 Besides, she said, I have quite another reason for bringing Mayfield here. And if I tell him what it is, he will keep on shooting and riding with his friends and refuse to come.

 Another reason?

 Yes, Sir Humphrey Coves sister, Mrs. Jamison, is quite the matchmaker, Im told. She is a widow, but her husband was a merchant in the City, so she has an abundance of relations with persons of that sort. I want her to find Mayfield a splendid match. They say she found Lord Lunleys son an heiress, and if she can do that for a coxcomb with nothing to recommend him but a squint and a pair of spindly legs, she can very well do it for my son.

 Since Hester knew that the success of any matchmaking on Dudleys behalf would depend entirely on Mrs. Mayfields ability to extract money from her son-in-law for a settlement, she could not doubt that this statement was true.

* * * *

 Before Dudley arrived, Mrs. Mayfield paid a visit to Mrs. Jamison and engaged her interest. Mrs. Jamison promised to come up with a list of possible brides, so there was nothing more for Mrs. Mayfield to do than wait for the unwitting bridegroom to arrive. She was afforded an opportunity to discuss the list in advance when Sir Humphrey brought his sister to Hawkhurst House one evening.

 Isabella always preferred to go out, but even she knew that a lady must sometimes be at home to welcome her friends. A steady stream of visitors had passed through her drawing-room since eight oclock. Most had not lingered, but had moved on to other houses where, Hester suspected, they would find the conversation more enlightening. The ones who stayed were Harrowbys usual cronies, and they made themselves comfortable on the satin and velvet cushions.

 Lord Lovett had brought a friend with him, a Colonel Potter of the Foot-Guards. He was a tall, lean gentleman with a military bearing. Neither a brown shoulder-length periwig nor a sandy moustache could conceal his complexion, which was decidedly red. Every inch on his face and hands was covered in large, reddish freckles, and his face was set in sullen lines.

 His career had not taught him the necessary skills for a ladys drawing-room, for he paid Isabella only scant courtesy and ignored every other woman present, before turning his attention exclusively on Harrowby. Even from where she sat in a corner, Hester could see that the Colonels conversation was far too sober for Harrowbys tastes. Lord Lovett occasionally tried to lighten it by throwing his friend a sally, but even though the Colonel often attempted to respond in kind, his humour was too dour to be amusing.

 Lord Lovett had given up and had gone to sit on a sofa with Isabella, when Sir Humphrey and his sister burst breathlessly into the room. Their breathlessness turned out not to have been caused merely by a hurried walk up the stairs, for before they could even be welcomed, Sir Humphrey called from the door, Its good Ive found you here, Potter. You will be needed in the park. Theres been the most frightful to-do.

 Colonel Potter frowned. He threw a glance at Lord Lovett, and an invisible intelligence passed between them. Lord Lovett made no response except to raise an eyebrow in Sir Humphreys direction, before asking, Whatever is the trouble now? 

 Whatever it is, cant it wait? the Colonel said. I was speaking to his lordship.

 I beg my lords pardon, of course. Sir Humphrey extracted a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face, which was covered in perspiration from his haste. But theres trouble in the Foot-Guards. When we were coming up St. Jamess, we saw a group of them waving and shouting. They were burning the shirts the King gave to them todaysomething about inferior cloth. They were not very happy, I assure you. I thought you might be needed to quiet them down.

 The Colonel did not seem alarmed, but instead rather grimly pleased. Perhaps that will teach Marlborough not to cheat them.

 Harrowby gave him a shocked look. To criticize Marlborough, now that the Whigs were in power, was blasphemy.

 Lord Lovett relaxed into his cushions and said, Tut, tut! I wonder what our new King will have to say on the matter? Or, rather, his interpreters, of course, for he cannot address the troops, since very few of them speak German. It will not be easy for him to sleep if his Foot-Guards are unhappy with their general. They might even think of holding his Majesty to blame, and then what?

 They were building a bonfire in the middle of the street as we passed, said Sir Humphrey, waving his handkerchief in excitement, and now that you mention it, Lovett, I believe I did hear his Majestys name called aloud.

 Colonel Potter raised his upper lip in a satisfied sneer. I shouldnt be surprised if you did.

 This may be something to consider. Sir Humphrey seemed curiously elated.

 Hester was no expert on the army, but even she knew that it was no small thing for troops this close to the King to be angry with him.

 Shouldnt you do something about it? Harrowby said helplessly to Colonel Potter. We regret the loss of your companyvery amiable and all that, of coursebut your duty to his Majesty will naturally come first. I am not a military man, thank God!but thats what I should think. Neednt be concerned about offending us. Ant that right, Little Woman? he said to his wife.

 Isabella was making sweet eyes at Lord Lovett and tapping his thigh with her fan, but she raised her eyes to her husband and agreed, Whatever you say, my Lambikins.

 Thus urged, the Colonel truly had no choice but to go. He hid his irritation with imperfect grace as he begged his hosts to excuse him and promised to pay them another visit just as soon as he was able.

 Once he quitted the room, Sir Humphrey recalled with a sudden start that he had not yet observed the rules of politeness. He made Mrs. Jamison known to the few in the room who had not already met her. Isabella called to one of the footman to place a chair for her beside Mrs. Mayfield, and Sir Humphrey looked over his group of friends with pleasure.

 Well, here we are then, my dears, he began afresh, once his sister had been settled. He folded his fingers over his paunch and beamed. Very well met, indeed. I have not seen any of you since the day of our going to see the infant with the mark. I hope that everyone is recovered from that incident. The ladies took no serious fright, I hope, for in truth there was nothing to fear.

 This statement amused Hester, when she recollected how shrilly he had shrieked, but they all assured him that they had come to no harm.

 No, of course, you did not, he agreed. You were all perfectly safe as long as Lovett and I were with you. Were they not, my dear Adrian?

 Lord Lovett sighed and rolled his eyes. Yes, Humphrey, perfectly safe. But, for my part, I should rather forget the episode. Being beholden to you for my deliverance has grown rather tedious, so I beg you will forgive me if I neglect to thank you again for it.

 He ignored Sir Humphrey, who protested that that had not been his intention and would have appealed to Lord Lovett again for his assurances of the ladies safety, if Mrs. Mayfield had not welcomed the opportunity to draw notice to herself. She regaled Mrs. Jamison with the palpitations she had suffered that evening on hearing of the danger in which her precious daughter, the countess, had found herself, and did it so loudly as to distract Sir Humphrey from his speech.

 She was eager to hear of the candidates the go-between had found, however, so soon she changed the subject, and before too many minutes had passed, the ladies had their heads together over Mrs. Jamisons list.

 Hester was sitting in her usual chair, where she could do needlework by the light of a branched candlestick. The candles in Hawkhurst House were made of such superior wax that they never spit, and Hester preferred spending her evening hours this way to participating in her familys trivial conversations.

 She could not help overhearing the talk around her, however, and her mind wandered in and out of the various discourses. Mrs. Jamison had a tendency to repeat herself, for every young woman she mentioned was either very amiable, a polite sort of girl, or from a very respectable family. They all had enormous fortunes, of course.

 The name Mrs. Agnes Hobbes soon emerged. Her father was a master brewer who had made such an enormous fortune supplying the inhabitants of London with beer that he had recently purchased his family a tidy estate at Kingston-on-Thames. Mrs. Agnes was his only surviving child. Whoever married Sir William Hobbess daughter would come into possession of her sizeable fortune and estate, with a strong possibility of being given a title, when the combination of name and wealth obliterated the source from which the fortune had come.

 From the point of view of prospects, fortune, and connections, Mrs. Jamison said, no other candidate can approach Mrs. Agnes Hobbes. It is rumoured that her father will be elected Lord Mayor in next years election.

 While the potential brides were being ranked, sight unseen, Lord Lovett whispered bits of nonsense in Isabellas ear. She responded with high, rippling giggles and an occasional rap of her fan. Harrowby and Sir Humphrey came to sit in armchairs across from the sofa, and Harrowby, whod been lost in his thoughts, cut into their flirting.

 Now why should that fellow want to blame Marlborough for those shirts, I wonder?

 Lord Lovett quickly took his eyes off Isabella, who pouted at having her amusement spoiled, and said, with an irony that was undoubtedly lost on Harrowby, Could it be because the Duke is responsible for their pay? If I am not misinformed Hester had to smother a smile at the way he drawled this word the troops receive one new suit of clothing every year as a major part of their compensation. And if these shirts are truly inferior, perhaps they have cause to imagine that hes abused them.

 Harrowby snorted, but could not find words to dispute this logic. I am certain that his Majesty will put everything to rights, now that the matter has been called to his attention. But the soldiers would have been wiser to keep their mouths shut.

 Although his back was to her, Hester could almost see the grin behind Lord Lovetts reply. If they had kept their mouths shut, I am certain that one of his Majestys German gentlemen would have called the problem to his attention. They must surely be aware of his concern for his English subjects.

 Quite right, Harrowby said, feeling better now that they seemed to be in agreement. Ive never known a king to be so fond.

 Fond, indeed! And loyal, too, or surely he would have found a way to leave those ugly mistresses behind in Hanover. King Georges taste appears to be rather catholic in women, if not in religion. Instead of a fair English rose Lord Lovett inclined his head at Isabella beside him he binds himself to a Maypole with the one hand and an Elephant with the other. But perhaps this reflects some German taste, which we English will never grasp. 

 The English had all been astounded by the unattractiveness of the Kings favourites, when Charles IIs many mistresses had been so very beautiful. The two ladies who had accompanied George from Hanover were Madame Schulenberg, so skinny as to have been dubbed the Maypole, and Madame Kielmansegge, whose profusion of chins had earned her the nickname, the Elephant.

 Isabella had misunderstood Lord Lovetts nod, which was a compliment to her English fairness and not a suggestion. I wouldnt want the King to choose me, she said, making a face. I shouldnt know what to say to him in bed. But I did hear that the Countess of Platen begged him to take her, and he was good enough to oblige.

 I do not doubt his eagerness to oblige, my lady. Indeed, the whole line seems ready to share itself prodigiously. It is his lack of fastidiousness that puzzles me.

 I have it on good authority that Madame Kielmansegge is his half-sister, Harrowby confided in a low voice, though there was no one in the room who could not hear him.

 Hester was shocked to hear Lord Lovett reply, My point precisely, my lord. A curious taste, indeed. But who are we to question the habits of royalty?

 His tone was so heavy with irony that Hester could not doubt his disapproval. She was dismayed, however, when the members of her family broke out in boisterous laughter. Harrowby covered his mouth and guffawed, and Isabella gave a gasp before hiding her face with her fan.

 Mrs. Jamisons mouth dropped open, and Sir Humphrey said, Well, if she is his sister, why dont he acknowledge her? I never heard such scandalous goings-on. Not even with Charles II!

 Indeed, the Stuarts had acknowledged their bastards, given them titles and wealth, and married them to princes and peers, in the same way that Louis XIV took care of his. It was accepted that every king would have his mistresses.

 Why shouldnt Georges father have acknowledged his daughter, or George his sister, if that was what she was? The very fact that he did not seemed to confirm the charge of incest. There were secrets about this King that made even Hester uncomfortable.

 Harrowby and Isabella could laugh at the suggestion of incest, for they were titillated by every notion of sex. But, if the English people got a whiff of this worst of sins inside the Palace, many would believe that something should be done to stop it.




Chapter Three



Man cares for all: to birds he gives his woods,

To beasts his pastures, and to fish his floods;

For some his Interest prompts him to provide, 

For more his pleasure, yet for more his pride:

All feed on one vain Patron, and enjoy

Th extensive blessing of his luxury. 

That very life his learned hunger craves, 

He saves from famine, from the savage saves;

Nay, feasts the animal he dooms his feast, 

And, till he ends the being, makes it blest;

Which sees no more the stroke, or feels the pain,

Than favoured Man by touch ethereal slain.

The creature had his feast of life before;

Thou too must perish, when thy feast is oer!



III. i.



Dudley Mayfield arrived before the fortnight was out, breaking 
in on their dinner, after being shown to a chamber where he could change out of his riding costume into one more appropriate for dinner in town. A footman ushered him into the withdrawing room, and they all put down their forks to greet Isabellas brother, a short, beefy, young gentleman with a large head and his sisters vacant blue eyes. He wore a light brown wig of inferior quality, tied at the nape of his neck, a coat with very few pleats, and a pair of breeches that looked as if they had never been pressed.

Once Mrs. Mayfield had presented her son, Harrowby seemed perfectly glad to receive his new brother. Since he and Isabella had been married in a clandestine ceremony, foregoing the irritationand the expensesof a public marriage, he had not had the pleasure of meeting his brothers and sisters-in-law. Hester made no doubt that he would meet them all, as Mrs. Mayfield foisted her progeny one by one upon his purse. Since Dudley was the first, however, Harrowby could welcome him to Hawkhurst House with the expansive hospitality of a man who had usurped another gentlemans fortune.

In truth, Harrowby had not tired of the attention he received as the Earl of Hawkhurst. Daily requests for preferment and loans from men he scarcely knew had not yet spoiled his appetite for notice, when flattery and fawning always accompanied them. He was not offended by the connection between his popularity and his new-found wealth, not when only a two months ago, he had been one of the supplicants attending peers levees. 

He invited Dudley to join them. While another chair was being brought, Isabella greeted him with a kiss and declared herself vastly surprised and happy to see him. His mother offered a cool, painted cheek for his salute. Harrowby recalled his cousin Hester to him and presented the only other person at table, James Henry, receiver-general for the Hawkhurst estates.

Mr. Henry had just returned from inspecting his lordships property in Norfolk and had stopped in to make his report before going on to Rotherham Abbey. Of the people seated around the table, only Hester knew that he was the bastard son of the former Lord Hawkhurst, half-brother to St. Mars, and, therefore, Harrowbys cousin.

Looking at him from across the table, she was reminded of his kinship to St. Mars by his hawk-like features, his admirable sense, and his overall grace.

As Dudley settled himself into the chair held by a footman, Isabella looked her brother over and exclaimed, Lud! But something will have to be done about your clothes, if youve a mind to go about with us. That costume looks as if you bought it off a rag-and-bone-man. Youll have to find a tailor immediately if you dont want to be taken for the veriest country bumpkin.

Harrowby cast him a look of sympathy. Afraid shes right, dear boy. The clothing you have on may be the very thing for the North. I truly couldnt say. But only the best will serve at Court, dont yknow. I can give you the names of a dozen good men in London. They are likely to be very busy this time of year, what with the Kings birthday upon us. But you mustnt let them fob you off. Just tell them Im your brother-in-law, and your credit will be good until they can corner you at your lodgings.

James Henry discreetly cleared his throat. He leaned forward to add, with a grave courtesy, What his lordship means to suggest is that, by using his name, you will get the credit you require until you have time to make the appropriate arrangements with your bankers.

What? Harrowby glanced up from the bite of eel on his fork. His innocent gaze met James Henrys, and something he saw there caused him to say with a touch of alarm, Ohyes. Just so. Cant have you running up too many debts now, can we? Word of that gets around, and youll never be invited to sit in on a decent card game. Have to be good for your debts of honour, dont y know. The play at Court is rather deep these days. Odds fish, but it is! You cant sit to play at Hazard without two hundred guineas in your pocket at least.

Ill be going to Court soon, shall I? Dudley asked. How quick before I get a place?

Several pairs of startled eyes turned his way. Even his mother staredthough she was just taken aback by the stupidity of his blunder. Hester, who relished most anything that embarrassed her aunt, hid her amusement with a touch of her napkin to her lips.

James Henry caught her movement out the corner of his eye and turned in time to catch her smile. He quirked an eyebrow, conveying his understanding to her, if to no one else. Hester fought a rush of chagrin, which she suffered whenever they shared a thought, for she had lied to James Henry about the highwayman Blue Satan, afraid that he would betray St. Mars. And with that lie between them she could not be at ease with his friendship.

Mrs. Mayfield broke into the silence with an embarrassed laugh. A place at Court! Why, you silly boy, one would think that they grew on trees! They are not so easily come by, I assure you! Nobody comes by a place without they have a very influential person as patron.

But you said 

Dudley tried to speak, but his mother did not give him time to finish. You will see how its done, after youve been at Court awhile. And you could not do better than to watch how your brother-in-law comports himself. Why there is not a prettier gentleman at his Majestys Court than my Lord Hawkhurst, and so I always say.

As Harrowby preened himself, she continued, Then, once you have got the lie of the land, so to speak, and you have got someone to take an interest in your advancementa relation, perhaps, for it is always in a gentlemans best interest to see that his family and his wifes family gets aheadthen, perhaps this generous person will see what his Majesty can do for you.

Throughout this speech, Mrs. Mayfield had kept one eye on Harrowby to see if her ramblings suggested anything to him. So far, they had produced nothing except an approving expression, so she pushed on.

Of course, this person would have to have the Kings ear. He would have to be a peer with a great estate, else why would his Majesty care about pleasing him?

As her hints grew broader, Hester reminded herself that she must not let her aunts vulgarity get under her skin. There was no one likely to notice it, except James Henry, who must already have seen Mrs. Mayfield for what she was. She avoided meeting his gaze again, however, for fear of losing restraint.

Mrs. Mayfield had almost exhausted her circumlocutions before the light of an idea brightened Harrowbys face.

Ill tell you whos important enough to get you a place with his Majesty, Mayfield, he said. Me!

Oh, my lord! Mrs. Mayfield erupted in raptures, though the energy she had spent getting through to him made them shorter than they otherwise would have been. You must make your thanks to Lord Hawkhurst now, Mayfield. How fortunate you are to have such a generous brother-in-law!

Prompted by his mother, Dudley thanked Harrowby, though he seemed confused by what had just transpired. If he had any guile, Hester decided, it was not as practised as his mothers.

And what else do you think, my dear? his happy mama added. A particular friend of my lords has presented me to his sister, and she has agreed to help you find a good wife.

A wife! Dudley looked horrified. I never said I wanted a wife!

Dont mean to get leg-shackled, hey? Harrowby gave a sympathetic laugh. Not ready for the old ball and chain yet?

No!

Well, Id advise you to take cover if thats the case! When it comes to marriage, your mother has more tricks up her sleeve than a comb has teeth. Zounds! But I ought to know! Harrowby accompanied this witticism with such a loud shout of laughter as to make Hester jump.

At least, James Henry had cause to squirm for his relatives, and not only she.

But Isabella seemed to think her husbands joke very jolly indeed, and Mrs. Mayfield wagged her finger at him coyly. Fie, my lord! You know you was head-over-heels in love with my Isabella. And if it wouldnt make me blush like a cherry, I could tell a thing or two about your lordships courtship of her. But you gentlemen all pretend that you never wish to be wed!

Harrowby winked grotesquely at his brother-in-law, and said, Your sister is a saucy baggage, who never ceases to plague me o nights. I havent had a full nights sleep since I fell into parsons mousetrap. 

Isabella and her mother laughed uproariously. None of this banter served to soothe Dudleys horror, though it did divert him long enough to plant the hope that this talk of his own upcoming nuptials was nothing but a bad joke. His expression wavered between terrified doubt and headstrong resentment. 

Hester smothered the sigh that a more intimate knowledge of her family inevitably provoked. Her impression of Dudley was no more favourable now than it had been on first acquaintance, formed during her brief stay at Mayfield Park before she had traveled with her aunt and Isabella to London. He had been raised with no sense or taste, and she doubted he had the personal qualities to benefit from good instruction if he had received it. At home he thought only of his pleasure in riding and shooting with his cronies, who were no more intelligent or sensible than he. Like Isabella, he had a cheerful temperament if everything went his way. He only seemed to differ from her in his propensity to sulk whenever things did not. Although she could sympathize with his resentment over his mothers manoeuvrings, she also knew that his main objection to marriage was likely to be the threat it posed to his pleasure.

She could only imagine the resentment James Henry must feel on knowing that a part of his fathers estate was to be wasted on an undeserving oaf like Dudley Mayfield.

* * * *

Harrowby was not immediately able to take Dudley under his wing, for the next day, he had to attend the interment of the Earl of Halifax in Westminster Abbey. Without a day to lose, Mrs. Mayfield decided to take it upon herself to improve her sons appearance by taking him to visit some of the shops in the City. Dudley would rather have amused himself by going to see a public execution, but since the hangings for this termsix men and a womanhad already been carried out, he consented to accompany his mother after dinner.

Isabella was promised to Madame Schulenberg at four oclock. Hester was to accompany her, for Isabella had refused to set foot in the Palace again without her cousins support. Her last experience at a drawing-room given by the Princess of Wales had been a disaster. That evening the King had made one of his rare appearances and had addressed Isabella in French. Weak in any language but her own, she had become so tongue-tied as to embarrass both herself and the King. She had no more understood his German accent than she had been able to reply, so she still did not know if her panicked, oui, had been an appropriate response. The King had quickly recognized her dilemma, which was common to most of his courtiers, and with an inclination of his head had dismissed her. But Isabella had vowed never to be caught in the Palace without her own interpreter again.

Mrs. Mayfield was piqued at having to forego a visit with the Kings mistress, but her ambitions for Dudley gave her no choice. After sharing her resentment that Lord Halifax had chosen that day to be buried, when Harrowby might have taken his brother into London, she set off, but not before drawing Hester out into the hall to speak to her alone.

With a talon-like grip on her nieces arm, she said, Hester, see if you can discover how much it will take to win Madame Schulenbergs influence for Mayfield.

I thought Lord Hawkhurst agreed to speak to the King for Dudley.

Yes, he did. So you know of intent, and there is no cause for you to refuse me, Dame Right.

I only meant that it might be better for my lord to speak to Herr Bothmar or Herr Bernstorff instead.

Mrs. Mayfield dismissed this idiotic notion with a laugh that was meant to express her fondness for her son-in-law. That will never work, and I shall tell you why. Dear Lord Hawkhurst is so congenial, he is likely to let Mr. Bothmar put him off. That gentleman is besieged night and day with requests for posts, and those are from people who are much more ruthless than Isabellas husband. A simple request will never do the trick, even from an earl, when so many others are paying dearly for the privilege. I have heard a clear three thousand may be required, either to La Schulenberg or to Madame Kielmansegge.

Besides, she went on, Hawkhurst will be happier if we can tell him how it is to be done without he bestirs himself too much. So I want you to bring it up with her today.

Hester did not even try to hide her dismay. Aunt, I fail to see how I, a mere dependent, can raise such a sensitive subject. Wouldnt it be more suitable for Isabella to introduce it?

The expression on Mrs. Mayfields face reflected the continuous battle that raged inside her. She could never bring herself to admit that her daughter did not have the brains to undertake the mission, yet she was determined to keep Hester in her place. 

After a few more seconds struggle, she finally said, My daughter, the Countess, must never appear to doubt her husbands ability to pull it off. She must remain above such things. 

But you, Hesteryou will be expected to contrive for the advancement of your family. Why, I am sure Mrs. Jamison will not help us to find a rich wife for Mayfield without we send her a good haunch of venisonif not the whole beast. Such manoeuvrings must fall to the dependents of the great, else where would the money come from to feed us all?

With that pointed reminder of the fate that might yet be Hesters if she failed to fulfill her duties, Mrs. Mayfield left her standing in the hall.

They would not leave to call on Madame Schulenberg until half past three, but Hester doubted she would have enough time to gather her wits for such an enterprise. How did one go about proposing a bribe?

In the hope that a quiet place would be more conducive to scheming, she left the hall with its marble staircase and headed to a comfortable closet on the first floor, where some of Lord Hawkhursts books had been shelved. She had noticed that Harrowby never bothered to enjoy them, and it was unlikely that any of her relatives ever would. She could count on this rooms being empty most days, which made it almost hers.

She still could not reconcile herself to her change in circumstances, which had been brought about by Isabellas marriage. In every direction she turned, she saw splendourmarble columns and floors, furniture in satin and gilt, great paintings by the masters, and ceilings on which the plaster had been carved by Gibbons himself. She was surrounded by beauty, clothed in gowns she had never dreamed ofeven if most of them had been Isabellasand introduced to some of the most powerful people in England.

It all tasted bitter, though, because it rightfully belonged to St. Mars. And she did not even know where he was.

She was on the point of entering the smallish room when James Henry surprised her, coming out of it. Nearly colliding with her, he looked almost as disconcerted as she felt.

Mrs. Kean, I was looking for you. May I beg a moment of your time?

Certainly, sir. She was taken aback to discover that he must have observed her habits, else he would never have known to look for her here.

He stood aside and let her pass, with that unconscious grace that reminded her of his brother.

Is there something I can help you with? she said, turning to face him. She was uncomfortably aware of being in a small space with him alone.

Yes. I should like your opinion of a gentleman you may have met, a Captain Potter.

Hester was puzzled by the request, but she answered, I hardly know him at all. Merely that he is a friend of Lord Lovetts and Sir Humphrey Coves. She remembered Captain Potter from the night of Isabellas drawing-room, a man with a frowning disposition, which, in view of the frivolous nature of his hosts, he had tried to overcome. Lord Lovett brought him once to this house. But I have never been in conversation with him. Why do you ask?

Disappointment laid a crease in James Henrys brow. Colonel Potter has asked his lordship to engage him as his secretary. Lord Lovett recommended him to my lords notice, but that is all I know about him. I hoped you might have formed an opinion of his character. But you have never spoken to him? Never heard anything said about him?

Hester shook her head. The only time I saw him, he was very intent on speaking to my lord. But I did not overhear their conversation. 

You truly heard nothing? he asked, searching her face. Then, realizing that he had as much as accused her of eavesdropping, he had the grace to laugh. Pray forgive me. I did not mean that the way it sounded. I simply hoped you might have overheard something that could help.

She smiled. No, but if it was employment he wanted, I doubt that his conversation was very revealing. Does his interest trouble you for any particular reason? 

He began a denial, but after seeing her skeptical gaze, he sighed, and said, Yes, it does. Did you hear of the trouble in the Foot-Guards?

Yes, Sir Humphrey brought us the news. He saw them burning their shirts when he was on his way here. And I read in the news-sheets that some of the soldiers threw their flaming shirts into the garden at the Palace and over the fence at Marlborough House.

James Henry gave her a sober look. Unfortunately, that was not all. The news-sheets did not report the worst, but it is known in the street. While they were rioting, those soldiers were shouting Jacobite slogans. They called for the Pretender and the Duke of Ormonde and would not disperse until Ormonde appeared and promised them that the shirts would be replaced.

Hester understood his unease. Colonel Potter was here with us that evening. Sir Humphrey thought he would want to know about the riot, so he could help control the men. I cannot say that the Colonel showed much concern. In fact, he only left because my lord urged him to do it. Do you think he lacks good judgement, or a proper sense of responsibility?

James Henry shook his head. No, my fears are much greater than that. The Whigs are saying that the Foot-Guards are rife with Jacobites. They say the former ministry put adherents of the Pretender in the Guards so they would turn against King George when the Pretender comes. And there is evidence that this true. At some of the riots this past month, members of the Life-Guards have been heard cheering for James Stuart. 

He looked at Hester, and his expression was very serious. Whether Colonel Potter is a Jacobite or not, I must protect this house from any hint of treason. Mr. Walpole is gathering evidence, some of which may be true, but some which is surely to be exaggerated. It is my duty to warn Lord Hawkhurst, for he must never be believed to harbour any Jacobite sentiments.

Hester wondered if James Henry knew that his own father had been a Jacobite. He must have known something about the former Lord Hawkhursts sympathies. But St. Mars had sacrificed his own good name to preserve his father from the taint of treason. And his older son would do no less to save the Hawkhurst estates from attainder

She said, I would not like to ruin anyones chance at a livelihood, unless reasonably sure that he does not deserve it. But for the sake of this house, I will promise to discover what I can about Colonel Potter and his loyalties, however little that is likely to be.

He thanked her, and since he had no excuse to linger, he left her alone. 

Hester found that her appetite for reading had vanished. She could not think of the welfare of this house without thinking of St. Mars. If he was not here to protect his estate, then she could do no better than to help James Henry preserve it for him.

She had not given up on the idea that Gideon Fitzsimmons would one day return as the Earl of Hawkhurst, as was his right.

* * * *

At the Palace that evening, they were conducted to the private sitting room where, it was said, the King supped with his mistress every night. The guard passed them through the Tudor Gate, and a servant led them through the courtyard to Madame Schulenbergs apartments at the back of the ground floor, overlooking the garden. Since this was the first visit Isabella had paid to La Schulenberg, Hester had not known what kind of reception to expect from a lady who, many said, was the queen of England in everything but name. But neither she nor Isabella was prepared for the scene that greeted them.

Neither was the guard, who was accustomed to escorting visitors directly in, when the Kings mistress expected them, else he might have asked them to wait outside. He opened the door t without knocking and halted in his tracks.

Madame Schulenberg reclined on a sofa, surrounded by a handful of ladies, who were trying to stem her weeping. They moved about her like anxious bees, dabbing at her face with wet handkerchiefs and holding hartshorn beneath her nose. German phrases issued from her mouth in wails. Hester did not need to understand the words to know that the Kings mistress was very upset.

The opening of the door took her ladies by surprise. They turned as one body, but their alarm soon changed to relief. They must have been working over their mistress for many minutes with no success, for they almost seemed grateful for the distraction.

Instead of shooing the visitors out, they eagerly beckoned them to come in, while urging their mistress in a cheerful mixture of German, French, and English to compose herself for their sakes.

The guard announced their names and made a hasty retreat. Hester and her cousin stood nervously in the center of the carpet, waiting to see if they would be invited to sit.

While the ladies fussed, their voices chimed in rallying tones.

But see here, madame, my Lady Hawkhurst and her cousin are here to cheer you. You will not wish to miss their visit.

Just think what his Majesty would say! You would not like him to see these tears!

Do not forget that you are here to support him. You must be very brave for his Majestys sake!

Reluctant to stare at their hostess, Hester stole a look around the room. This was her first visit to the Palace, and she found it ironically fitting that her introduction should involve a kings mistress. St. Jamess had not been built for a royal court, but by Henry VIII for his mistress Anne Boleyn, when his true Court lay at Whitehall. Since then, it had been occupied by various members of the royal family and was the seat of the English Court under Charles I. Cromwells men had looted it, leaving none of the famous treasures Charles had amassed, and the Roundheads had used it for years as a prison and barracks. Upon the Restoration, Charles II had ordered it renovated for the use of his mistress, Lady Castlemaine, and his brother, the Duke of York. It had only finally become the official court of England when the Palace of Whitehall had burned to the ground, taking with it all the valuables collected by Charles II, his brother James II, and William and Mary, who had barely escaped the fire with their lives.

The result of all this turmoil, people said, was that the English king was housed worse than any European monarch. Courtiers complained about the plainness of the ceilings and the small size of the rooms. They said it was a disgrace for the King of England to be lodged in such an old, dim edifice when Louis XIV of France lived at Versailles. Hester, who had not seen the Palace of Versailles and never expected to, had to admit that the little she had seen of St. Jamess could not compare even with the splendour of Hawkhurst House. But whatever elegance was lacking in the Palace itself was more than made up by the richness of the furnishings in Madame Schulenbergs sitting room.

It was draped in silk tapestries, filled to overflowing with damasked chairs, gilt tables, and porcelain from China, and lit with expensive candlesall provided by the royal commissaries. The gossips said that no sooner had the Kings mistresses heard of the Board of Green Cloth and the Great Wardrobe than they had raided them both, adorning not only their apartments but themselves with the glory of dead queens.

The gems that hung about Madame Schulenbergs skinny neck were worth a considerable fortune. Hester believed she had seen the emerald and diamond necklace in a portrait of Queen Anne.

Despite the opulence of her surroundings and the jewels, however, something clearly had occurred to offend the poor lady. The appearance of strangers eventually recalled her to herself. She was persuaded to sit up and take a piece of linen to cool her swollen eyes. As soon as she could speak, she invited Isabella and Hester to sit. A servant brought them tea in exquisite China dishes. Then, as she regained a degree of composure, she dismissed her ladies, assuring them that she could be left to enjoy her visitors alone.

As La Schulenberg took a sip of tea, Hester saw that her hand still trembled. Her eyes betrayed the sort of vulnerability that put her age as sixty rather than the forty she was known to allow. After that first sip, she hardly touched a drop of her tea, which made Hester, to whom tea was still a new and much-longed-for luxury, fret at the restraint imposed by good manners.

With the opening courtesies barely observed, Madame Schulenberg reverted to the thoughts that had overset her and still occupied her mind. I do not underschtand de Englisch, she wailed. I begged his Majesty not to come to dis terrible country. I told him dat de English are a wiolent race who cut deir kings heads auf! But he vas assuring me dat de peoples of dat persuasion vere all on his sides. He said he vould be perfectly safe! So vy do dese peoples shout at me so and trow deir fruits when I try to go aut? I do not underschtand!

Isabellas eyes were as round as platters, her nerves too frozen to let her respond. So, Hester shook her head for both of them, making suitably sympathetic noises.

Madame Schulenberg continued, Today, ven Madame Von Kielmansegge and I vere only taking a drive in de parkhis Majestys own park!some of dese ruffians trew stones at my carriage! Vy do dey hate us so? I told dem dat I haf only come for deir goots!

It took nearly a minute for Hester to realize that Madame Schulenbergs last expression was an unfortunate peculiarity of her German accent. But before she understood, it had cost her an exercise of will not to cast a jaundiced eye over the draperies and jewels in the room. If Madame Schulenberg had made the same linguistic error with the crowd, they would have understood her to mean their chattels, which would have confirmed them in their worst opinions of the King and his mistresses, both.

She tried to calm the lady, adding her voice to Isabellas, since her cousin had fortunately found hers.

I am sure you have nothing to fear, madame. You must not forget how warmly you were greeted when you first arrived. And even if there is a disturbance or two, the army is near. 

Too late, Hester recalled the recent incident with the Foot-Guards and hoped that Madame Schulenberg would not think she had spoken of the army just to frighten her more. She seemed firmly convinced that the English were about to rise, and that their intention would be to relieve both the King and herself of their heads.

Jawohl! Happily for Hester, Madame Schulenberg grasped at these words of comfort. De King vill make wery sure of de army. He knows how to command. He iss a wery great general, and he vill never keep traitors about him. Dey vill see dat he iss not to be fooled. 

The notion of the army and his Majestys military expertise seemed to calm her, enough that she appeared conscious of having uttered an indiscretion. She gave them her most distant smile, and Hester sensed that the intimacy they had reached was at an end.

I tell you dis, Madame Schulenberg said coyly, because I know dat you luff his Majesty. Lord Hawkhurst and his Countess could only vish him vell. Und perhaps dere is a tiny favour you vould like to ask off him, yes?

Isabella was about to deny any such motive. But, mindful of her aunts instructions, Hester hastily exclaimed, How very kind of you to ask, my lady! Perhaps, you have heard that Lady Hawkhursts brother, Mr. Dudley Mayfield, has come into town. I know that he would be very glad for a place in his Majestys household...if one could be found?

Instantly Madame Schulenbergs manner underwent a subtle change. Her smile took on a keener shape. A place vit his Majesty? Vat talents does dis gentleman possess? If he is de broder of Madame Hawkhurst, I do not doubt he hass wery many.

Hester was completely unprepared to answer this question, not being aware that any talent was required for a royal sinecure, and not having the slightest notion of any that Dudley had.

It fell to Isabella to supply them, which she did ingenuously. My brother is very fond of playing at cards, and he shoots and is good with a horse.

A delicate frown marred the Maypoles brow. I do not tink his Majesty iss in need off any more gentlemen in his schtable, and ve vould haf to ask Herr Von Kielmansegge, who might decide to be disagreeable. But the cloud vanished perhaps von of de young princesses vill haf him. I shall be happy to inquire.

Hester was amazed at how simply the chore she had dreaded had been accomplished. She was grateful to Madame Schulenberg for offering her assistance, which had spared Hester from raising the awkward topic herself. She even felt ashamed for suspecting the lady of mercenary motives. 

Until they began to take their leave, when their hostess mentioned that she had been longing for another lady to keep her company when the King was away. Her niece would be able to fill the post, if only she had the funds to employ her. Two thousand guineas would be required, but she did not dare ask his Majesty for the money. He had been more than generous to her already, and in view of the recent disturbances, she would not care to worry him for something the English people might not believe she deserved. 

In the end, Hester was forced to tell her that she would mention the matter of her niece to Lord Hawkhurst, who, she felt almost certain, would be honoured to assist in any wish from such a devoted friend of the King.
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