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The eight novels in this series, carrying the story of an American family forward from its
beginning in Revolutionary times to the two-hundredth anniversary of the Republic, could
only be dedicated, book by book, to the eight Americans I love best of all. And so, Rachel,
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“The gentleman tells us that America is obstinate; that America is almost in open
rebellion. Sir, I rejoice that America has resisted...

“The gentleman asks when were the colonies emancipated. But I desire to know when
they were made slaves...

“They are subjects of this kingdom, equally entitled with yourselves to all the natural
rights of mankind, and the peculiar privileges of Englishmen; equally bound by its laws, and
equally participating in the constitution of this free country. The Americans are the sons, not
the bastards, of England.”

1766:

William Pitt the Elder,
before Parliament,

in support of repeal

of the Stamp Act.



Book One

Fortune’s Whirlwind



CHAPTER

The Beating

THE WOMAN’S FACE BURNED, glowed as though illuminated by a shaft of sunlight falling from a
high cathedral window. But the woman was no madonna, unanimated, beatific. Her face
showed violent emotion.

He fought to turn away from the searing brilliance, but he could neither run nor move.
The old, strangling dread began to tighten his throat—

The woman stared at him, accusing. Her black eyes shone nearly as bright as the
highlights in her black hair where it crowned her forehead and cascaded on either side of her
oval face. Behind her was darkness, nothing but darkness. It intensified the frightening
radiance of her face, emphasized the whiteness of her teeth. Unlike most women of her years
—she was three less than forty; he knew every dreadful detail—by some miracle of inherited
health, her mouth was free of gaps and brown rot.

He struggled to hide from the face and could not even avert his head. The dread
quickened. He heard his own strident breathing. It grew louder, because he knew she would
speak to him—

And she did, the words frightening as always, frightening because he could never be
certain whether she spoke from love or rage.

“Don’t try to run. I told you—don’t. You will listen.”

Run. God, as if he could! He was held in that vast darkness where her face burned so
fiercely; and her eyes—

“There will be no Latin. Do you hear? No Latin! You will study English. The reading and
writing of your own language, and English. And how to figure sums—something I never
learned. But I had no need of it, acting in Paris. You will. There’s a different role for you,
Phillipe. A great role, never forget that—"

Like coals on the hearth of a winter midnight, her eyes were fire, hypnotic. But they held
no warmth. He was all cold sweat, terror, crippled immobility—

“I’ll tell you what the role is when I feel the time is proper. Till then, you must obey me
and learn English as your second tongue—and also such things as how much an English
pound is worth. That way, you’ll be ready to take what belongs to you. Let the fools around
here chatter about the glory of France. The greatest empire the world’s known since Rome lies
across the water—where you must go one day, to claim what’s yours. So let the little church
boys learn their Latin from that bigot priest and his helper!”

Stabbing out, disembodied white things, white claws, her hands reached at him. Closed



on his upper arms. She shook him, shaken herself with the ferocity of her passion.

Trying to deny her, negate her, he was able at last to turn his head from side to side. The
effort required all his strength. But she would not release him. Her face floated closer,
wrenching into the ugliness that brought the old, silent scream climbing into his throat.

“You will learn your English from Girard!” she cried. “From good, decent books—none
of those filthy, blasphemous things he hides in his cupboard. Do you hear me, Phillipe?”

He tried to speak but his throat somehow remained clogged. Nothing but a feeble hiss of
air came out between his teeth.

She shook him harder, then harder still, as a wind from the limitless dark tossed her
lustrous hair. The wind added its keen to the rising shrillness of her voice; its blowing and
buffeting seemed to shimmer the burning image of her face like a candle-flame in a gale—

“Do you hear what I say, Phillipe? Do you hear me?”

At last he brought forth sound: a howling, animal cry of fear and pain—

The wind-roar broke off like an interrupted thunderclap. He tore himself from the
clutching hands, fled through the darkness. Away from the white claws. The face. The eyes—

But the darkness to which he fled was without substance. His legs churned on emptiness,
as he fell, and fell, and fell—

This time the sound from his throat was a scream for mercy.

ii

He awoke sweating. Sweating and—after a moment’s realization that it was over—
enraged.

The dream came on him from time to time. He should be used to it. But he wasn’t.
Always, the dream brought unaccountable terror.

In those first muzzy moments, his anger turned to shame. He rubbed his eyes to rid
himself of sleepiness. The roughness of his knuckles against his eyelids was a reassurance.

His body was slick with sweat. Yet at the same time he was cold in the garret room above
the inn. He knuckled his eyes harder. A little more of his drowsiness sloughed away. And
more of the fear. He tried to laugh but made only a rough, croaking sound.

The dream’s details were essentially the same on every occasion. Her face. Her eyes. Her
hands. Her implied accusations, couched in the long, jumbled harangue. He’d heard bits of it
before, often. In sleep. And awake too.

She always insisted that England was the rising star in the world’s constellation of
powers, and now he wondered again whether she said that because she had been treated so
shabbily by her own people.

She always insisted that he was better—much better—than any of those among whom
they lived.

But she refused to say precisely why. Whenever he pressed her for specifics, she would
only smile—how haughtily she could smile!—and reply:

“In good time, Phillipe. In good time.”



The garret smelled of straw, and his own sweat. He rolled on his side, toward the little
round garret window that looked out onto the basalt hillside touched now with the glint of
starlight. Under his left arm, the stiff corners of book spines jabbed him through the prickly
wool of the knee-length shirt that he merely tucked into his breeches when it was time for the
day’s work to start.

Uncomfortable, he tugged the precious, carefully hidden books from under his body—the
books whose contents he understood so poorly; the dangerous books Girard had been slipping
to him for more than a year now, always with the caution that he keep them concealed.

One of the volumes, by an Englishman named Locke whom Girard much admired, had
been helpful in Phillipe’s study of the second language he had learned. But Two Treatises of
Government also puzzled and confused him in many places. As did the other two books.

The first was a slim volume called Le Contract social. By a Swiss writer Girard called
one of the philosophes, whenever he didn’t refer to him with a wry smile as the mad Master
Jean Jacques. The largest and bulkiest book was one of Girard’s two most cherished
possessions. The first volume of something called L’Encyclopedie—a compendium of the
world’s knowledge to date. Mind-numbing essays on everything from politics to the nature
and construction of the heavens. Two more of those admired philosophes, a thinker named
Diderot and a scientist named d’Alembert, had assembled the vast work, Girard said.

The first two volumes of the work had been suppressed the moment they went on sale
because, as Girard put it, quoting with acerbity some official of the French government, the
compendium “tended to destroy the royal authority, to encourage a spirit of independence and
revolt and to erect the foundations of error, the corruption of manners, irreligion and impiety.”
Somehow a few copies had been privately circulated before the official suppression. Girard
had been lucky enough to get hold of one of each of the initial volumes.

As Phillipe buried the books underneath the straw, his mind turned back to the dream.
Perhaps he deserved it, as punishment. On every possible occasion when more legitimate
works—safer works—were not under study, Girard patiently tried to explain some of the vast,
hard-to-grasp ideas Phillipe could read but could not fully understand. Voltaire. Montesquieu.
The mad Rousseau. They were all represented in that precious big book Phillipe slid on top of
the other two and hid with straw. They were all, Girard maintained smugly, unarguably great.
They were all rattling the world to its foundations—

And turning Phillipe into one corrupted by error?

If she only knew! How often would the dreams come then?

Probably never, he reflected with a small, weary smile. Very likely she wouldn’t let him
sleep but would lecture, lecture, lecture—

All three books safely out of sight, he relaxed a little. Breathed more slowly and deeply,
for the first time since waking up. He sniffed the damp mist of fall drifting down from the Puy
de Dome in the north. The tang of the autumn night was a kind of tonic, restoring his senses
but shoving him hard into reality again—the reality in which he always doubted the dream and
all it contained.

Another cold, difficult winter would soon wrap around the Velay plain and freeze the



Allier, which flowed northward to join the Loire. The dreary days would pass, and he would
shiver and work and sleep his life away at a moldering inn that no longer attracted many
customers.

He stuck a straw between his teeth and chewed the end absently. He was supposed to
believe there was some marvelous, shining future waiting for him? In England! The homeland
of France’s traditional enemies?

He bit on the straw and let the corners of his mouth wrench up in another sour smile.

The very idea was laughable.

But it was also an explanation of why he had no friends his own age. Though he hardly
believed the shrilled promises of the dream and the daytime harangues that carried the same
promises, he knew he sometime acted as if he believed them completely. Others sensed that
unconscious arrogance—

God, he could make no sense of it. Especially not now. He was sleepy again, wanting to
escape into dreamless rest. He was totally exhausted. He lay back on the straw, bumping the
hidden books before he wriggled and got comfortable. He pulled up the ragged blanket that
stank of smoke and age.

A splendid future? For him? Who was he, after all? A tavern boy, nothing more.

And yet, when her face came to him in the frequent dream—when she hectored him—he
would wonder just a little, as he started wondering again now, whether there was something in
what she said.

“In good time, Phillipe.”

Was there something not yet revealed? Something waiting—as winter was waiting—to
descend at its appointed moment? Something mysterious and exciting?

He didn’t know. But of one thing he was utterly certain.

He feared and detested the dream. He hated being afraid of the savagery in the eyes of his
own mother.

ii

Ramshackle, its wood sign creaking in the ceaseless wind of Auvergne, Les Trois
Chevres clung to a hillside above a narrow road some three kilometers below the hamlet of
Chavaniac. Four persons lived at the inn, tending the common-room fire, sweeping the rooms
and changing the bedding, cooking the meals and serving the wine. They drew a meager living
from the occasional coachloads of gentry bound farther south or heading eastward, toward the
dangerous Alpine passes to the sunshine of Italy, which he imagined, in his most realistic
moods, that he would never see.

Such a mood was on Phillipe Charboneau in the misty dawn following the nightmare. He
felt he would probably spend his whole lifetime in the rocky country that was the only
homeland he could remember.

With eyes fully open and his mind turning to the cheese to be fetched for the coming
week, he displayed no sign that he believed the promises his mother shrilled at him in the



dream. No sign, that is, except a certain lift of the shoulders and a touch of a swagger when he
walked.

Of course, a short but strongly built boy of seventeen could be expected to stretch and
swagger some. There were wild, powerful juices flowing at that age.

Phillipe’s mother, Marie, ran the inn. It had belonged to her now-dead father, who was
buried, as befitted a good Catholic, in the churchyard at Chavaniac. Years ago, Marie had run
away to Paris to act in the theaters, and found herself automatically excommunicated from the
Mother Church.

Phillipe helped her with the place, as did the hired girl, Charlotte, a buxom wench with a
ripe mouth and wide hips. Charlotte’s people lived a kilometer farther south. Her father, a
miller, had begotten seventeen children. Unable to keep them all, he’d sent some of the brood
to find employment where they could. Under Marie’s guidance, Charlotte did most of the
cooking.

The fourth resident at Les Trois Chevres was Girard, the tall, thin, razor-nosed man who
had wandered by some four years ago, a pack of precious books tied to a stick over his
shoulder. He had been persuaded to stay on because, at that time, Marie needed an older,
stronger male to help around the place. Coming downstairs to the common room this morning,
Phillipe found Girard mopping up sticky wine stains from the one table that had been
occupied the night before.

“Good day, Phillipe,” Girard greeted, in French. “We don’t exactly have a bustling trade
again this morning. May I suggest another lesson?”

“All right,” Phillipe answered. “But first I have to go buy more cheese.”

“Our sole customer of last night ate it all, did he?”

Phillipe nodded.

“He was a scrawny sort for a traveling tinker,” Girard observed. “On the other hand—"
He clinked sous down in his greasy apron. “Who am I to question the man’s choice of
vocations? He paid.”

“Is my mother up yet?” Phillipe asked, starting toward the old, smoke-blackened door to
the kitchen. Beyond it, he smelled a fragrant pine log burning on the hearth. “I heard no sound
from her room,” he added.

“I imagine she’s still sleeping—why not? Our tinker took the road early.” Girard rolled
his tongue in his cheek. “I believe the charming Mademoiselle Charlotte’s back there,
however. Take care that she doesn’t attack you.” One of his bright blue eyes closed in a huge
wink. “It continues to be evident that she’d like nothing better.”

Phillipe flushed. The subject Girard hinted at excited him. He understood what men and
women did together. But in actual practice, it still remained a mystery. He stopped a pace
from the kitchen door. Yes, he distinctly heard Charlotte humming. And for some reason—his
ill-concealed excitement, or nervousness, or both—he didn’t want to face her just now.

Girard perched on a corner of a table, amused. He was an oddly built man of about thirty.
He reminded Phillipe of a long-legged bird. Origins unknown—destination and ambition in
life, if any, also unknown—Girard seemed content to do menial work and teach Phillipe his



lessons, orthodox and otherwise. Fortunately, master and pupil liked each other.

“Go on, go on!” Girard grinned, waving. “A warm bun and the ample charms of
Mademoiselle Charlotte await. What else could a chap want on a nippy morning?”

But Phillipe shook his head. “I think I’ll go after the cheese first. Give me the money,
please.”

Girard fished the coins from his leather apron, mocking him:

“Your virtue’s admirable, my boy. Eschew temptations of the flesh! Cling to the joys of
the soul and the intellect! After all, are we not privileged to be living in the greatest of all ages
of man? The age of reason?”

“So you keep saying. I wouldn’t know.”

“Oh, we’re grumpy this morning.”

“Well—” Phillipe apologized with a smile. “I had a bad dream, that’s all.”

“Not because of Monsieur Diderot and company, I trust.”

Phillipe shook his head. “But there are some more questions I want to ask you, Girard.
Half of that business about politics, I just can’t understand.”

“But that’s the purpose of education! To begin to understand! Then to want to
understand!”

“I know, you’ve said that before. I got a little of what some of those writers were talking
about. Enough to tell me that what they’re saying doesn’t—doesn’t sound right, somehow. All
that about kings no longer having God’s authority to run other people’s lives—"

Girard’s emphatic nod cut him off. “Exactly.”

“But we’ve always had kings!”

“Always is not forever, Phillipe. There is absolutely nothing inherent in the structure of
the universe which dictates that any free man should be expected to obey authority unless he
wishes to—for his own benefit, and by his own consent. Even the best of kings rules by
tradition, not right. And a man must make up his own mind as to whether he’s willing to be
ruled by the authority in question.”

“Yes, I got that much.”

“Our mad Swiss was even more blunt about it. He once observed that if God wished to
speak to Monsieur Jean Jacques, He should not go through Moses.” Girard paused.
“Scandalous stuff I’'m teaching you, eh?” he said with a twinkling eye.

“Confusing, mostly.”

“Well, save your questions until we devote a little attention to something more
conventional. When you return we’ll try an English play. There are witches in it, and old
Scottish kings who murder one another. You’ll find it stimulating, I think. Learning ought not
to be dull though God knows it is the way the priest peddle it.” With mock seriousness, he
concluded, “I consider it not just my job but my sacred obligation to sweeten your preparation
all I can, my young friend.”

At the inn door, Phillipe turned. “Preparation for what?”

“That, dear pupil, is for madame the actress to tell you.”

Phillipe frowned. “Why do you always speak of her as madame?”



“For one thing, she insists upon it.”

“But she has no husband. I’ve no father that I know about.”

“Nevertheless, I consider your mother a lady. But then”—Girard shrugged, smiling again
—*“when she’s in a bad mood, she herself calls me an unconventional, not to say dangerous,
fellow. And she’s not the only one! Pity I can’t force myself to stick to sums and English
where you’re concerned. I can’t because you’re a bright lad. So before you keep on pestering
me with questions, remember what I’ve told you before. Some of my philosophical ideas
could land you in serious trouble one day. Consider that the warning of a friend. Now hurry
along for the cheese, eh? Or I can’t guarantee you’ll be safe from Mademoiselle Charlotte!”

iv

So, on a gray November morning in the year 1770, Phillipe Charboneau left Les Trois
Chevres. He had never, as a matter of record, seen a single goat on the premises, let alone the
three for whom Marie’s father had named the establishment.

He set off up the rock-strewn road in the direction of Chavaniac. As the morning mist
lifted gradually, the sun came out. Far on the north horizon he glimpsed the rounded gray
hump of the Puy de Dome, a peak, so Girard had informed him, that was surrounded with pits
which had once belched fire and smoke. Small extinct volcanos, said the itinerant scholar.

Phillipe walked rapidly. On the hillsides above him, dark pines soughed in the wind
blowing across the Velay hills. The air of Auvergne could shiver the bone in the fall and
winter months. The inn was seldom warm this time of year, except when you stood directly at
the fireside.

He wondered what it would be like to dwell in a splendid, comfortable chateau like the
one near Chavaniac. The Motier family—rich, of the nobility —lived there, his mother said,
usually hinting whenever the chateau was mentioned that he would experience a similar sort
of life one day. In the stinging wind, Phillipe was more convinced than ever that she was only
wishing aloud.

His old wool coat offered little protection from the cold. He was thoroughly chilled by
the time he turned up a track through the rocks and emerged on a sort of natural terrace
overlooking the road. Here stood the hovel and pens of du Pleis, the goatherd. Higher still,
behind a screen of pines, bells clanked.

A fat, slovenly boy about Phillipe’s age emerged from the hovel, scratching his crotch.
The boy had powerful shoulders, and several teeth were missing. Phillipe’s eyes narrowed a
little at the sight of him.

“Well,” said the boy, “look who graces us with his presence today.”

Phillipe tried to keep his voice steady: “I’ve come for the week’s cheese, Auguste.
Where’s your father?”

“In bed snoring drunk, as a matter of fact.” Auguste grinned. But the grin, like the mealy
dark eyes, carried no cordiality. The boy executed a mock bow. “Permit me to serve you
instead. Sir.”



Phillipe’s chin lifted and his face grew harder. “Enough, Auguste. Let’s stick to business
—” He took out the coins, just as another, taller boy came outside. He carried a wicker-
covered wine jug.

The new boy belched. “Oh. Company, Auguste?”

“My cousin Bertram,” Auguste explained to Phillipe, who was studying the older boy.
Bertram bore a faint scar on his chin. From knife fighting? He wore his hair long, not clubbed
with a cheap ribbon at the nape of his neck, like Phillipe’s. Bertram had dull, yellowish eyes,
and he swayed a little as Auguste went on:

“This is Phillipe Charboneau, Bertram. A noted innkeeper from down the road. And far
better than any of us. The little lord, some people call him.”

“A lord of the horse turds is what he looks like,” Bertram joked, lifting the jug to drink.

“Oh, no!” Straight-faced, Auguste advanced on Phillipe, who suddenly smelled the boy’s
foul breath. “Though his mother’s place isn’t prosperous enough to have even a single horse in
its stable, he’s a very fine person. True, he’s a bastard, and that’s no secret. But his mother
brags and boasts to everyone in the neighborhood that he’ll leave us one day to claim some
fabulous inheritance. Yes, one day he’ll brush off the dirt of Auvergne—"

Auguste swooped a hand down, straightened and sprinkled dirt on Phillipe’s sleeve.

“Don’t laugh, Bertram!” Auguste said, maintaining his false seriousness. “We have it
straight from his own mother! When she lowers herself to speak to lesser folk, that is.” He
squinted at Phillipe. “Which brings up a point, my little lord. At the time my own mother died
—just last Easter, it was—and yours came up to buy cheese, she didn’t say so much as one
word in sympathy.” He sprinkled a little more dirt on Phillipe’s arm. “Not a word!”

Tense now, Phillipe sensed the hatred. Bertram shuffled toward him, swinging the jug.
Phillipe knew that what fat Auguste said was probably true. But he felt compelled to defend
Marie:

“Perhaps she wasn’t feeling well, Auguste. That’s it, I recall it now. At Eastertime, she

“Was feeling no different than usual,” Auguste sneered. To Bertram: “She was an actress
on the Paris stage. I’ve heard what that means, haven’t you?”

Bertram grinned. “Of course. Actresses will lie down and open themselves for any cock
with cash.”

“And for that she’s not allowed inside a Catholic church!” Auguste exclaimed, hateful
glee on his suet-colored face. “Very unusual for such a woman to be the mother of a lord,
wouldn’t you say?”

Bertram licked a corner of his mouth. “Oh, I don’t know. I hear most of the really grand
ladies at the court are whores—”

“Damn you,” Phillipe blurted suddenly, “I’ll have the cheese and no more of your filthy
talk!” He flung the coins on the ground.

Auguste glanced at Bertram, who seemed to understand the silent signal. Bertram set the
wicker jug at his feet. The cousins started advancing again.

“You’ve got it wrong, little lord,” Auguste said. “We’ll have your money. And perhaps



some of your skin in the bargain—!” His right foot whipped out, a hard, bruising kick to
Phillipe’s leg.

Off balance, Phillipe fisted his right hand, shot it toward Auguste’s face. The fat boy
ducked. A blur on Phillipe’s left indicated Bertram circling him. The taller boy yanked the
ribbon-tied tail of Phillipe’s dark hair.

Phillipe’s head snapped back. But he didn’t yell. Bertram grabbed both his ears from
behind, then gave him a boot in the buttocks.

The blow rocked Phillipe forward, right into Auguste’s lifting knee. The knee drove into
his groin. Phillipe cried out, doubling. Bertram struck him from behind, on the neck. The
ground tilted—

A moment after Phillipe sprawled, Bertram kneeled on his belly. Auguste started to kick
him.

Phillipe writhed, fought, struck out with both fists. But most of the time he missed.
Auguste’s boot pounded his legs, his ribs, his shoulders. Again. Again—

In the middle of the beating, one of Phillipe’s punches did land squarely. Bertram’s nose
squirted blood onto Phillipe’s coat. The older boy spat out filthy words, grabbed his victim’s
ears and began to hammer his head on the ground.

Phillipe’s head filled with the strange sound of the heavy breathing of his two tormentors,
the distorted ring of the goat bells from up beyond the pines. They beat him for three or four
minutes. But he didn’t yell again.

From inside the hovel, a querulous man’s voice asked a question, then repeated it. The
man sounded angry.

Auguste scooped up Phillipe’s money. Bertram lurched to his feet, picked up the jug,
brought the neck to his bloodied mouth and drank. Groaning, Phillipe staggered up, barely
able to walk a straight line.

Auguste kicked him in the buttocks one last time, driving him down the track toward the
road. The fat boy shouted after him:

“Don’t come back here till your whoring mother can speak to her neighbors in a civil
way, understand?”

Phillipe stumbled on, the sharp north wind stinging his cheeks. His whole body throbbed.
He considered it an accomplishment just to stay on his feet.

Exhausted and ashamed of his inability to hold his own against Auguste and his cousin,
Phillipe stumbled back to the inn along the lonely, wind-raked road. His sense of humiliation
made him steal past the tavern perched on the hillside—he was grateful no one was looking
out to see him—and seek the sanctuary of the empty stable behind the main building.

Hand over bruised hand, he pulled himself up the ladder to the loft and burrowed into the
old straw, letting the blessed dark blot out the pain—

“Phillipe? Phillipe, is that you?”



The voice pulled him from the depths of unconsciousness. He rolled over, blinking, and
saw a white oval—a face. Beyond, he glimpsed misted stars through cracks in the timbers of
the loft. Down on the stable floor, a lantern gleamed.

“Sweet Mother of the Lord, Phillipe! Madame Marie’s been out of her mind all day,
worrying about your unexplained absence!”

“Charlotte—” He could barely pronounce her name. His various aches, though not
unbearable, remained more than a little bothersome. And waking up—remembering—was not
a pleasant experience.

Charlotte climbed off the ladder and knelt beside him in the straw. He licked the inside of
his mouth; it failed to help the dryness. Charlotte swayed a little, braced on her knees and
palms. He thought he smelled wine on her. Probably filched from the inn’s cellar—

And it seemed to him no accident that Charlotte’s position revealed her bare breasts all
white where her soiled blouse fell away. For a moment, he thought she was ready to giggle.
Her eyes seemed to glow with a jolly, vulpine pleasure. But her touch of his cheek was
solicitous.

“Oh, my dear, what happened to you?”

“I had an accident,” he said in a raspy voice. “Fell, that’s all.”

“Down ten mountainsides, from the look of you! I don’t believe it for a minute.” The girl
stroked his cheek again; he was uncomfortably aware of the lingering nature of her caress. Nor
could he overlook the feel of her fingertips. She must have been in the kitchen. She hadn’t
wiped off all the lard.

“Who beat you, Phillipe? Brigands? Since when have poor boys become their game?”

“Not brigands—” Each word cost him energy. But he managed to sit up, groaning
between clenched teeth. “Listen, Charlotte, never mind. I came back and wanted to sleep so I
crawled in here.”

She began to finger his arm. A light, suggestive tickling. Ye gods, was that what she had
on her mind? At a time like this? He was too stiff and sore, end to end, to be much excited.

But for her part, Charlotte was closing like a huntress.

“Poor Phillipe. Poor, dear Phillipe.” He caught a flash of her white leg as she hitched up
her skirt to descend the ladder again. “You need a little wine.”

“No, honestly, I don’t really—”

“Yes, wait, you just let me help you, Phillipe. I’ve some wine hidden in one of the horse
stalls.”

So she was stealing from the inn supplies, he thought, hardly caring. He had an impulse
to totter down the ladder after her, and flee. But he didn’t. Wine might not taste bad. Might
help revive him—

Charlotte made rustling sounds in the stall below. Then Phillipe’s eyes popped open—a
second after the yellow light of the lantern went out. From the ladder, he heard a single
delighted little syllable—

My God. She was giggling.

Feeling trapped, he started to roll over and rise to his knees. Aches exploded all over his



body. He groaned and leaned back, trying to forget the humiliation and hatred the pain
produced—the residue of the morning. Once more Charlotte uttered that strange, pleased
sound as she maneuvered from the ladder to the loft.

This time, she didn’t even try for grace as she tumbled out next to him—permitting him,
in the process, an ample feel of her breasts against his forearm. She pressed the bottle into his
hand and didn’t take her own hand away. Because his cut lower lip had swollen, he still spoke
thickly:

“How did you find me?”

“Well—”

She stretched out beside him with a cheerful little wriggle of her shoulders. She turned
onto her side, facing him, so that his arm nestled between her breasts. He shifted his arm. She
immediately moved closer. The wench was not sober, he realized with a sudden sense of
confusion.

She ran her palm over his forehead, said abruptly, “Are you warm? You feel all icy.”

“Yes, I'm warm. Very warm.”

“That’s a dreadful lie, your teeth are clicking!”

“My teeth are cold but I’'m warm everywhere else. I asked you—"

“Drink some wine. That’ll help.”

She practically forced the mouth of the bottle to his lips. The inn’s wine was poor and
sourish. He coughed and spluttered getting it down. But when it reached his stomach, it did
indeed warm him a little, and quickly.

Charlotte hitched her hip against him. Though he was conscious of aches in his belly and
groin, he was suddenly conscious of something else. A reaction in his loins. Unexpected;
startling. And—God help me, he thought with some panic—not entirely unpleasant.

But he still felt like some cornered fox.

“To answer your question,” Charlotte explained in a whisper, “we don’t have a single
customer tonight. Not one! The worrying in the kitchen got so tiresome—your mother and
Girard saying this happened, or that happened—I just got thoroughly sick of it and crept out
here for a drink from the bottle I keep put away. Isn’t that lucky?”

Her laugh this time was throaty. That alarming, exciting hand strayed to his collar,
teasing his neck. He didn’t even feel the lard residue because he was feeling too much that
was surprising elsewhere. What in heaven’s name was happening?

He tried to sound gruff: “Who gets the rest of what you steal? Your family?”

“No, I drink it all! Drink it—and have the loveliest dreams of—a certain young man—"

“I don’t believe that.”

“The dreams? Oh, yes! They are lovely!” She leaned her head in closer so that her curls
tickled his cheek, accelerating the peculiar transformations taking place in his body. “What a
pity they stay dreams and nothing else—"

“I mean I don’t believe you about the wine, Charlotte.”

“Well, I do take some home.” She brushed his cheek with her lips, the kiss a soft, quick,
smacking sound. “You will keep my secret, won’t you? Please?”



He answered with a confused monosyllable. But it seemed sufficient to make her happy
—and even more interested in his welfare, or something else. She burrowed closer.

“Phillipe, you’re freezing.”

“No, sincerely, I’'m p-p-perfectly—”"

“You need more wine!”

His protest ended in a gulp, as she forced it on him. The strong-smelling stuff ran down
his chin. Gasping for air, he asked:

“Charlotte—you didn’t finish—how did you find—?”

“Oh, yes, that. Well, when I came in, I heard you thrashing and muttering in your sleep.
Are you still hurting so much?” One of her hands slipped across his hip. “Can you move at
all?”

“Uh—yes, I can move. In fact I should go inside and—"

“Oh, no!” she cried softly, pushing his chest with both hands. “Not until the chill passes.
If you go out in the air, you might catch a fever. You need more wine!”

This time he hardly resisted at all. The sour stuff tasted better by the moment. It was
relaxing him—except in a certain critical area over which he no longer seemed to have any
control, thanks to Charlotte’s constant wriggling and stirring and pressing and touching. In the
darkness, she seemed to be equipped with numerous extra hands, many more hands than were
customary for a normally built human being. They were all over him. But after the first shock
of fingers straying down his stomach and hesitating an instant, he got so caught up in this
peculiar, half-fearful, half-exciting encounter that the torment of the beating quite vanished
from his mind.

“My turn,” she giggled, prying the bottle from his faintly trembling hand. She drank.
Somehow the bottle slipped, thudded to the dirt floor of the stable.

“Oh dear,” Charlotte sighed. “Whatever will we do to warm you now?”

“Charlotte, thank you, but I’'m sufficiently warm—”

“No, your poor sweet hands are still like ice!”

She’s tipsy, he thought. His head buzzed. She wasn’t the only one.

“We must do something for your hands. A warm place—"

She seized them, pressed them between her breasts. He now felt his bruises hardly at all.
But he felt the other sensations with mysterious and mounting ferocity.

“Goodness no, that’s still not good enough! Oh, you’ll think me too forward, but—in the
interests of your health, you sweet boy—"

Giggle. Then she somehow got her skirt up—guided his hands to a place new and warm,
furred and mind-numbing.”

“Ah—better,” she purred. His hands seemed to have absolutely no control because she
was doing certain equally new and amazing things with them. All at once she kissed him on
the ear. Strange heats burst inside him, little fires, as she tickled his earlobe with her tongue.

“Love warms the blood too, Phillipe, did you know that? Unless you hurt so much—”

“I ache, I was stoutly beaten, Charlotte. I don’t think we—"

“Oh, don’t tell me! You don’t care for girls?”



“Actually, I haven’t been thinking much about that tonight—"

“Well, think!” Another kiss on his ear. “You darling boy—you’ll feel so much better
afterward. I promise!”

And before he knew it, her mouth came down on his, and he tasted the wine of her
tongue. In some miraculous, crazy way he no longer ached—from the blows, that is.

“Oh, I’m just suffocating,” Charlotte gasped.

A moment later, with another of those mental explosions, he comprehended the bareness
of her breasts against the hairs of his arm, not to mention her fingers at the waist of his
breeches.

Then the breeches were gone. And the mystery unfolded itself at last in the eagerness of
her body.

“Here, here, dear Phillipe. Here—no, not quite —there, that’s better—oh, you are
warmer. I can feel you’re warmer already! Oh thank goodness, the treatment’s working—!”

“God, yes,” he croaked, and let every other consideration go except the heat of her mouth
and the strange, wondrous rhythm that began from the almost unbearably pleasant joining of
their bodies. Charlotte seized the back of his neck and held fast. Somewhere a door opened
and closed.

The rhythm quickened. The girl’s hands worked up and down his back. He could feel her
broken, work-blunted nails. The scratching only made him breathe more and more frantically.
Uncontrollable surgings began in the depths of him, then roared outward in what his addled
mind crazily decided was a most consuming, astonishing and remarkable cure for bruises and
bad memories.

vi

They drowsed pleasurably, arms intertwined. Then, without any warning, light blazed
below. He heard something kicked over—the blown-out lantern?

“Phillipe? Charlotte?”

Rousing, Phillipe made a noise. Charlotte tried to shush him. A moment later he heard his
mother’s voice ordering them down.

Feeling trapped, he pulled up his breeches hastily. Charlotte was going, “Oh! Oh!” softly,
fearfully. He touched her hand to reassure her. But her eyes looked stricken, her cheeks dead
white in the glow of the other lantern at the foot of the ladder.

Phillipe climbed down first. He stepped off the bottom rung and groaned. The pain was
back.

Charlotte joined him, smoothing her skirt, which appeared to be on sideways; the tie
straggled down her left hip. Obviously terrified of the glaring woman with the lantern, she
began, “Please, Madame Charboneau, let me say—”

“Be quiet, you little slut.”

Charlotte started to cry. Phillipe’s mother lifted the lantern higher, fixing her eyes on her
son.



“My God, did you get caught in a rock slide? Or did she rake you like that?”

Marie Charboneau was a handsome woman with a wide mouth, a fine, aristocratic nose,
and the dark hair and eyes of Auvergne that her son had inherited. As Charlotte continued
sniffling, Marie addressed her quietly:

“Go inside and tell Girard he’s to give you wages for the week. And escort you home
tonight. Don’t come back.”

“I’m not good enough for Phillipe, is that it?” the sobbing girl burst out. “What a noble
attitude for a woman like you! A woman who can’t even get past a church door because—"

Marie’s slap was swift and vicious. Charlotte cried out and stumbled back, terrified, one
hand at her cheek.

“You will leave,” Marie said.

“Look, Mama, that’s not fair,” Phillipe said. “She was only trying to comfort me because
I’d been in a fight—"

But even as he spoke, a shadow flitted past him; and Charlotte was gone. Crying or
cursing, he couldn’t tell which.

Marie Charboneau studied her son.

“Is this the first time with her?”

“Yes.”

“With anyone?”

“Yes. For God’s sake, Mama, I’'m seventeen! There’s no crime in—"

“Who beat you?” Marie interrupted.

As matter-of-factly as he could, but omitting all reference to the slurs against her, he
explained. Then he looked straight into her eyes.

“I want to know why they call me a little lord. I’ve heard it before—and always with a
sneer. I want to know what’s wrong with a girl like Charlotte. She was kind, I was hurting, she
brought me wine—"

“To trap you,” Marie said.

“That’s no explanation. What if I said I wanted to marry Charlotte? Boys in Auvergne are
sometimes fathers at fourteen!”

Marie replied, “Phillipe, you will come inside. There are things I must tell you now,
before you mire yourself in trouble and error.”

Turning, her lantern held high and her step somehow assured, she walked out of the
stable. In a turmoil, he followed her—to learn whatever secrets she had at last decided to

reveal.



CHAPTER 11

Behind the Madonna

“I waNT TO TELL you of your father,” said Marie Charboneau, in the stillness of the large,
sparsely furnished room she occupied at the head of the stairs. She kept the room spotless. Or
rather insisted that Charlotte do so, in the hope that an overflow of guests might require its
rental. That happened perhaps once a year. In a good year.

Phillipe thought briefly of Charlotte; she was gone now, with Girard. He recalled the
indescribable sensations of their coupling; swallowed, his cheeks warm.

His mother was obviously awaiting his response to her statement. He perched on a little
stool at the foot of her high bed, tried a small smile.

“I always assumed I had one, Mama.”

Marie did not smile in return. More soberly, Phillipe continued, “I imagined he might
have been English, too, since you speak so highly of that country. But I don’t know how a
French woman could meet a man from a land that’s always been our foe.”

She stepped toward a dark corner where the glow of the single candle burning on her
washstand barely penetrated. In that corner were clustered the room’s only ornamentations.
On the wall, two small, crudely done miniatures of an elderly, fierce-eyed man—his
grandfather, Paul Charboneau—and his grandmother, a tiny woman, Marie had told him once.
But even at the age at which she had been painted, the woman possessed that dark, lustrous
hair that her daughter, and her grandson, had inherited. The portraits had been done by an
itinerant artist who could only afford bed and board by bartering a few days of his time and
mediocre talent.

Just beyond the miniatures was an oversized niche containing a Madonna and two small
votive lights in amber glass. Although his mother had long ago been barred from Holy Church
by her choice of profession, the statue had occupied its place in her room for as long as
Phillipe could remember. He had never seen her praying before it, however.

Now she moved the Madonna aside. From the darkness behind, she lifted a small,
leather-bound casket with nailed corner pieces of mellow yellowing brass.

“It was not difficult for me to meet an Englishman when I was twenty, and playing
Moliere on the Rue des Fosses-St. Germain.” He kept staring at the cracking leather of the
casket as she went on, “Do you recall the coach that stopped here in August?”

He certainly did. “Four very elegant and nasty English. Gold thread on their coats.
Powder in their hair. And all of them not more than a year or two older than I am. But each
one had two servants of his own—and they were almost as foul-mouthed as their masters. I’d



have hit a couple of them for the way they talked about Charl—things here, except they were
spending a lot. Girard and I spoke about them afterward. How they ordered everyone about as
if it were their right. Girard said that before many more years go by, the nobility will no longer
be allowed to behave that way.”

Annoyed, his mother sat near the foot of the bed and leaned toward him. “Girard is
engaged to teach you mathematics and English speech—”

“I know both tolerably well already.”

“—not to fill your mind with his radical rot. Those young gentlemen are of a class to
which you will belong one day.” As if to emphasize the point, she set the casket firmly on the
duck-feather comforter. Then her features softened a little.

“Besides, not all men of noble birth are as ill-mannered as those four. But do you know
why their coach stopped here for the night? Where they were bound?”

“Over the Alps to Rome, I heard them boasting.”

“On the island of Britain, it is the custom for wealthy and titled young men to take what’s
called the Grand Tour after finishing their university education. They visit Paris, Berlin, Rome
—the great capitals. The museums, the theaters. That was how I met your father. In Paris,
when I was twenty and he was just a year older. He came to the Comedie-Francaise, where I
was playing. He didn’t watch from the pit, with the drunken fops who baited the players
loudly while soldiers stood by, their bayonets ready in case of a riot. Your father sat in one of
the rows provided for the gentry right on stage. He didn’t jeer or joke or indulge in the kind of
nasty games that enraged too many of our hot-tempered company and got them clapped in
prison at For-I’Eveque, courtesy of the Chamber of Police.

“When I withstood the rage of my father—your grandfather—at age nineteen, and went
to Paris, and apprenticed to a company, I knew that play-actors were not considered persons
with rights. I knew the risks. Jail at the pleasure of any drunken duke in the audience, who
could hurl the vilest insults without reprisal but call for the arrest of any hapless actor goaded
into answering with a taunt in kind. I also knew about the immediate barring from the Church

»

Her tone had grown bitter. Outside, the night wind began to creak the eaves, a
melancholy sound.

“I cared about none of that because I’d had enough of this place. I felt that to stay here
would be to waste my life. Despite the perils—the low status of men and women of the theater
—I was convinced that in Paris I had a chance at something better. I went to jail twice myself
for refusing to let ugly fools with titles sleep with me at their pleasure—did I ever mention
that?”

Held fascinated by this tunneling back toward his own dimly perceived beginnings,
Phillipe could only shake his head. Marie spoke again:

“But then came that glorious night when your father visited the playhouse and sat on the
stage, watching me. I ruined half my lines because he was so handsome and seemed to look at
no one else. At that moment, I knew again that the filthy jails, the scorn of the priests, my
father’s anger and my mother’s broken heart were all worth it. He was on the Grand Tour, you



see. More than seventeen years ago—and one year before the great war started. Before France
and England began brawling all over Europe, and in the Americas too. I think I fell in love
with your father on sight. He remained in Paris for nearly two months while the rest of his
friends went on to Rome. It was the happiest time of my life. I wanted nothing more than to
bear his child. And I did. I bore you.”

“What—what was his name, Mama?”

“Is, Phillipe. His name is James Amberly. His title is sixth Duke of Kentland. It’s
because of him that you must not throw yourself after cheap little strumpets like Charlotte.
Noblemen’s children—even bastard sons—can marry well, if they’ve the money. Your father
is alive today, in England. He cares about you. He writes me letters inquiring after your
welfare. That’s why I have prepared you to speak his language far better than I ever learned
to. I believe he’ll want to see you someday. And you must be ready. Because, Phillipe—"

Marie’s roughened hands, perhaps soft long ago when they flitted a stage fan in Paris,
clasped tightly around the leather casket. She lifted it like some kind of offering.

“Your father intends for you to inherit a substantial part of his fortune.”

ii

Outside, the wind groaned louder around the inn. Phillipe walked to the window,
unprepared for all he’d heard, and shaken to the center of his being.

He pushed the shutter out and hunted for stars, for any sign of the world remaining stable.
But the northern wind had brought heavy mist rolling down. The stars were gone. Cold
dampness touched his face.

He turned back to Marie. She slumped a little, as if at last relieved of a burden.

“I thought,” he said slowly, “that when boys like Auguste teased me—called me a little
lord—it was only their stupid joking.”

She shook her head. “I’'m afraid I am responsible for some of that. Now and then, when
I’'m feeling blue, I indulge myself in a glass too many in the village. Sometimes things slip. I
don’t think the fools around here have ever believed what I’ve hinted at, though. I’m sure they
consider any comments about you just more of what they refer to as my ‘airs.””

“An English lord!” he exclaimed, unable to keep from clapping his hands. He wished
Auguste could hear; how stupefied he’d look!

Phillipe rushed to the bed, sat close beside his mother, all eagerness. “You say his name’s
Amberly?”

“But the family title is Kentland. They own a splendid estate and have many important
connections at the court of George III. Your father served in the military when the war broke
out in fifty-four. He rode at the great battle of Minden in fifty-nine.”

Phillipe nodded. He’d heard of Minden, one of the historic clashes between the alliance
of France and Austria on one hand, and Prussia, Hanover and Britain on the other. Marie
continued:

“But for all that, Phillipe, he was—and is—a mild man. Kindly. At Minden he took a



saber in the side. A bad wound. It happened when the men in his unit, the Tenth Dragoons,
charged of their own accord after their cowardly commander, Lord Sack-something, refused to
commit his horsemen to the battle even though he’d been ordered three times. After the battle,
your father was forced to return to England. His letters say the wound still troubles him.”

“Is he married? I mean—he never married you, did he? Even secretly?”

She shook her head. “Both of us understood, during those two months in Paris, that it
wouldn’t be possible. In fact, he didn’t so much as kiss me till he’d explained that he could
never marry any woman except the one already chosen for him. I didn’t care. I was full of the
joy of being with him. And despite the reputation of actors as willful children who never grow
up, I understood the realities very well. I came from nothing. From the dirt of Auvergne. And
in the eyes of the magistrates and the prelates, I was no better than a street harlot. So what
chance had I for marriage? As I say—it didn’t matter. Your father, being a decent man, is
dutiful to his wife. But he has always cared for me in a special way—"

Slowly, then, she opened the casket.

By the dim glow of the candle, Phillipe saw ribbon-tied letters. Written in French. Marie
pulled one from the packet.

“I will not show you all of them. But this one’s important. It’s the only reason I came
back to this hateful place after Paris. To wait. To raise you properly—"

She dropped the finely inked parchment into her lap and seized his shoulders, her black
eyes brimming with tears that mingled sorrow and happiness.

“I tell you again—it is no shame to be a nobleman’s bastard. Your father loves you like
any son. And this very letter is the proof!”

ii

They talked almost until morning. Marie’s revelations helped Phillipe to understand
various matters that had been puzzles before: her fury over a possible liaison with Charlotte,
her haughtiness toward others up and down the valley.

He had long imagined that he might have been fathered by some foreigner—perhaps
even a runaway soldier who’d somehow happened along during the turmoil of the Seven
Years” War. But an English lord! She had every right to put on airs! And no wonder she never
reprimanded him for his occasional unconscious swaggering.

As she filled in details of the story during the long hours before dawn, Marie made it
clear that she had loved this James Amberly, Lord Kentland, freely, completely—but with no
claim on him. Phillipe realized the depth of that love when she told him that, after Amberly’s
departure from Paris, she had made a conscious decision to return to Auvergne even though
she suspected she was already pregnant.

“I knew I would have a son,” she said. “I knew—and I came back to this dismal place for
that child’s sake. You see, James promised me that he would acknowledge our child at the
proper time, in order to leave him a portion of his inheritance. So I returned and made peace
with my father as best I could—"



She gestured in a sad way, pointing to the cracked miniature of the old man hanging near
the niche.

“A week after you were born, I wrote—in French, which of course your father reads well
—that his son had come into the world. Since then, he has sent money faithfully each year.”

“Money?” Phillipe repeated, thunderstruck. “For me?”

“For us. The equivalent of ten sterling pounds. A handsome sum these days. Enough to
let us get along even when no coaches roll through for days at a time. Enough to enable me to
hire a tutor when I could find one. Girard was heaven-sent.”

“So the reason for the English lessons is to help me when I eventually meet my father?”

“Yes. It may be many years before that happens. I may be long buried. But this will
guarantee that it happens. This will carry you out of this accursed land for the rest of your
life.”

She lifted the letter again, carefully unfolding the crackling parchment so that he could
read.

The letter was dated in December of 1754, one year after his birth.

My beloved Marie,

I have spent a substantial sum to ensure that the courier bearing this missive
reaches you despite the outbreak of hostilities. This is the letter which I promised you in
Paris, and it is dispatched with all my faith and devotion. I rejoice in the birth of our son,
whom you have named Phillipe. I wished to send you my assurances concerning his
future long before this. But, in candor, my wife encountered difficulties, and indeed
nearly perished, in the delivering of our newly born son, Roger.

Phillipe glanced up, frowning. “He has another boy? Born after I was?”
“Of course. The hereditary title must be continued. Read the rest.”

Because of the aforementioned difficulties, the learned physicians inform me that my
wife shall never again in her lifetime be able to accomplish woman’s natural role. This
makes it all the more imperative, my dearest, that I fulfill my pledge to you. By the
witnessing below, this letter becomes a legal document. My two friends have signed in
confidence, thus testifying that my natural son Phillipe is hereby acknowledged by me,
and, upon my death, shall receive, in accordance with the laws of this realm, an equal
share in my estate, save for Kentland itself—

Again Phillipe’s dark head bobbed up. “Kentland?”
“That is also the name of the family residence. Go on, finish and I’ll tell you the rest.”

—which, by custom, must pass to my legitimate son’s eldest male issue. I declare in
sight of Almighty God and the presence of my two worthy friends, who shall add their



names below mine, that this is my true and irrevocable intent, the whole declaration
being freely made by my own choice. Because, dearest Marie, even though I cannot
honorably write the details of it here, you are fully aware of the lifelong devotion of him
who shall remain

Ever yours,

Jas. Amberly

Duke of Kentland

Below the signature appeared two other, unfamiliar ones. Phillipe stared at his father’s
name for a long moment. Then, exhilarated, he jumped up. In his haste he brushed the
parchment against the bedpost. A corner of the brittle letter broke away, making his mother
exclaim:

“Be careful with it!”

She seized the letter with urgency, yet with delicacy too, and began to re-fold it along the
old creases.

“This is your passage to freedom and position, Phillipe. As you read, the woman he
married could bear no more than one child—the son he named Roger. You’ve half your
father’s wealth. Half!”

Carefully, she slipped the letter back into the ribboned packet, returned the packet to the
casket, the casket to the Madonna’s niche. She straightened the statue so that it once more
concealed the box.

“Now,” she said, “let me explain how it’s possible for that half to be yours.”

Briefly, she outlined her knowledge of English inheritance law, which she had made it
her business to learn.

Lord Kentland, she told him, could not will his title to a bastard. Nor could his home, his
landed properties go to any save the eldest son of his son Roger, who was thus prevented from
disposing of same and squandering the proceeds while he lived. By means of intricate legal
arrangements, Roger, in effect, would become the lifetime tenant of the estate, unable to sell
or mortgage it except by means of a troublesome and costly procedure involving special
dispensation from the English Parliament. In this way, great family land holdings were
preserved.

“The remainder of your father’s wealth,” Marie continued, “principally money—of
which he has a great deal—is divided in equal shares between his children. You see what that
means? Thanks to his letter, you are acknowledged. There is only one other heir—and so half
the money automatically falls to you. Believe me, you will be a rich man. The finest drawing
rooms will be open to you. Not to mention a choice of wives! Perhaps you can marry in
England. A titled lady might not have you. But a prosperous merchant’s daughter is another
case entirely. Your father has written that the mercantile classes are coming into great power
in their own right. What father of a girl who stood to inherit—oh, say a tannery—wouldn’t
relish the addition of half a duke’s income?”

Phillipe turned cold at the last remark. Perhaps it was the lateness of the hour. Or his



increasing weariness. But he sounded quarrelsome when he said:

“Mama, I’ve no wish to marry some woman just because her father owns a
leatherworks!”

That angered her. “An example, nothing else! Do you miss my point altogether? I have
given my life—all of my life, here in this place I despise—so that you might go where you
want in the world. Away from Auvergne. To walk among gentlemen of wealth, and be one
yourself! I don’t care who you take up with so long as it’s a woman who is your equal. Since
you will be a person of station in your own right, your marriage must advance your fortunes
even further.”

He rebelled against the callous way she put forth the idea. But he kept silent this time,
because her eyes were so intense. She gripped his shoulders hard.

“Remember this above everything, Phillipe. The greatest crime a human being can
commit is to allow himself to be humbled into poverty, into obscurity, into—" She let go of
his arm, swept the room with a gesture at once damning and sad. “This. I committed that
crime so that you will never need to. Swear that you won’t, Phillipe. Swear!”

He seemed to be staring at a woman he did not know. A woman of agate eyes, a woman
full of grief and hatred. He was afraid of her.

“Yes. I swear.”

At once, she softened, hugging him to her breast. “Then it’s time we slept, my little lord.
It has a good sound, doesn’t it? And now you know it’s the truth.”

Motherly again, she comforted him as she led him toward the door.

“I suppose I should have told you years ago, but I saw no reason. As I said, you may well
wait a very long time until James Amberly dies. But you won’t wait in vain. That’s why you
mustn’t squander your future by entangling yourself with a penniless peasant girl. Perhaps I
acted in haste, sending Charlotte away. But it’s done and I feel better for it. Go to sleep now.
Only don’t forget the oath you swore.”

As if he ever could!

He lay in the garret with gray light already beginning to break outside, his dazzled mind
playing with details of the story as if they were wondrous toys. In imagination he saw himself
dressed in a gold-frogged waistcoat, a splendid, beautiful lady on his arm. They were passing
through a crowded street, receiving the cheers of a crowd. He recognized a face—Auguste—
and spat on his boots. Auguste did not dare to react.

He finally drifted to sleep thinking of what his mother had described as the greatest crime
a human being can commit. For him, Marie Charboneau had committed that crime.

For her, he never would.

iv

“So,” remarked Girard, picking his teeth, “now you know. The scholar is not a noble
humanitarian but has remained here these four years because he’s been paid. Actually it hasn’t
been a bad bargain. I am basically out of step with the world. I study the wrong things—and



frequently believe them! If I loafed around Paris, for example, I’d probably wind up drinking
too much, proclaim my libertarian views—and get clapped in prison for it. Or worse. I’ve told
you how Master Jean Jacques has been hounded from country to country—and he has an
international reputation! Important friends, like Diderot. Imagine how a common fellow like
me would be treated!”

Girard and his pupil sat at the top of the rock escarpment overlooking the inn and the
winding road. Several days had passed since the revelations in Marie’s room. She had
obviously communicated the fact of the talk to Girard. He had behaved in a somewhat more
relaxed way ever since.

It was a stunningly bright morning, all the mist burned from the tumbled hills. But
Phillipe still felt winter’s bite in the stiff wind. The backs of his hands were numb from
gripping the little book they’d been studying, the play about the misadventures of a Scottish
king called Macbeth. At his feet, shielded from the wind by his boots, were Girard’s three
precious volumes. Phillipe had carefully smuggled them from the garret up to the site of
instruction, in the hope that Girard would be willing to amplify some of the puzzling ideas the
books contained.

But for the past hour, the tutor had insisted on fulfilling his regular obligation to Marie.
Phillipe had read aloud from the play, while Girard corrected his pronunciation of the familiar
words.

“Don’t ask me about the unfamiliar ones—sweet William’s Elizabethan cant. How
should I know what that means? The play’s an antique. And fashions change, in everything
from metaphors to monarchies.”

“Yes, but it’s still English.”

“And truthfully, you don’t speak it badly after four years of practice—though I admit that
for the first two, I just about gave up. Today, however, if you crossed the Channel, they’d
recognize you for a foreigner. But you could communicate well.”

At the lesson’s conclusion, Phillipe asked, “Have you ever been to England, Girard?”

“Yes. I prefer not to discuss the circumstances.”

Phillipe pointed at the topmost volume stacked behind his heels. “Is that where you found
this book by Monsieur Locke?”

“No, I purchased that in Paris. But visiting Monsieur Locke’s homeland was, at least in
part, almost like a holy pilgrimage.” The bright blue eyes gleamed with mirth. “Provided an
unholy chap like myself is permitted such an experience. You mentioned a day or two ago that
you had some questions about Locke—?”

Phillipe sighed. “I’ve forgotten half of them already. His English is hard for me to follow.
Too deep. I read some passages two and three times before I got the notion that he didn’t
believe kings ruled by God’s will.”

“And so they don’t. Among men who gave death blows to the theory of a king’s divine
right to hold a throne, Locke was one of the foremost. If you’ll study him a little more closely,
you’ll discover he actually put forth one of the ideas for which Monsieur Rousseau is
receiving much credit.”



“You mean that business about some kind of contract?”

Girard nodded, turning the tip of his boot toward the stack where gold letters stamped on
the binding of a slim volume spelled out Le Contract social.

“Locke actually espoused the contract theory as part of his justification of constitutional
monarchy. Stated that a king’s role was one of steward, not tyrant—and that the ultimate test
of a government was whether the subjects were happy and prosperous. If so, the ruler should
be obeyed. If not, he should be booted out.”

“So the best kind of king is one of those”—Phillipe fumbled for the term—*“enlightened
what?”

“Despots. Enlightened despots. Yes, that’s a popular theory. But even those who give it
credence do so with reservations. Here, pass me L’Encyclopedie.”

Phillipe did, and Girard leafed through until he found the passage he wanted. He showed
Phillipe the page.

“Have you read this?”

“No.”

“Well, Monsieur Diderot is no flame-eyed revolutionary. Yet he recognizes the dangers
inherent in having a hereditary king—even a good one. Pay attention—"

Girard cleared his throat, began quoting from the page:

“It has sometimes been said that the happiest government was that of the just and
enlightened despot. It is a very reckless assertion. It could easily happen that the will of this
absolute master was in contradiction with the will of his subjects. Then, despite all his justice
and all his enlightenment, he would be wrong to deprive them of their rights even in their own
interests.””

Phillipe shook his head. “But if there are to be no kings at all, who does have the
authority in this world?”

Quickly Girard flipped pages. “This is Diderot too. ‘There is no true sovereign, there can
be no true legislator, but the people.’”

“You mean kings rule by their consent.”

“By our consent. Who are the people if not you and me and even poor, love-crazed
Mademoiselle Charl—come, don’t pull such a face! Is it really such an astonishing idea?”

“Yes. I can see it leading to all sorts of trouble. Fighting—"”

“And why not?” Girard exclaimed. “Once, man swallowed every opinion or order that
was handed him—” The scholar spat. “So much for the age of faith. Then, slowly, and with
greater acceleration in the last hundred years, man began to perceive the power of his own
reason. His power to ask why. To find logical answers in every area of human endeavor. Once
unleashed, such a force can’t be halted. I venture to say that by the time your titled father
passes to whatever waits on the other side of the grave—oblivion, is my opinion—the world
may be radically changed, thanks in part to these fellows—our mad Jean Jacques most of all.”

Pointing to the gold-stamped book, Phillipe said, “But honestly, a lot of that seems just
gibberish.”

“That must be overlooked! Rousseau has fired the world’s imagination. Who can say



why some writers can, and others can’t? But he has! I understand he’s very popular on the
other side of the Atlantic, for instance. I agree a lot of his notions are drivel. Or rehashes of
what others have said before. Yet from time to time, he puts down with masterful precision
some of the most astute statements on the subject of government and men’s freedoms I have
ever encountered.”

Phillipe squinted into the bright wind, his thoughts, and hence his words, coming slowly:

“It seems to me he doesn’t like any kind of government.”

“Quite true. He considers them all evil and unnatural. He recognizes, however, that
unlimited freedom, no matter how desirable, simply won’t work. So, he compromises.”

“The contract idea again?”

“Yes, but carried even further. Here, the book—"

The man’s obvious delight made Phillipe smile; Girard was like an infant with a shiny
new play-bauble as he hurried through Le Contract social, hunting the section he wanted.
Turning pages, he explained:

“Master Jean Jacques actually distilled much of the political thinking of the past hundred
years. He states that not only does no man in a government hold power by personal right, but
that he has no authority independent of those he governs. Ah, yes—”

He read:

“I have demonstrated that the depositories of the executive power are not the masters of
the people, but its officers. That the people may establish or remove them as it pleases. That
for these officers there is no question of contracting, but only of obeying. That in undertaking
the functions which the state imposes on them, they only fulfill their duty as citizens, with no
right of any kind to dispute the terms—’"

Phillipe whistled. “No wonder he’s notorious.”

With a shrug, Girard closed the book. “I repeat, much of the man’s work strikes me as
idiotic. His novels especially. Silly romantic fancies! But on politics—ah, on politics—!” He
kissed the tips of his fingers.

“I’m still surprised he hasn’t been arrested,” Phillipe said.

“Well, for one thing, the time’s right for his ideas. More and more people are coming to
realize that we are all born in a natural state of freedom—and that power is therefore not
something which descends in selective rays of light from heaven, to touch only a few of the
especially appointed. Such as our good King Louis XV up in Paris—” Girard grimaced. “Or
the Hanoverian farmer who holds the throne of England. They don’t care for the notion that
power and authority are the results of contracts between the people and the rulers—or that the
people may break those contracts at any time.”

Mock-serious, he tucked the Rousseau work into his capacious side pocket. “Oh, it’s
dangerous stuff.”

“I wonder.”

“What?”

“Maybe it’s just a lot of words. Soap bubbles—”

Girard started to sputter. Phillipe continued quickly:



“I mean—one of the things I really wanted to ask you was—has any of this actually
changed anything?”

“Changed anything!” Girard rolled his eyes. “My dear pupil! It’s stirring new winds all
over the world. Have you ever heard travelers at the inn mention the former British Prime
Minister? Monsieur Pitt?”

“Yes. With curses, mostly.”

“Of course! The Great Commoner, as his people affectionately called him, directed
England’s effort in the late, unlamented Seven Years’ War—and stole most of France’s
territory in the New World in the bargain. A few years ago, the ministers of King George
attempted to levy various niggling taxes—in such forms as an official stamp on all legal
documents, for example. These taxes were to be levied only in Britain’s colonies in America.
And Pitt himself—already an earl—actually stood up in Parliament and challenged the king’s
right to enact such a tax! He proclaimed injustice being done to England’s sons across the
water. And he helped get the stamp tax repealed! How’s that for being a steward of the
people? At the same time, there was an Irishman in Parliament—a Colonel Barre, if I recall.
He likewise praised the colonists for refusing to pay the taxes because they had no
representation in London. He termed the contentious Americans ‘sons of liberty.” Don’t tell
your mother, but I like that touch. Phillipe, do you realize that a hundred years ago, both of
those spokesmen for ordinary people might well have had their heads on the block?”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

Smiling briefly, the tutor went on. “It amounts to this. Because of books like the ones
you’ve been struggling to understand, there’s a test of wills coming in the world. The people
against the rulers. It’s reached England already. It will reach France one day.”

“Well,” said Phillipe, a little smugly, “my mother—and father—chose the side I’m to be
on, I guess.”

Now it was Girard’s turn to squint into the sunlight, unhappily. “For the sake of your
future—and your mother’s ambitions—I trust it is not the wrong one.”

“Do you seriously think it could be?”

Girard stared at him. “Shall I answer as your paid tutor? The fellow hired only to instruct
you from non-controversial texts?”

“No,” Phillipe answered, oddly chilled. “As yourself.”

“Very well. Although this may be envy talking, I don’t believe I’d be comfortable
belonging to a titled family just now. As I suggested, the British have always loved their
liberties a little more fiercely than most Europeans. And done relatively more to secure those
liberties—at the expense of their kings and their nobility. When intellectuals such as our mad
Master Jean Jacques thunder that contracts between governors and the governed may be
broken by the will of the people, should the governors grow too autocratic—and when British
statesmen stand up, question the propriety of laws written by a king’s own ministers, and take
the part of a king’s defiant subjects—well, I shall only observe again that there are strong
winds blowing. Who knows what they may sweep away? Or whom?”

Phillipe asked, “In a contest like that, Girard, which side would you be on?”



“Isn’t it obvious? The side to which I was born. My father was a farmer in Brittany. He
was stabbed to death by the saber of a French hussar when the hussar ‘requisitioned’ our only
milk cow for his troops. In the name, and by the authority, of King Louis. My father refused,
so he was killed. If it were in my power, I would forever shatter the contract with a king who
would permit that kind of murder.”

Girard’s expression had grown melancholy. What he had just revealed was the first—and
last—bit of autobiography Phillipe Charboneau ever heard from the tutor. Now Girard went
on:

“Yes, gentlemen such as Monsieur Rousseau are subtly nudging common folk to the
realization that, together, they can simply say, ‘We are finished with you!” to any monarch
who serves them ill.”

“But I still can’t imagine a thing like that would really happen.”

“Why? Because you don’t want to? Because it might spoil your splendid future?”

Irritated, Phillipe shot back, “Yes! Here, I’ve finished with your books.”

Girard took the other two volumes, said quietly, “The point is, Phillipe, they haven’t
finished with you. Whether it pleases you or not.” He sighed. “Ah, but let’s not quarrel over
words. When I started giving you these books months ago, I only meant to shed a little more
light into a bright young mind—"

“And instead, you’ve got me thinking the world’s going to be blown apart.”

“Well, it’s true. There are whispers of it—no, much more than whispers—from those
same British colonies I mentioned. And the Commoner—and others in King George’s own
government—applaud! Doesn’t that tell you anything?”

Phillipe overcame his annoyance, grinned. “It tells me I’'m lucky I’'m going to be rich. I’ll
have money enough to build a big house with safe, thick walls.”

But Girard did not smile back.

“Since I am fond of you, Phillipe, let us devoutly hope there are walls wealth can build
thick enough to withstand the winds that may rise to a gale before you’re very much older.”



CHAPTER III

Blood in the Snow

AT NOVEMBER’S END, WORD circulated in the neighborhood that old du Pleis the goatherd had
died. His son, Auguste, disappeared. The hovel up the track was abandoned. And Phillipe was
spared further encounters with his now-vanished enemy.

Since the beating, he hadn’t gone back to the hillside terrace, walking instead the full
three kilometers to Chavaniac to replenish the inn’s supply of cheese. But each time, as he
passed the point where the track turned upward from the road, he still felt an echo of the
humiliation—and regret that he hadn’t found a means to settle his score with the goatherd’s
boy.

He walked into the village with considerably more confidence now. His mother’s
revelations had given him that. He was even able to pass by the tiny Church of Saint-Roch
without experiencing more than a touch of the old boyhood fear that the priest would suddenly
appear and recognize him as the unredeemed child of the unredeemable actress.

He set out on one such trip to the village on an afternoon a couple of weeks before
Christmas. The first furious snowstorm of winter was howling out of the north, driving white
crystals into his eyes above the woolen scarf he’d tied over his nose and mouth. He had
wrapped rags around his hands and boots. But even so, he quickly grew numb as he trudged
through the already-drifted snow.

Yet in a curious way, he relished the unremitting fury of the wind. It reminded him of the
winds of which Girard had spoken. And of other, more fortuitous gales: the winds of luck, of
changing circumstance, that had suddenly plucked him up and were hurling him toward a new
kind of future. Fortune’s wind might be savage, he decided. But to be seized and swept along
by it was much more exciting than to live forever becalmed.

Leaning into the blizzard, he fought it like a physical enemy. He was determined to reach
the village and return home in record time, just for the sake of doing it. Concentrating on
making speed, he was totally unprepared for an unexpected sound.

He halted on the snowy road, listening. Had the wind played tricks?

No. He heard voices crying out.

One was thin; a boy’s, perhaps. The others were lower. Harsh.

Directly ahead, he saw where the storm had not yet concealed the tracks of a horse. The
tracks led off to the right, into the great, black, wind-tormented pines. The thin voice sounded
again—

From back in those trees!



Phillipe began to run.

Following the cries and the drifted horse tracks, he quickly passed into the forest. Not
much farther on, he spied a boy defending himself from two ragged attackers.

The boy wore a long-skirted coat and a tricorn hat, the hat somehow staying on his red
head as he darted from side to side, fending off the lunges of the other two by means of a
sharp-pointed, lancelike weapon that looked all of seven feet long. In the swirling snow
beyond the struggle, a small, tethered sorrel horse snorted and whinnied in alarm. Phillipe kept
running.

“You little sod!” shouted one of the attackers. The boy had slashed the lance tip from
right to left and caught the stouter of the two brigands across the face.

The injured man reeled back, cursing. As he stumbled, he turned. Phillipe saw him head
on. Even with a mittened hand clasped to his gashed cheek and a shabby fur hat cocked over
his forehead, his face seemed to leap out at Phillipe through the slanting snow.

Auguste.

“Circle him, circle! Grab that damned thing!” the other attacker screamed. Phillipe
recognized the voice of cousin Bertram.

The boy—twelve or thirteen at the most—darted to his left, manipulating the lance with
trained grace. Bertram ran at him, a knife gripped in his right mitten.

“The hell with holding him for money!” Auguste yelled over the wind. “He’s ripped my
face to pieces—do the same to him!”

And that was just what Bertram intended, it seemed, as Phillipe ran the last yards to the
clearing and shouted, “Here! Stop!”

The cry distracted the boy, whose clubbed red hair was the only patch of color in the gray
and white scene. Phillipe saw a face frightened yet determined. But when the boy turned
suddenly, he lost his footing.

While the boy slipped and slid, Bertram seized the lance shaft, wrenched it from the
boy’s grasp and threw it away behind him.

Phillipe ducked as the lance struck pine boughs near his cheek, showering him with
snow. Bertram slashed over and down with the dagger. But the boy dove between his legs and
the cut missed.

Then Phillipe looked at the closer of the two attackers. Auguste drew his mitten away
from his bloody face, gaping. The three-inch wound below one startled eye glistened pink
where the skin had been laid open. As he recognized Phillipe, his face grew even more ugly.

“You’d have been wiser not to answer his cries for help, little lord.”

Blood spattered on the snow from the point of Auguste’s chin. His red mitten fumbled at
his waist, producing a dagger similar to the one Bertram kept stabbing at the intended victim.
The boy’s tricorn hat had finally fallen off as he jumped one way, then another like an acrobat,
trying to avoid the slashes.

Hate and hurt in his dark eyes, Auguste charged. The knife was aimed at Phillipe’s belly.

Phillipe had no time to think. He simply reacted, reaching for the nearest weapon—the
lance fallen nearby. He thrust with both hands, hard.



Auguste screamed, unable to check his forward momentum. His run impaled him on the
head of the lance. Phillipe let go, jumping backward as Auguste fell, raising powdery clouds
of snow.

Blood spurted from all around the vibrating lance. The fabric of Auguste’s coat had been
driven into his wound. Bertram checked a lunge, goggling at his fallen cousin. Auguste
writhed onto his side, staining the immaculate snow a bright scarlet.

“Christ preserve us,” Bertram quavered. “Cousin?”

Then he glanced at Phillipe with raging yellow eyes. The red-haired boy ran to the little
sorrel, opened a sheath and drew an immense pistol.

Bertram pointed at the unmoving body. “Murderer. You killed him!”

With audacity Phillipe could hardly believe, the young boy showed Bertram the muzzle
of his pistol.

“You’ll find yourself in a similar condition if you’re ever seen near Chavaniac again. My
aunts told me Auguste du Pleis had taken to thievery after his father died. But I didn’t assume
that included-snatching rabbit hunters.”

Phillipe stared at unblinking hazel eyes in the freckled, young-old face. The boy’s voice
sounded assured. Though he was three or four years younger than Phillipe, and slightly built,
he handled weapons—the lance and now the pistol—with perfect familiarity.

The boy took a step toward Bertram.

“Don’t you understand me? Get away from here or I’ll shoot you. I'm giving you a
chance. Take it.”

All at once Bertram read the lesson of the pistol’s eye. A moment later he was gone,
boots thudding away into the wind-bent pines. Then not even that sound remained.

Phillipe moved shakily toward Auguste. “Is he really—?”

“I’d say so,” the boy interrupted, planting a boot on Auguste’s neck. “An officer doesn’t
carry a spontoon into battle for show. They’re killing instruments.”

With no trace of emotion, the boy twisted the gory head of the lance until it came free of
Auguste’s belly. Then he indicated the pistol he’d thrust into his belt.

“It’s lucky those two knew nothing of firearms. I couldn’t have got a ball off in this
damp. The powder would have flashed in the—here! Stop looking so nervous! I’ve scared the
other one off. We won’t see him again. And you killed this one in my defense. Let’s drag him
deeper in the woods. When he’s found next spring, not a person around here will know how
he died—or care.”

Despite the boy’s words, Phillipe had started to shake with reaction to the struggle. He
had slain another human being. And apparently the red-haired boy was not the least upset.

The boy tossed the spontoon aside. He reached down for Auguste’s collar, then glanced
at Phillipe with a touch of irritation.

“Look, will you help me?”

Phillipe wiped snow from his eyelids. “Yes. Yes, I will. But—how old are you?”

“Thirteen, if that matters.”

“You handle weapons like a soldier.”



“Well, I’ve been up to Paris for two years now. I only came back for Christmas, to visit
my aunts and my grandmother. In the city, I’ve been schooled in the use of swords and pistols
by an old officer who’s one of the best. De Margelay’s his name. When spring comes, I’ll be a
cadet in the Black Musketeers.”

Again that stare of annoyance when Phillipe didn’t respond. “Surely you’ve heard of the
regiment that guards King Louis!”

Phillipe shook his head. “I don’t know about such things. My mother keeps an inn near
here. The Three Goats.”

“Ah! I’ve ridden by it.”

“Why did those two attack you? Hope of ransom?”

“Undoubtedly. It’s no secret that I returned home for the holy days: I was searching so
hard for rabbit tracks, they took me by complete surprise. But you won’t be punished for
killing this one. I can assure you of it. In fact, what happened makes us blood comrades. In the
military, there’s no stronger tie. Now come on, let’s move him.”

Phillipe’s shock and fear were lessening moment by moment. He and the boy hid the
body in a drift some distance from the clearing. The young soldier kicked snow over
Auguste’s ghastly face. Then he resettled his tricorn on his head and asked:

“Were you headed home?”

“No, to the village.”

“Then mount Sirocco with me. Two can ride as easily as one. No objections, please—I
insist!”

It struck Phillipe that the youth wasn’t accustomed to having anyone go against his
wishes. Remarkable. Especially for a thirteen-year-old. Without a word, he followed the red-
haired boy back toward the stamping sorrel.

ii

“The crime was theirs, not yours,” the boy shouted over the roar of the wind, while the
sorrel pounded through the snow toward the village. “Any soldier has the right to kill his
enemy in battle.”

“I’ll try to remember that,” Phillipe yelled, hanging onto the boy’s waist with one hand
and gripping the spontoon across his shoulder with the other. But his mind still swam with
ugly visions of Auguste bleeding.

Snow stung his face. Ahead, he discerned the first of the cottages at the end of
Chavaniac’s single winding street.

“I must get off soon,” Phillipe cried. “I walked to town to buy cheeses for—wait! Slow
down!”

But the boy nicked the sorrel’s flank with a spur, and the horse bore them up the short
cobbled street, soon leaving it behind. The boy turned the sorrel’s head westward.

“Where are we going?” Phillipe demanded.

“To my home. It’s just ahead. There’ll be a warm fire, and some wine, and I can show



you a trick or two with the lance. You’ve had no training in arms, have you?”

“None. My father was a soldier, though.”

The remark came out unbidden as the sorrel plowed through drifts beneath the limbs of
bare, creaking trees. All at once Phillipe knew where he was. But he didn’t believe it.

“So was mine,” the boy shouted in reply. “He fell at Minden in fifty-nine. Hit by a
fragment of a ball from a British cannon. What was your father’s regiment?”

“I can’t remember.” The sorrel bore them past the facade of an immense, blockhouse-like
chateau at whose corners two towers rose. “He’s no longer with our family, you see.”

“Can you remember your own name?” the boy asked, amused.

“Phillipe Charboneau.”

“You must call me Gil. The whole of my name is too tedious to pronounce.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“Marie Joseph Paul Yves Roch Gilbert du Motier. And since my father’s death, Marquis
de Lafayette. See, I warned you! Make it just Gil and Phillipe. Fellow soldiers,” he finished,
turning the sorrel into a spacious stable behind the chateau—

Which belonged to the Motier family. Richest in the neighborhood. Each hour, it seemed,
the winds of fortune were blowing him in new and astonishing directions.

ii

The relatively calm air inside the dark, dung-smelling stable came as a relief. Gil nosed
the sorrel into a stall and leaped from the saddle. Then the young marquis took the spontoon
from Phillipe’s hand, knelt and began rubbing at some dried blood still visible on the head.

“As to the story we must tell,” he said, never glancing up from the work, “you discovered
me at the roadside. Floundering in the snow and hunting for Sirocco, who stumbled, fell,
unhorsed me, then ran off. After some delay, and with your assistance, I finally located the
animal.”

Gil looked up. “Agreed?”

Held by the steadiness of those young-old hazel eyes, Phillipe murmured, “Agreed.”

Light flared from the far end of the stable. An old groom with a lantern hobbled toward
them. He spoke with a clicking of wood false teeth:

“So late home, my lord! How was the hunting?”

“Poor,” Gil replied. “Except that I found a new comrade. Give Sirocco an extra ration of
oats, please.” He took Phillipe’s elbow with perfect authority and steered him out of the stable.
They crossed the yard through the whipping snow, then entered the chateau, where new

wonders awaited.
iv

“I don’t believe the tale for a minute,” said Girard, much later that night. He was
warming his stockinged feet at the fire in the common room. “You stole the cheeses, Phillipe.”
“I tell you I didn’t! His aunts gave them to me. Saint-Nectaire. The most expensive



kind!”

With a flourish, he slapped coins down on the table. “Go on, count. You’ll find every last
sou I took with me.”

Girard fingered the coins. “We thought you’d fallen victim to brigands. But it turns out
that it was only a marquis.”

Despite the teasing, Girard’s blue eyes couldn’t conceal a certain admiration. As for
Marie, she was jubilant, using a cheese knife to slash through the wrapping cloth with almost
sensual joy. She slipped a piece into her mouth, chewed, exclaimed:

“Saint-Nectaire it is! I had some only once before in my life. Phillipe, how did you get on
with the marquis? Easily?”

“Yes, very. And I don’t think he was being kind just because I helped save—save his
horse. We’re friends now. I’'m to visit him again tomorrow. And as many times as I wish
before he returns to Paris after the holidays. His mother died last spring, you know,” Phillipe
added with the slightly condescending tone of one privileged to reveal a bit of gossip. “In
Paris, he’s to be a cadet of the Black Musketeers.”

They said nothing. With outright loftiness, he informed them, “The regiment which
guards the king himself!”

Flash went the blade, deep into the cheese. Marie wielded the knife almost as if she were
striking an old enemy.

“You see, Girard? They got along famously because my son was born to that sort of life.
Blood tells! In the end, a man finds his rightful place.”

Sampling a morsel of the cheese, Girard glanced at Phillipe. The latter was too excited by
memories of the splendid chateau, the incredible gilt-decorated rooms, the kindly aunts, to
notice the dismay in the eyes of the lank scholar.

Long after the fire had gone out and they’d locked the inn for the night, Phillipe lay
shivering, trying to sleep. He was kept from it by recurring memories of Auguste’s blood
staining the snow bright red.

Again and again, he recalled Gil’s reassurances. Gradually, the worry about discovery—
punishment— diminished. But he was still disturbed by one aspect of the personality of his
new friend the Marquis de Lafayette: the casual way Gil took a life—and hid the deed.

Did the nobility consider another human life worthless when their own lives were
threatened? Did they dispose of their victims secure in the knowledge that their position would
shield them from reprisals? Did his father, James Amberly, behave the same way? If so,
Phillipe could well understand Girard’s approval of rebellion against such high-handed
actions.

Troubled, he drifted into chilly drowsiness. His mind turned to the things he might learn
from Gil before the young marquis returned to Paris. On balance, perhaps the day had been
more good than bad.



I must forget the dead boy the way Gil forgot him, he thought, close to sleep. I must
remember what is the greatest crime of all. That is the only crime I must never commit.

vi

In the days that followed, Phillipe—with his mother’s blessing and encouragement—
became almost a daily visitor at Chateau Chavaniac.

Gil’s aunts and his feeble, elderly grandmother treated him with polite kindness. And
there were so many exciting things to do, and see, and learn, that Phillipe never noticed how
the aunts now and again glanced at one another; how they smiled in wordless amusement
when Phillipe upset a wine glass or tramped across a luxurious carpet in snow-covered boots.

Gil proudly showed off his military uniform. It was scarlet and gold, with a blue mantle
that bore a cross encircled by a ring of fire, the devices sewn in silver thread.

In the stable yard, where the snowbanks glared white in the winter sunlight, Gil
demonstrated the rudiments of self-defense with a sword. Of course they didn’t use real
swords, only stout sticks. But Gil didn’t seem to mind demonstrating thrusts and parries with
the beginner’s implements from which he’d graduated long ago.

Then, two days before the holiday commemorating the birth of Christ, Gil took Phillipe
down to the frozen lagoon near the chateau. From oiled cloth, he unwrapped his most prized
possession.

“My military tutor bought it in Paris, for my birthday,” he explained. “They’re damned
hard to come by, you know.”

He thrust the shimmering walnut-stocked musket into Phillipe’s hands.

“It’s the finest military weapon in the world. Brown Bess. See, even the barrel’s brown.
They treat the metal with a secret preservative.”

The incredible gun was more than five feet long. Phillipe held it gingerly, awed, as Gil
produced a cartridge box from his pocket and initiated his friend into the step-by-step ritual
that preceded a shot.

“Most of King George’s redcoats can load and fire in fifteen seconds,” he commented.
“That’s why, militarily, the French hate Georgie and his muskets.”

In less than an hour of teaching, Phillipe learned how to pour powder into the muzzle,
drop in the ball and ramrod the crumpled paper which held the powder.

Next—Ilift the firing-pan frizzen. Bat the barrel with the heel of a hand, to send a little
powder through the touchhole—

With the Brown Bess at his shoulder for the first shot, he nearly blundered. Gil cried out,
“Don’t keep your eyes open! In a bad wind you could go blind from a flareback from the
touchhole. Just hold it tight, aim in the general direction you want to fire, shut your eyes and
pull the trigger.”

Phillipe followed instructions. The thunderous impact knocked him flat. A pine branch
across the lagoon cracked and fell.

“Not bad at all,” Gil nodded, smiling.



Phillipe stood up, dusting off snow and shaking his head. “Gil, I don’t understand how a
soldier can win a battle with his eyes closed.”

“When a thousand British infantrymen close their eyes and fire together, they can destroy
anything standing in front of them. If we had such muskets, we could rule the world. Lacking
them, we’ve nearly lost it. Try another shot.” He smiled across the sun-gleaming brown barrel.
“You hold her as though born to it. Must be the blood of that soldier father of yours.”

Phillipe smiled back, friendship and his secret both serving to warm the bitter day.
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But as quickly as it had begun, the friendship ended with Gil’s return to Paris.

The return was signalled on the eve of the New Year, 1771, by the clop-clop of a horse
climbing to the inn door. Marie peeked out, clasped her hands excitedly.

“God save us, Phillipe, it’s your friend the marquis! And this place isn’t even swept
properly—Girard!”

Her cry brought the gangling man from the back of the inn, just as Gil entered, afternoon
sunlight making his red hair shine beneath the tricorn hat.

Flustered, Marie curtseyed. Girard sighed and began to swish the broom over the floor.
Phillipe rushed forward to welcome his friend.

“I expected to see you later this afternoon at the chateau!”

“But my grandfather wants me back in Paris two days hence. The coach is departing in
an hour. Here, I’ve brought you a gift. I’ve been saving it for the last day we spent together.”

“My lord,” said Marie, “may I offer you a little wine?” Phillipe winced. Her expression
was almost fawning.

Gil waved the offer aside courteously. “Thank you, no. I must ride back almost
immediately. There’s only time enough to present this to Phillipe.”

He held out a long, slender package wrapped in oiled cloth.

“In token of our friendship. Perhaps you’ll find it more enjoyable to practice with than a
stick.”

Touched, Phillipe laid the parcel on one of the scarred tables, carefully undid the
wrapping. A bar of winter light falling between the shutters lit the slightly curved steel of the
blade, the warm brass of the cast hilt.

“Dear Lord, what a beautiful sword!” Marie breathed.

Phillipe could only agree. The hilt had a bird’s-head pommel and a single knuckle-bow
and quillon. The grip was ribbed. Picking up the amazing gift, Phillipe discovered a second,
separately wrapped parcel beneath it. Even Girard expressed admiration for its contents: a
scabbard of rich leather, tipped and throated in brass.

“There’s a staple and strap for carrying it,” Gil pointed out, obviously enjoying his role
of benefactor. “Now you have a briquet like any good French grenadier.”

“I don’t deserve such a splendid present, Gil.”

“But you do! I think you have the natural abilities of a fighting man, should you choose



to develop them.”

“But—I have nothing to give you in return.”

The hazel eyes seemed to brighten a moment. Gil’s reply, though seemingly casual,
communicated clearly.

“You have given me a great deal, Phillipe. Companionship during what would otherwise
have been a typically dull visit with my dear aunts and grandmother. And the pleasure of
teaching some fundamentals to an apt pupil. Now I must go back to being the pupil.”

“I hope to have the honor to meet you in Paris one day,” Phillipe said.

“If not Paris, then somewhere, I have a feeling. A battlefield? Well, who can say? But
comrades in arms always keep encountering one another. That’s a truth old soldiers know with
certainty.”

With a last, piercing look—the renewed swearing of secrecy—he stepped forward and
seized Phillipe in an embrace. It was affectionate, yet correct. It left the older boy with tears in
his eyes.

“God grant His favor to you all,” Gil said, waving as he departed. Outside, he mounted
Sirocco and hammered away north through the snowdrifts toward Chavaniac.

“He embraced you like an equal!” Girard exclaimed.

“I told you my son’s breeding was recognizable to any man with wits,” Marie countered.

“But—comrades in arms? That’s a peculiar term for a friendship between boys.”

Phillipe closed his fingers around the ribbed hilt-grip of the shining sword. “It’s because I
helped him find the sorrel in that snowstorm. It’s just his way of speaking. Everything in
military terms.”

“Um,” was Girard’s reply. Phillipe turned away from the blue eyes that had grown just a
shade curious—and skeptical.

“Shut the door, it’s freezing in here!” he said loudly.

To his astonishment, Girard did.
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The year 1771 brought more of the buffetings of fortune—and this time, the winds were
bitter ones.

As touches of green began to peep between the basalt slabs of the hillsides of Auvergne,
a courier on horseback galloped to the inn. Refreshing himself with food and wine, he
informed Marie Charboneau haughtily that he had been hired to ride all the way from Paris to
this godforsaken province to deliver this—

He proffered a rolled pouch, ribboned and sealed with maroon wax. Into the wax, a sigil
had been impressed.

Marie retired to the kitchen to open the pouch. Though he hadn’t been told, Phillipe
suspected the sigil belonged to his father. He guessed it from the way she touched the wax
with faintly trembling fingers, then from the courier’s remark about the pouch having been
forwarded across the Channel.



Phillipe was busy hustling up more wine for the irritable messenger when Marie
screamed his name, piercingly.

He found her white-faced beside the kitchen hearth. She pressed a letter into his hand.
Written in French, he noted. But not in Amberly’s masculine hand.

“It’s from your father’s wife,” Marie whispered. “He’s fallen ill. They fear for his life.”

Phillipe read the brief letter, whose cold tone suggested that it had been penned by James
Amberly’s wife on demand of her husband. Phillipe’s dark eyes grew somber by the time he’d
finished.

“She says the old wound from Minden has poisoned his system.”

“And he wants to see you. In case he di—”

But Marie could not speak the word. She rubbed fiercely at one eye, fighting tears.

All at once Phillipe noticed something else. A packet of notes lying on the trestle table.
Franc notes. More than he’d ever seen in his life.

Suddenly Marie Charboneau was all composure, decision:

“That money is ample for our passage to Paris, then by ship to England. We’ll leave
immediately. Surely Girard will keep the inn for us—”

She rushed to her son, wrapped her arms around him, pulled him close.

“Oh, Phillipe, didn’t I promise? I’ve lived for this moment!”

Then he felt the terrible tremors of the sobbing she could no longer control.

“But I don’t want him to die. I don’t want him to die!”



CHAPTER IV

Kentland

THE COASTING VESSEL, A lugger out of Calais, slid into the harbor of Dover in bright April
sunshine.

Phillipe gripped the rail, staring in awe at the white chalk cliffs rising behind the piers
and the clutter of small Channel vessels anchored nearby. Gulls wheeled overhead, crying
stridently. The air carried the salt tang of open water.

Phillipe had seen so many new sights and wonders in the past fortnight, he could hardly
remember them all. Especially now. He felt a tinge of dread because he was entering his
father’s country both as a stranger and as a traditional enemy: a Frenchman.

Beyond that, Marie had not weathered the journey well. During the one night they had
spent in the splendid, teeming city of Paris, she had been confined to her bed at a shabby inn
on a side street. Phillipe had wanted to roam the great metropolis, see as much as possible
before the coach departed for the seacoast. Instead, he’d sat the whole night on a stool beside
the bed where Marie lay wracked with cramps and a fever.

Perhaps the cause was the strain of the trip. Or—the thought struck him for the first time
that night in Paris—perhaps the hard years in Auvergne had drained away her health and
vitality.

He saw further evidence that this might be true when the lugger put out from Calais.
Complaining of dizziness, Marie went below. She vomited twice during the night crossing,
much to the displeasure of the French crew, who provided a mop for Phillipe to clean up the
mess personally.

He gave his most careful attention to the cheap second-hand trunk they’d bought in
Chavaniac before departure. He mopped it thoroughly, even though the work—and the smell
—was sickening.

Marie lay in a cramped bunk, even more pale than when she’d received news of
Amberly’s illness. She alternately implored God to stop the churning of the waves—the
Channel was rough that night—and expressed her shame and humiliation to her son.

He finished cleaning up the ancient trunk and stared at it a moment. The trunk contained
what little they owned that was of any value. Save for the inn, of course. That had been left in
the care of Girard.

Marie’s few articles of good clothing were packed in the trunk. Her precious casket of
letters. And Phillipe’s sword.

Why he’d brought the weapon he could not fully explain. But somehow, he wanted it



with him in the land of the enemy—

Now he leaned on the lugger rail, squinting up past the gulls to a strange, tall tower on
the chalk cliff. His confidence of the preceding months was all but gone.

He saw figures bustling on the quays. Englishmen. Would his limited knowledge of their
language serve him well enough? He and his mother still had a long way to travel to reach his
father’s bedside. No instructions had been provided in the letter written by Lady Jane
Amberly. Perhaps that was deliberate. He looked again at the cliff tower, strangely forbidding,
as the sails were hauled in and the lugger’s master screamed obscene instructions to his crew
scampering around the deck.

The mate, a man with a gold hoop in one ear, noted Phillipe’s rapt expression and
clapped a hand on the boy’s shoulder. He said in French:

“Busy place, eh? You’ll get accustomed to it. The captain would probably have my balls
for saying this, but I don’t find the English a bad sort. After all, there’s a lot of old French
blood running in the veins of these squires and farmers.”

The mate then proceeded to point out some of the structures high on the cliff, including
the Norman keep and the strange, tall tower. Of the latter he said:

“There were two Roman lighthouses up there long ago, not just the one. Their fires
guided the galleys of the legions into the harbor. And Caesar’s troops fathered plenty of
bastards before they pulled out. So whatever your business in England, my lad, don’t let the
locals put you down. Their ancestors came from all over Europe and God knows where else.
Besides, we’re at peace with them. For the present.”

As he started aft, he added, “I’ll be glad to help you and your mother find the coach.
Shame the sailing wracked her so. She’s a handsome woman. I’d court her myself if I didn’t
have two wives already.”

Phillipe laughed, feeling a little less apprehensive. He went below.

He found his mother sitting in the gloom beside the shabby trunk. Her white hands were
knotted in her lap. He closed his own hand on top of hers. How cold her flesh felt!

“The mate said he’ll assist us in finding the overland coach, Mama.”

Marie said nothing, staring at nothing. Phillipe was alarmed again. Distantly, he heard the
lugger’s anchor splash into the water.

ii

The mate led them up from the quay into town. He carried the trunk on his muscular
shoulder as though it contained nothing at all. In the yard of a large, busy inn, he tried to
decipher the English of a notice board that listed the departure times of various “flying
waggons” bound for towns with unfamiliar names.

“Flying waggon is intended to be a compliment to the speed of the public coaches.” The
mate grinned. “But I understand that’s nothing but the typical lie of any advertisement. Bah, I
can’t read that ungodly script! Il ask inside. What’s the name of the village you want?”

“Tonbridge,” Phillipe said. “It’s supposed to lie on a river west of here.”



The man with the gold ear hoop disappeared, returning shortly to report that they wanted
the coastal coach, via Folkestone, departing in midafternoon.

The mate kept them company while they waited, stating that he’d only squander money
on unworthy, immoral pastimes if he went off by himself. He was a jolly, generous man, and
even bought them lunch—dark bread and some ale—at a public house called The Cinque
Ports.

Then he saw them aboard the imposing coach, whose driver kept yelling, “Diligence for
Folkestone, m’lords. Express diligence, departing at once!”

The mate had helped them change some of their francs for British money. Now he picked
the correct fare out of Phillipe’s hand and paid the agent. He waved farewell as the diligence
rolled out of the yard.

Five of the other six persons packed inside the coach chatted in English as the vehicle
lurched westward. Phillipe and Marie sat hunched in one corner, saying nothing and trying to
avoid stares of curiosity. Among the passengers was a cleric, who read his Testament in
silence. But a fat, wigged gentleman in claret velvet talked enough for two men.

Apparently he had some connection with the weaving industry. He complained about the
refusal of the “damned colonials” to import British goods—in protest against some of those
taxes of which Girard had spoken, if Phillipe understood correctly.

“But damme, we’ve the King’s Friends in power now!” the fat gentleman sputtered.
“North shall bring those rebellious dogs to heel. Eh, what do you say?”

The merchant’s mousy wife said she agreed. Oh yes, definitely. The fat man became all
smiles and smugness. Dust boiled into the coach windows as it lurched along the rough but
supposedly modern highway leading southwest along the coast.

ii

They arrived in Folkestone late at night, and Phillipe engaged a room. His English proved
sufficient to the task, even though his pronunciation did elicit a momentary look of surprise.

The landlord treated his French guests with reasonable courtesy, however, and at dawn
he helped Phillipe hoist the trunk into the luggage boot of another coach. Shortly after sunup,
Marie and her son were bouncing northwestward, through a land most pleasant to gaze upon.
Gentle downs, green with spring, unrolled vistas of tiny villages set among hop fields and
orchards whose pink and white blossoms sent a sweet smell into the coach. Marie even
remarked on the welcome warmth of the sun.

Phillipe got up nerve to ask an elderly lady what the district was called. She replied with
a smile, “Kent, sir. The land of cherries and apples and the prettiest girls in the Empire!”

Near the edge of a great forest called The Weald, the coach broke an axle. They lost four
hours while the coach guard, leaving his blunderbuss with the driver for protection of the
passengers, trudged to the nearest town. He returned with a replacement part and two young
wheelwrights, who performed the repairs. Finally, on the night of Phillipe and Marie’s third
day in England, the coach rolled across a river bridge into the village of Tonbridge, a small,



quiet place in the valley of the Medway.

They found lodging upstairs at Wolfe’s Triumph, an inn evidently renamed to honor the
heroic general who had smashed the French at Quebec. In Auvergne, the general’s name was
jeered and cursed.

The inn’s owner was a short, middle-aged man with protruding upper teeth. Phillipe went
downstairs to find him late in the evening. Marie was already in bed. Not asleep, but
unmoving. As if the trip had proved too great a strain.

A fragrant beech fire roared in the inn’s inglenook. The spring night outside had grown
chilly. A crowd of Tonbridge men packed the tables, drinking and gossiping about local
happenings. Most of the men were fair, ruddy-faced, in sharp contrast to Phillipe’s dark hair
and eyes. But he was growing accustomed to drawing stares.

As Phillipe approached, the innkeeper turned from an ale cask. He handed two mugs to a
plump serving girl, who switched her behind and smiled at Phillipe as she walked off.

“Well, young visitor,” said the proprietor, “may I serve you something?”

“No, thank you. I am not thirsty.” Phillipe was careful to speak each English word
clearly. But the answer was a lie He felt too insecure about the future to squander one precious
coin.

“Too bad,” said the older man. “I meant the first one to be a compliment of the house.”

“Why—in that case, I’ll accept. With thanks.”

“That woman who arrived with you—is she your mother?”

Phillipe nodded.

“Is she quite well?”

“She’s tired, that’s all. We’ve come a long way.”

“Across the Channel. You’re French, aren’t you?” The man drew a frothing mug from
the cask, replacing the bung with a quick, deft movement, so that very little spilled. “Good
English ale,” he said, handing Phillipe the mug. “I don’t hold with serving gin to younger folk.
It’s the ruination of thousands of little "uns up in London.”

Phillipe sipped, trying to hide his initial dislike of the amber brew. “Mmm. Very good.
To answer your question—" He dashed foam off his lip with his sleeve. “I am French. But I
have a relative who lives near here. My mother and I need to find his house so we may go see
him.”

“Well, sir, Mr. Fox knows most if not all of those in the neighborhood. What’s the name
of this relative?”

“Amberly.”

At the nearby tables, conversation stopped. Eyes stared through the smoke rising from
clay pipes held in suddenly rigid hands. A log fell in the great walk-in hearth.

Mr. Fox picked at a protruding upper tooth with one cracked nail. “Amberly, eh? Is that a
fact?” Someone snickered.

The landlord surveyed Phillipe’s shabby clothes. Then he asked: “You mean you have
kinfolk serving the Amberlys, don’t you?”

“No, sir. I’'m related to the family itself. How far is their house from this town?”



“If you mean their estate, lad—only us ordinary folk live in measly houses—” Laughter
in the room. “Not far. A mile up the river. The Duke lies ill, did you know that?”

“Yes. Is there someone I could pay to take a message saying we’ve come?”

“My boy Clarence, I suppose.” Mr. Fox sounded both amused and skeptical. “But in the
morning, eh?”

At the appointed time, Phillipe paid a ha’penny and waited. By noon, his hope was
failing. But then Mr. Fox came clattering up the stairs to knock and announce:

“Clarence has returned! Lady Amberly is sending a cart for you and your mother at three
this afternoon.”

Mr. Fox was, without a doubt, dumbfounded.
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The cart clacked along the towpath beside the clear-running Medway. On the banks,
green willows drooped their branches into the river. Phillipe and Marie sat in the cart’s rear
seat. They were dressed in their finest. And Phillipe was conscious of just how threadbare that
was.

The elderly carter, by contrast, wore clothing far more elegant. Orange hose; a fragged
coat of yellow velvet. Castoffs, perhaps. But rich garments nevertheless.

Shortly after they left the village, Marie asked, “Can you tell me anything of the Duke’s
illness?”

The old fellow hesitated. “Well, ’tis really Lady Jane’s role to speak for conditions in the
household. But I will say Dr. Bleeker’s much in evidence. I understand he bleeds the Duke
regular. The Duke’s bedroom is kept dark. He’s never seen out of it. A shame, a terrible
shame!” the man exploded suddenly. “Him having so many friends at court, I mean, and being
talked about for an assistant secretary’s post, now that Lord North’s prime minister. For days,
we’ve been expecting His Lordship to call personally. We had no word of other visitors,” he
finished, pointedly.

No, Phillipe thought, I’'m sure my father’s wife would not announce our unwelcome
arrival too widely.

The cart horse ambled around a green hillock. The driver volunteered another bit of
information:

“There is much turmoil at Kentland, you must understand. Lady Jane engaged the famous
Mr. Capability Brown to redo all the landscaping just before her husband fell ill. No matter
how important you think your business may be, I’d advise you to make your visit brief.”

Coloring, Marie started to retort. Seated beside her, Phillipe shook his head. The carter
did not see the woman’s mouth and eyes narrow down.

Hatred? Apprehension?

Or both?

But she accepted her son’s guidance. He suddenly felt much older.

The carter jogged up the pony. The towpath curved around another hillock. Marie let out



a soft cry.

Kentland overlooked the river Medway with serene authority. The old, yellow Tudor
brick of the vast, two-story main house shone mellow in the sunshine. The house was situated
at the center of a grassy parkland alive with scurrying figures. Men carrying small trees with
the roots wrapped, or turning the earth with spades. Phillipe was awed by the immense,
rambling place. He counted six outbuildings as the cart rolled up the long drive.

The carter let them off at the front door and drove away without looking back.

Afterward, Phillipe decided that every detail of their reception had been planned to
intimidate them.

The intimidation began with the delay after his knock. The door did not open for several
minutes.

Eventually a footman in powdered wig, white stockings and satin livery answered. He
turned away without waiting for them to state their identities. Apparently he already knew.

The footman led them to a vast, airy room on the southern side of the house. There, great
windows with tall mirrors between them opened onto green expanses leading down to the
river. The drawing room boasted carved doorframes, a chimney-piece painted in brilliant
white, and chairs and tripod tables of gilt wood with needleworked cushions.

In one of these chairs directly beneath a huge crystal chandelier sat a woman of about
Marie’s age. She did not rise as the footman ushered the visitors in.

An austere, graying man lounged beside an open window where the scarlet damask
curtains blew gently. He had a prim mouth, indifferent eyes. He wore black, with only white
cuffs showing.

But it was the woman who riveted Marie’s attention, and that of her son. She had gray
eyes and rather sunken-looking cheeks. But obvious beauty could not be completely hidden by
her masklike expression. Blue tinting powder in her wig caught random sunlight. The powder
matched the rich blue of her long gown with Turkish sleeves.

Marie did not wilt under the impact of the woman’s stare. Standing squarely, like a
peasant ready to bargain, she announced in accented English:

“I am Marie Charboneau. I have brought my son, Phillipe.”

Lady Jane Amberly inclined her head slightly. Her quick inspection of Phillipe said a
good deal concerning her feelings about having Amberly’s bastard in her drawing room. She
addressed Marie.

“I was not certain you would be able to converse in our language. Since you can, we may
conclude our business with greater dispatch. I will not offer refreshments since this is not a
social occasion. I wrote you only at my husband’s insistence.”

Perhaps Marie drew on some reserve of inner strength. Or on her training as an actress
long ago. Either way, she sounded fully as haughty as Lady Jane when she answered:

“A correction please, my lady. I am not here primarily for business, as you term it. I am



here first of all because your husband wishes to see his son.”

“Since I wrote you, circumstances have changed. That may not be possible.”

The damask curtains stirred again. Phillipe felt a sudden, inexplicable chill. The
gentleman in black stepped forward with an air of authority.

“Lady Jane is quite correct. The Duke’s wound is severely inflamed. Poisonous. The
suffering drains him of sense and energy. He is seldom awake.”

Once more the blue-tinted wig inclined just a little. Lady Jane sounded weary, as if each
word were an obnoxious duty:

“Dr. Bleeker is one of the most respected physicians in London. He is staying at
Kentland to attend my husband. I do not wish the Duke to die, but the possibility exists. We
must all accept it. And behave accordingly.”

Phillipe studied the black-garbed doctor, thinking, From London? The expense must be
staggering—

Silence, then, save for the rustle of the curtains, the tinkle of the chandelier and a shout
from one of the small army of gardeners laboring outside.

Finally Marie challenged the silence:

“Does James know his son is here, my lady?”

“He was informed shortly after your message arrived this morning. He was awake briefly
at that time.”

“Then in spite of his perilous condition, I ask that we be taken to him without delay.”

“Permission for that,” said Dr. Bleeker, “I cannot grant. The doors of the Duke’s
bedroom are expressly closed to all but those few whom I personally admit. At the moment, a
good friend and spiritual adviser to this family, Bishop Francis, is with him. Praying while he
sleeps.”

“The face of his son might be better medicine than prayers!” Marie said.

“As to this young man being my husband’s son”—Lady Jane’s gray eyes touched on
Phillipe again and dismissed him—*I have no evidence.”

“But I have a letter, my lady. A letter from your husband granting Phillipe his rightful
share of James Amberly’s estate!”

Suddenly Lady Jane rose. “I will have no loud voices in this house, madame. I fulfilled
my husband’s request. Reluctantly, but I fulfilled it. That is all I intend to do. If there comes
an appropriate time for this boy you claim is the Duke’s illegitimate son to see my husband,
well and good. If not—” She shrugged.

“I claim nothing!” Marie retorted. “Nothing except the truth.”

“Will you in the name of God lower your voice and speak in a seemly fashion? Don’t you
understand? You are intruders! Having stretched my conscience to its limits and told him
you’ve come, I will not have him disturbed further unless Dr. Bleeker approves.”

Bleeker said, “For the immediate future, the prospect is doubtful.”

Marie looked shaken. “Then we will retire to the inn at Tonbridge—”

Lady Jane’s eyelids flickered, hooding her gray pupils as she frowned at the physician.
For his part, Bleeker acted amused. Marie’s labored English had brought the name out as



Town-breedge. Phillipe felt a raw impulse to use his fist to eradicate the doctor’s supercilious
expression.

As Lady Jane controlled her brief show of anger, Marie concluded in a somewhat
stronger voice:

“But we will not leave until my son has met with his father.”

Lady Jane said softly, “To wait might not be prudent.”

Marie caught her breath. Like her son, she sensed the threat that seemed to hover just
beneath the surface of the remark. The breeze whispered at the windows. The moving curtains
of scarlet damask created slowly changing patterns of sun and shadow that seemed somehow
sinister. Phillipe felt cold.

Was there a threat in what Lady Jane had said? Or was his reaction only a product of his
own imagination, as he confronted a tense and difficult situation—?

He managed to say, “I’m not certain I entirely understand your meaning, my lady.”

“Oh—" A delicate shrug of Lady Jane’s shoulder; a false, waxen smile instantly in place.
The gray eyes were all at once bland, unreadable. “I only meant I am aware that your funds
must be severely limited. Even considering what my husband sent you.”

Was that all she’d meant? Somehow, Phillipe doubted it—

Dr. Bleeker broke the silence: “And I must repeat, the wait may be not only lengthy, but
entirely fruitless.” He turned his shoulder to them, in dismissal, staring outside with a languid
expression.

“The decision is of course yours,” Lady Jane said to Marie. “I should, however, like to
examine the letter which you say you possess.” Her voice had an unmistakable catch in it.
Phillipe felt a point scored.

She knows from my face that I’m his son, he thought. She knows the letter exists. And
she’s afraid.

There was brief, vengeful pleasure in the realization. By what right did this elegant
woman continue to stare at Marie Charboneau as if demanding obedience from a servant?

He heard Marie reply, “I do not have it, madame. It is put safely away.”

“Then at some future time you will certainly permit me to see it. Verify its doubtful
authenticity—"

“There is nothing doubtful about—" Phillipe began loudly, only to be interrupted by a
commotion of voices.

He spun around, angry again. The laughter of the new arrivals told him that Lady Jane’s
words about the grave situation at Kentland were at least in part a sham; a sham to intimidate
the peasant woman and her peasant son.

A young man of around Phillipe’s age burst into the drawing room, holding the hand of a
girl of perhaps nineteen. Or, more accurately, he dragged her along after him. The pair
stopped suddenly. The young man exclaimed:

“Why, God save us! The French visitors? My supposed half-brother—what, what?”

Phillipe could only gape. At first glance, the young man might have been a subtly
distorted mirror portrait of himself.



Yes, the mouth was thinner. The shoulders wider. And the new arrival stood half a head
taller, even though he was at the moment affecting a somewhat limp posture. But the
resemblance was still marked.

Not in terms of costume, of course. In contrast to Phillipe’s plain garb, the boy was
dressed in a long, checkered coat much like a dressing gown. His outfit was completed by
loose Dutchman’s breeches and shoes of pink satin. He clutched a tall, varnished walking stick
with a huge silver head. The carry-cord was looped around one wrist.

The young man’s wig was stuck through with pearl-headed pins. Phillipe had never seen
such a peculiar figure. Only much later did he learn that the apparel was, according to the
lights of the macaronis—youthful noblemen who adopted the latest fads and aped the
sputtering “What, what?” of the king—conservative.

For perhaps a heartbeat’s time, Phillipe was tempted to burst out laughing at the young
man’s bizarre appearance and studied pose of boredom. But two things checked the mirth—
the first being the total lack of any softening humor in the boy’s eyes. Focused on Phillipe,
those eyes belied the pearl pins and pink shoes and limp wrist draped over the stick head.
They were ugly eyes—

Ugly as the small, purplish birthmark Phillipe saw at the outer end of the young man’s
left eyebrow.

The mark was shaped roughly like a U, and tilted, so the bottom pointed toward the left
earlobe. Then Phillipe noticed a cloven place in the mark’s lower curve. He decided the mark
didn’t resemble a letter so much as a broken hoof.

No more than a thumbnail’s height in all, the mark was still livid, disfiguring. Phillipe
recalled the words in his father’s letter about the difficulties Lady Jane had encountered
bearing Amberly’s legitimate son. Phillipe had no doubt about who the young man was—or
why he stared with such open animosity.

The scene held a moment more—as the girl drew Phillipe’s attention. She was beautiful,
so softly beautiful, in fact, that he almost gasped aloud at his first close look at her.

She was about the same height as her companion, but slimmer. High, full breasts were
accented by her military-style riding costume. The double-breasted coat was dark blue, faced
with white. A froth of white cravat showed at her throat. She wore no wig, her tawny hair
bound in back by a simple ribbon. She tapped a crop against her full skirt, from under whose
hem peeped the polished toes of masculine jackboots.

The girl’s sky-blue eyes engaged Phillipe’s with frank interest. And without the obvious
dislike with which the boy continued to regard him.

Slowly, then, with a curling little smile, the girl glanced away—

But not before Phillipe’s startled senses caught a similarity between her gaze and
Charlotte’s. Like Charlotte, she was a creature of the flesh, some instinct told him. But she
was not common. A whore at heart, perhaps. But a gilded one—

Obviously the two young people had been outdoors, engaging in some strenuous activity
such as horseback riding. The young man gave off an aroma of sweat as he swaggered toward
Phillipe, hitting the floor with the ferrule of his stick at each step, rap, rap. His grin remained



lopsided, relaxed—unlike his eyes. The girl pretended disinterest, half-turning from the two
young men. But she continued to watch in an oblique way, a faint sheen of perspiration
glowing on her upper lip.

Rap, rap, rap—

The young man stopped two paces in front of Phillipe. Stared. The lopsided grin
straightened out; disappeared, leaving his mouth stark with distaste.

With unmistakable reluctance, Lady Jane at last broke the prolonged tension:

“May I present my son, Roger, and his fiancé, Alicia, daughter of the Earl of Parkhurst?”

Roger whipped up his stick. Phillipe had to step back a pace, quickly, to avoid being
struck by the tip. He didn’t miss the flicker of pleasure in Roger’s eyes. Roger pointed the
stick at Marie.

“This is the Charboneau woman?”

“Yes, that’s correct. I’ve forgotten her boy’s name.”

Rage boiled inside Phillipe as Marie burst out, “You know his name is Phillipe.”

Studying Phillipe through tawny lashes, Alicia Parkhurst remarked, “I do think there’s a
resemblance.”

Lady Jane’s gray eyes went to flint. Roger saw his mother’s fury, and as if some unseen
signal had passed between them, whirled on the girl, slamming the stick’s ferrule on the floor.

“None! None at all!”

“Oh, but Roger my sweet, use your eyes!”

Roger’s mouth wrenched. His color darkened as he went to Alicia in three swift strides.
The mark at his eyebrow seemed more black than purple as his voice savaged her:

“Mine are perfectly clear, Alicia dearest. Yours, however—well, one would almost think
you’d been indulging your excessive fondness for claret. You’re babbling.”

The girl’s face turned pink. Her shoulders trembled. Her expression changed from anger
to humiliation, then to fear as Roger lifted his free hand to tweak the point of her chin. Not
lightly, Phillipe saw. He hurt her. The girl’s eyes blazed again as Roger said:

“Pray be silent, Alicia, while we conclude this tiresome private matter.”

Shut out, intimidated, the girl seemed on the point of attacking him; her fingers around
her riding crop had gone dead white.

But under the impact of Roger’s furious stare, she wilted. Though still angry, she turned
her back. What had made her surrender? Phillipe wondered. Fright? Or something more?

Rap—

Rap—

RAP—

Very slowly, in control again, Roger Amberly returned to stand before Phillipe, feigning
a smile.

“No,” he sighed, “no resemblance. Except one. We smell about the same. But then, I’ve
been for a frisky ride, what—?” He jabbed lightly at Phillipe’s armpit with the heavy silver
head of his stick.

Phillipe’s hands flashed out. He jerked the stick so hard, the carry-loop broke. He flung



the stick without looking. It skittered and clacked across the floor, landing at Dr. Bleeker’s
feet.

“Don’t prod me like some animal,” Phillipe said.

The birthmark over Roger’s eye darkened as he lunged forward. “You filthy French clod,
how dare you touch a hand to anything of mi—”

“Roger.”

Lady Jane’s voice, steel, brought her son up in mid-stride. A blood vessel stood out in
Roger’s throat. He took another step forward but Lady Jane intercepted him.

“Roger—you will not. I will handle this.”

He obeyed her. But not easily. Balked, he glared at Phillipe—and over Roger’s shoulder,
Phillipe thought he saw Alicia Parkhurst’s eyes brighten with a moment’s delight. It was
quickly masked as Roger stormed toward Bleeker, snatched up his stick in a sudden wild arc.
The stick’s ferrule struck a small porcelain vase on one of the tripod tables, shattering it.

Once more Lady Jane stared at her son. A last piece of the vase clinked to the floor.
Roger let out a long, heavy breath, as if something in him had been given release. With
mingled dread and curiosity, Phillipe speculated as to whether the boy’s marked face was
somehow a sign of a deeper, more damaging mark on his mind— From the hard birth,
perhaps?

Lady Jane addressed Marie in a toneless voice:

“Be so good as to take yourself and this brawling boor out of my house.”

“There’s some doubt about who is the brawling boor,” Phillipe said. Roger’s eyes
narrowed, hateful.

“I will leave,” Marie replied. “But I will stay in the village until Phillipe stands at the
bedside of James Amberly and is recognized as his son.”

“On both counts, madame,” said Lady Jane with that impeccable control, “there is much
doubt about the outcome.”

“I have his witnessed letter! You cannot destroy the truth of that!”

Marie wheeled and walked away. Face hot, Phillipe started to follow, only to have Roger
dart forward:

“Hold one moment!”

Phillipe turned, waiting.

Roger was younger, he had decided. But by no means lacking in physical strength. Roger
held his stick in one hand, fingering—almost caressing—the heavy, scrolled silver head.

“Under the law,” Roger said with venom, “I could have you maimed for attacking me.”

“If that’s so, then your laws are as worthless as you.”

Roger stiffened, hand dropping from the silver head that winked deadly bright in a
shifting gleam of sunlight. Phillipe expected an attack, tried to ready himself—then grew
aware of Lady Jane again warning her son off with those strong gray eyes.

The corners of his mouth tight, Roger said, “But I won’t call the law down, my little
French bastard. If there’s any punishing to be done, I’ll do it. Thoroughly and well!”

Swallowing his fear of this crazed young man with the rampaging temper, Phillipe



retorted, “Perhaps there’ll come a time when we can test the truth of that boast.”

“If you stay in Tonbridge long, I’m certain of it.”

All at once Lady Jane was between them again, a hand on her son’s arm.

“This is not a London cockpit! I will have that remembered.”

Dr. Bleeker took out a tiny snuff case. “Shall I summon assistance to have the boy
removed, my lady?”

“Oh, no! Such boldness shouldn’t be punished!”

Phillipe and everyone else swung around, startled by Alicia Parkhurst’s merry little
laugh. The girl let her sky-blue eyes linger on Phillipe—

Admiringly? Or was that merely hopeful self-deception?

Still smiling, she addressed her husband-to-be:

“I wouldn’t venture to be too bold, Roger—"

“Shut your mouth.”

Alicia rolled with the verbal blow, hardly blinked. She was afraid of Roger, that Phillipe
sensed quite clearly. Yet she would not be easily humiliated. Under her lilting words, there
was malice:

“But I mean it, dear Roger. The boy appears a match for your own hot temper. And
brother against brother—that would be shameful.”

Her head came up, defiantly. “Striking him would be like striking yourself. He does have
your good looks, after all. Perhaps he’s even a shade handsomer, I can’t quite decide—" She
was daring them—any of them—to deny her right to speak.

“Can you, Lady Jane?” she asked. “You, Dr. Bleeker?”

Phillipe both admired her courage and deplored her foolhardiness. Lady Jane now looked
nearly as wrathful as her son, though she said nothing. Parkhurst must be a name fully as
illustrious and powerful as Amberly, he thought.

But insult for insult—cruelty for cruelty—the atmosphere in this breezy, sunlit room was
all at once too foul and dangerous to be borne. He stalked toward Marie at the doorway, aware
of a smoky, sidelong glance of speculation from Alicia.

As he reached Marie’s side, she spoke, implacable:

“We will wait in the village. As long as necessary.”

“At your peril,” said Roger.

Hearing Lady Jane’s sibilant burst of breath as she tried to still her son, Phillipe
concentrated on taking Marie’s arm and leading her out of that room of enraged faces. Still
half-blind with anger himself, he seemed to see but one image: Alicia Parkhurst’s sky-colored
eyes, vivid and intense in the moment he passed by her—

Lady Jane’s voice was raised behind them. It did no good. Roger shouted anyway:

“Your son will be dead before anyone calls him my lawful brother, you French harlot!”

Phillipe swung around, making a guttural sound. Marie’s hand on his arm restrained him.
Fighting his anger, he stumbled after her.

He didn’t know whether the encounter had been a victory or a defeat. But there was no
doubt that new perils had developed in the confrontation. As if to convince the world—and



himself—that he wasn’t afraid, he slammed the front door thunderously on the way out.



CHAPTER V

A Game of Love

THAT NIGHT, BACK AT Wolfe’s Triumph, Phillipe expressed a worry that had troubled him ever
since the stormy confrontation at Kentland.

“How long can we wait?” he asked Marie. “Lady Jane was right—our money won’t last
indefinitely.”

“Then we will find a way to get more.”

Phillipe couldn’t see his mother’s face when she answered. He was lying on the truckle,
pulled from underneath the higher bed into which he could hear her settling. Downstairs, the
sounds of laughter and friendly argumentation emphasized again just how isolated and
vulnerable they were in this alien land. Vulnerable especially to the temper of Roger Amberly

But his mother’s reply seemed to take no account of that. After a moment she went on,
“We will not leave this place till your father has seen you, and you have seen him. No matter
what it costs us.” With a sharp exhalation of breath, she blew out the candle on the stand
beside the bed.

Hands locked under his neck in the darkness, Phillipe reckoned that it had cost a good
deal already.

After leaving the Amberly house, he and Marie had found no cart waiting to return them
to Tonbridge. So they walked—not a long walk, at least not for him. Despite the attempted
humiliation by Lady Jane and her son, he could take pleasure from the fact that she had not
quite been able to conceal her fear of Marie Charboneau’s presence—or his.

But Marie had made the trip to Tonbridge with difficulty. She grew short of breath,
asking often that they pause and rest. In the low-slanting light of late afternoon, her face had
an unhealthy pallor that disturbed Phillipe considerably.

In the sultry darkness of the room at Mr. Fox’s establishment, he voiced his concern:

“Are you positive you’re well enough to stay here for some length of time, Mama?”

“Why do you ask that, Phillipe? Because the boy threatened you?”

“No!” he burst out. “I’m not afraid of him—he’s probably all bluff.” In truth, he didn’t
completely believe either statement. He finished, “It’s you I’m worried about.”

“I am stronger than she is! You’ll see. Now go to sleep!”

Over the noise from below-stairs, Phillipe heard a far-off rumble. The first thunder of a
spring storm. Coming from the north, the great city of London. Blue-white light flashed across
the sky outside the open window.



Lightning flashes filled his uneasy dreams.

And an enraged face branded with a purplish mark.
And a vase shattering—

And the sky-blue eyes of an aristocratic girl.

ii

Next morning, early, a knocking at the door roused him.

He clambered up from the truckle bed, aware that the sleeve of his coarse nightshirt was
damp with rain. A shutter banged in the chilly breeze.

As he stumbled over to close it, he glimpsed the river winding near the High Street, all
gray in a mist of morning. Tiles and thatching on the roofs of cottages in the village glistened
from the storm that had drenched Tonbridge all night long.

Directly below the window, he saw a team of matched grays standing in the mud. The
team was hitched to a splendid gilt-and-blue private coach with a coat of arms on its door.
Two men huddled on the rear step while the driver complained about the sudden end of the
fine weather. One of the men at the back of the coach picked at mud spatters on his white
stockings and wondered rhetorically how long they might be forced to wait.

The knocking sounded again, waking Marie. She came muttering up from sleep, as
though still partially in the grip of a bad dream. Phillipe touched her arm to calm her. Her dark
eyes opened wide, suddenly full of fear as the knocking was repeated a third time, loudly.

As Phillipe strode to the door, he glanced at the trunk, wondering whether he should
quickly unwrap his sword. But he decided to go ahead and slip the door latch, blocking the
opening with his body.

A moment later, sounding relieved, he said to Marie, “No danger. It’s only the landlord’s
boy.”

Young Clarence Fox, a towhead with teeth equally as protuberant as his father’s said in a
hushed voice:

“You have visitors below. They want to speak to you private. My father and I are to stay
in the kitchen. They ask you and your mother to come down as quick as possible. You’d better
do it, because Father can’t afford to anger the most important folk around here.”

Tense, Phillipe asked, “Who are the visitors? People from Kentland?”

“Lady Jane herself. And some churchman wearing purple. My father treated em plenty
polite.”

Marie was sitting up, covering her threadbare nightgown with the comforter. Her dark
eyes were clear and alert now. Her faint smile showed satisfaction.

Phillipe took his cue from that. “Go down and say we’ll attend them as soon as my
mother is dressed, Clarence.”

As he shut the door, Marie laughed. It took no words to explain why. Lady Jane Amberly
would not have bothered to seek them out if there was no validity to Marie’s claim.

iii



But the brief period of exhilaration vanished the moment Phillipe and his mother went
down to the common room.

Mr. Fox and Clarence had indeed retired, leaving a wedge of cheese and two apples on a
serving board at the table where Lady Jane sat motionless. The hood of her pearl-gray cloak
was pulled up over the powdery pile of her hair. Her hands were clasped tightly atop the
handle of an umbrella of waxed silk.

Fox had built a small fire in the inglenook. Silhouetted against the flames was an obese
man of middle age. Wearing purple, as Clarence had reported.

The man turned as Marie preceded her son into the room. The man’s full moon of a face
matched Jane Amberly’s for severity. Small blue eyes that scrutinized the arrivals seemed to
lack any emotion, save a remote distaste. But perhaps Phillipe was deceived by the flickering
light of the fire—

All at once the man licked his thick, already moist lips and smiled an unctuous smile.
Thready purple veins showed in his fleshy nose. Still, he radiated affluence, importance,
authority. And once in place, his smile never wavered.

Marie maintained the pretense of politeness:

“I am sorry for the delay, my lady. I was not yet awake when the boy knocked.”

Lady Jane offered no similar courtesy, coming to the point at once. “Last night, madame,
I reflected for several hours on the unpleasantness which took place at Kentland. I then sought
counsel from Bishop Francis.”

She indicated the obese man standing at the hearth with hands clasped behind his back.
So this was the prelate supposedly praying for James Amberly. Phillipe thought the man
looked more acquainted with the ways of the flesh than with those of holiness.

With an air of sympathy, the bishop spoke in a deep, honeyed voice:

“And I naturally advised Lady Amberly to bring the matter to a speedy and amiable
conclusion—for both your sakes. Affairs at Kentland are troubled enough, as I’'m sure you
understand.” A tiny pursing of the bowed lips. “If you are truly concerned for the welfare of
the Duke—as well as your own—you will be receptive to my lady’s proposal.”

“I am concerned for his welfare but also for that of his son,” Marie shot back with a sharp
gesture at Phillipe.

“Yes, yes, of course, but don’t you mean his alleged-son?” Bishop Francis asked with
the merest flicker of his eyelids. “The matter is in dispute—"

“Not as far as we’re concerned,” Phillipe said.

Lady Jane lifted one gloved hand from the head of her umbrella. “Please. Let us come to
the solution without quarreling over the problem itself.” To Marie: “You must realize that
your presence places additional strain on our entire household. I have come here in the hope of
persuading you to leave, thereby removing the extra burden. At the good bishop’s suggestion,
I am prepared to make a favorable reaction to my request worth your while.”

Instantly, Phillipe suspected the game. So did Marie. Her cheeks turned chalky white.
But her acting ability helped her keep control.

She walked to a chair near Lady Jane, sat down gracefully. Her dark eyes met the other



woman’s; held. Bishop Francis continued to smile sympathetically. But the little blue seeds of
his eyes showed worry. He already sensed resistance.

“You have come to make us an offer of money?” Marie asked.

“Entirely and solely for the sake of forestalling further unpleasantness, my dear lady,”
said the bishop.

Marie whipped around to face him. “No. To ensure that my son will have no share in his
father’s estate, should the Duke’s illness prove fatal.”

Lady Jane maintained her composure with effort. “Madame, your crudeness is an
affront.”

“Does the truth affront those of your class, my lady? What a pity.”

Lady Jane stood up. Bishop Francis stepped away from the hearth, raising one fat pink
hand. His voice oozed conciliation:

“Let us have no un-Christian words when a man’s immortal soul lies threatened.” He
walked toward Marie, fingers unconsciously stroking the purple folds draped across his large
stomach. “The offer is most generous. Remove yourself and your boy from Tonbridge within
a reasonable time—a day or two—and my lady is prepared to turn into your hands the sum of
fifty pounds. Why, do you realize how much that is?” His smile was touched with irony.
“Some of our village curates survive comfortably on two or three pounds a year.”

All of Marie’s theatrical talents focused in her contemptuous laugh.

Lady Jane looked as if she’d been struck in the face. Bishop Francis’ eyebrows shot up.
Folds of fat appeared between the lines in his forehead. Marie said:

“A mere fifty pounds? For a young man who’s the rightful heir to part of James
Amberly’s fortune?”

“Oh, but my dear woman, we have no proof the Duke fathered him!” Francis said. “None
whatsoever.”

“Then I’ll show you the proof!” Marie cried, running upstairs.

In moments she was back, carrying the brass-cornered casket. Phillipe had withdrawn to
a place several tables removed from Lady Jane’s. From that vantage point he watched Bishop
Francis inspect the casket with eager curiosity. Like his mouth, the bishop’s eyes looked
moist.

All at once Francis noticed Phillipe’s scowl. The prelate turned back to the fire, sighing
and daintily rubbing at one eyelid with a sausagelike middle finger.

Lady Jane was breathing faster. Even though the bishop smiled again, his pendulous lips
glistening in the firelight, Phillipe felt an inexplicable sense of danger.

Marie set the casket on a table and opened it. From the packet she took out the topmost
document.

“This is written in the Duke’s own hand. And witnessed by two friends, for the sake of
legality. The letter promises Phillipe his portion under English law. Since James has only one
other male issue, that portion is half. Not fifty pounds. Half!”

Bishop Francis extended his right hand. “Would you be so good as to let me examine the
document?”



Defiantly, Marie started to give him the folded letter. Phillipe saw Lady Jane glance from
the letter to the fireplace. He ran forward and snatched the letter out of his mother’s hand:

“I’ll show it to him.”

Phillipe unfolded the document carefully, held it top and bottom. Bishop Francis lowered
his extended hand, all expression gone from his suet face for a moment. Then, hunching
forward, he scanned the letter. He said to Lady Jane:

“My knowledge of French is no longer what it was in my student days. But I recognize
the handwriting as your husband’s. And the letter is indeed witnessed.”

Phillipe carried the valuable possession back to the casket, folded it away and shut the
lid. Bishop Francis fingered his jowl thoughtfully.

“In view of those facts, my lady,” he said, “perhaps we might show a larger measure of
Christian generosity. Obviously this woman and her son are not well off. A hundred pounds
7

“Half and nothing less!” Marie exclaimed.

The tip of the bishop’s tongue roved over his lower lip. He looked almost grief-stricken.
“You reject my lady’s offer?”

“Completely!”

Abruptly, Lady Jane made a quick gesture of disgust. She started out, her gray eyes
venomous. At the doorway, she turned.

“Madame, you are attempting to deprive my son of his full inheritance—exactly as you
have deprived me of my husband’s affections for years. I cannot predict what will befall the
Duke as a result of his illness. But regardless of the outcome, Roger will receive his full share
of the estate—now or later. I nearly gave my life to bring my son into this world. His welfare
has always been my paramount concern, because he is the only child I could ever bear. For
almost a year after his birth, we were not even certain that he would survive—indeed, the mid-
wives and the physician who attended my confinement had some suspicion that at birth he was
harmed in some unknown way. When he did survive, and grow, I thanked the Almighty, and
vowed he would receive my constant attention all his life. So I do not take any threat to his
future lightly. Be warned.”

And she stormed out, straight to the coach, where the footmen sprang down into the mud
to open the door.

Bishop Francis paused a moment, a gross figure against the gray morning mist. His smile
remained sad.

“Madame—young master—permit me to speak as one whose holy charge and duty it is
to be sensitive to the situations of all human beings, regardless of their station. For your own
sake—your own safety!—do not, I beg you, challenge the power of this family. To do so for
any prolonged period would be extremely ill advised. And I would be saddened by what must
surely be the inevitable consequences. Heed me—and reconsider.”

Marie said, “No.”

With a sigh and a shake of his head, Bishop Francis left in a swirl of purple. Phillipe
couldn’t decide whether the churchman was sincere—or a wily charlatan.



After the lavish coach had pulled away, Marie pressed her palms against the sides of the
casket. She was jubilant.

“Do you realize what all of that signified, Phillipe? The claim is valid! She knows it! We
will wait to see the Duke, no matter what happens. We’re not dirt to be kicked aside as she
pleases—or bought off for a pittance!”

Phillipe said nothing. In principle, he agreed. But he hoped it was not a foolhardy
decision.

Distantly in the stillness, he thought he heard the Amberly coach thundering out of
Tonbridge. He resigned himself to more waiting.

Among those who were now clearly enemies.

iv

That same day, Phillipe drafted a short letter to Girard. He wrote that they would be
delayed longer than expected, and requested that Girard continue management of the inn as
best he could. Mr. Fox helped dispatch the letter via coach post.

Phillipe had no idea what the next move in the game would be. He was convinced that
Lady Jane would somehow keep track of their continuing presence. And indeed, it wasn’t long
until he had another proof of their peril.

Two days had passed. To fill the hours, he’d taken to helping young Clarence with chores
around the inn. It was from Clarence that he received confirmation that he and Marie were
being spied upon.

“A groom from Kentland stopped this morning,” Clarence reported.

“What did he want?”

“He asked my father whether a French woman was still staying here. A French woman
and her son.”

“Is that all?”

Clarence gnawed his lip a moment. “No. The groom said that if anyone from Kentland
caught the son alone anyplace, they’d break his head for sport.”

Down on his knees scrubbing the grease-spattered stones of the kitchen hearth, Phillipe
ignored the look that hoped for an explanation. Once again he realized he and Marie were
pitted against powerful antagonists in a strange and silent war. Who would surrender first?

More important, when would they face the next direct attack?

As the sweet month of May filled Kent with the green of tree buds bursting open and the
colorful splash of flowers blooming in cottage gardens, Phillipe, despite the open and implied
threats, began to roam the countryside. The wandering filled the time when he wasn’t helping
Clarence pitchfork straw or polish tables; it filled the emptiness in which no word, no sign was
received from Kentland. The war held static, as if the opposition forces were pondering basic



strategies very carefully.

Tactics, however, were a different matter. Those were all too clear—and menacing.

On an early morning tramp in the direction of his father’s estate, Phillipe encountered
three grubbily dressed servants trudging toward the village with hampers. Though they wore
no livery, he guessed at once that they must be from Kentland. Instant recognition showed on
their faces.

He stood immobile at the edge of the towpath, watching the three come to a halt a few
yards off.

“Why—"tis the French bastard!” sneered the youngest of the trio. “Still daring to show
his dial in daylight!”

One of his companions crouched down quickly, snatched a stone, hurled it hard.

Phillipe didn’t dodge swiftly enough. The stone struck his forehead, left a stinging gash
that bled.

Growling under his breath, Phillipe started to charge the servants—and only checked
when he saw two of them go for bigger rocks and the third drop his hamper and reach into his
boot for a skinning knife.

The blade flashed in the low-slanting sun. Confronting bullies was one thing. But dashing
unarmed toward suicide was quite another. What if he were seriously wounded? Even killed
by these nobodies? Though it galled him to hesitate, he knew he shouldn’t risk the danger of
his mother being left with a dead or injured son on her hands. Not when she had poured so
much of her strength and hope into bringing them this far—

He thumbed his nose at the trio and gave them a good, obscene cursing in French as he
turned his back.

In response, he heard laughter, jeers, English oaths fully as blue as his own. His face
reddened as he quickened his step and angled for some trees on the side of the path away from
the river. He knew what he was doing was right. But it was still humiliating.

Trying to pelt him with stones, the servants gave chase. But only for a short distance.
Once into the woods, he eluded them easily. He negotiated his way back to Tonbridge over the
downs, stopping only to wash the blood off his forehead in a brook.

All the way to Wolfe’s Triumph, the taunts tormented him.

He kept reminding himself that he must keep his eye on the larger purpose. It had taken
more courage to flee than might have been required to attack the servants and jam their insults
back down their ignorant throats.

Or so he rationalized, to ease his conscience.

When Marie asked him about the clotted cut over his eye, he gave her an evasive answer.
He’d tripped, sprawled out, that’s all. No use letting her know of the new evidence of their
continuing danger—

But he was damned if he’d let intimidation from the Amberly household deter him from
wandering wherever he pleased. He would not—could not—surrender that completely.

So if anything, the aborted attack only made his ramblings bolder and more frequent.

One bright afternoon he took another long stroll beside the Medway, then sat down to



rest at the edge of a large, shadowy grove on the summit of what the locals called Quarry Hill.
Seeing no one, menacing or otherwise, in the vicinity, he yawned, leaned back and dozed off.

Hoofbeats wakened him.

Below, on the towpath, a rider reined in. A splendid, glistening black stallion pointed its
muzzle up the hillside. He scrambled to his feet, alarmed until he saw tawny hair flash in the
sun—

It was Alicia Parkhurst.

She had evidently recognized him asleep against the tree trunk. Phillipe’s forehead felt
warm all at once.

He walked forward as the girl dismounted, holding the black’s reins with one hand. She
looked down the hill, then swept the horizon with a glance, as if to make certain she was not
being observed. She wore the same fashionable riding costume in which he’d first seen her,
and again he noticed the way it emphasized the swelling fullness of her breasts.

“Good afternoon, Master Frenchman,” she said with a coquettish nod. “I’ve never spied
you on Quarry Hill before.”

“Oh,” he grinned, “have you looked?”

She feigned annoyance. “You have a saucy tongue.”

“My apologies. Do you ride this way often?”

“Not as often as I’d like. Every few days—if I’'m lucky.”

“Well, I’ve never stopped here before. But I’ve seen enough of Tonbridge to last awhile.
So I’ve been exploring. May I ask whether there’s any news of my father?”

Alicia Parkhurst shook her head. “The situation’s little changed. That ghoul Bleeker lets
more and more blood. But still the Duke seldom wakens. They do fear for his life.”

Phillipe swallowed hard. “I thank you for that much information—they’ve sent us no
further word.” He decided to avoid the subject of the attempted bribe.

“Nevertheless,” Alicia said, “Lady Jane is very much aware that you are both still here.”

“Yes, I’ve learned she has—informants, keeping track. I ran into what I presume were
three of them on the towpath some days ago.”

“But you haven’t seen Roger,” she countered; it was more of an assertion than a question.

“No, not so far.”

“Because Lady Jane is restraining him. He’d like nothing better than to ride to Tonbridge
and thrash you—for a start. You do realize how dangerous he can be?”

Phillipe’s eyes looked bleak as he nodded. “He has what you could call a fragile temper,
doesn’t he?”

“And you upset him so, that first day. You positively drove him to the limit!”

He wanted to comment that she’d had some hand in that too. But he refrained, asking
instead:

“Why is his mother keeping him leashed? I can’t imagine it’s because she’s concerned
about my well-being.”

“Certainly not. I think she’s convinced you’ll give up waiting and go away eventually.”

“She’s wrong. I intend to see my father.”



“I knew you were determined the first minute I looked at you. So did Roger, I believe.
Perhaps that’s what prodded him into that awful display at Kentland.”

Again Phillipe held back a comment. Alicia’s brilliant blue eyes slid obliquely across his
face. Her next words, couched as a request, were really more of a subtle command:

“Will you walk with me back in the trees where it’s cooler? I love to ride hard but it tires
the poor horse—” She stroked the animal’s neck, but looked at Phillipe. “I can’t linger too
long. I’'m really not ever supposed to ride about the countryside unescorted. But Kentland’s so
tiresomely gloomy—and I reach the point at which I’ll gladly bear Lady Jane’s criticism in
return for a little freedom—"

She walked under the low-hanging branches, leading the black. Phillipe followed. Alicia
seemed to relax the moment they were safely concealed in the green darkness at the heart of
the grove.

“You’re staying with the family for an extended period?” he inquired.

“A month or two—into the early summer, at least.”

“Are you making plans for the wedding to Roger?”

“Of course. We’re to be married next year. It’s the way large estates are made larger in
England. The Amberly lands added to those of my father will leave an inheritance of increased
size to my children. Provided—”

Smiling in a sly way, she tied the sweating stallion’s rein to a branch.

“—provided I can induce—or should I say— seduce?—Roger to carry out his duty. The
dear boy has his father’s occasionally hot temper—you share some of that, don’t you—?"

“I hope not to the degree Roger does.”

“—but I do believe he also inherited some of his mother’s coolness toward more—
intimate pursuits.”

She didn’t look at Phillipe as she said it, bending instead to touch a patch of emerald
moss growing near a gnarled root. The leaves in the grove rustled. For a moment, Phillipe was
both stirred and shocked to discover that aristocratic young English ladies would even allude
to the subject of sex. The revelation brought to mind one of Mr. Fox’s recent diatribes against
the loose morals of the nobility. Mr. Fox was of the relatively new, Methodist persuasion.

Deciding to explore his discovery a little further, Phillipe picked up the conversation
with, “Intimate pursuits, you said—are you well acquainted with such pursuits, Miss
Parkhurst?”

The sky-blue eyes took on a smoky look. “What is your opinion?”

His cheeks felt flushed. He managed to shrug. “I’m not sure. I’'m no expert on English
manners. Or English girls—what they do and don’t do. However”—he kept his gaze
unblinking, a half-smile on his lips—*“I do believe that with your eyes and certain other little
—mannerisms—you want to make it seem that you’re quite experienced. Maybe that too is
the fashion here—?”

“La, how bold you are!” she said with a bright laugh. “Such perception! How old are
you, Master Frenchman?”

“Eighteen soon.”



“I’m nineteen.”

“That accounts for the look of experience,” he joked. Then, more soberly: “How old is
Roger?”

“A year younger than you. He should have a splendid career—if he doesn’t fall into some
silly quarrel over cards or a bear-baiting wager and get himself killed. Lady Jane worries
about that constantly. She’s quite protective—"

“So I’'ve noticed.”

“—which I believe is the reason she has imposed her will and forbidden Roger to look
for you in Tonbridge. Thus far, she’s been successful. I think she’s the only person on earth of
whom Roger is honestly afraid.”

Phillipe plucked a blade of grass, ran it absently between his index and middle finger.
“Tell me more about your future with Roger, Miss Parkhurst. What kind of career are you
counting on for him?”

“Oh, first I imagine he’ll serve in the army. Purchase a commission, of course. One can’t
achieve high rank quickly any other way. The army is a good steppingstone to a political
career, so afterward, I imagine we’ll live in London. No doubt Roger will enter one of the
ministries. Those in politics have many avenues for increasing their fortunes. The closer they
can position themselves to His Majesty, the more numerous become the avenues. I look
forward to a fine, prosperous life—"

Phillipe’s curt laugh made her scowl for the first time.

“What do you find so amusing?”

“You seem to have forgotten how Roger humiliated you the day we met. Hurt you, in
fact.”

Her lips set. “I haven’t forgotten. But larger considerations make it prudent to show no
public distress.”

“Larger concerns.” He nodded. “Roger’s future. Roger’s fortune—"

“Exactly.” The word hung between them, flat, final.

Then, with another of those smoky looks at Phillipe, Alicia seated herself against the
trunk of a beech, gracefully settling her skirts. She sighed what sounded like a contrived sigh,
remarking:

“Of course, even when Roger and I are married, I shall have to find lovers.”

Phillipe laughed again. “That’s the fashion too? One husband isn’t enough?”

She brushed back a lock of hair, laughing with him. “Poor ignorant foreigner—!” she
teased, patting the ground next to her riding skirt.

He sat down beside her, then felt annoyed that he’d obeyed her pantomimed command so
promptly. Despite many differences, he saw traces of Lady Jane in Alicia, foremost being her
unspoken assumption that, because of her position, her whims would always be gratified.

Still, he couldn’t deny that she was lovely.

Alicia leaned her head against the bark and closed her eyes, musing on:

“Among our class, Master Frenchman, marriage has little if any relation to more
diverting pastimes. Except on those occasions when an heir must be gotten, of course. Oh, I



shouldn’t say that categorically. Much depends on the quality of the husband.”

Edging a bit closer to her, he asked, “What are your feelings about Roger’s quality?”

“Didn’t I hint at it? He’s cold with a woman. I’ve yet to discover his—quality.”

Her voice lent a shade of vulgar meaning to the final word. Phillipe felt warmer than
ever. And aware again of Alicia Parkhurst’s skill in sensual games. He asked:

“Would you like to?”

“What a frivolous question!” She ran her pink tongue over the edge of her teeth.
“Shouldn’t the wise person sample an apple before buying the bushel?”

She was leading him down a contradictory path all at once, a path that had little to do
with the other one winding, presumably, to wealth and position as the spouse of the next Duke
of Kentland.

“Then—" Phillipe’s gesture was wholly French, eloquent. “Why not sample, Miss
Parkhurst?”

“Heavens, I’ve already told you that he hesitates to touch me! Besides, it’s really quite
impossible on a practical basis. I mean—watched day and night at Kentland by gossiping
servants—”

Another wistful sigh; artifice. Layer on layer of artifice—it had been born into her, he
supposed; and more of it taught as she grew. Yet her behavior both unsettled and excited him.

“I rather suppose,” she concluded, “that at best, Roger will be a crude lover. Unsure of
himself, and therefore crude and rough. Only seeking to be done quickly—satisfy himself—
never sensitive to the desires of”—a small catch of breath; the sky-blue eyes pinned him—*“a
partner. Tell me something, Master Frenchman.” She inclined her head nearer to him. “Would
you hesitate to touch me?”

“No.” A pause. “Not if I wanted to.”

“Ah, wicked!” she laughed. “Venomously wicked!” There was a hint of anger in the way
she tapped his cheek. It reminded him of Roger’s use of the silver-headed stick. He closed his
fingers on Alicia’s wrist, gently but firmly thrust her hand away.

With a pretty pout, she pretended hurt. He let her go.

“I expected better manners from you,” she told him.

“It will take some of my father’s money to polish off the rough edges.”

“Then you and your mother do intend to press the claim?”

“To the finish.”

“Well, you’re liable to cause no end of difficulty—and you’d better stay out of Roger’s
way if Lady Jane’s leash ever snaps—”

She left off rubbing her wrist when she saw Phillipe was paying no attention. He was
looking directly into her eyes. The smile of the genteel harlot teased at him again.

“But we’ve quite lost the drift of our conversation—"

“I believe you said I disappointed you.”

“Yes. You’re a lord’s bastard—and a Frenchman to boot. I was entertaining the notion
that you might be quite unlike your half-brother in the way you behaved toward a woman.
Gentler—yet at the same time more impassioned. We’re told that the French are experts in



matters of love.”

All at once, Alicia’s physical presence and the intimacy of the rustling grove started a
deep, now-familiar reaction in him. He was infuriated by the mannered way in which this
haughty girl toyed with him, playing her romantic word games. At the same time, he was
tempted.

In no more than seconds, he succumbed:

“Were you also thinking of indulging yourself in the novelty of finding out?”

For the first time, she was taken aback, pink-faced. The subject changed instantly.

“‘Indulging yourself.” There’s yet another pretty turn of phrase. You speak our language
surprisingly well.”

“I had a special teacher, because I knew I’d be coming here to claim the inheritance.”

Alicia touched his wrist. The feel of her warm fingertips excited him even more. She,
too, hesitated only a moment.

“Have you had special teachers in Cupid’s disciplines as well?”

“A few.”

He placed his own free hand on top of hers, nervous, yet somehow compelled. Her own
grip tightened just a little. He looked into those remarkably blue eyes.

“And you?”

“Oh, yes—many.”

Something told him she was lying. But he only said, “Miss Parkhurst—"

“My name is Alicia.”

“The conversation’s wandered a long way down an unfamiliar path—"

“Shall we turn back, Master Frenchman?”

From her expression, her tone, her touch that brought him to stiffness, her meaning was
unmistakably clear.

“It depends on the reasons for going on. I don’t want to be used as a means for you to
strike back at Roger for what he did to you at Kentland.”

Her quick intake of breath said he’d struck the mark again. She started to pull her hand
away, ready to rise and leave, angered. He caught her fingers, felt their heat once more,
refused to release her as he finished:

“That is—if it’s the only reason.”

For a moment her eyes darted past his shoulder, full of the fear of chance discovery. Then
she looked back to his face. Their gazes locked, held a long moment. A lark trilled somewhere
at the edge of the grove. The stallion stamped. Slowly, she leaned her face toward his.

“No,” she whispered. “It isn’t—"

Phillipe kissed her. Hesitantly at first. Her warm, sweet breath cascaded over him. All at
once his hands were on her shoulders, pulling her close. Her lips parted. Her kiss became
eager, hungry. He thought his tongue tasted wine; through his mind fleeted a memory of
Roger scoring her for an excessive fondness for claret—

They tumbled over onto the grass, arms twined, kissing. They began to let their hands
explore. Very shortly, he discovered that young ladies of the English nobility wore silk



drawers beneath their underpetticoats. Not to mention scarlet garters elaborately trimmed with
lace.

The greenish darkness had turned steamy as a jungle. After much fumbling and
struggling, Alicia’s shoulders were bare; then her breasts. He bent to kiss the soft valley
between. He moved his head to one side, kissed again. She uttered a small cry of surprised
pleasure. Was she, then, mostly artifice and little, if any, experience—?

The play of hands and mouths grew more intense. Soon he was crouching above her,
gazing down at her tumbled beauty through the green haze that seemed to surround them. Her
upper lip was moist with perspiration. Her garments all a-tangle around her slim hips—the
silken drawers had been cast aside—showed him a delicate golden place above her white
stockings and her garters.

She looked at him with wide, almost alarmed eyes. She started to speak. He laid his
fingers gently on her lips.

“Shall I stop, Alicia?”

“What’s fair for me is fair for you. Only—only if you’re just attacking Roger—”

“I’ve forgotten all about Roger,” he said, and wrapped his arms around her so violently
that her head accidently struck the tree trunk.

She let out a low exclamation of pain, then another, sharper one a moment later when he
forced his entrance. The lark rilled. The stallion clopped his hoofs. The green darkness seemed
to light and glow with a fire that might have been kindled within Phillipe’s own flesh—

At first, it was awkward; her body was still not prepared for him, although it had already
received him. And something said over and over that, despite her talk of it, she’d never had a
lover. That excited him even more. He kissed her eyelids, her cheeks, stroked her back—

Until finally the awkwardness passed in favor of a matched steadiness whose speed
increased and increased like their breathing until she was hugging him convulsively and
crying softly for him to press her even harder.

She clung to his neck with both arms, driving herself as close as she could to meet flesh
with flesh. He gasped—and her answer was a strident, lingering moan of joy that slowly faded
under the lark’s singing.

vi

Dressed, reasonably composed and ready to ride away on the rested horse, Alicia looked
at him differently. She tried to smile and play the courtesan but her eyes betrayed her.

He asked quietly whether he’d in any way hurt her.

“No,” she murmured. “Oh dear God—no. I—" A little gasp when she tried to laugh.
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Another brush at a stray lock of tawny hair. “—I found my answers about Frenchmen, too.
And I think, I do think the Amberlys have finally met an adversary worthy of them.”

“What a strange way to form a judgment,” he teased.

She shook her head. “Not really—" All pretense seemed stripped away as she leaned

forward to let their mouths touch quickly, passionately.



He experienced strange feelings. He knew she was still a creature of skills and
deceptions. Yet he hadn’t the heart to force her to admit whether she had ever lain with a man
before. He wasn’t sure—but asking was a cruelty he couldn’t perform. A half-hour ago, yes.
But not now.

Nor did he care much whether, at the start, she’d been goaded into this game of love by a
desire to secretly spite the man who had hurt her.

“I want to see you again, Alicia.”

“I don’t know—"

“While the spring lasts—while I’m here—I want to see you.”

“It will be so difficult—" She mounted, steadying the restless black. “I told you how I’'m
watched.”

“You must find ways to get around that. Dammit, you must! Unless you were lying to
me, and just wanted to revenge yourself—"

Her voice turned husky:

“No!”

“Then come to Quarry Hill when you can. I’ll be here as often as I can. You can do it if
you want to badly enough.”

“I suppose,” she said, sounding uncertain. Their eyes met again. “I meant to say I
suppose I can do it. I’ll try. I want to come again, Phillipe, even though I think having met you
could prove—very dangerous.”

“For whom?”

“Both of us.”

“Tomorrow? The same time?”

“I don’t know for certain.”

“I’ll be here.”

“But if it’s not possible for me to leave Kentland—"

“Then I’ll be here the next day. And the next.” His voice was low. He was as shaken as
she was, because he too sensed that they were plunging into something far more entangling

than a casual liaison—

“All right,” she said suddenly, leaning down again to caress his cheek. “At the first
possible moment.”

She wheeled her black stallion away, cropping him savagely all the way down the
hillside.



CHAPTER VI

“A Perfect Member of the Mobility”

THE END OF MAY brought a spate of changes to the south of England—and to Phillipe, who was
growing aware that he was not the same person who had stepped so hesitantly off the lugger at
Dover.

He fretted about the dwindling supply of money Marie kept hoarded in her casket. Even
at Mr. Fox’s modest rates for bed and board, it would not last much longer.

On top of that, every few days Clarence reported that some servant or other from
Kentland dropped by the hostelry—and did not depart without making an inquiry about the
French woman and her son.

Though Phillipe still had not explained the reason for this unusual interest, he had gained
Clarence’s confidence to the point of convincing the boy that it was important Clarence keep
him informed about the watchers. So Clarence kept a wary eye out, and an ear open. Phillipe
had hoped the spying would stop. Apparently that was not to happen.

Blended with the anxiety these circumstances produced was the hope and the joy he felt
each morning at the prospect of perhaps meeting Alicia.

Assignations had proved difficult, as she’d predicted. Somehow, though, the protracted
periods of waiting between their furtive meetings on Quarry Hill only intensified his emotions
—and the shattering satisfaction when a rendezvous did take place.

After that first tempestuous afternoon, he’d gone to the hill four days in a row—and no
sign of her.

The third and fourth days were agony. On the fifth, he slipped back to the grove
convinced he would never see her again, save perhaps at Kentland—and there she was,
tearfully clinging to him, overflowing sweet, sad apologies.

She would never be able to ride off alone oftener than every three or four days, she told
him after they made love. However, she believed she had found a system to at least minimize
the potential danger to herself—and, she quickly reassured Phillipe, to him.

By paying close attention to household gossip— closer attention than she usually paid,
she was frank to say—she could pick up hints of plans for the next day or the day after. Would
Roger be off hunting? Lady Jane entertaining the bishop between prayers? When such
situations developed, Alicia would now employ the services of a girl named Betsy.

Betsy was the one lady’s maid Alicia had brought with her from home. She felt she could
trust the girl—particularly when a few extra coins were supped from hand to hand.

After Alicia had outlined her plan, she and Phillipe searched and found a felled oak with



many rotted places in its lightning-blasted trunk. Phillipe scooped out one such place, which
was designated the message spot. Here Betsy, sent on some fictitious errand, would leave a
slip of paper with a crudely printed word or two on it—Tuesday twilight—so Phillipe might
better know when to expect the tawny-haired girl.

After their third rendezvous, Phillipe noticed that she looked drawn, weary. He
questioned her about whether the strain of outwitting and eluding dozens of people, from Lady
Jane and Roger down to the pantry and stable help, was too taxing.

“Taxing, yes,” she replied. “But worth it, my darling. And after all, haven’t you told me I
do exceeding well at games?”

She kissed him with lips parted. But not before he saw the shadow in her eyes, the
shadow that said she was meeting him at the price of raw nerves.

One mellow evening when she brought a bottle of her favorite claret in a hamper—she
drank twice as much of it as Phillipe—she speculated aloud that it might be amusing to let
Roger know she’d acquired a lover.

Her eyes twinkled with hard merriment as she said it. Then she saw Phillipe’s scowl,
touched him.

“Though you know I wouldn’t—ever.”

“That first time, Alicia—"

“Yes?”

“You did let me make love to you because he hurt you, isn’t that right?”

“You know me too intimately, Master Frenchman!”

“But you did.”

“Partly.” Her voice was thickened by the wine. “Only partly—” She kissed him.

The suppressed streak of cruelty in Alicia was an aspect of her personality he intensely
disliked. But it was an aspect that dwindled to insignificance alongside the overpowering
reactions she produced in him, mind and body, when he was away from her, anticipating their
next stolen moments together.

The message-tree system worked reasonably well. Yet there remained occasions when he
would wait hours past the appointed time, then trudge back to Tonbridge when she failed to
arrive. On those lonely walks, he experienced what he realized must be one of the first signs
of full manhood. He knew the full meaning of sorrow.

During one such frustrated return to Wolfe’s Triumph, he came close to losing his life.

In the mist of early evening, he was passing a copse when a blunderbuss blasted. He
dropped instinctively, flattening in the tall grass—

Balls hissed through the tops of the nearby grass stalks, spending themselves. A bad shot,
he decided. With a weapon of too short a range.

Still—

Who had fired?

Hunters? Yes; he heard them hallooing in the copse as he raised himself cautiously to
hands and knees.

Rooks cawed their way into the sky’s yellow haze, flushed from the thicket by the shot.



Phillipe remained still, presently saw four riders emerge from the trees and canter away
toward Kentland. As the figures vanished, he identified the livery of the Amberlys.

He doubted the attempt had been deliberate. He had seen no one following him earlier,
and he was always careful on his walks now, surveying in all directions as he moved. More
than likely the servants had spotted him by chance while pursuing the bird among the trees.

But the very fact that they’d fire at all said much about Roger Amberly’s feelings. How
pleased the Duke’s son would be if there were a report of a fortuitous accident—!

Phillipe reported nothing of the incident to his mother or Alicia. But his apprehension
deepened.

There was another change in him as well. His conscious decision to keep the affair
hidden from Marie. He didn’t want to flaunt the conquest of the heiress of Parkhurst, drag it
into the open for his mother to examine as another twisted proof that her son rightfully
belonged among his so-called betters.

When Marie asked questions about his frequent walking trips, he gave evasive answers.
Excuses: Boredom: no work to be done at Wolfe’s Triumph. The deception was but one more
signal that his feelings for Alicia were growing more serious than he’d ever intended.

It was, all in all, a May of changes.

Thunderous weather struck the Kentish countryside. Swift-flying spring stormclouds
blackened the sky. The world did not glow. That seemed appropriate, because he knew his
time with Alicia would pass all too soon.

ii

“Alicia?”

She answered with a sleepy murmur. They were deep in a dell they’d found, two days
after the first of June.

They lay together on a mossy bank, Alicia with her bodice unfastened, Phillipe with his
head resting between the pink-tipped hills of her breasts. Across the dell, bluebells nodded in
the oppressive air. High up in the sheltering trees, raindrops patted tentatively on leaves just
beginning to stir in the wind. Thunder boomed in the north.

When he didn’t speak immediately in reply to her murmur, she stroked his forehead, as if
to soothe away the hesitation she sensed. He rolled onto his stomach, touched the coral tip of
her left breast and watched it rise. At last he said:

“Lovers shouldn’t have secrets, isn’t that so?”

“That’s so.” She pressed his caressing fingers against her body. “Secrets are only for
husbands and wives. I’'m not even wed to Roger yet, and think of the bagful I’ve hidden from
him.”

Completely true. By now there was no intimacy Phillipe and Alicia had not practiced.
“Go on, speak your mind,” the girl urged softly.

“All right. Do you know what I thought of you that first day we met?”

“Tell me.”



“I thought you were a fine lady—and a proper slut.”

“What a horridly truthful young man you are, Phillipe! Of course you’re perfectly right.
Earls’ daughters are taught to practice feminine wiles. How do you think I got Roger to agree
to the match our parents arranged? Still, isn’t knowing the art of love a good thing—for
lovers?”

“For lovers,” he agreed. “But what about those who fall in love?”

She sat up as thunder echoed along the river valley. “You mustn’t say such things,
Phillipe.”

There was no reproof in her remark. Only sadness. She avoided his gaze. He pulled her
head around gently, stared into her eyes.

“You mustn’t,” she insisted. “We have no chance together.”

“What if Lady Amberly was finally forced to acknowledge my father’s pledge?”

“It will be a long time happening—if it ever does. You see how skillfully she resists.
Letting you sit and sit, wait and wait, cooped up in the village—"

“Damme, how I hate her for that!” he exploded, jumping up. “Then other times, I have
doubts—”

“About what?”

“Doubts that I don’t know my proper place.”

“Lady Jane would concur with that opinion,” Alicia told him, though not with any
malice. She tried to gesture him back to her side. But he stalked across the dell, scowling. She
let her hand fall back to her side.

A moment later she began to lace her bodice. The mood was broken; they had strayed
onto perilous ground.

“In my opinion, Phillipe, the reason you feel doubt is just because you’re still trying to
decide who and what you are. I’ll admit my own feelings are tangled, now that we’ve started
—well, you understand. I don’t care for Roger, although I should, since I’ll marry him. I love
to be here with you like this, although I shouldn’t.”

Phillipe went back to her, kneeling and closing his hand on hers. “Alicia—"

“What, dear?”

“I’ve wondered since the beginning whether you’ve said similar things to other lovers.”

Her blue eyes never blinked. “And I’ve wondered when you might ask me that.”

“Is there an answer?”

“Yes—never. You were and are the first. Do you wonder I’ve been shaken so? And risk
these rides—the stares and questions afterward? You don’t know what you’ve done to me,
Phillipe. Now I have nights when I can’t sleep at all. Nights when I lie weeping and dreaming
it was all different. When I wish to God I could board a ship and run off—perhaps all the way
across the ocean, to live with a family like the Trumbulls and never have you torment me
again.”

He asked her who the Trumbulls might be. She explained that her mother’s sister—Aunt
Sue, she called her—had married and emigrated to the American colonies. Aunt Sue’s
husband, one Tobias Trumbull, had become exceedingly wealthy as the owner of the largest



ropewalk in Philadelphia City. He lived in a fine house, endorsed the policies of George III
and his ministers and was altogether a right-thinking Tory gentleman.

“There, at least,” she concluded, “I’d be safe from what’s happened. Something I never
imagined would happen at all. For as I told you, anything beyond meeting this way is quite
impossible. I am not strong enough to follow any course except the one planned for me.
Marriage with Roger.”

“Remember what I told you that first time? You could do whatever you wanted—if you
wanted it badly enough.”

“Badly enough? Oh yes, there’s the problem—!”

Then she flung her arms around his neck, clinging to him and crying. It was a facet of her
personality he’d never seen before. It touched him. Made him—yes, why not admit it>—love
her all the more.

The rain began to drip through the leaves. She broke away, ready to ride back to
Kentland. The parting lent urgency to his sudden question:

“Tell me one thing. Are they tricking us? Is my father really so ill?”

“Oh, yes. That doctor with his bleeding basin seldom leaves his side.”

“Then if you care for me at all, help me this much. Use your skills to persuade Lady
Amberly to relent just a little. My mother’s nearly out of her mind with worry. She feels we’re
being deceived.”

“Not deceived,” Alicia said, adjusting the ribbon in her hair. “Fought. On very genteel
terms. But fought nevertheless. Lady Jane is particularly afraid of you. I understand why. I
told you a moment ago—you haven’t decided what you want to become. A proper nobleman’s
bastard. Or a man who spits on noblemen.”

“That’s beside the point. Can’t you persuade her to let my mother see the Duke for even a
moment?”

Alicia pondered. “I can try. It must be discreetly done. A seed planted one day, then
nourished little by little. She’s not an evil woman. Only protective of what she considers is
rightfully hers—”

“Like my mother.”

“—and it is possible she might bend to a suggestion from her future daughter-in-law.”

Alicia’s eyes grew somber. “But it would have to be arranged for an occasion when
Roger’s away. That might happen quite soon, however.”

“How so0?”

“Lady Jane’s leash is wearing thin. She realizes it. Roger storms about in a perfect rage
most of the time. And whenever he talks about going to Tonbridge, there’s a fearful row. Even
behind locked doors, he and Lady Jane practically shake the house. I know she’s trying
desperately to persuade him to take a holiday in London. You see, it’s as I said—she does fear
you. Not only because of the claim but because of the harm you might do to her legitimate
son. Yes”—she nodded suddenly—“what you suggest could be possible.”

“Please do what you can. We’re nearly out of money.”

She lifted her face to the wind stirring the leaves. The afternoon had grown heavy with



stillness before the storm. “And time. Time’s our enemy, Phillipe. Sweet Christ, I sometimes
wish you’d never come here! Forcing me to a choice I want to make and can’t—!”

She turned and ran.

“Alicial”

The cry died away. He was left alone in the dell as the rain slashed down through the
treetops suddenly.

For a moment he felt thoroughly miserable. He suspected some of her motives one
instant, and the next cursed the system that had locked her into a preordained future. But
despite the torment, he couldn’t deny it—he loved her.

From the edge of the trees, he watched the mounted figure receding into the black-
clouded distance. He trudged back to Tonbridge feeling utterly alone.

ii

Alicia’s seed, planted on his behalf, took three weeks to mature.

One afternoon on Quarry Hill, he found a note in the message tree telling him to come
that night to a different spot—a willow grove along the river between Tonbridge and
Kentland. Wary over the possibility of a trap, Phillipe nevertheless kept the appointment—
though he surveyed the grove carefully before setting foot into it.

Alicia was waiting. She had only moments to report that Lady Jane had won out. In a day
or two, Roger, at his mother’s absolute insistence, would be off to town—London—to select
items for a new fall wardrobe and learn the latest gossip in the coffee houses.

Further, Lady Jane did show small signs of yielding.

But Alicia had to exert pressure carefully, she said. She must not seem too unlike herself;
not show too much interest in the welfare of the claimant and his mother. She’d positioned the
suggestion as a possible means of ridding Kentland of the presence of Marie and her son.
Once having seen the Duke lying comatose, she argued, the unwelcome visitors might realize
their wait was hopeless.

For his mother’s sake, Phillipe was encouraged. For his own—just the opposite. Alicia
had all but admitted falling in love with him. Yet she was still protecting herself with exquisite
care.

On a showery Saturday, the arrogant old cart driver appeared at Wolfe’s Triumph. Lady
Amberly requested their presence at the estate, he said.

She personally met them at the door and ushered them to the stair leading up to the
second floor. Of Alicia there was no sign. But she had done her work, as Lady Jane’s remark
to Marie testified:

“Though it should not, my conscience began to bother me. I wondered whether you
thought I was perhaps not telling you the truth. This visit will put your mind to rest on that
score, certainly.”

Marie’s cheeks showed patches of scarlet. She looked as if she wanted to run up the
steps. Following the two women, Phillipe was conscious of footmen below staring scornfully.



At the head of the stairs, a maid waited with a candle. She led them down a dim corridor
that had a dank, unhealthy reek. Near the corridor’s end, a shadow seemed to dissolve out of
the wall. Phillipe recognized Dr. Bleeker, in black as always.

The physician eyed the visitors with disapproval. Standing in front of carved double
doors, he said:

“You may not enter, only look at him from here. I’ve granted that much at the request of
Lady Amberly. I wouldn’t have done so on my own.”

Marie’s right hand dug into Phillipe’s wrist as Bleeker opened one of the doors.

At first all Phillipe could see were the flames of two candles flanking the great bed in the
draped and darkened room. The air gusting out smelled even more foul, a mingling of smoke
and sweat and the bitter tang of some balm. Marie let out a low cry, took a step forward.

Bleeker shot out his black sleeve as a barrier. Marie’s hand flew to her mouth. Lady Jane
turned away, gazing at rain-washed leaded windows at the end of the hall.

The candles flanking the bed quivered a little. At last Phillipe discerned a white face on a
pillow. He might have been looking at an older version of himself.

Then came the sound—an incoherent muttering from the man lying in the stifling room.
Details leaped out. A trace of saliva trickling from the corner of James Amberly’s mouth; the
gutter of sweat on his waxen forehead. Phillipe’s legs felt weak.

Marie grasped Bleeker’s arm. “Please let me go near him. Just for a moment!”

“I forbid it absolutely. You see his pathetic condition. Even when awake, his mind is not
his own.”

Marie stared into the room again. In a moment, Bleeker shut the door.

“I trust we have extended ourselves sufficiently for your convenience, madame.”

Marie didn’t hear. She was weeping. Phillipe wanted to strike the insufferable doctor. He
went to his mother instead, anxious to take her out of this place of sickness and horror. We
shouldn’t have come, he thought. It’s worse for her to see him this way than not at all.

Quickly, he hurried Marie toward the stairs. She was trembling but she’d gotten her
sobbing under control. He would never dare tell her that he had arranged the viewing. He’d
hoped that the sight of James Amberly would lift her spirits. The effect was exactly the
reverse. And he was to blame.

As fast as he could, he helped her down the staircase and across the foyer. They were but
halfway to the front door, Marie still clutching at him, when Lady Jane spoke from behind:

“Now that you have gotten your desire, madame, I trust you’ll trouble us no further.
Leave England. Do you hear what I say?—leave England. He cannot answer you. He cannot
speak to your claim. I am the Duke’s voice now. And while I live, I will deny the contents of
that letter with all my power. Finally—you know quite well how my son feels concerning this
alleged claim—and the claimant.” Her glance at Phillipe was pointed. He shivered. “I cannot
forever guarantee to hold my son’s natural instincts in check. Good day.”

A footman had glided forward to open the door, as if to hasten their departure. Looking
back at Lady Jane, Phillipe felt rain spatter his neck. He heard the noise of a coach rattling up
the drive. Now he understood why Alicia’s seed had fallen on fertile ground.



Lady Jane had summoned them not out of kindness or conscience but out of a desire to
intimidate them even further—this time with the threat of direct intervention by Roger.

Phillipe suspected the threat might be a bluff. But it would be rash to accept that
assumption completely.

In any case, Amberly’s helplessness, Lady Jane’s determination and the absent heir’s
vengeful temper were now openly ranged against them—and would defeat them. That was the
message the encounter had been meant to convey. It did no good for Phillipe to remind
himself that he and Alicia had actually been responsible for Lady Jane gaining her desired end
by suggesting the strategy to her. The point was, she had seized on it eagerly.

And when Marie stumbled on the steps leading down to the drive, Phillipe knew how
well the strategy had succeeded.

He couldn’t catch her in time. She landed on her knees in the mud. He helped her up,
filled with humiliation and rage.

iv

Marie’s skirt was filthy with spattered mud. As Phillipe lifted her to her feet, he saw a
splendid coach-and-four arriving, its wheels throwing off more mud as the liveried driver
braked and reined in the white horses.

Astonished, the senior footman called into the house, “My lady—unexpected visitors!”
He darted down the steps to assist the liveried postilion just opening the gilded door.

Leaning on her son, Marie seemed to be regaining her composure. For his part, Phillipe
was fascinated by the sight of a plump, wigged gentleman alighting from the coach. The only
word for his apparel was magnificent, from the buckles on his shoes and the ribbons fastening
his breeches at the knees, to the ruby-and-emerald-studded hilt of his sword and the intricate
frogging around the golden buttons of his plum-colored coat.

The footman, the coach driver and the postilion gave Phillipe and his mother angry looks,
because they still stood near the coach’s right front wheel—at the foot of the steps up to the
front door.

Lady Jane appeared in the doorway. “My lord, we’ve been anticipating your arrival for
weeks. But we finally assumed that matters of state prevented a visit. We’re not prepared—"

“I realize my presence is long overdue,” answered the new arrival, pausing on the coach
step. “And I cannot stay long—indeed, you can see my journey was made in extreme haste,
without my customary full retinue. But I seized the moment because I am anxious to extend
my sympathies and learn of my good friend the Duke’s condition.”

The coach driver whirled on Phillipe and Marie. “Stand aside, if you please.”

His clothes daubed with mud, his emotions still chaotic because of the grim scene
upstairs, Phillipe glared at the new arrival. The man remained on the coach step, only a twitch
of his pink lips revealing momentary displeasure. The bedraggled woman and her son
effectively blocked his way to the stone steps.

“Stand aside!” the driver demanded.



Phillipe said, “Why?”

“My lord, excuse these ill-mannered foreigners—” Lady Jane began.

Now the new arrival looked faintly amused. He lifted one ringed hand to stay the angry
servants, stepped carefully down into the mud and around a puddle, confronting Phillipe face
to face.

The man might have been a cousin to Bishop Francis in the general shape of face and
figure. But his countenance was different in one way: it lacked oozing piety. Indeed, it had a
certain merry charm. Yet the eyes were not those of a light-minded man. They met Phillipe’s
in a direct, challenging way.

“Why stand aside, sir? Because these good people believe some small deference is due
the Prime Minister of England.”

The senior footman seized Phillipe’s arm. “You ignorant sod, this is Lord North!”

Savagely, Phillipe threw off the footman’s hand. “And I should therefore step aside?”

The second most powerful man in the British Empire looked mildly astonished. But he
managed to maintain a surface geniality.

“Yes, sir, that is essentially the reason.”

“Well, I don’t give a damn who you are,” Phillipe shot back, too overwrought to let
reason exert a calming influence. Stunned and furious, Lady Jane was rigid in the doorway.
The Prime Minister said to her:

“I detect a trace of the French in his accent. Do you suppose we have here a disciple of
the infamous Rousseau?”

“I’ve read him, yes,” Phillipe said.

“The pernicious Locke too, I suppose?”

“Yes.”

Lord North sighed. “Well, we may thank the Almighty that the former no longer graces
our realm, but has taken himself and his mad ideas back to the continent—wshile the latter is at
least forever buried. Would the same could be said of his writings!”

“I find nothing wrong with the writings of either man, my lord.”

“Oh-ho!” exclaimed North, warming as if to an oration. “I suppose we shall be informed
next that you are also a pupil-in-correspondence with that horned devil, Adams? It must be so,
since one mischievous idea only lures its believer toward more and more of them! Tell me,
young sir, are you truly one of those who holds that the countryman, let us say, has the same
rights as the king? That the power of the former matches that of the latter?”

Phillipe managed to screw up his nerve to reply, “If a king oppresses people, then the
countryman should throw the king over. And has the right.”

Lord North became less amused. “Lady Amberly, you have indeed attracted a perfect
member of the mob-ility, as we call the rabble over in our rebellious province of
Massachusetts Bay.”

He turned to Phillipe once more, hectoring him now.

“Though I do not make a habit of discoursing with commoners in the rain, my young
friend, I must advise you of one fact. Englishmen enjoy the fullest liberties of any race under



the sun. But liberties are not license. And those who question the natural order of society do so
at their peril. As the members of that infamous Boston mob-ility are learning! Wherever you
caught this wicked disease of false libertarianism, purge yourself of it before you come to
disaster. Now, if you will be so kind as to remove yourself from my path, I will get on with
the business of my visit.”

But Phillipe still refused to budge.

Lord North flushed in anger. Finally, though, manners won out. He stepped around
Phillipe with such elegant contempt that the servants snickered openly in approval.

Phillipe saw Girard’s face in memory, shouted at the broad back ascending the stairs:

“By what right does one man call himself better than another? Or rule another? Kings
rule because the people let them!”

North turned and peered down, this time with open hostility.

“Young man, I fear the noxious doctrines of Locke and Rousseau have mortally infected
your soul. You’ll come to no good end.”

And with that, the Prime Minister vanished inside.

The door closed on Lady Jane’s hasty apologies and angry denunciations of Phillipe.

Pushing back his tricorn hat with its decoration of white Tory roses, the coach driver
exclaimed, “By God, I’ve never witnessed such audacity. Lucky for you, my little sport, that
Lord North is a mild-tempered gentleman.”

“And a puppet of your German king!” Phillipe sneered. Even as he guided Marie away
from the coach, he was aware of the postilion slipping up behind him. “I’ve heard what they
say in the public house. King George hoists the hoop and North jumps through.”

“Speak the name of him who said that and his tongue’ll be out ’fore midnight!” vowed
the coachman. He reached high to the seat and snaked down a coiled whip. “Anyone who
repeats it deserves something only a mite less harsh.” He uncoiled the whip with a single snap.

Phillipe wasn’t averse to a fight. But he realized that he was outnumbered by the driver
and the circling postilion. In a clumsy fray in the mud, Marie might be a chance victim. So he
suppressed his anger and urged her down the drive, while the coachman played with his whip
and called them obscene names.

Finally, out of range of the jeers, Phillipe slowed up. “Lean on me, Mama. The mud
makes for hard walking.”

Her face shone with pride. “Before God, Phillipe, you have a real fire in you!”

“Only when we’re treated as nothing. I really don’t have any desire to start brawls and
bring down trouble. But why are we less than they are?”

“That’s always been the order of things, as the man told you. Imagine—the Prime
Minister himself! I don’t blame you for anger. But use it wisely. To gain your ends, not
endanger your life.”

She seemed almost her old self again, even though she held his arm for support as they
made their way along the towpath that had become a quagmire. She added another bit of
advice:

“Remember, you must take your place among people of that class, not alienate them.”



Phillipe shrugged. “Evidently I'm already consigned to—what did he call it>—the mob-
ility. But who’s the ‘horned devil, Adams?’ I’ll have to ask Mr. Fox. He seems well up on
political affairs.”

As they trudged along through the rain, he was swept again by a mood of
discouragement. He recalled the blunderbuss firing from the copse, Lady Jane’s warning that
she might not be able to hold Roger at bay much longer. He found himself saying:

“Perhaps all this is useless, Mama. My father can’t speak on my behalf—and even
leaving Roger out of it, we both know Lady Amberly could hire whole armies of lawyers to
argue against the claim. Should we go back to Auvergne?”

Her face turned bleak. “No. Not as long as I own that letter.”

But as they tramped the towpath, muddy and tired, Phillipe began to wonder whether his
mother was leading him—or pushing him—toward a destination where he would never be
welcome and would never fit.



CHAPTER VII

Brother Against Brother

“MR. FOX,” SAID PHILLIPE two mornings later, “I must speak to you about the arrangements for
our quarters. My mother and I have nearly come to the end of our money.”

“Then, sir,” answered the graying owner of Wolfe’s Triumph, “I must let your quarters to
others. Much as I’d like to extend you charity, I can’t.”

The two stood in the yard of the inn, near the arched gate through which the coach for
London had departed only a few moments earlier. The yard smelled ripe from horse
droppings.

Mr. Fox negotiated his way around several such fragrant mounds and dropped onto a
bench against the inn wall, to rest. Inside, Clarence could be heard saucing one of the serving
girls. Overhead, the morning sky was blue and sultry.

“It’s necessary that my mother and I stay on—" Phillipe began.

“That may be. But I ask you in all candor, is it safe?”

Standing in the sunlight, Phillipe still felt a brief chill. “I can’t let that influence the
decision, Mr. Fox.”

The innkeeper’s lined face looked startled. “But aren’t you aware that you’re the talk—
and in some quarters, the scandal—of the neighborhood? Because of the way you braced the
Prime Minister himself? With what I understand are dangerous liberal opinions? You’re
fortunate his lordship’s of an even humor, or God knows what obscure law he’d have invoked
against you.”

Fox peered at him shrewdly. “You have some hold on the Amberlys, don’t you? It makes
the family loathe you, yet tolerate your presence. I know you claimed to be related—"

“I am.”

“I’d like to know how.”

Phillipe glanced up at the closed shutters of the room where Marie was still sleeping. The
homely, toothy inn proprietor sensed his uneasiness, laid a kindly hand on his arm.

“Come, lad, I've no great affection for the Amberlys myself. I’ll keep your answer
private, I promise.”

The reassuring touch of the man’s hand somehow drained Phillipe of his tensions. It was
a relief to step from the already hot sun, slump on the bench beside Fox and, for better or
worse, share the secret that dominated his life:

“James Amberly is my father, although he never married my mother. The Duke
summoned us, before his illness grew so serious that he can’t speak to anyone. Lady Jane



hates me because the Duke promised me part of his fortune.”

Mr. Fox let out a long, low whistle. “That explanation never so much as popped into my
head. Yet it accounts for everything that’s been puzzling me. Lady Jane condescending to call
here—on two foreigners who speak imperfect English. The endless parade of servants
dropping in to inquire about you—well, well! Bastardy in the Amberly woodwork. Imagine
that!”

When he got over his surprise, the landlord asked, “Have you anything to substantiate
this claim of yours?”

“A letter, written by my father. My mother keeps it hidden away. I think Lady Amberly
knows the letter’s genuine. She may despise me, but I don’t believe she’s quite ready to take
action against me.” He hoped it was the truth. Roger, of course, was another factor entirely.

“I trust that’s right—for your sake.” Fox scraped a grimy nail against one of his
protruding teeth. “You’re staying in the hope your father will recover, then?”

“Yes, and receive us, and say the claim will be honored.”

“I can understand that. Still, it doesn’t get "round the subject on which we began.”

“I could work for you,” Phillipe said. “Not just a little, as I’ve been doing, but all the
time. All day long and into the night. Just don’t turn us out now, Mr. Fox!”

The older man pondered a moment. “I’d have to move you to my smallest room—"

“Even the stable if you’ll let us stay!”

Fox was amused at the seriousness of Phillipe’s expression. “No, the small room will do.
As I suggested, Lady Jane’s no favorite of mine.”

“Mr. Fox, I can’t thank you enough!”

“No thanks necessary. I’ll get my due in hard work.”

Phillipe frowned. “There’s only one thing—”

“Sir?”

“By staying here, are we in any way exposing you to risk?”

“Lady Jane,” he returned emphatically, “would not dare overstep that far. The laws of
England are a right good tangle these days. A poor child’s hand can be lopped off for pinching
a cherry tart, for instance. But mostly, the laws are good. They protect Englishmen. During his
ministry, Mr. Pitt remarked that even the King himself couldn’t set foot inside the humblest
cottage in order to violate the owner’s liberties. And thank God. Such principles are the
strength and glory of this country. Also the reason why our cousins over in the colonies are so
exercised by His Majesty’s ministers,” he added wryly.

That brought to mind Lord North’s reference to “the mob-ility.” Phillipe asked Fox about
it, and the innkeeper proved knowledgeable on the subject:

“The nub of it is, the colonists consider themselves Englishmen just like me. They want
the same rights. German George sees it different. He’s determined to have all the power in his
hands. The Hanoverians on the throne before him were lazy, profligate men. So when the
King was very small, his mother drummed one idea into his head. ‘Be a king, Georgie!” As a
result, he’s had one prime minister after another. And he’s kept searching for others even
more willowy and pliant—the ideal being a man who’d execute the King’s policies without



question. In North, he’s found him. And North’s packing the government with his own kind.

“I think George would stamp on the rights of people in these very isles, if he thought he
could. But he does appreciate the consequences that might ensue. Englishmen fight when they
feel something’s unjust.”

As an example, Mr. Fox cited mobs burning turnpike gates across the land in protest over
the high road tolls levied by this or that nobleman who had secured control of a turnpike.

“Some Americans are protesting their grievances in much the same fashion,” Fox went
on. “But that, George will not allow.”

“The Prime Minister said I sounded like a pupil of someone called Adams. Who is he?”

“The longest, sharpest thorn in the side of His Majesty. Samuel’s his first name, I
believe. Said to be the most adamant and reckless of those who’ve opposed the King’s policies
in the Royal Province of Massachusetts.”

Then Mr. Fox went on to sketch some of the events that had produced increasing hostility
between George III and his colonial subjects over the past few years.

The trouble had really started at the end of the Seven Years’” War. The financially
exhausted government had reached the perfectly logical conclusion that, since British troops
had defended and secured the safety of the American colonies during the struggle that had
raged from India to Canada, it was only right that the colonies begin paying a proper share of
the war debt.

Various taxes had been levied on the Americans by a succession of pliant and
accommodating ministers. Mr. Fox referred to a sugar tax, then a tax in the form of royal
stamps ordered to appear on various colonial documents. Phillipe recalled Girard’s mentioning
the latter.

The taxes raised the question of whether the King’s government in London had the right
to impose such levies on the colonies without their consent.

“The crux of their complaint is that they have no voice in Parliament. Therefore they
reserve to themselves the right to say what’s taxed internally and what isn’t.”

Colonial protests, Fox explained, ultimately forced revocation of the stamp tax. But then,
Chancellor of the Exchequer Townshend—*“Champagne Charley,” Fox called him with pious
distaste—put through a program of new taxes on all glass, lead, paints, paper and tea imported
into America.

“And do you know what happened then, lad? The good Englishmen of the colonies got
together and said, ‘Be damned to your merchandise! We don’t need it.” Trade dropped off like
a stone falling into a chasm. There were other, more violent protests—attitudes aren’t all that
clear-cut, you see. Many American subjects of the King want only fairness. Agreement to the
principle that they alone control internal taxation. A good example of that position is one of
their trade representatives who’s in London right now. A learned man called Doctor Franklin.
Others, though—especially the Massachusetts crowd—hate the whole idea of a king telling
’em what to do. Adams is reputed to be the worst of the Boston hotheads. He created so much
mischief in sixty-eight, royal troops were sent in to garrison the place.

“Surprisingly, though, when the colonies stopped importing, the loudest squeals came



from this side of the water. From the merchants of London and the other cities. And they’re
influential enough to be listened to—so when North took office last year, he threw out
Champagne Charley’s duties. All except the one on tea. That was kept merely to show
America the King does have the power to tax, and the colonials had best not forget it.

“Things seemed to be getting back to normal till Adams and his friends stirred the pot
again. The Boston mob provoked the troops one winter night. There was a street riot. Five
colonials shot down in the snow. Altogether, it’s a troubled land. On one side, good
Englishmen totally loyal to the King. In the middle, others still loyal but arguing for fair
dealing. And the rest—radicals like Adams—crying that even redress of grievances isn’t
enough.

“That dangerous man may actually want complete freedom from the Crown’s authority!
Of course he’ll never get it, short of fighting. Because King George is a strong-willed man in
spite of that soft Dutchman’s face of his. He’ll have his way. That’s why he keeps the soldiers
in Boston-town. That’s why he chooses an accommodating fellow like North for prime
minister.

“It’s a curious thing,” concluded Mr. Fox, rising, “but travelers bringing news from
London say the colonials by and large believe the King to be their friend. Their difficulties,
they think, spring from the character of his high-handed ministers. But it’s not the ministers
who arrange things, it’s His Majesty. For some reason, the Americans don’t understand that.”

“What’s your opinion of the right and wrong, Mr. Fox?”

After a pause, the other answered, “I suppose it might be fair to allow the colonists a
certain say in how they’re taxed. Beyond that, I draw a line. Even Pitt drew it. The King is the
king. If the Americans refuse to bend to the reasonable exercise of his will, they must be
punished.

“Ah, but I’ve dawdled too long. Time we got on with more practical things.” He pointed
to the horse turds uttering the yard. “Such as shoveling.”

Phillipe got to work cleaning up the dung. He had enjoyed listening to Fox. And he
would have liked to discuss the theories expressed in the books Girard had given him.
Especially the notion of the contract between men and their monarchs, the contract that could
be broken if the rulers proved too autocratic.

Phillipe really didn’t know where he stood on the whole complex of questions. His
outburst at North had been more personal anger than moral conviction. He really didn’t want
to be classed with the “mob-ility.” If he could negotiate the perils implicit in the confrontation
with the Amberly family, he would much prefer to be well-dressed, well-fed, rich and secure.

At least that was the state of his thinking on this sunlit morning in June 1771, while he
was shoveling up horse manure.

ii

The Kentish summer turned steamy, June melting into July, then August.
Phillipe’s secret meetings with Alicia Parkhurst continued, though less frequently,



because Mr. Fox kept him busy at Wolfe’s Triumph. He and Marie had moved into a single
tiny, airless room. Marie worked in the kitchen. The activity didn’t seem to lessen her general
despondency. She spoke little, even to her son.

The summer heat and the waiting grew oppressive. Phillipe’s only respites were the
occasional nights he could arrange to slip away to Quarry Hill. But even those became less
than satisfactory.

Alicia brought occasional reports that Amberly was no better. And she began to act
distant, guarded. Phillipe picked up unsettling hints that she was reverting to her old self,
hiding deeper emotions that might threaten her future.

As they lay together after one particularly long and ardent period of lovemaking, Alicia
reached out through the darkness of the dell to fondle him with a kind of callous intimacy. He
couldn’t see her face. But her amusement was unmistakable—and her speech slightly
thickened; when he’d kissed her at the start, he’d smelled claret again.

“If only Roger knew how this sweet, strong machine pleasures me. His expression would
be priceless, I think.”

Phillipe pulled away, upset. It was the gilded whore talking. He gripped her shoulder.

“You promised you’d never tell him.”

Fireflies glowed golden in the dark. She sounded annoyed as she answered, “Why, not
unless you abuse me in an ungentlemanly way. As you’re doing now.”

He let go, tried to kiss her to make amends. She permitted it. But she wouldn’t abandon
her original subject.

“Roger thinks he’s such a perfect master of his world. The condition only grows worse
after he’s strutted around London awhile—"

“He’s back, then?”

She nodded. “I really think it would be charming to shatter his illusions. But don’t worry,
my dear. I meant what I said before. We’ll keep the secret. I was only teasing you.”

Still, the remarks troubled him for days afterward—until other events intruded with
devastating abruptness.

Phillipe was serving a platter of mutton to evening diners. He was out of sorts; he’d gone
to the message tree four days in a row and found not so much as a note. He presumed Roger’s
presence had sharply curtailed Alicia’s freedom. He fervently hoped there was no other reason
for her silence.

All at once, he overheard a remark by one man in a coarsely dressed group at a corner
table:

“—given wages and told to leave for the rest of the day. I guess Amberly will never have
the pleasure of seeing the fine greenery we’ve been laying out according to Mr. Capability’s
plan.”

Phillipe turned cold. He approached the table.

“Sir? What’s this you speak about at Kentland?”

“The black wreath hung on the door,” said the laborer. “We were told his lordship died
shortly after noon.”



The platter dropped from Phillipe’s shaking hands. Some of the juices spattered the
laborer’s breeches. But Phillipe paid no attention to the cursing as he streaked toward the
kitchen to find Marie.

ii

They ran down the now-familiar towpath through summer darkness pricked by heat
lightning along the northwest horizon. Marie seemed obsessed with one thought, which she
kept repeating aloud:

“We were not told. She wouldn’t lower herself to tell us!”

As they dashed up the long drive, Phillipe noted that most of Kentland’s windows
showed lights, as if the household were in a state of commotion. A death wreath did indeed
hang on the great door. Marie broke into tears at the sight of it.

Phillipe hammered the door. The senior footman answered, recognized him, said:

“This household is in mourning. Private mourning.”

“I am entitled to see him!” Marie sobbed.

“Be quiet, you vulgar slattern,” snarled the footman, starting to close the door. Phillipe’s
anger quickened. But before he could move, Marie hurled past him, a fist striking the
footman’s cheek.

“I will see his body! Let me in!”

Her hysteria drove all concerns but one from Phillipe’s mind—the desire to spare her
humiliation. He seized her arm, tried to pull her back.

“Mama, I know how you feel. But there are certain courtesies to the dead—you mustn’t
carry on this way. Let’s go back to Tonbridge. We’ll come tomorrow, when you’re feeling—”

“Let go! He was your father! I have a right to see him!”

All at once the footman vanished. The door swung inward. Phillipe caught his breath at
the sudden sight of Lady Jane Amberly.

The Duke’s wife was dressed in black. She seemed to tower against a background of
shocked faces—the horrified servants. Then Roger appeared, crossing the foyer, equally
somber in a black suit much like that worn by the physician Bleeker.

Roger’s face was wrathful in the light of the candles illuminating the doorway. The hoof-
shaped mark at his left eyebrow looked nearly as black as his clothes. He carried his varnished
walking stick. Its huge silver head reflected the candle flames in glittering highlights. At the
sight of Phillipe, he shook visibly. But not from fear.

Gripping the edge of the door with one pale hand, Lady Jane said, “Madame, you exceed
the bounds of all decency. Leave at once! And take this information with you—my husband
woke briefly before he died, He charged me to care for his son. His legitimate son. He never
mentioned your name, nor that of your boy. You have no claim on us. The matter is closed.”

The horizon lit with white light. Roger’s face glowered over his mother’s shoulder like a
branded skull.

“If they won’t walk away, I’ll see they crawl away—" he began.



Lady Jane’s stern eyes and upraised arm held him back. Then she started to shut the door.

Stunned, Phillipe inadvertently relaxed his grip on Marie. He realized his error too late.
With another cry, she threw herself at Lady Jane and would have knocked her down if Roger
hadn’t stepped quickly in front of his mother to shield her.

“Leave this house, you French scum!” he screamed, and struck Marie in the side with the
silver head of his stick.

Marie stumbled back. Roger Amberly wore no wig tonight. His hair was virtually the
color of Phillipe’s, contrasting with his white face, accenting the death’s-head pallor of his
cheeks. This came as a blurred impression while Phillipe tried to catch his mother as she fell.

He wasn’t quick enough. Marie sprawled on the top step and exclaimed in pain.

That sound drove through Phillipe like a knife. He grabbed Roger’s throat with both
hands and dragged him outside.

Roger rammed the silver head of his stick against Phillipe’s chin. Phillipe let go,
staggered back, his foot missing the top step. He flailed, then tumbled all the way down to the
drive.

Dizzy, he heard Roger’s shoes clatter on the stone. Two male servants shouldered past
Lady Jane, to help their master. Roger whirled on them, the brandished stick a blurred arc.

“Stay back, all of you! I said stay back!”

The servants hesitated, withdrew past Lady Jane as Roger leaped down the steps, loomed
over his dazed half-brother, almost cooing:

“No one shall give the bastard his comeuppance but me—"

Face twisting with savage glee, Roger whipped his arm up. Frantically, Phillipe rolled
aside. Holding the stick by its ferrule end, Roger sought to smash the huge silver knob down
on Phillipe’s head.

Roger’s blow struck the ground instead, missing Phillipe by inches. He scrambled up,
listening to the sibilant, almost deranged sound of Roger’s violent breathing. Lady Jane cried
out for her son to be careful not to injure himself on a worthless nobody—

Roger paid no attention. Neither did Phillipe, circling away from his antagonist. In the
yellow candlelight spilling from the house, half of Roger’s face took on a jaundiced, poisoned
color.

“I’ll kill you for tormenting my mother,” he said, taking a firmer grip on the stick. Then
his voice dropped lower. “And for Alicia. Oh, yes—she’s told me. Flaunted you! Her little
French lover—”

Panting for breath, Phillipe tried to assimilate what he’d just heard. One of his worst fears
had been realized. Alicia had revealed the liaison—but why? Why, when she’d promised—?

Roger kept circling, poking at him with the silver stick head. “You’re afraid of me, aren’t
you?”

Thrust.

“I can see it in your face, bastard. You’re afraid—”

Thrust.

“Well, by God, you have good cause!”



Abruptly he grasped the stick with both hands, club-fashion, and brought it whipping
down toward Phillipe’s head.

Phillipe tried to dodge. The silver head glanced off his temple, bringing immediate
dizziness. Lady Jane cried out again—some caution or warning, Phillipe didn’t know. He was
trying to outmaneuver Roger’s foot in the uncertain light. But the kick caught him in the groin,
doubled him over, dropped him to his knees.

He heard the warning hiss of air, stabbed both hands upward, deflected the stick blow
that would have smashed his skull.

Then four hands gripped the stick, wrestling for it as Phillipe lurched to his feet.

Roger was mouthing incoherent obscenities now. But he was strong. Phillipe couldn’t
break his grip by jerking or twisting. The two figures swayed back and forth.

Roger drove his knee into Phillipe’s genitals again. As Phillipe reeled and let go, Roger
spat in his face, then swung the stick in a sideways arc. Phillipe. ducked; ducked again, as the
winking head whipped back the other way.

The spittle sticky on his face, Phillipe rolled his right shoulder down and bowled into
Roger full force. He crashed his half-brother to the ground, kneeled on his throat. Roger
squealed and clawed at Phillipe’s eyes, his cheeks purpling till they were almost the hue of the
cloven mark—

But Phillipe got hold of the stick.

With one hand he seized Roger’s right arm. With the other, he brought the stick down
head first on Roger’s pinned fingers. He struck the open palm once, twice, then again, again,
the silver head hammering, each blow bringing the release of more hatred and frustration.

Smash.

SMASH—

Marie shrilled his name in warning. He twisted his head around, saw servants with
branched candlesticks—and one with an ancient saber—boiling down the steps. Marie’s
streaked face shone like a coin in the windwhipped glare of the candles. Concern for her son
had brought her back to reality. She tugged at him while Roger writhed on the ground,
gripping his right wrist with his left hand. Spittle foamed on his lips—

The skin of Roger’s right palm was broken. The fingers were bloody and oddly angled.
God help me, Phillipe thought in terror, what have I done?

One of the footmen almost caught him. Phillipe tore away, ran with Marie down the
driveway full speed. Two servants gave chase. Over his shoulder, Phillipe saw the antique
saber flash—

Then he heard Lady Jane call out:

“Let them go! See to my son first, all of you. Do you hear me? See to my son!”

With oaths of disgust, the pair of pursuers fell back. Phillipe and Marie dashed on
through the darkness.

When they reached the junction with the towpath, Phillipe looked back.

At the door of Kentland, candlesticks still bobbed and fluttered. He thought he could
make out the bent, pain-wracked figure of Roger being helped inside. He urged Marie to run



faster, away from the sight of the great door closing, the entrance darkening to black.
Fear swallowed him as they fled to Tonbridge.
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“I would say the situation for you is very desperate.” Mr. Fox spoke with sad frankness,
having heard Phillipe’s gasped-out story.

Noting the appearance of Marie and her son when they stumbled back to Wolfe’s
Triumph, Mr. Fox had immediately hurried them into the kitchen and sent Clarence out, along
with the serving girls. Now he brought them a tankard of ale each and blocked the door to the
common room with his back.

Phillipe gulped the ale. It did little to wash away the taste of fright and ruin.

“You say Lady Jane’s son struck first?” Fox asked.

“He did. He struck my mother cruelly hard.”

“But they have witnesses, and you have none. They have status—and you have none. For
your own safety, you must leave Tonbridge at the earliest opportunity.”

“For the coast?”

“No, they’ll expect you to go to Dover. Go to London instead. Lose yourselves in the
town awhile. It won’t be easy, but it’s better than surrendering your lives.”

“In God’s name, how can we get to London?” Phillipe stormed, the tankard still shaking
in his hands.

Mr. Fox tried to remain calm. “On the diligence that leaves at half past eight o’clock
tomorrow.”

“But we have no money!” exclaimed Marie.

“I will advance you some, though I can ill afford it. Let’s hope morning won’t be too late.
Perhaps not, if young Roger’s the paramount concern right now. I’'m sure Lady Jane is
convinced she can have you taken any time she wishes. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have let you
go.”

“I think I destroyed his hand,” Phillipe said, unsteadily. “I didn’t mean to do it. But he
was attacking me—he’d have killed me if he could—"

Because of Alicia.

And he’d trusted her! To repay that trust, she had bragged about their affair!

Mr. Fox’s steady voice interrupted his confused thoughts. “I’ll put Clarence on watch, to
alert us in case of surprise visitors. Try to get some sleep if you can. And if French folk pray
to the deity, I’d suggest a prayer asking that confusion at Kentland and assistance for Roger
spare you the attention of the Amberlys for another twelve hours.”

But it was not to be. The Amberly coach arrived at the inn at half past seven in the
morning.



CHAPTER VIII

Trap

AT THE APPEARANCE OF the Amberly coach, Mr. Fox came racing to their cramped room to
warn them.

Marie started when she heard the news. She nearly dropped the brass-cornered casket
which she’d been about to pack into the open trunk. Phillipe heard horses stamp, a coach door
slam.

“Who’s in the coach?” he asked, already reaching for Gil’s wrapped sword.

Fear chalked Mr. Fox’s face as voices sounded down below. “I didn’t wait to see or
inquire! Put down that damned sword and run for the back stairs. If you bide in the stable,
perhaps I can convince ’em you’ve gone. Quickly, quickly!” He pushed Marie.

Phillipe left the sword. As he rushed out of the room, he thought about going back long
enough to hide the casket; it lay in full view on the bed. But he didn’t because Mr. Fox was in
such a state of agitation.

Fox hurried them down the rickety steps and out across the rear yard. The morning sky
showed unbroken gray clouds. As Mr. Fox gestured frantically from the stable door, a whiff of
a breeze sprang up, bringing the first patters of rain.

The landlord rolled the creaky door aside, pointed to the dim interior where green flies
buzzed over the straw.

“Go in the last stall. Don’t make a sound, in case they search. Don’t even draw a loud
breath till I come back to tell you it’s safe.” He rolled the door shut and left them in darkness.

Phillipe led the way to the hiding place Fox had mentioned. They crouched behind the
splintered partition. His initial alarm had begun to fade, replaced once more by anger. He
squatted with his back to the partition, staring at Marie’s face, a face he hardly recognized.

She looked beaten. Gone was the strength that had tautened every line of her features
when she first drew the casket from behind the Madonna in Auvergne. Her dark eyes avoided
Phillipe’s. Veins stood out as she clasped her hands together.

Praying?

But he knew of no gods mighty enough to protect them from the wrath of people like the
Amberlys.

Overhead, rain drummed the roof thatching. The sound was counterpointed by Marie’s
strident breathing. A dismal voice deep inside him said, She’s surrendered. To illness. To
strain. To fear of the Amberly money, position, power—

With a terrifying creak, the stable door rolled open.



Phillipe searched the stall for a weapon. A stone. A bit of wood. He saw nothing.
Footsteps scurried in their direction.

Marie cowered visibly. Phillipe resigned himself to fighting with his hands—

Suddenly Clarence appeared at the end of the partition. Popeyed with astonishment, he
reported, “The coach brought only that fat churchman. He wishes to see you. In Father’s room
—he said it must be private. He pledged no harm to either of you. Father’s greatly relieved.
But he asks you to hurry, so as not to anger the visitor.”

All at once Phillipe began to feel a little more confident. He helped Marie to her feet,
guided her out of the stable and across the yard through the showering rain.

They climbed the rear stairs again, to the commodious sitting room Mr. Fox reserved for
himself. Seated in an armchair next to a chipped deal table on which a single candle burned,
Bishop Francis awaited them, his porcine hands folded in his lap, his moon face piously sad.
Of Mr. Fox there was no sign.

Clarence went out and closed the door. The prelate’s small blue eyes studied mother and
son a moment. Then, in that syrupy voice, he said:

“I beseech you to cooperate with me in making this meeting as brief as possible. Grave
spiritual matters require my presence at Kentland. Let me, then, go immediately to why I have
come here.”

He adjusted a fold of his robe. “Around midnight, I was awakened and made aware of
grievous news. The tragic, untimely death of Lady Jane’s husband. I proceeded to the estate
with all due speed—sending prayers ahead. On arrival, I learned how sorely such prayers were
needed. I found circumstances that compound an already tragic situation. Young Roger was
being treated by Dr. Bleeker. His mangled hand may never straighten again.”

At the conclusion of the mournful pronouncement, the bishop’s tiny eyes flicked
momentarily to Phillipe. More compassionate than condemning—

Unless the bishop was trying to gull them. Phillipe was suspicious. Perhaps from
tiredness, tension—

“Roger has no one but himself to blame for what happened,” Phillipe said. “He struck my
mother.”

Bishop Francis raised his hand. “Such a remark is unnecessary. Did not our blessed
Savior forgive, no matter what the sin or its cause? Following His precepts, my purpose is not
to wrangle over who is guilty. As I believe I remarked on my previous visit, the Church must
play the role of conciliator. Peace maker. Binder of wounds. That is my mission—in addition
to enumerating certain distasteful but unfortunately relevant facts.”

Phillipe’s distrust mounted. It wasn’t rational; but it was there nevertheless, gnawing in
his mind.

“I arrived at Kentland to discover young Roger raving and screaming in his bed. Oh, a
most heart-rending sight! Despite the young man’s pain, he made his intentions quite clear. He
wished to pursue you—" He indicated Phillipe. “When Dr. Bleeker categorically stated that
Roger’s injuries made such action impossible, and I interjected that the action would be
morally reprehensible, Roger still threatened to employ surrogates—armed servants—to carry



out his desire to shatter one of God’s prime commandments—"

“In other words,” Phillipe interrupted, “he wants to kill me or have me killed.”

“Sad to say, you are correct.”

“That’s nothing new.”

The bishop ignored the bitter comment. “Only with prayers and fervent persuasion at the
bedside did I manage to turn him from that course.”

Phillipe trembled a little, hearing the mellow pulpit voice speak of murder. Francis went
on:

“I could not stand by and permit such bloodshed! But from a practical standpoint—and
this is the part distressful to my soul—Roger would, of course, be safe from reprisals.”

“Safe?” Marie burst out. “He could kill my son and not be punished?”

“Not even accused or troubled by an inquiry—under the secular law. Believe me,
madame, striking at the Amberlys, you have struck very high. Such a family is all but
invulnerable. No one in the neighborhood—no one in the realm, I venture to say—would
concern himself about your son’s death. As the sparrow falls, God’s eye is upon it. But not,
alas, the eyes of a magistrate. However—” Francis hitched forward slightly, his lips and
forehead beginning to glisten. “My intercession and prayers showed Roger Amberly and,
more importantly, his mother the moral folly of Roger’s desire. True, my restraints may be no
more than temporary—”

Phillipe spoke with a clarity that matched the cold rage he felt inside:

“Let me understand you, bishop. You’re telling us that because I’m low-born, and Roger
a nobleman, he can have me murdered and not be punished?”

“That is the unhappy fact, yes.”

In that case, Phillipe thought, then Girard was right. It was indeed time for storm winds
to blow away the rotten structure of the aristocracy.

Said the bishop: “After winning Roger’s assurance that he would not act in haste—and
seeing him finally asleep with some of Bleeker’s laudanum—I took counsel with Lady
Amberly. As you might suspect, her situation has become intolerably tormenting—"

“No more tormenting than ours!” exclaimed Marie.

“Yes, yes, madame, I fully appreciate your state of stress,” he soothed. “But do
remember—Lady Jane has not only lost her husband, she has seen her son possibly maimed
for life. She is not the sort to accept all that lightly. But she is, we may say with thanks, at
heart a Christian woman. Able, ultimately, to overcome her natural instincts and listen to a
higher voice—a higher doctrine than the doctrine of Cain.”

Sweet, flowing words. Almost hypnotic—

And yet Phillipe kept sensing a trap being set behind the pious, blubbery face.

“In short,” Francis concluded, “after much soulful struggling, I wrung a concession from
Lady Jane. She is prepared to let the past be forgotten—provided you both agree, finally and
unequivocally, to certain terms—"

Phillipe almost laughed aloud. He had suspected before that he and his mother had in
their possession the means to force a victory. Now the bishop’s words assured him of it.



Relishing the realization, he got a jolt when he heard Marie say:

“Go on.”

“In the coach, dear woman, I have a pouch containing notes in the amount of two
thousand pounds sterling. Lady Amberly has reluctantly agreed to that sum—and no action
against you—" The blue seed eyes focused on Marie, picking up reflections of the candle in
their depths. “—if!—if you and your son will renounce all claims upon the family and return
to France. Permanently.”

“Two thousand—?” Stunned, Marie was unable to finish the sentence.

“I beg you to accept the offer!” Francis struggled to his feet like some purple mountain
rising from a tremoring earth. The sausage-fingered hands spread in pleading eloquence. “It’s
not only a just settlement but—realistically speaking—handsome. Handsome indeed! Lady
Jane is anxious to bring an end to the disputation, the turmoil. Join her in that endeavor! I can
see the sad ravages of this wrangling in your face, madame—the toll it has taken. Why harm
yourself further? Why risk your safety or your son’s? Depart, and you can live in modest
comfort for the remainder of your days! I plead as much for your welfare as for Lady Jane’s—
accept!”

“No,” said Phillipe.

Marie glanced sharply at her son. Bishop Francis bit his lower lip, teeth sinking deep into
the wet pink flesh for a fraction of time. Then he recovered, his melancholy seeming to
deepen.

“Oh, God’s wounds, sir!—is this another Cain who confronts me? I’ve wrestled one
already tonight! Haven’t I explained the alternative to acceptance—?”

“Yes, but the facts are no different than when we first knocked at the door of Kentland.
Amberly was my father, the letter is legal, she knows it and apparently she’ll do anything to
see that Roger takes the whole inheritance. What if I wait another few hours? Will her price go
higher?” Phillipe said contemptuously. “It can’t be high enough unless it’s the amount full due
—half!”

Abruptly Francis faced away, concentrating on Marie:

“Madame, you are my last hope. I come here with the best of motives—and find Satan’s
imps of greed and error have preceded me. Talk to your son, madame. Open his eyes!”

Looking worn out, Marie said, “We can at least consider the offer, Phillipe—"

“Yes, yes, madame! That’s being sensible. Besides”—Francis turned back to Phillipe, the
skirt of his purple gown belling—*“if you wait, as you put it, for the price to go higher, there is
no guarantee you will be alive to receive the payment. May I be forgiven in Heaven for
alluding to such a grim reality, but it’s the truth.”

Marie gave a small, humbled nod. To his horror, Phillipe saw that the bishop—and the
Amberlys—had broken through her defenses at last.

His jaw set. “Mama—"

“Don’t you understand what the good bishop’s saying, Phillipe? I won’t risk your life!”

“And by accepting, you will save and enrich your own!” the churchman exhorted. “Roger
will recover. Lady Jane may waver. I cannot constantly, constantly be in attendance, urging



restraint—" He pressed his palm against his eyes suddenly, as if seized by a dizzy spell. And
in that moment of postured overstatement, Phillipe knew there must be a trap.

“Be damned to Roger and his threats!” he shouted. “I’m not afraid of him.”

“But I am,” Marie Charboneau said wearily.

She faced the bishop, her shoulders slumping. Phillipe started to argue. She was quicker.

“Two thousand pounds will last many years—we will accept the offer.”

“Mama, listen! You’re selling out everything you wanted, everything you—"

“I will not sacrifice your life. We will accept the offer.”

Heaving a long sigh, Bishop Francis intoned, “Blessed be God’s holy name. Wisdom and

virtue have prevailed.”
ii

Phillipe stared at the prelate’s round face. The jowls shone with dozens of tiny diamonds
of sweat. The battle of words had been an exertion. He thought bitterly, No, power has
prevailed.

Showing more animation, the bishop seemed to collect himself.

“I will go down to the coach and bring you the money. I ask only the opportunity to read
the document at the heart of the dispute. You’ll recall that when I tried to examine it before, I
was not permitted to touch it.” The blue eyes avoided Phillipe’s on that point. “Thus I saw
only that the handwriting appeared to be the Duke’s, and that the letter was duly witnessed.
Before bringing this matter to its happy conclusion, it would be poor stewardship if I did not
assure myself of the letter’s contents.”

Marie gave a forlorn little nod. “Fetch it, Phillipe.”

“I don’t see why that’s necessary, Mama. Lady Jane knows the contents of—"

“Fetch it,” Marie said, her voice hoarse, her eyes exhausted.

He wanted to refuse. He didn’t. The will to fight had gone out of his mother. Nothing he
could say or do would overcome her fear for his safety.

He left Mr. Fox’s sitting room and returned shortly with the casket. Bishop Francis was
removing a tie cord from a pouch that contained a thick packet of notes. As he did so, he said:

“On Christian as well as material grounds, madame, I could not be more pleased. This
sum will indeed keep you in comfort many, many years—” For the first time, the unctuous
smile Phillipe remembered from the first interview tugged up the corners of his mouth. “A
moment more and we’re done. The letter—”

His right hand lifted, palm up. Phillipe saw sweat-diamonds glistening on the fat and in
the deep folds. Again he was deviled by his conviction about a trap. Swiftly, he looked to
Marie. Tried to explain, plead, warn with a glance—

She didn’t see. Or did, and chose to ignore it. She turned away.

Swallowing, Phillipe opened the casket. He removed the folded letter carefully, handed it
to Bishop Francis.

“Thank you, my son.”



The bishop inclined his head to study the French script. He held the letter in two hands,
blinking abruptly—squinting—as if having difficulty with his eyesight. He lowered the letter
to waist level, his concentration still fixed. A bead of sweat ran down from his left ear.
Phillipe’s mind screamed a wild warning—

He shook his head, angry. What was happening to him? Bishop Francis was still reading.
Nothing was amiss.

The bishop held the letter only by its right margin now. He turned his flabby body toward
the deal table, as if to provide more illumination on the document—

The bishop’s right hand kept moving.

Toward the light.

Toward the candle—

“Mama!” Phillipe shouted. In that wasted instant, Francis thrust a corner of the document
into the candle flame.

Francis still smiled. But his eyes were triumphant.

For a harrowing moment, Phillipe was too startled to move. He was mesmerized by that
vicious smile. By the thread of smoke rising. By the faint crackling. He drove himself
forward, dropping the casket—

But Marie, her eyes wild as any harridan’s, was quicker. And more savage; she had fallen
all the way into the snare.

She seized the bishop’s right wrist with both hands, jerking the fat arm toward her.
Charring at the edges, the letter came out of the flame. Francis’ left hand, an un-Christian fist,
rose with startling speed. He smashed the side of Marie’s head, knocking her over—

Ugly-faced, Francis started to kick her as she went down. Phillipe leaped on him from
behind, digging his fingers—his nails—into the folds of white fat at the nape of the bishop’s
neck. Francis shrieked like a woman.

His right hand opened. The letter fluttered toward the floor, still afire. On hands and
knees, Marie had presence enough to reach for the burning document, slap out the glowing
edges even though she gasped in pain doing it.

“You stinking, hypocritical bag of pus!” Phillipe howled, whirling the bishop around by
the shoulder and hammering his fist into the veined nose. The fat man staggered, upsetting the
armchair, then the deal table and the candle. The candle winked out.

The light of the rainy sky filtering through the shutters turned the bishop’s face gray as
rotten meat. He reeled clumsily along the wall, mouthing one filthy oath after another.
Outside, Phillipe heard hallooing coachmen, wheels creaking, hoofs clopping away.

Francis wiped a sleeve across his bleeding nose. Gone was all pretense of piety. The
small blue eyes glittered like a snake’s.

“Impious whoreson!” he spat. “Hell take you for striking a man of the cloth!”

“As it’s taken you already,” Phillipe retorted. “She sent you here, didn’t she? But never
for the purpose you pretended. She sent you with tricks and sweet words to get the letter and
destroy it—because we’d never suspect that of a man who pretends to serve God. It nearly
worked the first time, so she sent you back again—get out of here before I break your damned



neck!”

Face contorted, the bishop suddenly comprehended the rage that turned Phillipe white. A
terrified look flashed over the bishop’s face. He bolted for the door.

Phillipe took two steps after him, reached down and seized the pouch of money. He
threw it after the retreating churchman.

Snuffling, his robes stained with blood and mucus, Francis picked up the pouch and
disappeared down the stairs. Moments later, Marie and her son heard the sounds of a second
coach departing.

Phillipe went to his mother’s side. She was unfolding the burned document. The lower
edge, including the last few letters of the right-hand witnessing signature, crinkled to black ash
and fell away. A section of the upper edge was likewise destroyed. But the central message
remained intact.

Boots clattered on the stair. Mr. Fox burst in on them:

“You young madman! What did you do to the bishop?”

“Hit him,” Phillipe growled, righting the overturned chair and sinking down in it, fingers
against his temples.

“In God’s name, lad, why?”

“The only purpose of his visit was treachery. He pretended to make a settlement with us
—just the way he did on the first occasion. He claimed to be protecting me from Roger’s
revenge. All the time, he wanted nothing but that letter. You can see where he tried to burn it.”

Fox shuddered. “Then the Amberlys are desperate indeed.”

“He offered us money,” Phillipe raged. “Two thousand pounds if we’d go away—"

“And I agreed!” Marie said. “I agreed! I never dreamed they could buy a holy man.”

Sadly, Fox shook his head. “Madame, I’ve tried to give you some notion of the reach of
that family. There is nothing they cannot order, or cause to have done. They’ll probably have
this place burned to the ground because I’ve harbored you,” he added in a rare moment of self-
pity. He stalked to the window, clouted the shutters open to reveal the roofs of Tonbridge
under a slanting gray shower.

Phillipe rushed to his side. “Mr. Fox, you’ve showed us only kindness. We’ll leave at
once.”

“Easier said than accomplished,” replied the older man, staring miserably out over the
village. “Didn’t you hear the other coach? The one for London—departing right on schedule?
And,” he finished after a moment, “there’s not another till tomorrow morning, same time.”

He rubbed his eyes, then looked chagrined.

“I’m sorry I turned on you, lad. I won’t worry about losing this place till it happens. What
must concern us is your welfare. I wonder if you dare risk waiting for the next coach?”

The late summer rain pattered in the silence. From the High Street came the ringing of a
bell and the cry of a baker’s boy hawking buns. Finally, Phillipe said:

“No, I think we’d best go immediately.”

“Go where?”

“The country. We can hide in the woods. That way, if they come hunting, you can prove



we’ve gone.”

“Phillipe’s right, Mr. Fox,” Marie agreed. “We can’t let your generosity bring you to
harm.”

Fox licked one of his protruding upper teeth. Then a certain determination sparkled his
glance again.

“I appreciate that, madame. On the other hand, is it fit that a piece of real estate take
precedence over human lives? I can compromise my cowardice one more day, I think. I prefer
that to feeling like a hypocrite at the Methodist meeting.”

He tried to give them a show of cheer; an encouraging smile. Phillipe realized how great
the effort must be.

“If you want to chance it,” Fox said, “I’ll offer you the same fine quarters you enjoyed
earlier. I mean the stable. Should anyone come inquiring, I’ll say you left the inn this morning
—which will be true. Then you can slip aboard the coach at half past eight tomorrow—my
offer of fare still standing.”

Marie Charboneau flung her arms around old Fox’s neck, hugging him and weeping her
thanks in French. The landlord looked acutely embarrassed.

Phillipe said, “I think we’d best pack the trunk and haul it to the stable with no further
delay.”

ii

Clarence brought them bowls of cold porridge and two mugs of ale an hour later. Then he
rolled the door shut and sealed them in again.

Phillipe was already wishing they hadn’t stayed. The place grew oppressive with its smell
of moldy straw and horse droppings. He watched a spider weaving a web in the corner of the
stall. He thought of Jane Amberly, Duchess of Kentland. And wondered whether the poor and
powerless of the world were always at the mercy of those in authority.

Somehow, there should be another way.

Again he recalled Girard’s talk of the storm winds sweeping the world. No breath of
them seemed to reach Kent. Then where did they blow, cleansing the evil of those who
manipulated men’s lives to their own ends?

A small sound from Marie broke into his thoughts. She looked waxen, leaning back
against the side of the stall with her eyes closed.

She put down the ale without drinking. She hadn’t touched the lumpy porridge, either. “I
am sorry for this, Phillipe. My ambition for you has led us into a game we had no chance of
winning.”

He touched her hand. “Perhaps there’s still a way when we reach London.” He tried to
sound optimistic; inside, he was anything but that. “We might find a charitable, decent lawyer
to help us press the case. We could offer such a man a portion of what we finally recover.”

Marie stared at him a long moment. “I'm glad there is still some hope in you. Those
people have all but destroyed mine.”



He clasped his fingers tighter around her cold flesh. “I swore you an oath, remember?”

Eyes still closed, she gave a faint, embittered nod. The rain kept up its beat on the roof.

Phillipe felt troubled again. In attempting to reassure Marie with false words, he came to
the unanswerable question again. Did he really want to become like the Amberlys? Did he?

Tormented by the dilemma, and chilled to drowsiness by the dampness of the stable, he
roused abruptly when the door creaked. Mr. Fox appeared.

“A hired boy brought a message—"

“Summoning me to an ambush, no doubt.”

“It’s possible,” Mr. Fox agreed.

“What’s the message?”

“There is a lady waiting in a willow grove a half-mile up the river. Her name wasn’t
mentioned. But she claims she must see you—it’s most urgent.”

“Who hired the boy? The lady?”

“No, some servant girl from Kentland. She met the boy delivering milk at the edge of the
village, and—"

Phillipe scrambled up, clutched Fox’s arm. “Did the boy tell you the name of the servant
wench, by chance?”

“I believe it was—yes, Betsy. That’s it, Betsy.”

“And what did you say to the boy?”

“Exactly what we agreed. That you’d left the inn. He didn’t care one way or another.
He’d already been paid, and he was all in a rush to get back to his milk pails—here! You’re
not going?”

“Yes, I must.”

Phillipe turned to speak to Marie, saw she’d fallen asleep. As he started for the stable
door, Fox cautioned him:

“By your own words, you could be walking into their trap.”

“I realize. I’ll be careful. When my mother wakes up, tell her I’ll be back in good time

“Go through the trees along the shore, then,” Fox shouted after him. “For God’s sake stay
off the towpath!”

The words faded as Phillipe ran through the gray morning, toward the Medway and the
one person he hoped would be waiting there.



CHAPTER IX

Flight

HE KNEw THE LOCATION of the grove well enough, having met Alicia there once before. Taking
Mr. Fox’s advice, he avoided the towpath, running instead among the trees on the riverbank
below.

He jumped little inlets where the Medway had cut into the lush banks, moving so fast that
his chest began to hurt. At the same time, he kept an eye on the towpath in case a cart should
appear—or pursuers dispatched from the estate, perhaps.

The supple willow branches lashed his cheeks as he rushed along. He saw the grove
ahead. Nearby, the towpath curved away from the river, toward the green hillock from whose
far side he’d first glimpsed his father’s estate.

The willows in the grove grew close together. But in the gray-and-green of the stormy
summer day, he thought he detected a black horse moving behind the screen of overhanging
branches. That reassured him a little, though he remained wary of surprise attack.

He leaped a last channel, pushing at the living, green-leafed curtain—

“Alicia?”

“Here.”

He plunged into the dim heart of the grove. Rain began to pelt again. The towering
willows offered protection.

He came on her suddenly, waiting beside her splendid black stallion. She wore the same
familiar riding costume. But her tawny hair was disarrayed, the ribbon at the nape of her neck
half undone. Her cheeks were flushed. And one was marked with a nasty blue-black bruise.

She saw him notice it immediately, smiled in a forlorn way.

“A small remembrance from my intended. It’s of no importance. Phillipe, I can stay only
a few moments. This time I literally had to creep out of the house like a thief—after sending
Betsy ahead. I only managed it because all the attention’s on the bishop and”—sudden fear on
her face—*“plans for you.” Tearful, she looked into his eyes. “Oh, Phillipe—what possessed
you to attack Francis?”

“The pious bastard tried to trick us. On Lady Jane’s orders, I imagine. He tried to burn
my father’s letter.”

“The coach brought him back to Kentland in a perfect rage. Face all bloodied—and his
language! Foul enough to make a fishmonger blush. You’ve got to leave Tonbridge, and
quickly. That’s why I had to see you. Warn you.”

Bitterness twisted his mouth. “Salving your conscience for telling Roger about me?”



She turned pale. “How did you know?”
“He told me the night he attacked me.”

“I don’t imagine you’ll soon forgive me—”
“No.”

“It did happen by accident. At dinner. I drank too much claret—"

“A habit of yours, it seems,” he said, harsh. Then he regretted it. He could understand a
little about why she had to dull her senses so often.

For her part, Alicia was quick to answer him:

“He provoked me in the extreme, Phillipe! It was right after he returned from London. He
began boasting of an orange girl he’d dallied with. He met her one night at the theater—”

“So you, in turn, had to cut him down with an account of your own amusements? I really
wonder if you weren’t planning to do that from the start.”

She nodded, as if tired. “Perhaps I was. Perhaps—even despite my promise to you. Well
—” She fingered the blotched bruise. “I got my reward. Roger saw to it—in private.”

“And you’re going to marry a monster like that?”

“Yes,” she answered, a whisper. “There are —disagreeable parts to any bargain.”

“Christ in heaven! That’s not a bargain. That’s sentencing yourself to—"

“Don’t, Phillipe. It was settled long ago. Long before Quarry Hill—”

She touched his cheek. Her hand was warm. And capable of arousing memories,
emotions, that quelled some of his anger.

“But what we shared was far more than amusement, my darling. Don’t you know that by
now? If it wasn’t so, would I risk coming to tell you that Roger’s up, and readying his plans to
dispose of you? His hand’s all wrapped in batting, like a mitten. My God, I’ve never seen him
so angry—like a madman. This very minute, he’s organizing some of the household men. To
send them after you and your mother. At the very least they’ll attack you and take the letter.
At worst, they may kill you. I tell you he’s completely out of his head!—you destroyed his
hand, even Bleeker admits that. [—”

She hesitated, turning away. Never before had he seen so much as a trace of shame on
her face. Now he saw it.

“—1I know I’m partly responsible for what happened. Because I drank too much—and
refused to bear his bragging.”

Phillipe still wondered whether her regret was wholly honest. There was no pleasure in
Alicia’s blue eyes. Yet he could vividly imagine its presence when she’d flung the truth of her
liaison at her intended husband.

He cared for her. Deeply. But he knew, with a sadness, that his original impression of her
was still, in part, valid. There was a whore in her.

True, the whore was elegant and soft-eyed. But underneath, calculating. And with the
quick temper of her kind.

He rubbed the shiny flank of the restless black horse. The animal turned its head to nip.
Phillipe stroked the stallion’s muzzle to calm him, saying:

“That’s done with. Obviously I’d better be concerned about the present. My mother and I



plan to leave Tonbridge in the morning, by the London coach.”

“You don’t dare delay that long! Believe me! Get out of the village. Hide in the fields.
Along the river on the other side of Tonbridge—anywhere—but hide.”

He shook his head in disgust. “They’re ready to kill me—when they should be making
preparations to bury my father? What a despicable lot they are.”

“You’ve pushed them too far. As to preparations for the burial—"

A peculiar stiffness seemed to freeze her features. She turned away again, gazing down
between the overhanging leaves at the Medway dappled with raindrop rings.

“—those can wait awhile,” she finished. “Until the more important business is
accomplished.”

He puzzled about the change in her expression a moment ago. He’d learned to recognize
when she was concealing something. But his emotions made him forget that. Almost against
his will, he slipped his hands around her waist and up her back. He pulled her close to savor
her warmth; the sweet breath he’d known so intimately.

Very softly, he said, “I wish you could come away with me, Alicia.”

“In spite of the grief I’ve caused, telling Roger?”

“God help me—yes.”

The blue eyes brimmed with tears. She bent her head into his shoulder. He stroked her
tawny hair while she cried.

“I—I wish I could too. But I’ve told you I’m not strong enough for that. I’'m what I was
born and taught to be. The Alicia who drinks too heavily, and spills out secrets that should
stay hidden. I will be Roger’s wife next year.”

He sounded bitter again: “I realize I have far less to offer. No inheritance except on a
piece of parchment they mean to destroy. No pack of servants to call up to do murder at my
bidding—”

“Please!”

She wrenched away, in agony.

“You knew what I was from the beginning, Phillipe. Do you realize how much I've
thought about leaving everything to be with you? How close I am even now? So close it
terrifies me! That’s what you’ve done. That’s how you’ve shaken and changed me.”

“But not enough.” Rage passing again, he drew her close. “Not enough.”

His own eyes had grown blurred with tears. He fought them back as he lifted her chin,
gazed at her a long moment before kissing her. Alicia clung to him with all her strength,
bending his head into an almost painful embrace.

He didn’t want to shatter the suspended moment. All the realities—the danger from
Roger Amberly; the soft rustling of the willow leaves in the rain; his mother waiting back in
the village—had faded to the background.

But one by one, those realities claimed his mind. He broke the embrace gently.

“I loved you, Alicia. Nothing that happens can ever change the truth of that.”

“Loved, Master Frenchman?” Once more she tried to smile through the weeping. This
time, she almost brought it off. Her shoulders lifted, though the jauntiness was still false and



forced. “Can’t we keep it in the present tense? Do you think a woman—even a woman like me
—can ever forget the first man she really cared about? Or gave herself to? I love you and I
always will. I swear I'll feel you close even when I’m with another man, for all the rest of my
life. If I’ve never spoken the truth before, I swear by Almighty God I’'m speaking it now. Be
thankful we had the summer. Now go—before I decide to come with you.”

Whirling, she dashed to her horse and mounted, pulling the rein so fiercely the black
whinnied against the bite of the bit. She ducked under the branches and drove the stallion up
the slope through the willows to the towpath, and out of sight.

Phillipe touched his face. Wet. With tears. And rain. The shower was driving hard
enough to penetrate the trees—

As he walked out of the grove, he marked down one more score against the Amberlys of
the world. They offered what he could not. The property and position that, in the end, had lost
him a woman with whom he might have spent the rest of his life, knowing her weaknesses but
loving her uncontrollably in spite of them.

ii

Less than an hour after Phillipe Charboneau crept back into the village of Tonbridge, he
and his mother had left it for the last time.

Walking through clover meadows still damp with the morning showers, their plan was to
strike north-westward, toward the hamlet of Ide Hill. At Phillipe’s belt hung a tied kerchief
with five shillings and some bread inside; the landlord’s way of helping their journey.

Mr. Fox had apologized for the smallness of the gift, then issued warnings about the
dangers to which they must be alert. Highwaymen on the public roads. Fees to be paid at the
turnpike tollhouses if they went that way—or dodged, if they didn’t. Suspicious country folk
who might recognize them as foreigners and, very likely, fugitives of some kind.

Mr. Fox had advised that they might filch apples from orchards and find creeks with
sweet, drinkable water, but they would be wise to avoid towns of any size until a week’s
walking, give or take a day or two, brought them near the city of London. Because of the
necessity to travel swiftly and lightly, living off the land, the trunk was left behind at Wolfe’s
Triumph. Phillipe carried Gil’s wrapped sword, Marie the small leather casket. They took
nothing else.

By the time they neared Quarry Hill, Marie already looked weary. Despite the anguished
memories the hill held, Phillipe decided to wait there until dark before pushing on, both for
Marie’s sake and to give them the cover of night.

The showers had cleared. A peaceful blue late afternoon sky replaced the earlier gray.
Crickets began to harp noisily in the fields.

“We must go faster till we reach the hill,” he urged, aware of their high visibility in an
empty pastoral landscape. Marie countered with a question about the identity of the woman
who had sent for him.

Phillipe kept his face expressionless. “I didn’t realize Mr. Fox had told you—"



“Certainly. Who was she?”

He answered with an elaborate lie. It was a kitchen wench from Kentland. She knew one
of Mr. Fox’s serving girls. Phillipe had met her when she’d come to the inn to visit.
Embellishing the falsehood, he added that he’d even passed some hours strolling with the
young lady out in the country during the summer.

Being a kindly girl, he finished, this morning she’d arranged to warn him of Roger’s
planned action, at some personal risk.

Face wan, eyes remote as they trudged through the fields, Marie Charboneau accepted
the explanation without question. But she said in a hollow voice:

“There was another girl. A beautiful girl—with the young man, the first day we went to
Kentland. Remember?”

He kept his face impassive, scanning the horizon in the lowering fight. A speck moved
on a distant road snaking across the top of the hill. Only a farmer’s cart, he realized a moment
later, relieved.

Marie went on with her toneless reverie:

“She was the kind I wanted you to marry. Rich and beautiful and of good station. I had
such hopes of a good marriage.”

To try to cheer her, he smiled. “I’ll make a match like that yet. My claim still stands.” He
tapped the casket which she crooked in her arm protectively.

They reached Quarry Hill as sunset came on. Settled on the damp ground well back
among the trees, Phillipe broke the coarse, crumbly bread Mr. Fox had given them. He handed
the larger half to Marie. She was shivering. She’d brought only a plain woolen cloak to wear
over her already muddied clothing. He could hear her teeth chatter when she tried to bite the
bread.

He sat beside her, pulled her head close in against his shoulder, to let the warmth of his
body reach her if it would. And suddenly, he felt the strange reversal of their roles, a reversal
that had come about without his realizing it.

She was the child now, and he the adult, her strength.

He helped steady her hand as she brought the bread to her mouth. She chewed it slowly,
like an old woman.

In the distance he heard the sound of horses, traveling fast.

He left her and slipped to the edge of the trees.

Below, in the red light of the August evening, half a dozen men rode in the direction of
Tonbridge. He recognized their liveries. The sunset flashed on the belled muzzle of a
blunderbuss carried by the leading rider. As he watched them pass, his stomach began to ache.

When the horsemen disappeared, he crept back into the woods to find Marie dozing. He
touched her forehead. Warm.

He sat awake most of the night, feeling like a speck—nothing—beneath the twinkling
summer stars.

Yet if he were nothing, why did he feel so much fear?

And so much hate?



Book Two
The House of Sholto and Sons



CHAPTER

Swords at St. Paul’s

THE GREAT CITY OF London stank and chimed and glittered.

And as he first observed it with feverish eyes in the mellow light of early September,
Phillipe Charboneau thought he’d never viewed anything half so marvelous and awesome.

They had approached through the southern sections, coming at last into the tumult of
Southwark. Phillipe’s fair command of English gained them the information that to reach the
Old City, they must cross the Thames River. As they were doing now, near sunset, by the
Westminster Bridge.

All around, crowds jostled; iron-tired coaches rumbled; and the great river below, alive
with barges plied by shouting watermen, mingled its tang with the more pungent aromas of
those passing to and fro on the bridge.

Marie walked listlessly. Her eyes were half-closed. Phillipe carried both the casket and
the wrapped sword. Their money was long gone, spent carefully for tart cider or sugared buns,
at small, poor inns they’d felt free to visit only after dark.

But now the long, exhausting journey on foot seemed to fade behind the panorama
spreading in front of Phillipe’s astonished eyes.

London. A sprawl, a hurlyburly of wood and brick buildings of all conceivable styles,
shapes and heights, bordering the river upstream and down for what appeared to be two or
three miles. Splendid church domes shone dull gold in the autumn light, despite the pall of
smoke accumulating from thousands of rooftop chimney pots. One dome in particular,
eastward around the curve of the Thames, glowed with special magnificence.

Phillipe stopped a pair of boys. Both carried short brushes fully as black as their cheeks
and ragged clothing. He inquired about the imposing dome in the distance.

“Country lout, not to know Master Wren’s greatest church!” jeered one of the boys,
giving a wink to his companion. “St. Paul’s! "Ware you don’t get sold a piece of the river!”

The sweeps were hidden suddenly behind a sedan chair whose liveried carriers jostled
Phillipe and his mother out of the way. Inside the chair, a wigged gentleman fondled the
brocaded breasts of a woman who laughed and slapped his wrist lightly with a sequinned
domino on a stick.

“Mama—" Phillipe was forced to speak loudly because of the incessant din. Church bells
predominated, clanging and chiming from all quarters of the stained sunset sky. “We’ll have
to sleep where we can again tonight. There’s a great church yonder. If we make for it, perhaps
we can find shelter.”



Marie’s lips barely moved, the only sign she’d heard him.

Soon they reached the end of the bridge. Phillipe discovered that negotiating their way to
the landmark dome had all at once become impossible. They were plunged into streets that
took abrupt turnings. Buildings hid the skyline. Creaking wrought-metal shop signs effectively
shut out the little remaining daylight.

The cobbled streets were perilously narrow, too. A drainage channel ran down the center
of most of them. After a few minutes on such thoroughfares, Phillipe began to make sense of
the patterns of foot traffic.

Those more elegantly dressed, or more robust, or armed with swords or sticks, kept to the
sides of the street closest to the walls. Shabbier, less bold pedestrians made their way down
the middle, walking as best they could through and around the mess in the drainage channels
—fruit peels and vegetable garbage, human turds and puddles of urine, even an occasional
rotting cat carcass.

But the head as well as the feet had an occupation—to stay wary, and dodge and duck
when a bone or a heap of refuse came sailing down from above without so much as a cry of
warning.

Phillipe’s hair soon stank from being pelted with soggy garbage. Yet so alive and
exhilarating was the spectacle around him that he learned the lesson without great anger. He
started to keep sharp watch, and congratulated himself when the contents of a pot for human
waste came showering down—and he pulled his mother safely out of the way.

Of all the sensations driving in upon him in one magnificent blur, the greatest, perhaps,
was that of continual noise.

Stage coaches and wagons creaked and clanked in nearby streets. Young boys hawked
newspapers, bellowing through tin horns. Rag pickers and post collectors rang handbells to
announce their presence. Linkboys with torches already lighted against the descending
darkness shouted for those ahead to make way.

When this happened, Phillipe and Marie had to fight for space along the wall, bumped
here by a barber prancing along with a load of wig boxes, there by an old toothless apple
woman shoving ancient-looking fruit at them with a plea that they buy. Then the linkboys
would pass, preceding a sedan chair from whose windows there looked out yet another finely
dressed member of the gentry, safe about the turmoil and the filth.

A cadaverous young man with yellow skin and foul breath thrust a sheaf of printed sheets
under Phillipe’s nose, fairly screaming, “New songs for sale! Latest ballads and amusements
of the town!”

When Phillipe tried to back away, the balladeer clutched him. Phillipe broke into French,
with gestures of noncomprehension. The vendor spat an obscene word, turned away and,
grinning instantly again, accosted the next potential customer.

Phillipe and Marie struggled on. He was afraid they might be going in the wrong
direction now. He approached two women at a corner. Their backs were to him as he said:

“Pardon, but is this the way to St. Paul’s church?”

He expected young faces. To his horror, he saw old ones, all white paste and rouge. One



of the women grabbed at his trousers, began to shamelessly manipulate his penis so hard that
he quickly came to erection. The stringy-haired slut whispered, “Ye’ll not get a fancy fuck in
that place, young sir. But step up the way a bit and we’ll accommodate ye. We’ll put yer
auntie into the trade, too, if yer’s pressed for a livelihood—"

Once more Phillipe resorted to French and helpless gestures as a defensive weapon. The
tactic incurred curses even more flamboyant than those of the song vendor. Up the lane from
the corner, Phillipe glimpsed a pair of hulking men lounging in the shadows. He suspected
that something more than a “fancy fuck” awaited anyone foolish enough to accept the
invitation of the two sisters of the street. He and his mother hurried away.

As darkness deepened, merchants shuttered their shops. Other windows began to glow.
Coffee houses, taverns, eating establishments. They had passed into a section he was told was
indeed the Old City, dating to Roman times. The crowds thinned out. Phillipe grew more
wary.

And more lost.

He and Marie wandered through a square of elegant brick homes, then along several
more lanes to a broad avenue where huge market wagons groaned in from the country with
fragrant loads of melons and cabbages and apples. The wagons lighted sparks with their iron
tires. Another cart passed, full of butchered cow quarters crawling with flies.

Finally, unable to catch so much as a glimpse of the great dome above the rooftops,
Phillipe accosted an old gentleman standing on a ladder at a lantern post in another square.

“Which way to St. Paul’s?” he shouted, dodging drops of hot oil that came sputtering
down from the fresh-lit wick inside the box.

“That way,” waved the old gentleman, climbing down and looking annoyed because
Phillipe acted confused by the generality of the instructions. That way was a dozen streets, or a
hundred; who could tell in this incredible urban maze?

“Keep straight on the way ye’re going!” the lamplighter barked. “Ye’ll know the place
from the immoral songs, and the beggars. I’d sooner visit hell at night.”

Grumping, he lugged his ladder to the next lantern post. Such lighting devices, Phillipe
noticed, were located only in areas like this one—tree-filled squares surrounded by prosperous
homes. Once back in the narrow lanes and stews, light vanished, save for that of the
ubiquitous linkboys preceding their masters, who walked or rode in chairs.

Phillipe pressed on—eastward, if he reckoned directions properly now that the sun had
dropped out of sight. He was stinking dirty, and dizzy from fever, lack of food, or both. Marie
was no more than a voiceless weight clinging to his arm. Yet he was continually excited by it
all. By the wagon noise which, if anything, increased after dark. By the yells and bawdy
laughter from the taprooms and coffee houses. By the occasional cries that might have been
pleasure—or pain. He even caught the sound of two distant pistol shots.

How many hours he and his mother wandered, he had no idea. He heard loud bells chime
to the number of eleven when they finally turned a corner and saw a wide paved area. At its
far side towered the magnificent architecture of the church he’d glimpsed from the bridge.

St. Paul’s Yard, sure enough. On the ground near numerous shuttered stalls, booths and



business establishments ringing the open area lay a host of cripples and semi-invalids. Some
rose to surround him and stretch out their hands— “A farthing, gentle sir. Remember the poor
and save them from the curse of prison!”

Phillipe pushed a path through a half-dozen of these remarkably agile wrecks of all ages
and degrees of uncleanliness. He stepped between Marie and one scabrous, slimy hand that
pawed at them. He made threatening gestures. The beggars retreated, spitting at his feet,
cursing him. He helped Marie up the great stone steps of the church to the doors, pulled at one
of the rings.

The church was locked for the night.

He turned and surveyed the Yard. One lantern shed feeble light on a couple of seated
balladeers. They passed a gin bottle back and forth between choruses featuring the most
blasphemous, scatological quatrains Phillipe had ever heard.

The air had grown chill. The din of London receded. He realized how friendly a
background the noise had become during the time they’d walked the mazy streets. Coach
wheels grumbled and halloos rang only occasionally now, from far off. Other than the lanterns
of the beggars, lights were few. A linkboy’s brand winked like a firefly down some distant
lane, then vanished.

And out in a darkened section of the Yard, Phillipe heard a shuffling that prickled his
scalp.

He helped Marie sit down against one of the porch pillars. She mumbled an incoherent
syllable or two. Phillipe rubbed her forehead. Burning. His own wasn’t much cooler. His
belly, though long accustomed to the pains of shrinkage, hurt again. His mouth was dry. The
reek of his own body offended him.

He was glad to see Marie already dozing. Her torn woolen cloak provided her only
protection against the night air. Again he heard a shuffle-shuffle of rag-wrapped feet—and
sibilant voices.

The beggars.

He smelled them before he saw them. They advanced slowly up the steps in the darkness,
stinking phantoms festooned with rags. He heard quavery old voices. Younger ones, too.
Shuffle-shuffle went the feet as they came on.

Abruptly, one voice became audible:

“—Ileetle box. Could be jewelry. Also a long bundle. Might be a sword, General.”

“An’ the poor need ’em things more than the strangers do, ain’t that s0?”

“True, General, true,” another man replied. Phillipe heard a raspy laugh.

The balladeers had extinguished their lantern and gone to sleep. St. Paul’s Yard was
silent.

Inside the church, there might be protection, other human beings. Out here, there were
only human predators, chuckling and shuffling up the stone stairs as Phillipe fumbled to
unwrap Gil’s sword while there was still time.
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He counted eight or nine surrounding him in a half-circle. They looked shaggy because
of their torn garments. The gleam of the stars above the rooftops revealed little more than-their
shapes. But here and there, a detail stood out. The glisten of a pustular sore on a cheek; the
paleness of light-colored facings on the old uniform coat of the one who styled himself the
General.

Phillipe could see nothing of this man’s features. He was of good size, though. The top of
his head gleamed faintly silver. A dirty wig. Stolen, probably. The wig hung low over his left
ear, lending the General’s head a peculiar, cocked look.

Metal winked in the General’s right hand. A sword? But so short—

Then Phillipe realized the blade was broken off halfway to the tint. A wicked weapon.

His breath hissed between his teeth as he let the wrappings of his own sword fall between
his feet. He kicked them behind him, waiting to see how the game would play out. One of the
beggars fluttered a hand in his direction.

“’E’s got a proper sword indeed, General. One we might fence for a nice sum.”

“Here, sir!” the General announced, advancing up another step and flourishing his broken
weapon. “Will you surrender ’at prize to me army of poor? We’re only a hop and a step away
from debtor’s chains in the Fleet, don’t ye realize? ’Em valuables, sold off, will keep me
troopers warm an’ cozy till Christmas or better.”

“Get away,” Phillipe warned, sidestepping nearer the pillar where his mother dozed.
Marie muttered in the night’s cold. Phillipe feared for her exposed position. But he was glad
the fever screened out the reality of the immediate situation. He repeated his warning:

“Get away!”

“Funny sound to his talk, ain’t they, General?” asked one of the others. “Ha’ we caught
ourselves some Frenchified rat what swum the Channel?”

“Even more reason for surrendering to ’is Majesty’s sojers,” allowed the General,
moving up one more step. He was now just two down from Phillipe. “Hand us ’em things an’
there’ll be no military reprisals ’gainst that old lady with you.”

Two of the raggy phantoms at the right of the ring—Phillipe’s left—suddenly scampered
up the stairs, hands shooting out for the casket in Marie’s lap.

Phillipe had no chance to recall even the rudiments Gil had taught him with sticks. He
had time only to pivot and bring his sword arm hacking down.

The blade bit to bone. One of the pair shrieked and dropped to his knees, wrist half
severed.

“Then it’s no terms!” cried the General, sounding almost happy. “Attack, men—attack!”

The command was wholly unnecessary. With the exception of the injured beggar who
fled down the stairs wailing oaths, the rest advanced as one. The ring closed with the General
at the center, so close Phillipe could smell his unbelievably putrid breath. Phillipe whipped the
sword up to block a downward stroke of the General’s blade. Metal rang. Sparks flew.

Hands caught at Phillipe’s legs, his ankles, tripping him off balance. He fell on the stairs,
head striking stone. A beggar stamped on his belly. The General gouged at his eyes with the
broken end of his sword.



Despite the pain in his middle, Phillipe managed to wrench his head aside. The General’s
blade raked more sparks from the stair. Phillipe thrust out with his right arm, took satisfaction
when Gil’s sword slid through rags to a thigh. Another beggar howled and scrambled away.

But the rest piled onto Phillipe, sitting on his legs, his abdomen. The General kneeled
next to his head.

One rough-nailed hand caught Phillipe’s hair, lifted, then smacked his head down on the
stair. The other beggars spread-eagled him, pinned his right arm out and began to scratch and
claw his wrist. Phillipe’s 