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  A PRISONER IN PARIS


  “And, of course, I have to bring poor Charles back in one piece.”


  “I shall pray that you will do so,” the Vicar replied.


  “I am delighted to have your prayers, Vicar,” Lord Lanwood said. “At the same time I need something more practical. Amongst the many people you have taught, there must be one who will be able to translate what I want to say so that these Frenchmen understand me and in turn will explain to me what they are saying.”


  There was silence for a moment and when the Vicar did not speak, Lord Lanwood urged him,


  “Oh, for Heaven’s sake, Vicar, you must find me someone, otherwise you know as well as I do that I will never be able to communicate with these swine! And then what will happen to Charles?”


  Again there was silence.


  Then the Vicar said very slowly,


  “The only person I can think to send with you is my daughter, Isa.”
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  “I have always loved Paris. It is such a beautiful and romantic City. I go to Paris with my husband every year on our wedding anniversary and I renew my vows with the man I love and he with me.”


  Barbara Cartland


  



  CHAPTER ONE

  1875


  Lord Lanwood yawned and, turning a little in the bed, thought that it was time to go home.


  It was then that something moved close to him and a voice purred,


  “Lionel, darling, you are the most wonderful lover anyone could possibly have.”


  Lord Lanwood had heard it all before and it had always made him feel rather pleased with himself.


  Then he said,


  “Now I must leave you, because I have so much to do tomorrow.”


  “Oh no, Lionel, no!” the Countess exclaimed.


  It was a repetition of what often happened on so many other occasions.


  His Lordship responded firmly,


  “I am sorry, my dearest Yvette, but I really must leave you now otherwise I will have very little sleep and be disagreeable the whole of tomorrow.”


  The Countess gave a little laugh.


  “But you are never disagreeable. That is the most marvellous thing about you, Lionel. You always say such nice things and are sweet and kind to everyone.”


  It was the sort of compliment his Lordship liked to hear, especially from someone as beautiful as the Countess of Helston.


  She was undoubtedly the most ravishing, the most admired and the most sought after hostess in the whole of London.


  She had been married when she was very young – in fact eighteen – to the Earl of Helston.


  She had grown, everyone said, lovelier and lovelier until now, when she was approaching thirty, she was of such high standing in the Social world that it was really surprising that there was not already a statue erected to her.


  A great number of men had attempted to entice her into being unfaithful to her husband.


  But she had refused them all until she saw Lord Lanwood and she had known then that he was the man she had been looking for all her life.


  When she saw the rapt expression in his eyes, she knew that he was feeling the same about her.


  Yet now after a night of inexpressible bliss he was about to leave her.


  She reached out one of her arms to put it round his neck.


  But she was too late.


  He had already raised himself from the bed and was walking across the room to where he had left his clothes near the fireplace.


  “When shall I see you again?” she asked in a small seductive voice.


  “Just as soon as you are free and I can come here, as I did tonight, unobserved. Or at least I hope so.”


  “You are quite safe,” the Countess replied. “Rory is on his way to Scotland and he will not be back for at least a week.”


  “Then I will dine with you tomorrow night at the same time and will be counting the hours until I see you again.”


  “That is what I was hoping you would say, Lionel,” the Countess answered, “and I too will be counting the hours.”


  There was an oil lamp on the table by the fireplace and she could see that he was now buttoning his shirt and reaching out for his tie.


  ‘There was never a more handsome man,’ she told herself.


  She knew, because they were both so outstandingly attractive, that they must have been meant for each other since the beginning of time.


  ‘If only I had met him before I married,’ she mused to herself, ‘how amazingly wonderful it would have been and everyone we met would have admired us together as they now do separately.’


  Lord Lanwood tied his tie, looking as he did so at his reflection in the gold-framed mirror that hung over the fireplace.


  As he shrugged himself into his evening coat, he turned towards the bed.


  And, as he walked towards the Countess, he said,


  “You are so glorious, Yvette, that I am sure you are not real and this is just a dream.”


  “Then we will dream together tomorrow evening,” she replied. “Oh, Lionel, I am just so happy to have found you.”


  “That is exactly what I was saying to myself,” Lord Lanwood told her. “Goodnight, my dearest darling, and I am counting the hours until tomorrow night.”


  “And I will be counting them too – ”


  She reached out her arms, but he knew that, if he let her put them around his neck, she would pull him down onto the bed and he would begin kissing her all over again.


  “I have to go,” he sighed. “So goodnight and take care of yourself until tomorrow.”


  He was gone before she could reply or protest.


  She threw herself back against the pillows thinking that she had never enjoyed an evening more.


  He was so different from the men she had had short affairs with in the past and she had somehow always been disappointed.


  ‘He is different, so different,’ she told herself, ‘that I must take great care I don’t lose him.’


  She reflected, as she cuddled her head against the soft pillows, that this was very unlikely.


  Because she was so beautiful and so acclaimed by everyone in the Social world, she was obviously aware that his Lordship would not find anyone else as lovely as her.


  Nor so responsive to everything he required.


  ‘He is mine, mine completely,’ she thought with an air of triumph.


  Lord Lanwood was walking back to his own house which, being in Park Lane, was not far from the Countess’s mansion.


  He was, however, not thinking so much about the woman he had just left, but of what he would do tomorrow.


  He had meant to ride out on his best thoroughbred in Rotton Row before breakfast as he always did.


  Then he had half promised that he would go with a friend to Tattersalls as there might be a new horse which he could add to his extensive stables in the country.


  It never struck him for a single moment that he might have called on the Countess earlier and spent part of the day with her.


  He had never in the past mixed up his immensely enjoyable nights of pleasure with the more serious interests that filled his days.


  And he certainly did not contemplate changing his lifestyle now.


  He reached the front door of his house as the stars were beginning to fade overhead and there was just the faintest touch of colour in the sky.


  He let himself in with his own key and was amused to see that his usual night-footman was fast asleep in the padded chair just inside the door.


  It always made him smile to find the night-footman asleep as he knew it prevented the gossip that occurred in the servants hall as to the time his Lordship returned home.


  It was usually the housekeeper and the housemaids who speculated as to which one of the Society beauties had kept him so late.


  He thought as he went very quietly up the stairs that it would be a great mistake for them to realise where he had been.


  Because the Countess was so beautiful, her picture appeared in the ladies magazines and the fact that he found her so alluring and enchanting, as so many other men had done, would naturally be the gossip not just of the Social tongues but of those in his own house.


  If there was one thing Lord Lanwood disliked it was being gossipped about by the chattering tongues who always made the worst of every situation and seldom the best.


  Therefore, knowing a great deal of gossip travelled from the servants’ hall into the drawing room and, unlike many other gentlemen of substance, he told his valet not to wait up for him.


  This would mean that, if the night-footman did not see him, no one would be aware of what time he returned or how late some entrancing beauty was keeping him.


  When he climbed into bed, he told himself again that it would be a great mistake for him to be talked about with the Countess.


  There was more gossip about her affairs than any other beauty at the present moment.


  Even those pursued by the Prince of Wales did not attract the same amount of chatter as she did.


  ‘A pleasant and delightful evening,’ Lord Lanwood murmured to himself before he fell asleep.


  *


  He slept peacefully without dreaming and woke to see that a bright sun was peeping in through the sides of his bedroom curtains.


  A glance at the clock beside his bed told him that he was an hour later than usual.


  But nothing would prevent him from riding before breakfast as he always did.


  He rang the bell beside his bed.


  His valet, who had been waiting for him for over an hour, hurried into the room.


  “Good morning, Yates,” Lord Lanwood began. “I am somewhat later than usual, but fortunately it is of little consequence as I have nothing special to do this morning.”


  “As it happens, my Lord, there’s a man downstairs, one of them foreigners, who says he’s come to see you on very important business.”


  “A foreigner!” Lord Lanwood exclaimed. “That sounds odd. And I was not expecting anyone, what do you think he wants?”


  “He says it be of great importance, my Lord, and, although he’s a bit difficult to understand, as he speaks a foreign language, I thought as how he was serious in what he was sayin’.”


  “Then, of course, I must see him,” Lord Lanwood said. “I can only hope he does not keep me long because I need some fresh air and exercise.” Yates smiled, although he did not reply.


  As he was helping his Master into his clothes, he was thinking it was always the same when his Lordship had an evening with some beautiful lady.


  He was later getting up, but more eager than usual for his exercise and fresh air.


  It was almost, he thought, although he did not say so, as if his Lordship wished to sweep away the memory and the excitement of the previous night and take himself back, as it were, to what was routine and less absorbing.


  ‘It’s what I used to feel like myself, when I was young,’ Yates thought as he helped his Master into his coat and handed him a clean handkerchief to put in his pocket.


  Without saying anything Lord Lanwood walked out of the room and down the staircase.


  The butler was waiting in the hall and before Lord Lanwood could ask him where the man who wanted to see him was, he said,


  “The caller’s waiting for you in the servants hall, my Lord. Shall I bring him into the study?”


  This told Lord Lanwood without further words that the man was of servant class and therefore not allowed to wait in one of the front rooms, but in his rightful place which was with the servants.


  Wondering who this man could possibly be, Lord Lanwood said briefly,


  “Bring him to me, Ancaster,” and walked towards the study.


  He was thinking as he did so that he had no wish to have a long interview with a stranger when he wanted to be riding.


  He knew by this time that his grooms in the Mews would have been notified that he was dressing and his best stallion would have been brought round to the front door, saddled and bridled.


  He only had to wait a few seconds before the butler opened the door and a man came into the study.


  The sun was streaming in through the windows and his Lordship, standing with his back to the fireplace, was astounded to see that the caller was a rough-looking man with shabby bad-fitting clothes and was obviously foreign.


  A mere glance at his face told his Lordship that the man was in fact French.


  The stranger crossed the room to him.


  Only when he was standing directly in front of Lord Lanwood, did he feel in the pocket of his coat and bring out a crumpled piece of paper.


  “I were told if I gave you this, my Lord, you’d reward me for bringin’ it to you across the sea as quick as any man could come.”


  He spoke in French and Lord Lanwood knew that it was the French of the gutter and he had some difficulty in understanding what the man was saying to him.


  He took the piece of paper from him.


  Opening it, he saw with startled surprise that it was from his nephew, Charles, whom he had not seen for quite a while.


  He was the only child of his elder sister, who had died several years ago and he had, almost as soon as he left school, started to travel as his father had done and which had eventually caused his death.


  Lord Lanwood had been very fond of his sister even though there had been several years difference in their ages.


  He had therefore looked after her son as best he could.


  The boy went to Eton where he insisted on studying languages instead of enjoying the game of cricket as his uncle had done.


  But he had a wandering spirit that he had inherited from his father and it made him spend every holiday, when he might have been riding his uncle’s horses, climbing up mountains or travelling in what Lord Lanwood considered were low-class ships.


  To his delight they took him to different places on the Continent and later to the East Indies.


  By the time Charles should have been enjoying the Social life of London, he was invariably in some obscure part of the world accompanied by strange beings who had no conception or interest in the Society into which he had been born.


  Why he was so different from the other boys, Lord Lanwood had never been able to find out.


  But by now at the age of eighteen Charles and his uncle had little in common and they seldom met.


  In fact, now he thought about it, Lord Lanwood had not seen Charles for almost a year.


  He had paid his school fees and had given him a large allowance that he thought was very generous of him.


  Otherwise he had little or no interest in whatever Charles did or did not do.


  Yet now he had written to him –


  When he read what was scribbled on the piece of paper, he was astounded.


  Charles had written,


  “Dear Uncle Lionel,


  I am being kept prisoner by some very unpleasant robbers who are plotting how they can steal from your home the paintings and other valuables that they have read about in the newspapers.


  They are forcing me to give them descriptions of where these treasures are kept in The Castle and I have to do what they tell me as they are threatening to kill me if I don’t.


  I beg of you to rescue me and I have bribed the man, who will bring this to you, by telling him that you will give him two hundred pounds in French money.


  You will then be able to further bribe him to bring you to where I am being kept prisoner.


  I beg of you to come as quickly as possible.


  Your nephew,


  Charles.”


  Lord Lanwood read the letter once again in sheer astonishment.


  He wondered if it was some extraordinary joke that was being played on him.


  Then, as he looked at the man standing in front of him, he knew that it was impossible not to believe that he was, as he indeed appeared, a shady and rather unpleasant Frenchman.


  “Do you know what is in this letter?” he asked him in French.


  The man shook his head.


  “I no speak English,” he said, “and no read.”


  “The writer,” Lord Lanwood said, speaking slowly in French, “tells me to give you a large sum of money. But he also wants you to take me to the young man who has written it.”


  The Frenchman nodded.


  “I promised much gold,” he said, “and I take you to France, but it very dangerous.”


  He spoke in such a strange way that it was difficult to understand the exact meaning of anything he said.


  He was using a French that had certainly not been taught to Lord Lanwood at school, which he thought was very likely that of the lower classes, especially those who were robbers and felons.


  Speaking very slowly and repeating almost every word several times before the Frenchman understood, he learnt that he had come from Paris and from the poorest part of the City where, when he had been in France, he had always felt obliged to avoid like the plague.


  “First,” he said, “it will take me some time to find the money you want, which, of course, you would wish to have in your own currency. Secondly I am not certain how it will be possible for me to come with you to where you have to go.”


  It took almost ten minutes to make the Frenchman fully understand what he was saying and the one thing that he wanted to be really sure of was that he would have the money he was promised.


  It seemed to Lord Lanwood an enormous sum to give.


  At the same time he was aware that Charles would not have sent him such a strange and peculiar message if there had been a chance of getting in touch with him in any other way.


  He asked the Frenchman to explain to him what the people were like where he had come from and what was their occupation.


  But his French was too good for the Frenchman to understand it and what he said in return was even more difficult.


  Yet there was no doubt that the note had come from Charles and that Charles was in trouble.


  ‘I really have to do something,’ Lord Lanwood now told himself.


  He recognised that he had to save his nephew, but at the same time he had no idea how he could do so.


  Of one point he was quite sure and that was that it would be useless to involve the Police or for that matter the French Embassy.


  He knew enough of the lower side of life in the great Capital Cities of Europe to know that the first person to suffer if he made any fuss would be Charles.


  Because he would speak against them, they would undoubtedly kill him.


  He had heard a great deal at one time or another about the gangs in Paris who preyed on the big houses of the rich.


  A friend of his had had one of his most cherished paintings taken from his house when he was away and his servants, who had tried to prevent the robbers from doing so, had all been wounded. One in fact had died from the injuries inflicted on him.


  Aloud Lord Lanwood said,


  “You shall have the money as soon as I can obtain it from the Bank, but you have to take me to France to find the writer of this letter and I must take someone with me who can speak your language more fluently than I can.”


  It took some time to make the Frenchman fully grasp what he wanted.


  When he did, he nodded his approval.


  “Good! Good!” he replied. “Must be very careful otherwise robbers will be angry and kill us.”


  It was what Lord Lanwood thought really might happen, but it was a shock to hear it put into exceedingly common French.


  It was undoubtedly true and there was no argument to disprove it, so he had to think quickly and was well aware that Charles was not exaggerating when he said that they might kill him.


  He went to his desk to sit down to write a letter to his Bank asking them to provide him with two hundred pounds in French currency in one packet and one thousand pounds for himself in another.


  He then called for his secretary and sent him off hurrying to the Bank, giving him no explanation of why he wanted the money.


  As soon as he had done so, he told his butler and his valet that he was leaving immediately for the country and his castle.


  And he needed his chaise with his fastest team to convey him there.


  Lanwood Castle, which was justly famous for its magnificent treasures had been built in the reign of Queen Elizabeth and was in the County of Sussex not that far from the main road to Dover.


  Lord Lanwood was going there not only because it was the best way he could start on his journey to Paris but also because he wished to discuss the whole matter with the one person he could really trust not to gossip about him.


  He knew without being told that that the French he had learnt at Eton, which was certainly good enough in Society circles, would be of very little use to him when he confronted the robbers.


  He guessed that the man who had brought Charles’s letter was more coherent and maybe a better character than those who had forcibly made Charles their prisoner.


  He thought that the man was getting on in years and had thought it a clever idea to help the Englishman, rather than bully him as the rest of the French robbers were doing into telling him where and how they could loot Lanwood Castle.


  There had been burglars in the past.


  But, as far as Lord Lanwood could remember, there had never been a large contingent of robbers forcing their way violently into The Castle, fighting and perhaps killing those who opposed them.


  Now he thought of it, he would have supposed that his ancestors would have been aware that it might happen and so had taken sensible precautions at the time.


  It was something he now intended to take, even if it was somewhat late in the day.


  It was only when, two hours later, he drove his own chaise and an excellent team of thoroughbred horses out of London, did he think that in the rush he had forgotten to notify the Countess Yvette that he would not be with her tonight.


  ‘I will make my apologies when I return,’ he told himself.


  He knew that it was too late now to write to her or even send a messenger to tell her that he had gone abroad.


  *


  As he was a brilliant driver and his horses were the envy of all his friends, Lord Lanwood reached The Castle in four hours.


  The Frenchman sitting beside him on the journey had been, at first, as Lord Lanwood was aware, somewhat nervous at the speed they were travelling.


  Then, as he realised, as so many other people had before him, that Lord Lanwood was a magnificent driver, he sat back comfortably on the seat and apparently enjoyed the journey.


  Although they were routinely used to their Master’s unexpected movements, his servants at The Castle were astounded when he finally drove up outside the front door.


  There was just a slight pause before the grooms came running from the stables to take over his horses.


  His Lordship, having put down the reins, stepped out of the chaise.


  “I will require a second team after luncheon to take me to Dover,” he told the Head Groom, who stared at him in surprise.


  “Your Lordship be a-goin’ to Dover tonight?” he questioned.


  “Yes, indeed, Ben, and please make sure that the horses can travel as quickly as this team have. I think we have made another record time from London.”


  The Head Groom grinned.


  “Your Lordship never fails to astonish me.”


  Then he looked in surprise at the Frenchman, who was clambering out slowly on the other side of the chaise.


  Entering The Castle, Lord Lanwood gave orders for the Frenchman to go to the servants hall and be given some food.


  “I shall want the same,” he said, “and please send someone immediately to the Vicar to say that I want to see him as soon as he can make it.”


  Without waiting for an answer, he walked up to his bedroom and washed the dust from his face and hands.


  When his valet, who always looked after him in the country, joined him, he said,


  “I want the oldest and most disreputable clothes I have, Jenkins.”


  The man looked at him in complete surprise and he explained,


  “I am going somewhere in disguise and I want to look as poor and as disreputable as the man I have brought with me from London. Take a quick glance at him while he is eating his luncheon and see that I will not look any different from the way he is.”


  Jenkins gave a little gasp, but he was too well trained to argue.


  He then asked,


  “Surely you are takin’ me with you, my Lord?”


  “No, Jenkins. I will find someone there to look after me,” Lord Lanwood replied, “and I will not be away for long.”


  Feeling cleaner but hungry, Lord Lanwood went downstairs.


  He then entered the dining room where a place was already laid for him and a bottle of champagne had been opened.


  He had only eaten one course when the Vicar came into the dining room looking perplexed.


  “I thought you were in London, my Lord,” he said. “But I understand that you have come here unexpectedly and will be leaving almost immediately.”


  “I want your help,” Lord Lanwood told him. “Join me in a glass of champagne, while I tell you all about it.”


  The Vicar sat down at the table and the champagne was poured out.


  “I wish to talk privately,” Lord Lanwood began, “and I will ring the bell, when I am ready for the next course.”


  The butler and two footmen, who had been waiting on him, then left the room.


  As the door closed behind them, Lord Lanwood felt in his pocket and brought out Charles’s letter.


  “Read this,” he said to the Vicar, “and then you will appreciate why I am here and what I am going to do.”


  It took the Vicar a moment to put on his glasses and, after he had read the letter, he said,


  “Surely this is a matter for the Police, my Lord.”


  “I am quite sure,” Lord Lanwood replied, “that, if the Police interfere in this affair, Charles will be wounded or perhaps even killed.”


  The Vicar drew in his breath.


  “I never thought of that, my Lord, so you intend to save him?”


  “I want to do so,” Lord Lanwood answered, “but I need to go with someone who is really fluent in French. As you know I can speak ordinary French, but not enough to deceive the robbers into thinking I am one of them. Or to make them understand that I will pay them for Charles or perhaps make them think I want to join in the robbery of my own house.”


  “You must be careful, very very careful,” the Vicar warned him. “From all I have heard of these sort of men, who are looking for big money, they can be exceedingly dangerous if they are opposed in any way.”


  “I have heard that too,” Lord Lanwood replied, “and I hope never to meet them. But apparently they have set their minds on coming here to The Castle to steal and will undoubtedly do so unless I take all possible measures to prevent it happening.”


  “Then surely, my Lord, you only have to have the Police or perhaps members of the Army on duty, who will shoot them down or capture them when they appear.”


  “What do you think will then happen to Charles if he is still with them, as he surely will be?” Lord Lanwood asked.


  The Vicar spread out his hands.


  “I had not thought of that. Of course you are right. You have to rescue him before they come over here.”


  “That is exactly what I intend to do, Vicar, and I need your help. You taught me languages brilliantly when I was a little boy and my German and Italian are indeed excellent.”


  He paused for a moment before he continued,


  “I can also speak the best Parisian French, but I do not understand it very well and they will most certainly not understand me when it comes to the poor and uneducated parts of Paris.”


  “I realise what you are saying,” the Vicar replied thoughtfully. “But, of course, if I came with you, I dare say I could manage to understand such people and make them follow me.”


  Lord Lanwood laughed.


  “I am sure you would. At the same time you are too old and look too benevolent!”


  The Vicar now laughed too.


  “I was afraid you would think that, my Lord, but it is something I would have enjoyed if I had been your age. Although you must realise that you are going straight into great danger.”


  “Actually the whole idea rather excites me,” Lord Lanwood confessed. “I think that I have been living too comfortably for too long and perhaps it will be good for me to have to rough it and to be rough, which is what I intend to be.”


  The Vicar did not speak and, after a moment, Lord Lanwood added,


  “And, of course, I have to bring poor Charles back in one piece.”


  “I shall pray that you will do so,” the Vicar replied.


  “I am delighted to have your prayers, Vicar,” Lord Lanwood said. “At the same time I need something more practical. Amongst the many people you have taught, there must be one who will be able to translate what I want to say so that these Frenchmen understand me and in turn will explain to me what they are saying.”


  There was silence for a moment and when the Vicar did not speak, Lord Lanwood urged him,


  “Oh, for Heaven’s sake, Vicar, you must find me someone, otherwise you know as well as I do that I will never be able to communicate with these swine! And then what will happen to Charles?”


  Again there was silence.


  Then the Vicar said very slowly,


  “The only person I can think to send with you is my daughter, Isa.”


  CHAPTER TWO


  Lord Lanwood stared at the Vicar in astonishment.


  “Your daughter!” he exclaimed. “But why should she know the slang of the lowest form of French?”


  The Vicar smiled.


  “It’s a rather strange story,” he replied, “but, when my daughter and I visited France we learnt that a very poor relation I had not seen for many years was extremely ill. He lived in the poorest part of Paris where the type of people you have been describing live.”


  He hesitated for a moment before he went on,


  “He was really desperately ill. In fact I thought it was only a question of days before he died. I therefore went, with my daughter, Isa, to what you would think was a very common hotel, but it was the only one available in that part of Paris.”


  He sighed before continuing,


  “I spent most of my time at the hospital, but Isa, as she had always had a passion for learning languages talked to the people around us and became friendly with a number of families who lived near the hotel.”


  He saw that Lord Lanwood was listening intently and he continued,


  “They were, as you can imagine, talking the same sort of rough French, which is very different from what one finds in the better parts of France.”


  “So you think,” Lord Lanwood said, “that she will be able to communicate with the Frenchman I have with me. And, if she can talk to him, she will be able to talk to his confederates.”


  “Exactly,” the Vicar agreed. “Therefore, my Lord, I think it would be a good idea to take him down to the Vicarage or, if you prefer, I will send for Isa to come here.”


  “I think it best that we should go to the Vicarage,” Lord Lanwood said after a little pause, “because the less he sees of the inside of The Castle the less he will be able to explain what he has witnessed to his associates.”


  ”Do you really think that he is one of the men who intend to rob you?” the Vicar asked.


  “I dare say he will not start by thinking so, but it would be against human nature to see some of the treasures in this house and not talk about them to his friends.”


  The Vicar smiled.


  “You are quite right, my Lord, as you always have been. I thought that you were clever as a boy and am quite certain that you are twice as bright now as your father and many of your relations expected you to be.”


  “I hope that is true, Vicar,” Lord Lanwood replied. “But I will not believe it until I can rescue my nephew.”


  “Then the sooner we can get busy the better,” the Vicar said. “If you will send for this man, we will walk down to the Vicarage where I know Isa will be waiting for us.”


  Lord Lanwood rose from the table.


  Although the butler and footman were expecting to bring him in cheese and coffee to finish his meal, he went out into the hall.


  “I see you have come in your trap,” he said to the Vicar.


  “As I heard that you were in a great hurry to see me,” the Vicar answered, “and, although I was about to visit another part of my Parish, I came straight here.”


  “Yes, I am in a tremendous hurry,” Lord Lanwood replied, “and that could not be better.”


  He turned to the butler, who was standing behind him and ordered,


  “Armstrong, fetch the Frenchman you took into the servant’s hall as quickly as you can.”


  The butler hurried away and Lord Lanwood and the Vicar climbed into the trap, which was drawn by one good-looking horse that Lord Lanwood had given to him as a present at Christmas.


  The Vicar picked up the reins.


  As he did so Armstrong came out of The Castle with the Frenchman.


  He was looking, Lord Lanwood felt, even rougher than he had been when they left London.


  He climbed into the trap behind them and the Vicar immediately set off.


  The Church was at the far end of the drive and on the other side opening onto the road was the Vicarage.


  It was a most attractive house, having been built only fifty years ago by Lord Lanwood’s grandfather.


  The garden was full of flowers and a well mown lawn led to a small stream that came from the Park. When it passed through the village, it was a big attraction to the small boys who occasionally caught fish in it.


  The gate into the Vicarage was open and the Vicar drove in, drawing up his horses outside the front door.


  As Lord Lanwood stepped out, the door opened and the Vicar’s daughter stood there looking at the visitors with surprise.


  Lord Lanwood had not seen her for some time and thought that she was a beautiful and attractive girl.


  She had auburn hair and dark blue eyes which was a rather unusual combination.


  However, he only had a brief glimpse of her before she ran to her father and asked,


  “Why are you back so soon, Papa? I thought that you were going to see Mrs. Cobbold and would not return until teatime.”


  “As you can see,” the Vicar answered her, “I have guests and they need our help.”


  As if he had rebuked her for not being aware of it before, Isa turned towards Lord Lanwood and held out her hand.


  “Do forgive me, my Lord” she said, “but I was so surprised to see my father back home so quickly.”


  “He has come because I need his help and he tells me that I also need yours,” Lord Lanwood replied.


  Isa looked at him in astonishment.


  “My help,” she repeated. “Is there someone ill at The Castle?”


  Lord Lanwood laughed.


  “No, not as bad as that. But would you be kind enough to take the occupant in the back of the trap to the kitchen? Perhaps he can be given some coffee while I talk to you.”


  Looking a little bewildered, Isa moved towards the trap.


  She then said to the Frenchman who had not moved from the back seat


  “Will you come with me?”


  She was actually thinking that he must be one of the local poor and needy her father continually spent his time with.


  She was also surprised to find that he was in some way connected with his Lordship.


  The Frenchman climbed out of the trap and then, as Isa spoke to him, Lord Lanwood intervened,


  “The man is French,” he told her, “and speaks the language in a way that your father and I find impossible to comprehend.”


  Isa looked at him for a moment wide-eyed.


  Then, turning to the Frenchman, she said,


  “Will you come with me?”


  She spoke French words of which Lord Lanwood had no knowledge.


  Yet clearly the Frenchman understood her, because, as she walked ahead, he followed her and they disappeared into the house.


  The Vicar walked slowly up the steps behind them.


  He led the way to what Lord Lanwood remembered was his particular sitting room where he wrote his sermons.


  It was where as a boy he had sat and had lessons in several European languages and these had taken place in the holidays.


  He had at first thought that it was rather unfair that he should have to work so hard while his friends were enjoying the freedom of being away from school.


  The Vicar had always been a very intellectual man.


  He made all foreign languages so interesting and amusing that Lord Lanwood had enjoyed his lessons that took place three times a week equally as much as riding his horses or swimming in the lake.


  Now he sat down on the large sofa and, before he had exchanged no more than a few words with the Vicar, Isa joined them, saying,


  “Do tell me, Papa, where on earth did you find that extraordinary man who I have just left in the kitchen? He quite obviously comes from the part of Paris that you and I remember well, but most people try to forget.”


  The Vicar smiled.


  “That is very true, my dear, but he has brought his Lordship bad news about his nephew, Charles, and so we need your help to rescue him.”


  “To rescue him,” Isa echoed. “What has happened to Charles? I hope he has not been arrested by the Police.”


  “It’s not as bad as that,” Lord Lanwood said. “Or perhaps it’s even worse. As we have little time, will you sit down and let me tell you quickly what has happened.”


  “But, of course, I would want to know if Charles is in danger,” Isa said. “I have told him before to be careful, but he enjoys being with the strangest and roughest people like the man you have just brought here.”


  “So could you understand that Frenchman when he spoke to you?” Lord Lanwood asked.


  “Of course I could, my Lord. I expect Papa told you that we lived in the part of Paris he obviously comes from and how, when he was in the hospital, I would have had no one to talk to if I could not understand their language. I can assure you it is far more difficult than Cockney!”


  “I am sure that it is,” Lord Lanwood exclaimed. “I found it impossible to understand!”


  “I am certain that you would,” Isa replied, “because they have a special language of their own in that part of Paris. It was only because Papa and I stayed there for so long that I finally managed to talk French in the same way as they did, while Papa never could make out a word of it!”


  She glanced at her father as she spoke.


  He smiled as he added,


  “I am afraid that is the truth, my Lord. I just could not force my brain to take in those peculiar words. To call it French is almost an insult to the country and to a very musical language!”


  Lord Lanwood thought that this conversation was now a waste of time.


  He therefore suggested to Isa,


  “I want you to read this letter that I received from Charles who bribed the Frenchman you are entertaining in the kitchen to bring it to me.”


  Isa took it from him and read it carefully.


  Then she remarked,


  “If Charles is in the hands of these men and I have heard about them before and how dangerous they are, it is going to be extremely difficult to extract him from their clutches.”


  “I am sure it will be, Isa, but all the same we must save him and, as your father thinks that you are the one person who can speak their language, I want you to come with me to Paris immediately.”


  Isa looked at him in sheer amazement.


  “Come with you to Paris,” she repeated slowly. “Is that what you said, my Lord?”


  “It is what I said and what I mean,” Lord Lanwood replied. “From what I gather, which is very little, from that extraordinary creature who brought me this letter, is that Charles is in great danger if we do not rescue him. As I see things at the moment, only you could find out what they intend to do and how we can spirit Charles away from them.”


  He paused for a moment before he gave a sigh and added,


  “And I am afraid that means leaving within an hour or so for Dover.”


  As he spoke, he expected Isa to exclaim with horror at the idea of leaving so quickly and that as far as she was concerned it would be impossible.


  Instead, after a moment’s hesitation, she said,


  “If Papa will agree that I may go with you to Paris then, of course, I will get ready at once. How long – can you give me to pack, my Lord?”


  “Shall we say just one hour? Or would you like to hear first what I have already managed to grasp with great difficulty from that creature now sitting in your kitchen?”


  “If you cannot understand his language, my Lord, then you cannot learn much,” Isa said. “I think it would be better if I talked to him quietly on the journey. If you are listening, it might well be overpowering for him. He would probably feel more at ease if he was alone with me.”


  Lord Lanwood was surprised that anyone who was so young and properly brought up would be prepared to associate with this unpleasant Frenchman he had brought down from London.


  At the same time he thought that it was extremely intelligent of her to realise that the Frenchman was much more likely to tell her what they wanted to know if he was all alone with her than if there was an older and perhaps critical man listening to their conversation.


  All the same Lord Lanwood could not help feeling that they were moving almost too fast for the Vicar.


  He looked at him and enquired,


  “Would you agree to this, Vicar? I feel that I am asking a lot of you, but there is no one else I can turn to for help.”


  There was a short pause before the Vicar replied,


  “The most important issue, my Lord, is for you to save Charles. I was always afraid as he was so adventurous that he would get into trouble. But Isa thinks, as I do, that this is a frightening situation and there is always a chance, even if he gives his associates all the information they want, that they will make absolutely certain that under no circumstances will he be able to give any evidence against them.”


  “What you are really saying to me,” Lord Lanwood probed, “is that, having learnt everything they can from him, they will then dispose of him.”


  “That is always possible where those sort of people are concerned,” the Vicar said. “When staying in that part of Paris, I was always scared that Isa and I would somehow get mixed up in their crimes and the Police would turn to us for help, which would be exceedingly dangerous for us to give them.”


  Isa gave a little laugh.


  “That’s true, Papa. On more than one occasion I thought we would never see England again, but somehow we managed to escape.”


  “I feel that I may be asking too much of you,” Lord Lanwood said. “But if I cannot find out more or talk to the Frenchman then there will be no chance of Charles being able to escape from them.”


  “I am sure you are right, my Lord. It would be impossible for you to learn anything from them as you do not speak their language. You will have to leave that to me and Papa knows that, as I already know two or three people in that neighbourhood, they will not think I am spying on them.”


  “I can appreciate even better than when I first came here that you are the only person I can really turn to for help. I thought, when I received Charles’s letter, that if I notified the French Embassy and they contacted the Police in Paris, it might easily mean his death.”


  “You are absolutely right, my Lord,” Isa agreed. “Although most Englishmen would believe that the Police can do everything.”


  She hesitated for a moment before she went on,


  “I think you should realise from the very beginning that it is your Lordship and I who will have to do all the work and the Police can only be informed when we know the whole situation quite clearly and that there is no risk of Charles being murdered.”


  As she finished speaking, she walked to the door.


  “I will now go and fetch my things,” she said. “I imagine that I will not need anything smart.”


  She smiled as she spoke and was gone before Lord Lanwood could reply.


  They heard her footsteps running down the passage and then, turning to the Vicar, Lord Lanwood said,


  “I feel embarrassed by having asked so much of you. I swear that I will take every possible care of Isa so that she does not come to any harm.”


  “I know you will do that,” the Vicar said, “and, of course, as I have known you and Charles ever since you were born, you are both very dear to my heart and to my daughter’s.”


  “I am more grateful than I can possibly say,” Lord Lanwood said. “Almost as soon as I heard the man speak, I felt that you would be the only person I know who would understand what he was saying. It’s a miracle to me how he found his way to London.”


  “We can only thank God that he did find you and I will pray fervently that you will be in time to protect and save Charles,” the Vicar answered.


  Isa came back dressed in a travelling coat and with a small plain hat on her head.


  She had put her case, which she had packed with great speed, in the hall.


  The Vicar carried it out and put it into the trap.


  “We must leave for Paris as soon as possible,” Lord Lanwood said. “And I hope you will forgive me for asking so much of you.”


  “I will be thinking of you and praying for you both,” the Vicar replied. “You can be certain that God will bring you back to me.”


  Then he climbed into his trap and bent to pick up the reins.


  As he did so, Lord Lanwood stopped, thinking that perhaps he should stay behind with the Frenchman while Isa sat in front with her father.


  Moving quickly Isa then seated herself opposite the Frenchman and, without saying anything, his Lordship sat down at the front.


  As they drove along the drive, he could hear her talking away to the Frenchman.


  He could understand enough of the conversation to realise she was talking of the flowers and the magnificence of the trees.


  The Frenchman was replying to her, although Lord Lanwood could not make out what he was saying.


  When they reached The Castle, it was to find the chaise they were to drive in to Dover waiting for them.


  Lord Lanwood’s cases were already stowed away inside it.


  Walking into the hall, Lord Lanwood gave his last instructions to Armstrong.


  He also told his secretary to write immediately to the Countess of Helston to explain that he had been called abroad unexpectedly and begged her to forgive him for not keeping his appointment with her.


  “Order a grand profusion of pink roses, that she particularly likes, to be sent to her from the usual shop we use,” he told his secretary.


  “I will do so at once, my Lord,” he replied.


  They went into the nearest sitting room where there was a drink for Lord Lanwood before undertaking the long ride in front of him.


  “You must drink our health,” Lord Lanwood said to the Vicar.


  He was somewhat surprised when the Vicar closed the door behind him.


  “There is just one thing I have to say before you go, my Lord,” he said. “It would be a mistake, as you well know, if the Press heard that you had arrived in Paris with Isa without a chaperone.”


  Lord Lanwood stared at him and then gave a gasp.


  “I did not think of that,” he said, “how awful of me. I was so taken up with thinking about Charles that I did not consider the Press.”


  “And I did not think of it myself at first,” the Vicar admitted. “But it would be bad for your reputation and hers if people found out who you both are.”


  Lord Lanwood was silent for a moment.


  Then he said,


  “We will not be, I would hope, associating in any way with the Society French I know. At the same time we must be very careful and, as you are well aware already, I know quite a number of French people, who have been my friends for years.”


  “Then what I would suggest, my Lord, is that you make Isa some close relative. Why not a cousin, as you are looking for Charles? Isa could be even younger, if she is asked her age, than she is at the moment.”


  “You think of everything and it was very stupid of me not to realise that this was a problem,” Lord Lanwood replied. “I think you are quite right, Vicar, and it would be even better for Isa to say that she is only seventeen and my niece.”


  He hesitated for a moment before he went on,


  “No one could think it wrong for me to take my young niece to Paris with me. If I am pressed, I can say I am looking for a Finishing School for her before she makes her debut in London.”


  The Vicar laughed.


  “You have always had a most imaginative mind, my Lord, and it will not fail you now. I am sure that Isa will be quite content to be your niece and, although she is now over twenty, she still looks about sixteen to me.”


  “I am not sure if that is a compliment or an insult!” Isa said, who had been listening. “But I think that Papa is right and, if I say I am sixteen and want to go to a French Finishing School, no one will question it.”


  “I bow to your judgement,” Lord Lanwood said, “and I will be very proud to be the uncle of such a bright and intelligent girl.”


  “Then that is agreed,” the Vicar said. “So now I will not worry about it appearing as headlines in the French newspapers only to be copied by those in Mayfair.”


  “One thing is quite certain, Vicar, is that we don’t want anyone to know we have gone, but if they do, not to be in any way concerned for the reason of it. I have sent a letter to one friend to say that I was called over to France unexpectedly by the illness of one of my relations and that will be my story. The less people who realise we are in Paris the better.”


  “I understand,” the Vicar replied, “and you know that my lips are sealed. I am sure that your household will not talk as they never have in the past.”


  Lord Lanwood smiled.


  “My father saw to that. As he had so much here that was of great value, he said publicity always attracted curious eyes and he did not want people prying on what was his.”


  “He was right,” the Vicar agreed. “Talk is always dangerous and I know that your staff, under your father’s guidance, were always told to talk to no one and never, under any circumstances, to give information of what was happening or what treasures were in The Castle.”


  “My father was quite right,” Lord Lanwood said, “and now we must go.”


  Isa kissed her father affectionately.


  Then she hurried ahead and climbed into the chaise.


  She sat close to Lord Lanwood, who was driving, and she did not seem perturbed that there was nowhere else for the Frenchman to sit but beside her.


  Armstrong then brought him some delectable titbits from the kitchen.


  The Frenchman appeared in a very good humour as they drove off. In fact he waved goodbye to the butler and footmen as if he had known them for years.


  It was not until they were safely several miles from The Castle and on the road that would lead them directly to Dover that he began to talk.


  As he was much more voluble than he had been on the long drive from London, Lord Lanwood guessed that Armstrong had given him plenty of beer to drink or, as he was a Frenchman, maybe he had preferred several glasses of wine.


  Although he did not understand what the man was saying, it was obvious that Isa did.


  He guessed from the questions she was asking that she was obtaining from him a very good idea of where in Paris they were going and where Charles was being kept prisoner.


  However, Lord Lanwood concentrated on driving as fast as he could.


  *


  Three and a half hours later they arrived at the Port of Dover.


  He was anxious that they should reach the ferry to Calais before it was dark.


  By sheer good luck they boarded one five minutes before it moved out of Port.


  It was Isa who had suggested to Lord Lanwood as they were approaching Dover that it would be a mistake for them to leave the Frenchman alone, now he had received the money he had been promised, in case he disappeared when they reached Paris.


  But it would seem equally extraordinary if either he accompanied them to Third Class seats or if he joined them in First Class.


  “I will go with him to where it will seem more appropriate,” Isa said to Lord Lanwood, “whilst I suggest you go to a cabin, my Lord, if they have one available, so that you are not likely to meet any friends who may be aboard or in fact anyone who reads the Social magazines.”


  Lord Lanwood laughed.


  “You are quite right and you think of everything,” he replied. “You do what you think best, Isa, and I will obey you.”


  He laughed again before he said,


  “It’s something I never expected to say to a woman, but I am astounded by how brilliantly you have understood this extremely difficult situation and how astutely you are directing it.”


  “Now you are being rather sarcastic, my Lord,” Isa chided. “I promise you I am waiting for orders which I will carry out as well as any soldier might do. At the same time you have never met the sort of French I am taking you to and I will have to make certain of the way you will be received before you actually set foot amongst them.”


  “Do you think you will be safe?” Lord Lanwood asked anxiously.


  “I am sure that I will be because I can speak as they speak,” Isa replied. “After all I am only a woman and they have little use for women in the particular ‘work’ they are doing, if that is what you want to call it.”


  “I will leave it in your most capable hands,” Lord Lanwood told her.


  When they went aboard the ferry and he asked for a cabin, he was delighted to find that one was available.


  “I will join you later, my Lord” Isa said, “when he has settled down. By the way his name is Pierre Marché.”


  “I presume that you looked at his passport,” Lord Lanwood remarked. “I did not think to ask him his name and undoubtedly I would not have been able to pronounce it anyway!”


  “It’s a very simple name,” Isa laughed.


  Then she said seriously,


  “I, of course, have my passport with my own name on it, which is convenient as I have to say that I am the daughter of your sister.”


  “I am rather ashamed I did not think of all these things myself,” Lord Lanwood replied. “But actually I was counting on you having a passport and it never entered my head that it might be queried.”


  “I think that the sort of people I met when Papa and I were in Paris taught me, if nothing else, to always be cautious and always have an answer to every question.”


  She looked up at him as she added,


  “If you are doing something which is not quite on the top, so to speak, you must always be ready to find an answer to those who quiz you.”


  Lord Lanwood chuckled.


  “I suppose you do realise,” he said, “that, instead of knowing all this, you should be dancing in London at the balls and hoping to be the débutante of the year.”


  “Now you are really exaggerating, my Lord. That is something I am never likely to be. As you well know, Papa is so busy with his very large Parish that we never have time to go to London or to enjoy half the invitations we receive in the County.”


  Lord Lanwood had always known that the Vicar came from a distinguished family and had always been a great favourite with his father and his father’s friends.


  And it was obvious that his daughter would have been asked to any balls or parties that were being given by their neighbours.


  Yet he could understand, because there was no one ill or in trouble who did not wish to see the Vicar.


  Not only because he was so understanding, but very practical in helping those who appealed to him.


  “Your father is a very dedicated and inspiring man, Isa,” he commented.


  Isa smiled.


  “He has always been the same, determined to help anyone who turns to him in trouble, never failing to give them anything they want.”


  “Now I am going to talk to Pierre and see if I can find out more than we know of the situation at the moment, which seems very little.”


  “Very little indeed,” Lord Lanwood agreed. “But, if you can get him to confide in you, it certainly would be very helpful.”


  “I will do my best and as we have a long and rather boring journey in front of us, I hope, by the time we reach Calais, that we will know a great deal more than we know at present.”


  She smiled at him as she spoke.


  And then she disappeared down into the depths of the ferry where the poorest and least affluent passengers were accommodated.


  In his comfortable cabin Lord Lanwood could not help thinking that few women of his acquaintance would fall so naturally into the swing of what was wanted, or to understand without being told that her part was to learn as much as she could from Pierre.


  ‘She is certainly a remarkable young woman,’ Lord Lanwood ruminated.


  It occurred to him that the lady who had given him so much pleasure last night would certainly not have fallen into the part in the same way that Isa had done.


  In fact he could not think of anyone he knew, and he had known a great number of intelligent women in his time, who would have been so helpful and so practical as she had been.


  He could not imagine any woman packing to come to France at a moment’s notice, knowing that she would not be treated as a lady because they were on a mission to save Charles and therefore she must concentrate entirely on that and nothing else.


  ‘In other words,’ he said to himself, ‘Isa is not thinking of herself, as most women are, but of Charles and how we can rescue him.’


  He could well imagine the screams of horror there would be from any other woman he knew and how she would require a great deal more time to get ready for the journey.


  And she would have been horrified at the idea of sitting in Third Class while he had a cabin to himself.


  ‘She is certainly her father’s daughter,’ he reflected to himself. ‘If she really helps me and we set Charles free, I must give a ball for her at The Castle or do something to show my appreciation for her unselfish efforts.’


  *


  It was dark when the ferry drew into Calais.


  As usual there was a rush for the Express train that was waiting to carry the passengers on to Paris.


  Lord Lanwood had already arranged on board the ferry that he would require sleeping accommodation for himself and Isa.


  He thought that Pierre would be more comfortable in Third Class than he would be with them.


  His sleeping berth and Isa’s on the train were next to each other, but she insisted on seeing that Pierre was in a suitable carriage before she came into her own berth.


  She asked Lord Lanwood not to come with her as the other passengers who Pierre was travelling with would undoubtedly be impressed by him and ask questions as to who he was.


  So only when she had seen to it that Pierre was comfortable and given him money from Lord Lanwood to pay for some food, did she go to her own cabin.


  As she reached it, Lord Lanwood appeared at the door of his and said,


  “I was beginning to worry about you. I thought perhaps you intended to spend the night with our friend!”


  Isa gave a little laugh.


  “He is quite happy,” she replied. “He has a very over-dressed and rather gaudy Frenchwoman who I gather was a performer in one of the theatres to talk to. He was delighted with the money I gave him to buy himself some food and drink.”


  They were standing talking at the door of their compartments and, as the train gave a lurch, Lord Lanwood suggested,


  “You had a long talk with him when we were on board the ferry, have you anything to tell me? If so, let’s sit down comfortably either in my compartment or yours.”


  “I will come to yours, my Lord,” Isa replied.


  She went in and settled herself on the bed, which had been made up for him on the sofa.


  “Would you like something to eat or drink?” Lord Lanwood enquired.


  Isa shook her head.


  “I had some rather nasty food on board the ferry and most of the passengers were drinking beer which smelt horrible.”


  Lord Lanwood laughed.


  “I am sure it did. Let me order some champagne.”


  “No thank you, my Lord. I want to go to sleep,” Isa said. “But first I have something to tell you that I think you will find interesting.”


  He sat down beside her.


  “Tell me. You know I am longing to hear anything that will help us in our search for Charles.”


  “I know where he is and he is a prisoner, as we both know from his note. But I think that you will be surprised when I tell you the reason why they captured him.”


  “The reason!” he exclaimed. “So why should they have chosen him of all people?”


  “Because he is your nephew and because,” Isa said, “from what I gather there is a Frenchman who is obviously important and rich and intends to steal the treasures you have in your castle from you.”


  CHAPTER THREE


  Lord Lanwood was astonished.


  Then he asked,


  “Did you find out the man’s name?”


  “No,” Isa replied. “Pierre is not aware of it, but he says that if you pay him enough he will certainly discover it for you.”


  “Of course I will pay him. And tell him he will be very handsomely rewarded for anything he tells us as to where my nephew is.”


  “I have told him that already,” Isa said. “Although he is very greedy, but I think he will be honest with us in finding out what we want to know.”


  “I think you have been brilliant, Isa. At the same time we have a long way to go.”


  “I have been thinking it over,” Isa remarked, “about you going to find Charles yourself and I think now that that will be impossible.”


  Lord Lanwood stared at her.


  “Why do you say that?” he asked.


  “Because, my Lord, I am sure it would be absurd for you to arrive in Paris pretending to be someone you are not.”


  Lord Lanwood considered this for a moment and there was silence between them until he said,


  “Are you then suggesting that you will go alone to wherever Charles is imprisoned?”


  “Pierre is sure that he can find a way of taking me there, so that I can tell Charles what to do,” Isa replied. “But you, my Lord, no matter how hard that you tried, you would never look anything but yourself.”


  “I have brought clothes with me that I hope will be a good disguise,” Lord Lanwood retorted.


  Isa laughed.


  “Do you really think that whatever you wore would alter your height, your face or the obvious fact that you are an English gentleman?”


  Lord Lanwood looked at her.


  Then he said,


  “I rather thought that I was a good actor.”


  “You could not act that part whatever else you can do,” Isa told him. “I have already agreed with Pierre that he will find some way of taking me amongst his people so that I can speak to Charles and at least tell him that we are here. Then, of course, we must think of some clever way to spirit him out of his prison.”


  “Is it really a prison?” Lord Lanwood asked.


  “No. From what I can gather they have some place where a gang of them not only eat and talk but also sleep. I suspect, although he did not actually say so, that they have tied Charles up and made it impossible for him to run away.”


  Lord Lanwood sighed.


  “The whole venture sounds very difficult!”


  “Of course it is, my Lord, otherwise you would not be here.”


  “That is indeed true,” Lord Lanwood agreed.


  “What I think is important,” Isa continued, “is that you should arrive in Paris as yourself. No one must think for a moment that you have any ulterior motive for being in the City except to find a good school for me.”


  She could see that Lord Lanwood was now looking surprised and she went on quickly,


  “You are far too well-known amongst the French as well as the English people in Paris for them not to have to be told a really good reason as to why you should be here so unexpectedly.”


  She was speaking as though she was thinking it out carefully for herself.


  Lord Lanwood thought to himself again that she was exceedingly intelligent for a young girl.


  Although it was against everything he had planned, he had to agree that she was talking sense.


  Aloud he now said,


  “I thought of going to some small and unknown hotel, but, after what you have just said, I think it would be wise to go to the one I always patronise.”


  “Of course you must,” Isa replied, “and you must appear as you always do and, of course, show that you are not interested in anything so degrading as the lower and commoner parts of Paris.”


  “You are talking very glibly,” Lord Lanwood said. “But I am still wondering just how we can save Charles. It must be so ghastly for him being held a prisoner of these rough people especially if they all look like Pierre.”


  “I expect they look worse,” Isa answered, “but then Charles has always been very brave. And, although Pierre thinks that they may have knocked him about a bit, he was well enough to have sent him to England with the message you received and promised to reward him with a large sum of money if, with Pierre’s help, you do manage to rescue him.”


  “That is exactly what we are going to do,” Lord Lanwood asserted. “I think you have been very clever, Isa, to find out as much as you have.”


  Isa gave a sigh.


  “There is so much more for us to do that is really essential if we are to rescue Charles without him being killed or injured unmercifully.”


  There was silence for a moment or two.


  Then Lord Lanwood said,


  “What you really have to discover besides rescuing Charles, is the name of the Frenchman who is causing all this trouble. If he really intends to invade my castle, he must be very rich and also very unscrupulous.”


  “I expect that he is both those things,” Isa agreed, “and many more besides. It is appalling to think that he is sitting there training these strange men to invade England and steal what he covets that belongs to you.”


  “I agree with every word you say,” Lord Lanwood replied. “Now we must go to bed and dream happy dreams so that we don’t start the morning depressed and anxious.”


  Her luggage was lying on the bed where she had opened her case before she went to see Pierre.


  “Everything I need is here and now goodnight, my Lord, and thank you very much for bringing me with you.”


  “That is what I am trying to say to you! Goodnight, Isa, and sleep peacefully. We will have plenty to worry about tomorrow without thinking about it tonight.”


  “I will most certainly try not to,” Isa promised him. “But you know how exciting it all is.”


  She shut the door as she spoke and Lord Lanwood went back to his own compartment.


  He was thinking how extraordinarily intelligent the Vicar’s daughter was and how lucky he had been to find someone who could speak the incredible language of the robbers and charlatans of Paris.


  He knew that without Isa he would feel helpless.


  As it was, he was optimistic enough that somehow by a miracle they would win through.


  He opened his suitcase and found to his relief after what Isa had said that Yates had put in his usual smart suits and evening dress as well as the rough clothes he had told him to do.


  It was like Yates to think of all the right things and he now wished that he had brought him with him.


  However, he knew that, although you told them not to, servants talked.


  It would be fatal for anyone in Paris, whatever their position in life, to know exactly why he had come to the City.


  *


  Unexpectedly and to his considerable surprise, Lord Lanwood slept deeply until the sun was shining outside.


  They only had a short distance to travel until the Express train reached Paris.


  He jumped out of bed and dressed.


  He was about to go to Isa’s door and tell her that he was ready for breakfast when he heard a knock on his own.


  He opened the door and found that she was outside smiling at him as she said,


  “I thought that you must be awake, my Lord, but I hoped that we could have breakfast before we arrive fairly soon at the Gare du Nord.”


  “It’s what I am looking forward to,” Lord Lanwood replied, “so don’t let us waste any more time.”


  He closed the door of his compartment behind him, having already put his night clothes into his case.


  They walked along the corridor and found not as many people as they expected in the restaurant car.


  They ate a good breakfast and it was impossible to converse confidentially as there were people sitting within hearing distance.


  They merely said very little to each other until Isa asked,


  “Have you decided where you will be staying in Paris, my Lord?”


  “After all that you said last night, we will go to the hotel where I always stay. It’s Le Grande Hôtel in the Champs Élysées and I always think it is one of the most comfortable and charming hotels in the whole of Paris.”


  “I have heard of it, of course, I have heard of it,” Isa enthused. “I will be very thrilled to stay there.”


  Her excitement was obvious and he could not help thinking how many women were never satisfied with the hotels they stayed at.


  They would invariably find everything to grumble about rather than praise.


  Pierre was waiting for them on the platform when they got off the train.


  Isa slipped into his hand a piece of paper on which she had written the name of the hotel.


  Without any conversation with him, she walked to Lord Lanwood’s side and they moved towards the exit.


  “I presume Pierre is not coming with us,” he said.


  “Of course not!” Isa exclaimed. “He knew it would be a great mistake to be seen with us, but I have to let him know where we will be staying so that he can tell us when he has communicated with Charles. He will also tell him why you have come to Paris.”


  “I think that’s very sensible, Isa, and, of course, it would be a disaster for Pierre’s comrades to be aware that he knows us.”


  “What he has to find out and he promised me last night that he would do so,” Isa explained, “is the name of the man who wants to steal your treasures. He said that he had heard it, but had not paid very much attention because it was not his job and the men who are actually employed to steal from you are very reluctant to talk about it.”


  “So I should hope,” Lord Lanwood replied rather harshly.


  It seemed incredible that anyone should go to such lengths to steal his treasures. Yet he supposed that crimes were almost always committed because of greed, the more they had the more they craved for.


  A friendly porter, who was carrying their luggage, found them a Hackney carriage and they drove off.


  Isa looked out of the window with delight at the busy streets they were passing through.


  “I have always loved Paris,” she said after neither of them had spoken for a long time. “I was so happy when Papa was here. I could not say the same of the places we visited, but Paris always seems much more exciting than any other City.”


  “I think that a large number of people would say the same,” Lord Lanwood agreed.


  He was thinking as they travelled on how sensibly Isa had dressed herself.


  Because she had to pretend to be a schoolgirl, she had obviously put on the clothes she must have worn three years ago when she actually was one.


  Although they were in plain colours and practical, she somehow added style to them that made her look very attractive.


  ‘She is a very clever child,’ Lord Lanwood said to himself again


  Almost as if she was one, he pointed out to her the attractive places they were passing, including the Opéra.


  “Papa took me once to the Opéra,” Isa said, “and I was so thrilled with it and the way it is built that I hardly had time to listen to the music.”


  Lord Lanwood laughed.


  “The Parisians would be very proud to hear you say that. They are very proud of their Opéra just as they are proud of the Place de la Concorde and the Louvre.”


  “I do hope we will have time to visit the Louvre,” Isa said wistfully. “I love all the paintings there just as I love your Picture Gallery, my Lord. I spend as much time as I can looking in awe at your wonderful collection.”


  Lord Lanwood had no idea of this and he looked at her in surprise.


  “Perhaps I ought to have told you before,” Isa said a little shyly, “but your father always allowed anyone who was genuinely interested in paintings to go into the Gallery whenever they had the time and I have been coming since I was very small.”


  “Then you know that it is open to you now you are bigger and older,” Lord Lanwood said jokingly.


  She gave him a big smile.


  “Thank you very much, my Lord. I would rather have permission to see your wonderful paintings than own all the francs you have promised to give Pierre. But I am quite certain that he is going to work hard to earn them.”


  “I hope he is too, Isa. Otherwise we are lost.”


  “I don’t think we can ever be that,” Isa answered seriously. “You see this is a challenge to both of us and, if we cannot win through, then we should be very ashamed of ourselves.”


  Lord Lanwood looked at her in surprise.


  “Does it mean as much as that to you?” he asked.


  “Of course it does. I have known Charles ever since I was a small child and have loved your castle and everything in it. How could I bear to think that he was being ill-treated and you were being robbed of such unique treasures that could never be replaced?”


  She spoke with such an earnest sincerity that Lord Lanwood was very touched.


  As they drove on, he thought again how different she was from any other woman he had ever known.


  They arrived at the hotel, who welcomed him most warmly.


  “It is delightful to have you with us, my Lord,” the Manager said. “But I wish you had let us know that you were coming, because I would have kept your special suite which you always occupy.”


  “I only made up my mind a few hours before I left,” Lord Lanwood informed him. “But I am sure that you have another suite almost as good.”


  “Very fortunately one of the very best suites in the hotel became vacant this morning,” the Manager said, “and I think you, monsieur and mademoiselle, will find it very comfortable.”


  He had not exaggerated.


  Isa was thrilled to be able to look out onto the road below through the trees that bordered it.


  They had an excellent luncheon sent up to them as they thought that Pierre might arrive and it would have been a mistake to go downstairs until they had learnt what the position was.


  “I doubt if he will be here much before teatime,” Lord Lanwood said. “But it would be unwise for him to ask for us and for us to be out.”


  “I am quite happy to gaze out of the window and see the carriages going by,” Isa said. “I have never been in such a grand suite before.”


  “I guessed that you and your father stayed at the Embassy,” Lord Lanwood enquired.


  “That is true and it was all very strict protocol as you can imagine, my Lord. But they were very kind to us and Papa has known the Ambassador for many years.”


  *


  It was very late in the afternoon when they were beginning to despair of Pierre turning up.


  Then a servant came up to say to Lord Lanwood that there was a very strange caller asking for him at the back door.


  He did not know if his Lordship would wish to send him away, as he was not the sort of person they expected him to know.


  “I should have already warned the Manager,” Lord Lanwood replied, “that I have arranged with the Embassy in London to give them confidential information as to what is happening in the lower parts of Paris. I am sure the man who brings that information will look strange to you, but he will give me what the Ambassador requires.”


  He saw that this explanation went down well with the hotel servant, who hurried away to bring Pierre up to their sitting room.


  Pierre came in looking even more out of place in that particular environment than he had on the train.


  But he was polite enough to raise his hat.


  His dark greasy hair, which badly needed cutting and washing, fell down over his eyes.


  He brushed it on one side as he began,


  “’Ere I be, m’sieur and with news that I knows’ll please you.”


  Lord Lanwood waited to speak until the man who had brought the Frenchman up to the suite had closed the door.


  Even now he spoke in a low voice.


  “Come and sit down, Pierre, and tell me everything you have learnt.”


  Pierre obeyed him, sitting rather gingerly on one of the sofas in front of the fireplace.


  “It be like this, m’sieur,” he replied. “If I tells you too much, I’ll get into very big trouble and I’ll be the one to suffer not you.”


  “I will pay you for any suffering you may have,” Lord Lanwood promised him. “As you know, we are very anxious to learn what you have discovered.”


  “I thinks I ought to tell you first that Charles, as you calls ’im, ’as a bad arm.”


  He spoke in his usual language and Isa realised that Lord Lanwood had not understood what the man had said and so she translated it carefully for him.


  “He is wounded?” Lord Lanwood asked sharply. “Have they been rough with him?”


  “They said it were an accident,” Pierre replied, “but if you asks me ’e were thinkin’ of ’ow ’e could escape and they were determined to make certain ’e didn’t do so.”


  “So is he badly injured?” Lord Lanwood demanded when Isa had translated for him.


  She asked Pierre what had happened and, after he had talked for some time, she translated,


  “I think that he was being unnecessarily anxious to escape and I gather that he was actually creeping out of the door when they pulled him back and tied him up. It seems that then they injured his arm rather badly.


  Lord Lanwood drew in his breath.


  Then he said,


  “Tell Pierre to inform him that we have arrived.”


  “He has done that already,” Isa answered, “and he said that Charles was delighted.”


  There was silence for a moment.


  Then, just as Pierre was about to speak again, Isa piped up,


  “I have an idea!”


  “What is it?” Lord Lanwood enquired.


  “As Charles is obviously badly wounded and they must be anxious to keep him alive, Pierre should pretend that he is worse than he actually is and I will go and visit him as a nurse.”


  Lord Lanwood stared at her.


  “As a nurse!” he exclaimed. “But, of course, you cannot do that.”


  “Why not?” Isa questioned. “If Pierre tells Charles to say he is in worse pain than he actually is, it is obvious they will not want him to die or to be so ill that he cannot invade your castle as I know they intend to force him to do.”


  “I don’t like to think of you going into any danger,” Lord Lanwood said anxiously.


  “I will be all right if I am disguised as a nurse. As it so happens, I know a great deal about bandaging after helping Papa in his Parish. So no one will know that I am not who I pretend to be.”


  “I really don’t like to think of you being mixed up with those ghastly people,” Lord Lanwood retorted.


  Without answering, Isa turned and spoke to Pierre for some minutes.


  What she said obviously surprised him at first.


  Then he smiled and nodded.


  “Pierre agrees with me that it would be an excellent way for me to get to Charles,” Isa insisted, “and also to find out who is so anxious to steal your treasures that he is prepared to send them fighting and killing to obtain them.”


  There was silence for a while before Lord Lanwood said,


  “Tell Pierre that, if you are hurt or insulted in any way, I will not give him a penny of the money I promised him.”


  “I will tell him that, my Lord, but at the same time I feel sure he will not take me there unless he is certain that it is safe.”


  She paused for a moment before she added,


  “I will now go and change my dress and leave with him right away. We must only stop at the nearest chemist and buy the things I should be carrying as a nurse.”


  “I really don’t like you doing this,” Lord Lanwood protested again.


  “Yet it is something we have to do to find out what we have to know,” Isa insisted.


  She rose from the sofa and then disappeared into her bedroom.


  Lord Lanwood looked at Pierre and said in French,


  “Take good care of her. If she comes to any harm, I will be very angry.”


  He spoke slowly with a great deal of feeling behind his words and Pierre obviously understood what he said.


  He nodded.


  Then he talked quickly in a way that was meant to be reassuring.


  Unfortunately his Lordship did not comprehend one word of what he was saying.


  Before they expected it, Isa came back.


  She was wearing a very plain hat which was not unlike the type that nurses wore when making their calls.


  She had brushed all her hair to the back of her head and put it into a bun.


  She was wearing the plain clothes she had worn at school and there was a tie round her neck.


  What surprised Lord Lanwood was that she was wearing dark glasses that were obviously used to keep out the sun.


  But they made her look older and very much more professional.


  She was carrying her handbag as she walked up to Lord Lanwood and put out her hand.


  “I want a lot of small change,” she said, “for the items I have to buy. They will, I think, cost the equivalent of two or three pounds in English money.”


  “I will give you everything you need,” his Lordship said. “I only wish I could come with you. I don’t like you going alone with Pierre.”


  “He will look after me,” Isa reassured him. “I think we should take a carriage as far as we can simply because it will be quicker.”


  “Yes, yes of course,” Lord Lanwood agreed. “But don’t be longer than you can help as I will be extremely worried waiting for your return.”


  Isa smiled at him.


  “Nurses are accepted by everyone as being neutral when it comes to politics and certainly not involved when it comes to crime.”


  “I hope Pierre will make his friends believe that.”


  “I am sure he will if I tell him what to say,” Isa said confidently. “He is much more sensible than he appears and I can tell you too that he has a very sharp brain.”


  She paused for a moment before she went on,


  “He has thrown himself in with us and we should be very grateful for it.”


  Lord Lanwood did show his gratitude by giving Pierre far more money for the carriage there and back than he would possibly need.


  Pierre took it from him gratefully and thrust it into the pocket of his old patched trousers.


  Then they slipped out, going – on his Lordship’s suggestion – down the back stairs where no one was likely to notice them.


  Then he went back to his sitting room wondering if he had done the wise thing or if by some terrible mischance Isa would be injured or taken prisoner.


  The idea horrified him.


  But at the same time it was the only chance to save Charles.


  The only way of getting him away from the ghastly men who had imprisoned him was to do just as Pierre had suggested.


  Nevertheless he found it difficult to sit reading the newspapers that had been brought to him.


  Instead he paced up and down the room continually glancing out of the window as if he thought that he would see them moving down the busy street below.


  *


  It took Isa and Pierre over half-an-hour even in the fast Hackney carriage to reach the outskirts of Montmartre where the driver had been told to go.


  When he heard their destination, there was a sour expression on the driver’s face that told Isa he disliked the neighbourhood and was thinking about whether he would refuse to take them.


  Then, as Pierre deliberately took his money out of his pocket as if he was counting it, the driver knew that he could not refuse such a long drive.


  They set off moving from the better parts of Paris into the narrow dirty streets that would be a shame to any Capital.


  When finally the carriage came to a standstill it was outside a very rough-looking building that might have been stables or maybe a tumbledown warehouse.


  Pierre paid the man for the journey they had already made and told him if he waited they would not be long and would return to where they had started.


  Isa knew from the driver’s face that, although he did not wish to stay in that particular neighbourhood, he would do so because he needed the money.


  Then Pierre led the way round to the back of the building.


  He knocked three times on a dirty unpainted door before it was opened.


  Then a man put his head round and asked,


  “Who’s there?”


  When he saw Pierre, he opened the door a little wider.


  “So you’re back!” he exclaimed. “You’ve been away a long time and we was wonderin’ what were keepin’ you.”


  “I went to fetch a nurse,” Pierre replied.


  “A nurse! What d’you want a nurse for?” the man enquired.


  “If you let the prisoner die, he won’t be no use to us,” Pierre answered.


  The man made no reply, but led the way into what Isa saw had once been a well-built warehouse, but now it was falling down and none of the windows on either side had any glass in them.


  They were merely covered over with dirty rags and in the centre where there had once been storage, there were tables and broken stools.


  Although the light was very bad, Isa could see that rough beds were laid out on the higher side of the building.


  She did not speak, but followed Pierre.


  She carried in her hand the bag she had bought at the chemist, which contained all the things she felt that a nurse would require for a man who was sick and injured.


  Pierre led her to the back of the building.


  Here there was a heavy door that was fastened with padlocks on the inside. The keys, however, were in the lock and it was not difficult to undo them.


  They entered what had obviously been a safe at one time and the only air in it came from the broken glass of its small window.


  Seated in the middle on a dilapidated mattress was Charles.


  He was wearing nothing but a torn and filthy shirt.


  He had one arm covered with some dirty pieces of material, which had certainly not been put on by anyone who understood the treatment of injuries or wounds of any sort.


  Charles looked up as they entered the room.


  As Pierre closed the door behind them, Isa put her finger to her lips just in case Charles should call out in astonishment at seeing her.


  For a moment he was staring at her as if he was asking himself just how it was possible for a woman to be there.


  When she reached him, she said in a low whisper,


  “Be very careful! Everyone here must think I am a nurse.”


  “Isa, is it possible – ?” Charles managed to whisper back.


  Before she could reply, the door was pushed open.


  Two rough men looking very much like Pierre and wearing the same hideous clothes entered and then asked in their own language,


  “Who the hell have you brought wiv you? That be a woman if I’ve ever seen one!”


  “She’s a nurse,” Pierre replied. “When I saw your prisoner, I thought you’d be silly if you let ’im die.”


  “Who said he were dyin’?” one of the men asked.


  “I’m sayin’ it,” Pierre answered. “’E’s lost a lot of blood and ’is arm looks poisonous to me. And if he dies, there’ll be no money for us and no chance of a-reachin’ the place in England where all them treasures lies.”


  He was speaking in what was more or less a hissing whisper, but Isa could understand what he was saying.


  There was silence for a moment.


  Then one of the men suggested,


  “Well, if ’er be a nurse tell ’er to get on wiv it and then get ’er out of ’ere quick. We don’t want no one from outside pryin’ on us.”


  “I knows that,” Pierre replied. “But we don’t want a dead body on our ’ands either.”


  “Get out of ’ere and let ’er get on wiv it,” the man growled.


  He pushed the door to, leaving the others outside.


  Then he turned to where Isa was now whispering to Charles.


  At the same time she was pulling the bedclothes off his shoulder and exclaiming with horror at what she saw.


  His shoulder was red with blood and still bleeding just above the arm.


  “It must be very painful,” she said, “but I will clean it and make it more comfortable for you.”


  “I cannot understand how you came here,” Charles whispered.


  It was then that Pierre joined them and Isa said,


  “I must wash this wound, otherwise the dirt will make it very dangerous for him if it goes into his blood.”


  “I’ll get you some water,” Pierre said, “but you’d better ’urry, them don’t like ’avin’ a woman round ’ere.”


  “I am not surprised,” Isa retorted.


  He hurried through the door, closing it behind him.


  When he had gone, Isa spoke quickly,


  “I have come to Paris with Lord Lanwood to save you. You must tell me how you can escape and we are at Le Grand Hôtel in the Champs Élysées where he always stays.”


  “It will be very difficult for me to escape,” Charles replied. “They guard me night and day.”


  “What we need to know,” Isa said, “is the name of the man who is determined to steal the treasures from The Castle.”


  Charles looked round before he whispered as if he felt someone might be listening,


  “It’s the Comte de Roulé and he would kill me if he thought I had told anyone.”


  “That is just what Lord Lanwood wants to know.”


  Then it was impossible to say any more because Pierre returned carrying a battered saucepan in which there was some tepid water. He put it down beside Charles.


  After washing his wounds as best she could, Isa put ointment on them and then she bandaged his arm deftly, as she had been bandaging people for years in the village at home.


  “That feels very much more comfortable,” Charles sighed.


  She smiled at him as she said,


  “You must tell Pierre if it is any worse tomorrow and then perhaps I can come again and help you.”


  “I doubt if they’ll let me,” Pierre said, who was listening. “But if ’e stays near death, I thinks they’ll let you in.”


  Isa put on her glasses she had taken off while she was working on Charles’s arm.


  Then, as Charles took her hand and squeezed it to show his gratitude, which he dare not express aloud, she smiled at him.


  Then she said,


  “Try to keep the wound as clean as you can and here are some pills from the chemist which will take away your pain and make you sleep well.”


  “I just don’t know how I can thank you,” Charles murmured. “You are very brave and I admire you very much.”


  Pierre was already opening the door.


  “Come on! Come on!” he urged. “It big mistake to linger.”


  Isa picked up her bag.


  “We will find a way to get you out,” she whispered to Charles.


  Then she hurried to join Pierre.


  She was aware as she walked to the main door that some men, who were extremely unpleasant to look at, were watching her.


  She was sure that they would ask Pierre a million questions when he next returned.


  Fortunately the carriage was still where they had left it and a few minutes later they were on their way.


  “Thank you! Thank you!” Isa said to Pierre. “You were wonderful to take me there. Although I think that his wound is very bad, you may have saved his life.”


  “If ’e dies then there’ll be no goin’ to England for me or them others,” Pierre remarked.


  “No, of course not,” Isa told him. “You therefore have to keep him alive and make sure that he has enough food to eat.”


  “You can trust me. But of, course, I’ll want more money to buy the food if ’e ’as to ’ave somethin’ special.”


  “I am sure his Lordship will be only too glad to give you anything you need,” Isa answered.


  She saw the satisfaction on Pierre’s face.


  As they drove on, she was thinking and wondering desperately how Charles could escape.


  Equally how they could prevent those horrible men she had seen lurking in that huge building from invading The Castle and taking away its most precious possessions.


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Lord Lanwood was waiting impatiently for Isa in his room when she arrived back at the hotel.


  As soon as they were alone, she told him exactly what had happened and the state Charles was in.


  In fact she was so busy talking about Charles that she was surprised when Lord Lanwood asked,


  “Did you find out from him the name of the man who is directing these ruffians and instructing them how to steal my possessions?”


  Isa gave a little start.


  “Of course I asked him,” she replied, “and I should have told you at once. The name meant nothing at all to me, but perhaps it will to you, my Lord. He whispered it to me, so that Pierre could not hear and it is the Comte de Roulé.”


  Lord Lanwood stiffened.


  Then he said,


  “Are you quite sure?”


  “That is what Charles said in a whisper,” Isa told him, “and, of course, I did not ask him to repeat it.”


  Lord Lanwood did not speak and she asked,


  “Do you know him?”


  “I know all about him. In fact he is a very rich and very important man with a magnificent château of his own on the Loire and a large mansion in Paris.”


  “Then why does he want anything from you?” Isa enquired innocently.


  “Because he is a collector. Collectors are the same all over the world and they are never satisfied.”


  Isa was silent for a moment.


  Then she asked,


  “What can we do about it?”


  “I am thinking,” he answered. “Give me a moment or two to work it out.”


  He then rose from where he was sitting and walked across the room obviously deep in thought.


  Isa was tactful enough to stay silent, knowing that men hated to be interrupted when they were working out a difficult problem in their minds.


  It was, in fact, what seemed to her a long time before Lord Lanwood said,


  “I know what we must do.”


  “What is that, my Lord?”


  “I will make an excuse to meet him. I know quite a number of people who are friends of his and who have talked to me about his large collection. So I will write him a letter saying that I have arrived in Paris and would very much like to make his acquaintance.”


  Isa stared at him.


  “Is that wise?” she asked.


  “There is no reason for him to know that I have met Pierre or that I am in search of Charles.”


  He paused for a moment before he added,


  “He may be suspicious of me at first, but I will be subtle enough, I would hope, to make him believe that I have other reasons for wanting to meet him.”


  Isa thought that this plan could be rather dangerous.


  She felt certain that the Comte would suspect that Lord Lanwood was looking for Charles.


  However, when thirty minutes later, he handed her a letter to read, she changed her mind.


  “My dear Comte,


  I have just arrived in Paris with my niece to find a suitable Finishing School for her.


  But I was reading an article before I left England that spoke of the many additions you have recently made to your collection and one in particular is very interesting to me.


  It is in fact an early painting by Fragonard, which I have never heard of before.


  As I own three of his pictures that he painted later in life, I would be so grateful if you would show me the one you have added to your collection.


  I am sure that you would be interested in hearing where my Fragonards came from and how long they have been in the possession of my family.


  Would it be possible for you to have luncheon or dinner here with me here at Le Grand Hôtel?


  I will not be staying in Paris long, but I am sure we should have a great deal to discuss as our interests are undoubtedly the same.


  I remain


  Yours sincerely


  Lionel Lanwood.”


  He had written his full name at the top of the page. Isa read the letter through very carefully a second time.


  Then she said,


  “It sounds very practical to me, my Lord, but surely he will realise that by this time you would know that your nephew Charles was missing and perhaps suspect that you might have some knowledge about it.”


  “I think that very unlikely,” Lord Lanwood replied. “The Comte will be well aware that Englishmen are very direct and seldom play a quiet game when it comes to an insult to their family.”


  Isa knew this to be true.


  “I expect that he is a clever man,” Lord Lanwood continued. “He knows that Charles is rarely in touch with his English relations, but travels round the world to strange places he finds more amusing.”


  Isa sighed.


  She sensed that his Lordship was going into danger, but she was too sensible to say so.


  Instead she rang the bell.


  When it was answered, Lord Lanwood, having put his letter into an envelope and addressed it, asked for it to be taken as quickly as possible to the Rue de la Vendôme where the Comte lived when he was in Paris.


  It was not very far away and he knew that they could expect an answer very shortly.


  “In the meantime we will have to wait,” he said aloud. “Tell me, Isa, what would you like to do?”


  “I think I would like more than anything else to go to the Louvre, my Lord.”


  Lord Lanwood smiled.


  “I think that would be good for both of us. At the same time I would like to find out a little more about this weird Comte. I am just wondering if there are any books or catalogues of his collection.”


  Isa’s eyes lit up.


  “That is certainly an idea,” she replied. “I am sure if there was one that we would find it in the Rue de la Paix.”


  “Of course we would,” he agreed. “As it is not far, let’s go there as soon as you are ready to do so.”


  He paused before he added,


  “What is more, I will take you to luncheon at one of the very best restaurants in Paris which is just off the Place Maubert.”


  “I would love to,” Isa cried. “Actually, as breakfast was rather sparse, I am feeling hungry.”


  “Then come along,” Lord Lanwood said, “but don’t look too smart or too old!”


  Isa laughed.


  “I can hardly look smart in the clothes that I wore at school and so I must continue to be the rather plain young woman I feel sure you have never taken out to luncheon before!”


  “It will be a new experience and that is something that always pleases me!”


  Lord Lanwood was thinking as he spoke that she was most unlike the Countess Yvette or any other woman he had associated with in the past.


  Despite her clothes she was certainly intelligent and he was sure to find her more interesting than any woman who had accompanied him before for a lunch à deux.


  He had no idea until they sat down at the table that she knew so much about pictures, a subject he was always completely absorbed in.


  Or that, apart from The Castle, of which she knew every inch, she told him, she had read a great deal about the artists who were acclaimed all over the world.


  She also had a wide knowledge of French furniture and china.


  “I am sure,” Isa said, after they had discussed it for some time, “that those are the things that the Comte will have collected. Now he will want to extend his collection to the fine paintings that cover your walls as well as your amazing snuff boxes to which you recently added three from Russia.”


  “I was very lucky to obtain those,” Lord Lanwood said. “It was only because I had presented the Czar with such a magnificent present that he could not refuse to let me have the three I particularly wanted from those that are on display at the Winter Palace.”


  “I am hoping that your luck will extend to freeing Charles,” Isa replied. “He is in the most dismal, ghastly place I have ever seen and his wound definitely needs treating.”


  “Well, you have established that at any rate,” Lord Lanwood remarked. “They would be very foolish to let him die if they need him to show them, when they reach England, how to enter The Castle and how to take away all the treasures I really cherish.”


  Isa gave a little cry.


  “You must not allow them to do so. You must think of a way to stop them, my Lord. So please, please think of nothing else but concentrating on saving what would be a tremendous loss, not only to you but to the whole family.”


  “I am aware of that,” Lord Lanwood said quietly. “I promise you that I will not lose anything at all if I can possibly help it.”


  “Equally,” Isa added, “we have to save Charles, although I still cannot think how.”


  When they arrived back at the hotel, it was to find, not entirely to Lord Lanwood’s surprise, that there was a letter from the Comte.


  He opened the envelope and read it quickly.


  Then he said to Isa, who was waiting beside him,


  “He has asked us to dinner tomorrow night at his Paris residence. That is exactly what I wanted and so you will have to look very attractive as he says that he will ask some young men to amuse you while he and I talk of our possessions.”


  Isa gave a little cry.


  Then she said,


  “We have won the first step and now we go into battle!”


  “We will,” Lord Lanwood agreed. “But remember, my dear Isa, that every word you say may be dangerous and every word you hear may be of significance.”


  Isa smiled at him.


  “I will promise to do everything I can, but, because I did not think that this would happen when I was packing, I did not bring a proper evening dress with me.”


  Lord Lanwood smiled,


  “In which case we must buy one!”


  When they then left the hotel, instead of going to the Louvre, they went to the shop belonging to Frederick Worth.


  There was no need for Isa to be told that he was the most famous couturier in Paris at that time.


  Although he was an Englishman, he had, with his new ideas and beautiful clothes, taken France by storm.


  Isa had heard about him and had read about him but, of course, had never met him.


  It was a thrill to go into his very elaborate shop and be taken into the room where he personally received the Empress Eugenie and all his varied customers interested in his unique designs.


  Lord Lanwood had often met him before when he had accompanied some very lovely ladies both English and French to choose a gown which they thought would please him.


  And they had certainly looked entrancing in those he had chosen.


  As he had proved an exceedingly good customer, it was not surprising that Frederick Worth hurried across the room holding out his hand to greet him.


  “This is a great surprise, my Lord,” he intoned. “I had no idea that you were in Paris.”


  “I only arrived here this morning,” Lord Lanwood replied, “and I expect to return to England immediately I had found a Finishing School for my niece. But you will be surprised to hear I have already received an invitation for us both for dinner tomorrow night and, like many ladies before her, my niece has nothing to wear!”


  Frederick Worth laughed.


  “That is the usual excuse for coming to me and, of course, I will do everything I possibly can for anyone in your family.”


  He then produced an array of delightful dresses designed for the very young.


  They seemed to Isa even more beautiful than the flowers that Frederick Worth ornamented so many of his gowns with.


  After seeing a great number paraded in front of them, many of which were far too old and sophisticated for Isa, who was supposedly pretending to be only seventeen, Lord Lanwood finally chose a gown of pure white muslin trimmed with bunches of forget-me-nots that matched Isa’s eyes.


  It was a young girl’s gown, but at the same time it was too lovely to be anything but a work of art.


  “I will have to alter the bodice,” Frederick Worth said, “and I hope before you return to England that you will buy her a number of other dresses. I have some of the sort you have admired in the past, but I have designed a new range for the future.”


  “You have always been well ahead of the future by being better than any other couturier we have ever heard of,” Lord Lanwood replied.


  Frederick Worth laughed.


  “I have much enjoyed your flattery, my Lord, and I promise you that your niece will now be the belle of the ball!”


  “Of course she will be,” Lord Lanwood agreed.


  He was concerned that Frederick Worth might ask him where they were dining.


  So, looking at his watch, he said,


  “I am afraid we must leave you. I have another appointment I must not be late for.”


  “Then I can only thank you for coming, my Lord, and it is such a great pleasure to see you again,” Frederick Worth replied graciously.


  They hurried out to where the carriage was waiting for them and drove back to the hotel.


  “I think that it would be a mistake,” Lord Lanwood said, “for people to see us casually. I don’t want too much said about me being in Paris as I know quite a few people here.”


  “I am sure you are right,” Isa agreed. “If only we could rescue Charles in some brilliant way we could go back home immediately.”


  “We will do,” Lord Lanwood asserted. “But first we have to get to Charles.”


  “I know and I have suggested to Pierre that I should go to bandage him again this evening. He thought it would be wrong for me to go early because they believe that I am working in a hospital.”


  “Well, let’s hope that they go on believing it,” Lord Lanwood said almost to himself as they drove on.


  Pierre did not arrive at the hotel until nearly seven o’clock.


  Isa thought it would be wise to tell him that they were going out to dinner tomorrow night, but, of course, he must never know who they were associating with.


  She therefore hurriedly dressed in the clothes she wore yesterday and pinned up her hair under her plain hat and then put on her dark glasses.


  “I told ’em,” Pierre said as they were driving to Montmartre, “you warned that unless ’is wounds were seen to ’e’d not be travellin’ for a long time. I thinks they be plannin’ to go to England in a week or so.”


  Isa drew in her breath.


  “Then you must tell them that it is too dangerous for Charles to travel until he is very much better than he is now and that actually is more or less the truth.”


  She did not mention the meeting with the Comte tomorrow night.


  She realised that Pierre would be terrified of being accused of talking too much if they found out that she was aware of the Comte’s identity.


  When they arrived at the place where Charles was imprisoned, it looked more sinister and more unpleasant than it had, Isa thought, when she had first seen it.


  There seemed to be more men there and they stared at her as she walked through them.


  But she told herself that, as a nurse, she should be concerned not with them but with her patient and she must not, under any circumstances, look curiously back at them.


  When they reached Charles, she thought, although she did not say so, that his injury was a trifle better than it had been the day before.


  It was certainly a very deep wound and she thought that they must have hit him really hard, perhaps with an axe.


  Or maybe it was the result of a shot from quite a large gun.


  It was, however, a mistake to ask any questions.


  Charles smiled at her and said,


  “I am so glad you have come, Isa. My arm is not quite as painful as it was yesterday, but I still cannot move it.”


  “I am afraid that it will be bad for some time,” Isa replied.


  She asked Pierre, as she had yesterday, for water and if possible to warm it a little.


  As soon as he had hurried away, she said in a low whisper that it would be impossible for anyone not close to her to hear,


  “We are going to meet the man you mentioned tomorrow night.”


  “Is that wise?” Charles asked.


  “His Lordship wrote to him to say that he wishes to discuss a certain painting with him and to our surprise he answered by return.”


  “Be very careful,” Charles warned her. “These men are seriously dangerous. They would not hesitate to destroy you if they thought that you were spying on them.”


  “You must tell me exactly how you are feeling,” Isa answered. “We must talk of nothing but your wound.”


  They did and, as Pierre came back with some warm water in the same saucepan as before, Isa thanked him.


  She was not surprised when he stayed by them and there was no possible chance of any further conversation.


  “I will come tomorrow if I can,” she told him. “But rest as much as possible and try to sleep.”


  “I will do exactly what you tell me to do, nurse,” Charles murmured. “I want to get well and I need some fresh air. It’s very stuffy and unpleasant in here.”


  “Of course it is,” Isa agreed.


  Then she added in case anyone might be listening,


  “I wish I could put you into a hospital, but they are so overcrowded at the moment. There are not enough beds for all the people we have.”


  “Then, if I have to sleep in discomfort,” Charles answered, “I might as well stay where I am.”


  Their eyes met.


  They told each other without words that they were doing their best to act the part that was so essential to both of them.


  Then Pierre escorted Isa quickly back to the door and she noticed as she went that the men turned their faces away from her as if they did not want her to recognise them again.


  She was thinking that they were the most sinister looking men she had ever seen.


  There was no reason for Pierre to drive back with her.


  She told him she would be ready the following evening but a little earlier, if he would take her to Charles again.


  “Why earlier?” Pierre questioned.


  “Because,” she replied, “His Lordship wants to take me out to a theatre or maybe even the Folies-Bergère. I would love either of those places, but most of all I want to go to the Opéra.”


  Pierre did not answer.


  She was quite certain that he felt she was telling him the truth and there was no question of them behaving in any way except as ordinary visitors to Paris.


  *


  When she reached the hotel, she told his Lordship about Charles.


  He listened attentively before he asked,


  “Do you think he is well enough to travel if we can take him away from here?”


  “Of course he is,” Isa answered, “if we gave him every comfort and I am there to see to his wound, he would be alright. But it would be dangerous if he had to run or climb, as that would be almost impossible for him at the moment.”


  Lord Lanwood gave a deep sigh.


  “We can only hope that there will be some way to spirit him away from these ghastly people. But I think it’s very brave of you to go out amongst them and do what you are doing for Charles.”


  “I must admit that they frighten me by the way they look,” Isa replied in a low voice. “I am quite certain that they would have no compunction in killing all three of us if it suited them.”


  Lord Lanwood laid his hand on hers.


  “I think you are the bravest woman I have ever met in my whole life,” he said. “I cannot begin to tell you how grateful I am that you are doing all this for me and for Charles.”


  He paused before he added,


  “I want to thank you, but I cannot seem to find the right words.


  “Keep them, my Lord,” Isa replied, “until we have been successful in rescuing him from his prison and we are all three safely on our way home.”


  “That is what we both desperately wish for,” Lord Lanwood said. “But now you had better hurry and dress so that we are not late for the Comte. Are you quite certain that Pierre has no idea that it is where we are going?”


  “Why should he have?” Isa asked. “You have not yet ordered a carriage or told the coachman where to take us.”


  “No, of course not! It’s just that I am so frightened of doing the wrong thing and losing our chance of saving Charles that I am trying to think out every detail of what we must do before we do it.”


  Isa laughed.


  “Now I am going to think only of the pretty dress I am going to wear tonight so that I don’t let you down.”


  “It would be just impossible for you to do so,” Lord Lanwood replied gallantly.


  She smiled at him and then went out of the sitting room towards her bedroom.


  He thought, when she had left him. that she was the most extraordinary woman he had ever met and certainly the bravest.


  He could not imagine anyone he had known in the past, even the Countess, coping with what Isa was coping with in what was an extremely intimidating situation for anyone, let alone a very young girl.


  Of course she was not as young as she appeared, as she was over twenty, but at the same time she would have had no experience of this sort of life before.


  It was certainly very strange and wholly different from the quiet life she obviously lived in the Vicarage.


  ‘Now what do I have to try and do tonight?’ Lord Lanwood asked himself, knowing that he must not waste time at the moment in thinking about Isa.


  *


  They set off just after eight o’clock, having been asked to dinner for eight-thirty.


  They did not have far to go.


  When they duly arrived at a fine-looking mansion in its own walled garden, a first glance at the inside told Lord Lanwood and Isa what a marvellous collection of art the Comte already had.


  While she had been out attending to Charles, Lord Lanwood had managed to buy a book in which a great number of the Comte’s paintings were illustrated, but there were not the details of the collection that he had hoped to find before they arrived.


  It was, however, obvious from walking along the passage to the room where they were to be received, that the walls were covered with some of the finest paintings that Lord Lanwood had seen anywhere.


  He was now, however, increasingly curious to see what the Comte looked like.


  He was older than Lord Lanwood had expected, perhaps seventy, when he thought that he would be rather younger.


  He had very French features, but his eyes were hard and were not in tune with his voice.


  He greeted Lord Lanwood effusively and gave but a passing glance towards Isa.


  She was looking, Isa thought to herself, when she was dressed, as if she herself was a picture.


  The dress suited her and was even lovelier on her slim body that it had been when worn by a mannequin.


  Isa had done her hair in the more familiar way of curls on top of her head and touching her cheeks.


  She seemed, Lord Lanwood mused, to impersonate spring.


  Among the other guests of the Comte there were two young men who were obviously delighted with Isa the moment they set eyes on her.


  There was an older woman who was ready to flirt with Lord Lanwood with the strange expertise that only a Parisienne is famous for and he played the part which she expected of him.


  It was not until after dinner was finished and, in the French fashion, the ladies did not leave the dining room as they do in England, that the Comte, leaning back on his fourteenth century chair, asked Lord Lanwood,


  “Now tell me, my Lord, about your collection. I have been told a great deal about it, but I would like to hear more from you.”


  Lord Lanwood laughed,


  “Just as I hope to hear more of your magnificent paintings, monsieur, and, if I am lucky, to see them.”


  “Of course you can see them,” the Comte replied. “I am sure, like me, you feel that you never own enough and must continually keep adding to what, by the grace of God, you already have.”


  “Naturally I would feel like that, monsieur,” Lord Lanwood said. “Is there really room for what you already own in this charming house? I am sure that some of your collection must be elsewhere.”


  “Yes, it is at my château,” the Comte replied. “It is large enough to hold quite a lot more than is there already.”


  There was a look in his eyes as he spoke that told Lord Lanwood without words that he knew where there were additions to his collection that he yearned for and was determined to acquire.


  There was in fact an air about him that he would do anything in his desire to obtain all that he required from whatever source.


  The paintings his Lordship had at The Castle by Fragonard would undoubtedly be the first that the Comte would wish to steal, because he had already seen a picture by him in the reception room.


  Lord Lanwood remembered his father saying once,


  “I would consider myself one of the luckiest men in Europe now I own three Fragonards to hang in The Castle. The French will grind their teeth when they know I possess them and I am delighted for them to do so. They have in their possession several English artists who should never have left our shores!”


  It was then, as Lord Lanwood was thinking just how much he would hate to lose his Fragonards, that an idea came to him.


  They left the dining room and then the younger members of the party moved into the music room where one of them was sitting at the piano playing a popular tune.


  Having been sung at the Folies Bergère, it had been a success with the young Parisiennes from the boy who whistled it down the alleyways to the smart visitors in the Place Vendôme.


  As if she could not resist it, the older woman who was flirting with Lord Lanwood joined the younger group.


  As the Comte sat down on the sofa, Lord Lanwood joined him.


  “I am thrilled and delighted, at the same time very envious of your paintings, monsieur,” Lord Lanwood said. “The only thing that worries me in England is that it is difficult to make sure that they are not stolen. I suppose you have heard that there are collectors in Italy, who are determined to take back every picture by an Italian artist owned by collectors in other countries.”


  “I had not heard that – ” the Comte said sharply.


  “It is happening all the time. You have to be very careful not to lose what you possess. I have been making special arrangements where I am concerned.”


  There was an unexpected light in the Comte’s eyes as he enquired,


  “What do you mean by that? What have you done to keep your treasures out of the hands of robbers and thieves?”


  “There is quite an amount of thieving taking place in England at this moment,” Lord Lanwood said. “I have therefore made certain that no one, no matter what their nationality, shall take away anything from the walls of my castle.”


  “I am most interested to know exactly what you have done, my Lord,” the Comte said. “Perhaps I would be wise to copy you.”


  “I think that you should certainly do the same in the country, monsieur,” Lord Lanwood answered.


  “Do what?” the Comte asked a little impatiently.


  Lord Lanwood looked over his shoulder, almost as if he expected there to be someone listening to what they were saying.


  Then he answered the Comte,


  “Of course I keep it a secret from most people in England and you would have to do so in France. But, as we are in the same boat, so to speak, I think it is fair to tell you that I have found a new way of keeping my treasures safe even when I am not there personally to protect them.”


  “I am very interested in what you are saying to me,” the Comte said. “But be more explicit, my Lord, in fact you have quite frightened me that my château is not as secure as I believe it to be.”


  “Well what I have done,” Lord Lanwood told him slowly, “is to introduce an entirely new method of safety that has never been thought of before.”


  “You are naturally making me curious,” the Comte muttered.


  “Well, the first thing I have done, which you have very likely done yourself,” Lord Lanwood said, “is to make sure that there are always a number of men in the house who are good shots. In point of fact I make them practice every week. They would not hesitate to kill anyone who attempted to enter my castle by any way except through the front door.”


  The Comte laughed.


  “It sounds a very ferocious plan, my Lord. Are you quite certain that it would be enough to hold back a crowd of robbers?”


  “As a rule,” Lord Lanwood replied, “I have on the roof of The Castle a noise alarm that sounds like the firing of a cannon and which can arouse the whole village if a bell is pressed by one of my staff to activate it.”


  He smiled and then added,


  “I suppose I employ at least twenty or thirty men who have served in the Army and who are therefore good shots and not afraid to confront any enemy however well-armed they may be.”


  He paused and saw that there was a frown between the eyes of the Comte that had not been there before.


  “What is more,” he went on, “although I would not be telling you this if I did not feel it would be of help to you, I have installed a signal that connects The Castle with the troop of soldiers who have a special training ground a mile or so from my castle.”


  Lord Lanwood looked around the room before he continued in a lower voice,


  “Some are only cadets, but the rest are armed men who have been hardened in battle and so are exceedingly experienced when it comes to encountering the enemy. In the event of anyone trying to enter The Castle, the signal warns them what is happening and they come to my rescue in an incredibly short time.”


  He laughed heartily as if he was drawing his speech to a conclusion,


  “We tested them out a short time ago and the only thing that upset them was that there was not a real enemy when they came charging over to me longing for a fight. They were exceedingly disappointed when they found that it was only a false alarm rather than the beginning of a battle!”


  Lord Lanwood chuckled as if it was a big joke.


  Then he said,


  “I dare say that you think I am being unnecessarily careful of my treasures. But I assure you there are many thieves in the world now who would be only too willing to rob you and me simply because they know that they can sell secretly to collectors what they steal at quite amazing sums of money.”


  “Where do you think these collectors might be?” the Comte asked.


  “Everywhere, monsieur. I was astonished at what I saw in Germany the other day, even more so of what is in various Palaces in Russia. I could not help asking myself as I was too polite to ask them if such magnificent pictures had ever been paid for in genuine sales.”


  Now the frown on the Comte’s forehead was very obvious.


  As if Lord Lanwood felt that he had said too much, he added,


  “Of course what I have just told you is entirely in confidence. I only told you because I would hate to hear of you losing any of your beautiful treasures you now possess here and at your château.”


  He looked up while he was speaking at one of the paintings overhead as if to ensure that it was safe.


  Then he went on,


  “I am sure you would not think me rude if I looked a little closer at the display of china that I saw at the end of the room. It is something I rather lack myself and you will have to watch me in case when I leave I take it with me!”


  Lord Lanwood laughed at his own joke.


  As he walked away towards the china display, he sensed that the Comte was not laughing but looking very serious.


  They did not stay late because, as he said, Isa was young and had come to France to learn and not entirely for enjoyment.


  “I hope she will manage to do both and that you will often come here,” the lady who had flirted with him said.


  There was an invitation in her eyes which was very familiar to Lord Lanwood.


  However, he felt that he had been most successful in what he had undertaken when he saw that his host was sitting alone sullenly where he had left him.


  The frown on his forehead had deepened further.


  He collected Isa from the music room and, walking towards their host, he said,


  “I cannot thank you enough, monsieur, for such a delightful evening. I am only hoping that you will come to England soon and I can show you the system we have been talking about, which I feel certain you will keep a secret.”


  “I will let you know if I do come to England,” the Comte replied. “And, of course, I would be delighted to see the collection you have at your castle.”


  “I also have some paintings in London that I am sure you would like to see, monsieur, but unfortunately they are not as unique as those at The Castle.”


  Before the Comte could speak and apparently he had some difficulty in finding his words, Isa piped up,


  “It has been a wonderful evening, monsieur, and I have enjoyed myself so much.”


  Their host murmured a reply and Lord Lanwood turned towards the door.


  He only managed to depart from the Comte’s house by promising that he would see the flirtatious lady as soon as was possible and one of the young men had already invited Isa to visit his boat that he kept on the Seine.


  “It can,” he boasted, “travel faster than most of the other boats.”


  “I would love to see it,” Isa told him. “But you can understand that my uncle has arranged for the two of us to visit a number of different Finishing Schools, so I am not certain exactly when I will be free.”


  When they stepped into the carriage outside, they both gave deep sighs of relief.


  “I think I have done something very astute,” Lord Lanwood said.


  He told Isa the full story of what he had said to the Comte.


  Isa clapped her hands.


  “That is brilliant!” she cried, “absolutely brilliant, my Lord. Why did I not think of that?”


  “Actually you did make me think of it,” he replied.


  “How did I do that?” Isa asked.


  “As we were driving here tonight, I was wondering what I would say to our host. You said we must remember that he is a very dangerous man and is using force against us which has never been used before. What I wondered is how we could ever stand up to those dastardly men and prevent them from injuring us as they have Charles.”


  “Yes, of course, I did say that,” Isa murmured.


  “That was what gave me the idea of frightening the Comte,” Lord Lanwood replied.


  “It’s absolutely wonderful,” Isa enthused. “He will now undoubtedly think twice or even three times before he sends that crowd over to England to steal your treasures from The Castle.”


  “Exactly,” Lord Lanwood agreed, “and now if we can only save Charles, we can go home.”


  CHAPTER FIVE


  They arrived back at the hotel.


  And as they were passing through the foyer on their way to the stairs, there was a sudden cry.


  A stunningly beautiful woman, who had just come in through the front door, ran towards Lord Lanwood.


  “Lionel, mon cher. How wonderful, I had no idea you were in Paris.”


  She flung her arms out towards him, touching his shoulders, and he put his hands over both of hers.


  “It’s lovely to see you Rose-Marie!” Lord Lanwood exclaimed. “I did not think that you would be in Paris.”


  “Of course, I am here in Paris,” the beautiful lady replied. “Where else would I be at this time of year? Now that you are here as well, it’s even more perfect than I expected it to be.”


  Isa was listening wide-eyed.


  She could see that Rose-Marie was very attractive.


  With her long dark hair, flashing eyes and exquisite dress, she was a typical example of how a French woman could make the very best of herself.


  “Come up to our sitting room,” Lord Lanwood was saying, “and you must tell me what you have been doing since I last saw you.”


  “That is what I want to know about you as well,” Rose-Marie answered. “I am sure it’s something that will make me very jealous!”


  As he turned towards the stairs, Lord Lanwood then remembered that Isa was with him and said,


  “I don’t think you have met my niece, Isa. I have brought her to Paris to find a good Finishing School for her.”


  Rose-Marie, who had given Isa a curious and rather aggressive glance when Lord Lanwood came towards her, now smiled as she said,


  “Your niece? But how good for her to be finishing off in Paris.”


  “That is what we hope the French will do for her,” Lord Lanwood replied, as he slipped his arm round Rose-Marie’s waist and helped her up the stairs.


  Isa walked behind them.


  She took in the details of Rose-Marie’s enchanting dress, the elegant way that her hair had so obviously been arranged by a skilled hand and that she had diamonds round her neck and on her wrist.


  As Lord Lanwood led the way into the sitting room, Isa knew that she must retire to bed.


  Because she thought it would be the correct thing to do, she moved towards him, saying,


  “I think, Uncle Lionel, I will now retire to bed as we have had a long day and I am feeling very tired.”


  “Of course, my dear,” he replied. “The sooner you get your beauty sleep the better. Tomorrow I am sure that we will be as active as we have been today.”


  As if he clearly thought that it was part of his role as Isa’s uncle, he bent down and his lips just touched her cheek.


  “Goodnight,” he said. “You were a great success this evening.”


  Isa smiled at him.


  Then she dropped a curtsey to Rose-Marie.


  “Goodnight, madame,” she said and turned towards the door.


  As she went through it, she heard Rose-Marie say,


  “What a pretty child and how kind of you to bring her to Paris, Lionel.”


  As Isa walked into her bedroom and closed the door behind her, she thought that the French woman had spoilt the evening.


  She had looked forward to sitting down for a little while with Lord Lanwood talking over what had happened during the day.


  She had not been able to hear all that he had been saying at the dinner table, but he had obviously made his host and several of their dinner guests laugh and she was curious as to how he had done so.


  And now everything had been spoilt by this woman turning up.


  As she was staying in the hotel as well, they would doubtless see a great deal of her.


  Isa went towards the window, opened it and looked out.


  The stars were twinkling overhead and there was a moon climbing up the sky.


  ‘We might easily have gone out for a short walk,’ she thought to herself.


  She wished that she was alone with Lord Lanwood.


  Then she told herself that she was asking too much.


  She was having such fun being with him, talking to him and planning with him how they could rescue Charles and it was greedy to ask for more.


  Yet, when she undressed and climbed into her bed, it was impossible not to keep thinking that he was in the sitting room with the Frenchwoman and she had not heard her leave.


  If she had done so, she knew that she would have heard the door next to hers close and which opened into Lord Lanwood’s bedroom.


  So they were still sitting together on the sofa and perhaps he was kissing her.


  She put her hands gently up to where his lips had just touched her cheek.


  She knew that the way he would kiss Rose-Marie would be very different from the way he had kissed her as his niece.


  She had never been kissed by any man, although several had tried to do so.


  She felt that it would be something very special and very wonderful that would be different from anything she had ever known before.


  Of course, her father kissed her cheek in the same way as she kissed him.


  But she had known when she had seen him kiss her mother on the lips that it meant such a great deal to both of them.


  Her mother had often given a sigh of satisfaction as if she had received something very special and wonderful from her husband.


  ‘That is how I want to feel if a man kisses me,’ Isa thought. ‘I would know then that I loved him and would want to marry him.’


  Then, because she told herself that it was no use dwelling on the past, but that she should be thinking of the future, especially about Charles, she closed her eyes and cuddled down on her pillow.


  Somehow, almost for the very first time since she had been in Paris, it was difficult to think about Charles and how they could rescue him.


  She kept thinking of Lord Lanwood and wondered what he was doing with the woman called Rose-Marie.


  Was he kissing her passionately?


  Were they perhaps even closer?


  She told herself that it was a scenario she should not be thinking about.


  Her mother would most certainly tell her that it was not her business to pry on someone she respected.


  She had in fact regarded the late Lord Lanwood as a man who lived in a different world to their own, someone who was almost like a King when he moved about on his huge estate.


  He was greatly admired and respected by everyone he employed.


  When he had died and his son Lionel had come into the title and taken over The Castle, Isa thought that he was not only the most handsome young man she had ever seen, but also he seemed to acquire his father’s stature so that she respected him.


  Yet, on this strange and exciting visit to Paris, he treated her as his equal.


  She talked and laughed with him as easily as she had done at home with the other young men in the County.


  One of them had actually asked her to marry him and she had not told her father because she thought perhaps he would think it a good idea and might persuade her to accept.


  The man was well off and he had a charming and rather large house on the other side of the County.


  They had actually met out riding when they were still children and last summer he had spent a great deal of his time riding over to the Vicarage to see her.


  Then, when they became a little older and Isa had started hunting, they had become friendlier.


  He was very keen to go into Parliament and was waiting for a chance of being offered a Constituency when its Member died and he had thought that Isa would make a perfect wife for a Member of Parliament.


  Everyone in the Constituency would be treated as she treated her father’s Parishioners and they would in the same way love her for her kindness.


  Although Isa became very fond of him as a good friend, there was something about him that did not appeal to her as a man.


  She could not put it into words.


  But she realised that, although she liked him and enjoyed being with him, she did not want him to touch her and certainly not to kiss her.


  When eventually he proposed marriage to her, she thanked him very kindly.


  But he persisted and said that he would not give up and sooner or later he would make her change her mind.


  She had by now become a little embarrassed by his attention.


  It was therefore fortunate when he was offered a Constituency in another part of the country, in fact quite a long way away from where they lived.


  It was a very good Seat and, when he was accepted, it meant that he had to plan his life away from her.


  Again he begged Isa to marry him, but she refused, saying that she could not leave her father.


  She was quite certain that he would find plenty of pretty women in his new Constituency who were only too willing to marry him.


  Then her father had said to her,


  “I am sorry we are going to lose John. I had always thought that perhaps you would marry him.”


  “Well, if I had married him, I would have had to leave you, Papa,” Isa replied, “also to live far away from home. If I have to choose a husband who is a Member of Parliament, I have not much chance of doing so at the moment.”


  They both laughed as the Member of Parliament who represented them was an elderly man with a wife and five children.


  He was very much liked by his constituents, but to meet him socially was, Isa always thought, to find him a bore. He was inclined to talk for too long and seldom listened to what anyone else said.


  ‘If I marry anyone,’ she often thought, ‘I want to be as happy as Papa and Mama. At the same time I want to travel round the world so that I can meet people of other nations and see if their country is run as well as ours.’


  Even as she thought about it, she knew that it was an impossible dream.


  If she did marry it would be someone local and they would then settle down and enjoy having enough money to spend on their house and garden.


  So there would be little chance of travelling to other parts of the world.


  ‘There are so many beautiful places I long to see,’ she mused to herself.


  But she felt that she would have to be content with reading about them and seeing many of the places she wanted to visit portrayed in the paintings at The Castle.


  When she thought of the paintings, she knew that she would do everything in her power to prevent them from being taken away by the French robbers.


  Somehow they had to circumvent the Comte in his wicked plot to take them from him by force.


  It was so very clever of Lord Lanwood to confront him as he did.


  ‘Actually,’ she thought, ‘we would indeed be wise when we return home to do exactly as he said.’


  As there actually was a Barracks only twenty miles away, it would be possible for them to help to save the treasures in The Castle if the Comte did try to steal them.


  Once again she thought how astute Lord Lanwood had been in thinking of a way to stop him attempting such an outrage.


  He was sure that when they returned home it would be wise to have more men on guard than there were at the moment, and certainly, as he had said, to somehow arrange for the Barracks to protect them.


  ‘It is so clever, so very very clever,’ she thought. ‘How could he bear to lose any of those treasures in The Castle, which he loves and which have been collected by his family for generations?’


  She knew that if he did lose any he would be heart-broken.


  How then could she comfort him?


  As she thought about this, she imagined putting her arms round him and holding him as she would have done to a child if it had been hurt and was crying.


  She imagined that Lord Lanwood was crying on her shoulder.


  Then she told herself that she was being ridiculous.


  If anything did happen and he lost the treasures that mattered so much to him, she was sure that he would not cry but make every effort to bring them back by whatever means.


  ‘Of course I would help him,’ she pondered.


  Then she could only think of the woman who had been so pleased to see him and who was with him now.


  If she was someone he admired, then, of course, he would go to her for comfort.


  It was nearly an hour later, although it seemed to Isa as if it was a century, that she heard the door next to her close.


  She then knew Lord Lanwood had retired to bed on his own,


  *


  As it happened he had had considerable difficulty in persuading Rose-Marie that he was tired and so could not go to her bedroom as she suggested so provocatively.


  “I have a great deal to do early tomorrow morning,” he said. “I am sure you will understand that as pleased as I am to see you, my dear, I need my beauty sleep.”


  “I could give you so much more than sleep,” Rose-Marie whispered.


  “I know that, I know it only too well,” he replied. “But the answer is that I have a great deal to do in Paris especially to look after my niece. Therefore, my dear, we must wait for another time. Perhaps I will come over for a weekend a little later on.”


  “Then we will be together,” she cooed softly, “as we have been before. You know how happy I make you.”


  “You have always been so delightful and charming and no man could help being happy with you,” he said, choosing his words with care. “But I am going to leave you now and we will talk again tomorrow if there is time.”


  He kissed her and she put her arms round his neck.


  He deliberately took them away and told her,


  “Now you are not to tempt me. So goodnight, dear Rose-Marie, and let me say again it is delightful to see you looking even lovelier than on my last visit.”


  She was too clever to press him into staying when he obviously wanted her to leave him.


  She merely said as he kissed her again,


  “Au Revoir, mon cher. I only hope the time when we can be together is not too far away.”


  Lord Lanwood escorted her to the bottom of the stairs as she was on the floor higher than they were.


  Then he went back to his suite.


  He had enjoyed a passionate affaire-de-coeur with Rose-Marie two years ago.


  He had to admit that she was charming, amusing and very experienced when it came to love. But he had always thought it a mistake to move the past back into the present.


  If he was honest, although he was fond of Rose-Marie in a way, he had no wish to be involved with her as he had been before.


  It was only when he was undressed and in bed that he wondered why he felt like that.


  But he knew that, once the leaping flames of a love affair had died down, it was almost impossible to resurrect them.


  So he turned over in his bed and five minutes later he was fast asleep.


  *


  Isa, however, could not sleep even though she knew that Lord Lanwood had come to bed and was doubtless now in dreamland.


  ‘Perhaps,’ she thought, ‘he will concentrate more on a way of rescuing Charles. It was so brilliant of him to think of alarming the Comte the way he did.’


  She was sure that, now he thought he knew how strongly The Castle was protected, he would realise that it was impossible for him to possess the paintings he had set his heart on.


  And he would have to look elsewhere to increase his collection.


  Then suddenly an idea came to her.


  Supposing, because Charles was no longer useful to him, the Comte would want to kill him in case he might talk.


  Of course the Comte had no idea that they had been in contact with Charles.


  But Charles was well aware of what he had been planning and how he could steal the paintings and a great many other priceless objects from the Castle?”


  If Charles came back to civilisation and talked, then there was no doubt that he could do the Comte a great deal of harm.


  In that case the Comte would undoubtedly feel that he must eliminate Charles in some way so that he was incapable of doing him any damage.


  Isa was so frightened at the idea that she sat up in bed abruptly.


  She was now beginning to realise that in saving The Castle Lord Lanwood had almost condemned Charles to die.


  She desperately wanted to go and tell him now, at once, what she was thinking.


  Then she realised that it was something she must not do and she must wait until the morning.


  ‘At the same time we will have to save him,’ she thought, ‘we must save him. I am sure that that wicked Comte will somehow try and destroy him.’


  It passed through her mind that perhaps Charles would have an unfortunate accident or one of the ruffians would be ordered to kill him.


  They could suffocate him while he was asleep and it would be impossible to prove that it was murder.


  In fact there were a dozen ways in which Charles could die and there would be no awkward questions asked in Paris and it might be a long time before anyone from England made enquiries as to what had actually happened.


  ‘We must do something, we must,’ Isa determined.


  Then, as it was natural for her to do so, she began to pray, to pray as she had done ever since she was a child.


  She was sure, as she always had been, that God was listening to her.


  She prayed and she prayed.


  Then, almost as if God Himself was listening to her, she knew the answer to her prayer.


  She thought it over carefully, yet she was quite sure that the plan had come to her from God.


  Therefore it was, in point of fact, the only way to save Charles.


  ‘I must have all my wits about me in the morning to convince Lord Lanwood,’ she told herself.


  Then she lay down on her bed and forced herself to try to sleep.


  *


  She had, as it happened, dozed off just as the sky was becoming lighter and a new day had begun.


  But, when the maid called her as she had told her to do at eight o’clock, she was wide awake.


  The plan to rescue Charles, which had come to her in the night, was still there in her mind.


  She was so certain of the one way that they could save him and then take him back to The Castle where he belonged.


  She had always thought how he must have suffered in having to give to the Comte the information about his family treasures that meant so much to all of them.


  Of course he had known only too well that the Comte was obsessed and why he was being asked so many questions by the ruffians that he had to answer.


  And why the men attacked him forcibly when he tried to escape and had then received the injuries that Isa had treated for him.


  She could only hope, as she dressed herself, that his wounds were no longer so painful and that he could move about as he had been unable to do when she first saw him.


  Isa dressed quicker than usual and was waiting in their private dining room ready for her breakfast some time before Lord Lanwood appeared.


  When he did, she thought, as he entered the room, that he somehow brought the sunshine with him.


  Although she was afraid he might laugh at her plan she would somehow, with God’s help, be able to convince him that it was the one way to rescue Charles.


  “Good morning, Isa,” Lord Lanwood greeted her, as he came into the dining room. “I hope you slept well and were not too tired after the party last night.”


  Isa was about to answer him when waiters came in carrying their breakfast and they laid it on the table in the centre of the room.


  She could see the gold of the croissants and smelt the rich aroma of the coffee.


  When at last they left and Lord Lanwood rose from the chair where he had been reading a French newspaper, she said as they sat down beside each other,


  “I have something new to suggest to you, my Lord. Something you may think strange, but we have to rescue Charles.”


  As she spoke so fervently, Lord Lanwood looked at her in surprise.


  ‘Rescue Charles!” he exclaimed. “But, of course, Isa, that is why we are here! But I am not certain that it is an enterprise that we can succeed in very easily.”


  “I do believe,” Isa said, “that we must do it at once. Otherwise it could be dangerous. That wicked Comte will somehow destroy him!”


  “I cannot imagine that any man would do a thing like that in cold blood,” Lord Lanwood replied. “After all it would make him as bad as the lowest and commonest criminal.”


  Isa paused for a moment before she pointed out,


  “You could hardly think anything else of him if you woke up one morning to find the walls of The Castle bare.”


  “Of course you are right,” Lord Lanwood agreed. “But when he was talking to me last night and behaving, one might say, as a perfect gentleman, it’s difficult to think of him as a thief and a murderer – a man who would stop at nothing to take whatever he desires.”


  “Exactly!” Isa exclaimed. “That is why we have to work quickly now you have alerted him into thinking that his desire and greed for what you possess is unobtainable.”


  “I only hope he believes it. I woke up this morning thinking that we could go home now, taking Charles with us and never think of the Comte again.”


  “How then, my Lord” Isa asked him, “can we take Charles with us?”


  “I have been wondering about that,” Lord Lanwood murmured. “In point of fact I was going to ask you if you think they would hand Charles over to me if I turned up at the place you visited.”


  “I am quite certain they would do nothing of the sort,” Isa told him. “I have seen them and they are horrible, ghastly men. Men who would do anything for money and that naturally also applies to Pierre.”


  Lord Lanwood stared at her.


  “To Pierre! But he is behaving so well. After all he has taken you disguised as a nurse to what must be the inner sanctum of thieves and robbers. As you said, Charles has benefited by your visits. We can only be grateful to Pierre for arranging them so subtly.”


  There was silence for a moment before Isa said,


  “I still think, in fact I am sure, that if we go back to England without Charles he will never leave that dreadful prison alive.”


  Lord Lanwood put down his knife and fork.


  “Do you really mean that?” he asked. “Are you quite certain that those men would kill their prisoner just because he might talk?”


  “I think the Comte will insist on it,” Isa said. “It could so easily be done where Charles is concerned. And if he is dead and buried neither the Comte nor the ghastly men who have imprisoned him will ever think of him again.”


  “Then what on earth can either of us do.” Lord Lanwood asked anxiously.


  “That is exactly what I am going to tell you,” Isa replied. “But we must make quite certain that no one hears us.”


  She rose from her chair as she spoke and walked towards the door.


  It was a little ajar and, as she expected, the waiters who had brought in their breakfast were waiting outside to take it away when they had finished.


  She glanced at them.


  Then she closed the door, saying aloud,


  “You are quite right, my Lord, there is a draught here because the door is open.”


  She then moved back to the table and said to Lord Lanwood,


  “Even though we are speaking English, I think that we should wait until we are outside or somewhere we are quite certain that we will not be overheard.”


  “You are making me very curious,” Lord Lanwood smiled. “But I want to tell you first of all what a success you were last night and you looked very lovely in the dress that Frederick Worth made for you.”


  He paused for a moment before he added,


  “As I have been trying to think of the best way of thanking you for coming here with me and helping me, I am going to order more six dresses from him today. He can give us the ones that are ready and the rest can follow.”


  “Six dresses!” Isa cried in astonishment. “How can you be so kind and when will I be able to wear them?”


  “I also have another present for you,” he went on, “which is only right after all that you have done for me. I intend to give two balls for you, one in London and one in the country.”


  Isa smiled at him and then she said,


  “I don’t believe it. It is all too wonderful, but do you really mean it, my Lord?”


  “It will be very wonderful when you are dressed by Frederick Worth,” Lord Lanwood replied, “and look as you were meant to look.”


  There was a short silence before he continued,


  “I thought last night when you were playing the part of the girl who was about to go to a Finishing School, yet looking exceedingly attractive in that white dress, that no one else would be as brave as you have been nor as helpful in every way. Therefore you must allow me to thank you.”


  “I am overwhelmed,” Isa answered. “I just cannot imagine having two balls given for me and wearing lovely Frederick Worth dresses. It will stun the County!”


  “It will also stun London, I am quite certain of that. I have a number of friends who will be only too pleased to invite you to their dances. You will therefore have exactly the Season you deserve.”


  Isa laughed.


  “You make it sound so like a Fairy story, which, of course, it is. But I am also overwhelmed at the thought of a ball in The Castle Ballroom. But perhaps I will be lost if there is one in London as well where I will know very few people.”


  “But I know everyone who really matters,” Lord Lanwood boasted. “And they will only be too pleased to dance in my ballroom, which has been closed up ever since my mother died.”


  “Two – balls!” Isa said in a breathless voice. “I cannot believe that what you are saying is true.”


  “It is true and I always keep my promise. Now, if you want to tell me the secret that must not be overheard, let’s go out and sit in the garden at the back of the hotel. I am quite certain that the birds will not lip-read what you are telling me!”


  Isa laughed.


  “The birds can do so, but no one else. You have to promise me that you will listen carefully even though my idea may sound very strange. Yet I know that if we can possibly do it, using all our wits together, we will win and be able to take Charles back to England with us.”


  “I promise I will listen,” Lord Lanwood said, “and, if it’s at all possible, do what you want me to do. When we have finished talking, I will take you to Frederick Worth and buy the dresses I promised you.”


  “That will be one of the most exciting presents I have ever been given,” Isa replied. “I don’t know how to thank you, my Lord.”


  She looked up into his eyes as she spoke.


  Just for a moment neither of them could move.


  Then he pushed back his chair and urged,


  “Come along, Isa. The garden is waiting for us and I am impatient to hear what you have to suggest to me.”


  CHAPTER SIX


  Charles was waiting in his usual position hoping almost against hope that Isa would come to him.


  He could scarcely believe it possible that she was brave enough to dress up as a nurse and go among the riff-raff he was surrounded by without being afraid.


  He realised, of course, that to a certain extent her position protected her.


  It would indeed be a brave man who would attack a Priest or a nurse in France.


  He knew that the reason she was respected was that they themselves were often desperately in need of a nurse and they would therefore think it very unlucky if not most foolish to annoy one.


  His arm was definitely better, but he still found it very difficult to move about.


  He knew that it would take a long time to recover from the effect of the wound and his loss of blood.


  The ruffians, who had been out at night obviously on some unlawful foray, had just come in.


  They threw what they carried down in a heap, then moved off to another part of the building where they could sleep at least for an hour or two.


  They were all very unpleasant fierce creatures who Charles thought would have frightened away any woman except Isa.


  ‘She is most certainly the bravest girl I have ever known,’ he mused.


  And he wondered what the Vicar would think if he knew what his daughter was doing.


  As it was, although he was exceedingly grateful to her for coming to him and it gave him hope that he would somehow be able to escape, he could not help thinking it was wrong of Lord Lanwood to have allowed her to face such appalling dangers.


  He was just thinking of Isa and how wonderful she was, when she suddenly appeared at his side.


  She was wearing her glasses and he was aware of the hat that she had pulled low over her hair and forehead and she carried her bag with the bandages and ointment he needed.


  Pierre, who was with her and who had escorted her to where Charles was sitting, moved away.


  Isa opened her bag and took out a clean bandage and the ointment which she then smoothed onto his wound.


  As she bent over him, she whispered in English,


  “Get as near as you can to the door. We are going to take you away tonight.”


  Charles drew in his breath.


  “How can you do that?” he questioned.


  “It’s too dangerous to tell you,” she replied. “Just be prepared at any time after nine o’clock for Pierre to come for you.”


  Isa spoke so quietly that it was almost impossible for Charles to hear her.


  But he was aware, as she was speaking, that one of the men, who had been poking the fire, was coming nearer to them.


  Isa then took off his bandage and he deliberately exclaimed in French,


  “Ouch! That hurt me! I don’t believe what you are giving me is doing me any good.”


  “It will take some time for your wound to heal completely,” Isa replied also in French. “You must be very careful not to move about. In fact I think this place where you are sitting is too draughty and you should move to the other side.”


  “I think I am really too weak to do so, but I will try,” Charles said grumpily.


  The man who had passed near him then piped up,


  “You’d best be careful another time not to get into mischief.”


  It was meant to be a joke and Charles forced a smile to his lips.


  “If you call that there a wound,” the man went on, “you should’ve seen what they did to two fellers last time I was wiv ’em. So you be careful what you say.”


  He then walked away.


  “He is quite right,” Isa said in English in a whisper. “You must be careful what you say and don’t let them have the slightest idea that you might leave here this evening – ”


  “Of course I will be careful,” Charles promised. “I am not a fool. I do realise that you are risking your life in trying to save me.”


  “We intend to rescue you,” Isa said. “But be very very careful they are not suspicious of anything you do or say.”


  “I swear I will be careful,” Charles replied rather weakly.


  “Put on your shoes if you can,” Isa whispered, “or I will do it for you if you tell me where they are.”


  “They are all I possess and they are underneath this pile of rubbish I am sitting on.”


  “Isa searched amongst the dirty boxes, the broken weapons and some filthy rags which must once have been clothes.


  She found his shoes and thought as they had come from London they were very different from what the others were wearing, which were battered and broken boots that had never been cleaned.


  As she took his shoes back to Charles, he said,


  “I was wearing them when they captured me and most of my other clothes were taken off me and these are practically all I have left.”


  “Well, as they are dirty, I doubt if they will notice them,” Isa replied.


  She put them on his feet.


  As she did so, she could see that he was wearing heavy stockings which she was certain he had very likely borrowed from one of the ruffians and they had enormous holes in them.


  “Now you will be able to walk in these,” she told him. “When I have gone, say you are finding a place that is more comfortable for you under my orders.”


  “Is it possible to find anything like that here?” Charles asked sarcastically.


  Now he was speaking in French and one of the ruffians who was passing said,


  “What are you looking for?”


  “A place that’s more comfortable to sit,” Charles answered. “My wound is still hurting me and this nurse is scolding me for it.”


  The man looked up at the ceiling in which there were a number of holes.


  “Get across to the other side,” he said. “If it rains, it comes through ’ere and there’s always a bad draught.”


  “That is what the nurse says,” Charles replied. “I have to do what she tells me.”


  “Quite right,” the ruffian answered. “Women be all the same, they makes you obey ’em whether one likes it or not!”


  He chuckled at his own joke and moved away.


  “That was clever of you,” Isa whispered. “Now take things easy and do remember, when Pierre comes for you, you will have to use everything in your power to leave here before they ask any questions.”


  “You are sending a carriage for me?” he asked.


  “A carriage will be waiting, but you are not to talk and you must cover your face with a scarf.”


  She jumped up from where she had been sitting and looked again in the rubbish where she had found Charles’s shoes.


  There was no sign of a scarf.


  However, she did find a long length of material that might have been used as one.


  She brought it back to him.


  “Put this over your shoulders as if I had told you to do so. When you leave, wrap it round your face so that the man driving will not have the slightest idea who you are.”


  “Who is he?” Charles enquired.


  “It’s best for you not to know,” Isa replied. “I am going now and I will tell the men near the door I will be back tomorrow in case you need me.”


  “Be careful,” Charles said quietly. “No woman is safe with them.”


  Isa nodded.


  Then she walked quickly towards the door as if she was in a hurry.


  One of the ruffians sitting nearby put out his hand.


  “I likes nurses,” he called out. “Come ’ere and sit down wiv me.”


  “I now have an urgent operation to attend to,” Isa replied. “You know as well as I do that doctors will not wait.”


  She did not wait for a reply, but slipped out through the door to where Pierre was waiting for her.


  They drove back the way they had come.


  When she entered the hotel, she took off her glasses and pushed back her hat so that she did not look so strange.


  She then ran up the stairs to the suite.


  Lord Lanwood was sitting at the writing table.


  He looked up as she came in and smiled as he said,


  “Good, you are back! I was beginning to wonder if something untoward had delayed you.”


  “I was as quick as was possible. Have you heard from the Comte?”


  “Not yet,” Lord Lanwood answered. “But the man I sent with the note should be back at any moment.”


  Even as he spoke, there was a knock on the door and one of the porters came in.


  He handed Lord Lanwood a letter, saying,


  “I was told to bring this to Monsieur immediately.”


  “Thank you,” Lord Lanwood said, tipping him.


  He put the letter down on the table in front of him and waited until the porter had left the room.


  Then Isa asked excitedly,


  “Is it from the Comte? Has he now answered your invitation?”


  She had read the invitation before she left and Lord Lanwood had written,


  “Monsieur le Comte,


  We so enjoyed your party last night.


  As we have to leave Paris almost immediately, it would be so delightful to see you again and to talk about the paintings and artists we most admire.


  Would it be possible for you to come to the hotel tonight?


  I have several old friends, who I am sure you would like to meet who are coming to bid us goodbye.


  Dinner will be at eight o’clock and it would be so delightful if you could be here at a quarter-to-eight.


  There is so much I want to tell you about our joint difficulties and I would hate to lose the opportunity of seeing you again.


  Most sincerely


  Lionel Lanwood.”


  It was a pleasant letter.


  But as he wrote it, Lord Lanwood thought that there were at least a hundred reasons why the Comte would not be able to dine with them this evening.


  And he would, of course, have to try again, but the sooner they left Paris the better.


  Isa was now watching him open the Comte’s letter with an anxious expression in her eyes.


  Lord Lanwood looked at it and then gave a cry of delight.


  “He accepts!” he exclaimed. “He can come!”


  “Oh, thank you, God,” Isa murmured. “Everything we have planned depends on him coming here tonight with his own carriage and so I can hardly believe we are lucky enough for him to have accepted.”


  “Well, he has,” Lord Lanwood answered, “and now we can put the master plan into motion. The sooner you pack your clothes the better.”


  “Whatever happens I will certainly not leave behind the wonderful dresses you bought me,” Isa said. “In fact rather than lose them, I will wear them all at the same time. Although I may be such a large bundle that you will have to carry me aboard!”


  Lord Lanwood laughed as he was meant to do.


  He knew that she was only making jokes because she was so relieved, as she had been very tense waiting for a reply to the invitation.


  “Now I will go and talk to Pierre,” she said. “I told him to wait in the garden, but I think you should come too and give him your instructions.”


  “I have every intention of doing so,” Lord Lanwood replied. “I would trust no one with my plans, not even you, Isa, who invented them!”


  “I think you are being rather high and mighty, my Lord, but I am delighted to let you do all the dirty work!”


  “I assure you that is exactly what I intend to do. So let’s go to the garden now.”


  They found Pierre waiting for them in the trees.


  They told him slowly and clearly exactly what part he was to play in the drama they had thought out to rescue Charles.


  Pierre merely shrugged his shoulders.


  But his eyes were glinting with excitement because of the large amount of money Lord Lanwood had promised him if everything was carried out exactly as he required.


  “I am now going to ask for the hotel bill which will include the dinner party I am giving at which the food will not only be delicious but there will be an unusual number of courses,” Lord Lanwood announced.


  “That’ll give me time, my Lord, to fetch Monsieur Charles,” Pierre said.


  “He will be sitting near the door,” Isa said. “I have made sure that he is wearing shoes and a scarf.”


  She turned to Lord Lanwood as she added,


  “But I think that you should provide him with an overcoat which will hide the unpleasant condition of the clothes he is wearing.”


  “Of course,” Lord Lanwood replied. “But to make sure I don’t freeze to death, I will buy myself another one. Or, if you prefer, I can keep my own and provide a new one for Charles.”


  “You always have an excellent alternative to every suggestion. So it’s clearly for the best if I leave everything in your hands, my Lord.”


  He smiled at her.


  “I am sure you are very competent, but frankly this is my battle and therefore I intend to do it my way.”


  ”Thank God for that,” she replied and they were both laughing.


  They talked with Pierre, working out every small detail of their plan until Lord Lanwood said he was going shopping and would require a carriage.


  “You have to arrange for one to be outside the back door of the hotel this evening,” he told Pierre.


  “I’ve told one of me friends to come who’s very reliable,” was the reply, “and ’e’ll do exactly as we wants ’im to do.”


  As he spoke in his own weird language, Isa had to translate what he had said to Lord Lanwood, who nodded.


  “Tell him we will double any fare that he usually asks for the same journey and he will also have a pourboire which will give him a nice surprise if he does exactly what we require.”


  “He will! He will!” Pierre responded excitedly.


  So excitedly that Isa laughed.


  “Papa always says it’s the money that talks!” she said in English.


  “Of course he is right and it’s what I have always found myself,” Lord Lanwood replied.


  Pierre fetched them a Hackney carriage.


  Although it did seem to be rather a smart one, Isa was aware that the man driving it looked rather like Pierre.


  She thought it was likely that they belonged to the same family, but it could be embarrassing to ask questions.


  They merely told the driver where they wanted to go which was not very far away.


  It was a man’s shop and Lord Lanwood bought a very thick tweed coat for Charles and Isa insisted that he needed some warm woollen underclothes besides a scarf and gloves to cover his fingers.


  “I noticed how dirty his hands were today when I was attending to him,” she said. “I expect water to wash in is in short supply. Although I doubt if they drink anything but French wine.”


  “Which they steal,” Lanwood said bluntly. “We can only hope they have imbibed enough this evening so that they will not be interested in anything Charles is doing.”


  “I am praying that he will get away easily,” Isa said in a low voice.


  “I am sure that your prayers will be heard,” Lord Lanwood replied.


  “I think actually,” Isa said, “that it all depends on everyone carrying out your instructions, also that we never, for a moment, forget the time.”


  “We will certainly not do so,” he assured her.


  Then, as there seemed no point in talking about it any further, he changed the conversation.


  They drove back to the hotel and Isa found that the beautiful dresses she had been promised had arrived.


  She was so thrilled when she looked at them that she could hardly believe they were really for her and there had not been some mistake in them being delivered to her room.


  There were in fact other items which she had not expected.


  But because they were beautifully packed she lifted them into the extra trunk that Lord Lanwood had bought for her without unpacking them.


  They only just fitted into the new trunk. Then she had to pack her own clothes which seemed particularly dull after the glorious dresses from Frederick Worth.


  ‘I wonder if I will have a chance of wearing them all?’ she reflected rather wistfully.


  She then thought that once she returned home to the Vicarage she would be kept busy coping with the people in the village and the farmers who were always sending for her father on one pretext or another.


  And she would seldom, if ever, see Lord Lanwood again.


  Of course she could go to The Castle when he was away from home, as she had always been allowed to do since she was a small child.


  His father had appreciated her desire to read and told her that the library was always at her disposal.


  She had been thrilled and excited when she had first gone there and, when she grew older, she had been very grateful to his Lordship for giving her what she believed was the best present anyone could ever have.


  And yet now she wanted, as she had never wanted anything before, to be with the old man’s son.


  ‘He is so clever, so wonderful and so handsome,’ she told herself over and over again.


  Then she remembered that was how the pretty lady last night had found him.


  And she would doubtless find him the same tonight when she came to the dinner party he had already invited her to.


  The other people who were to be his guests, she had gathered, were French people who lived in Paris who were always entertaining whenever he came to France.


  “We will be eight altogether,” Lord Lanwood had told Isa, “and I have particularly chosen older people so that they will leave early and then I think the Comte will leave too.”


  “We can only hope so,” Isa had replied at the time.


  But now she wondered if he would deliberately try to delay them or perhaps be suspicious as to why they were in such a hurry.


  She could only pray that the plan would go forward as Lord Lanwood was organising it and that there would be no mishaps.


  When she had finished her packing, she went to the sitting room to find that Lord Lanwood was not alone.


  Rose-Marie was with him and looking exceedingly smart as she might have expected.


  As Isa admitted to herself, she was very attractive.


  She looked into the room and, when she realised that Rose-Marie was there, she stopped.


  “I only came in to say, my Lord,” she began, “that I have finished my packing. I am going to sit in the garden. If you want me you know where I am.”


  “Yes, of course,” Lord Lanwood answered.


  As he did not ask her to stay, Isa moved back to the door.


  She opened it and had a quick glance at Rose-Marie sitting far nearer to Lord Lanwood on the sofa than was conventional.


  She knew that they had no wish for her to remain with them.


  She went to her bedroom and threw herself down on the bed, feeling as though there was an ache in her heart that she had never known before.


  Then she told herself she had to be practical.


  ‘After tomorrow is over perhaps I will only see him occasionally in the distance when we are out hunting,’ she told herself. ‘Or perhaps when there is a fête or an event of importance taking place at The Castle.’


  She knew that she could not lower herself to ask him if she could go on reading in the library as she had always done.


  When his father had died she had taken for granted that that privilege would not be taken away from her, but in fact it was not queried because Lord Lanwood was abroad so much or else in London.


  That he loved travelling was not surprising and Isa often felt wistfully that she would like to travel too.


  If only she was as lucky and as rich as he was.


  Now she told herself that being with him had been one of the most thrilling things which had ever happened to her.


  She did not like to think that after tomorrow the drama, the excitement and the battle of wits would end and he would only have the memory of it to comfort her.


  ‘I am asking too much that this should go on for ever,’ she scolded herself severely.


  Then she fought back the tears which came into her eyes.


  If there was one thing that Lord Lanwood excelled in, it was being prepared and on time for everything.


  She knew that the servants at The Castle had been afraid of being late for his father and so they took it for granted that they must always be on time for his son.


  The Vicar was seldom at home for his luncheon or dinner. If he should be delayed by someone who was sick, worried or relying on him for comfort, he would never think of himself before the person who needed him.


  Isa had therefore become used to keeping his food hot or at times, helping their old cook to prepare another dish at any hour rather than the right one when he should have returned home.


  But Lord Lanwood was very different.


  She realised as soon as they had set off for France that he expected everything to be exactly as he had planned it and he would be surprised rather than angry if it did not happen.


  Isa therefore started to dress for dinner long before there was any need for her to be ready.


  She had not gone to the sitting room for tea for the simple reason that she guessed Rose-Marie would still be with him.


  So she would not be wanted.


  She would, to put it bluntly, be an intruder.


  She tried very hard not to think about them.


  But she felt her heart almost turn a somersault when there was a knock on the door and Lord Lanwood asked,


  “Can I come in, Isa?”


  She was in the process of arranging her hair and was wearing her dressing gown and was therefore quite respectable.


  “Yes, come in,” she called out and he opened the door.


  “Are you now getting ready for dinner?” he asked unnecessarily.


  She smiled at him.


  “I am trying to decide which of the many glorious dresses you so kindly bought me I should wear tonight.”


  “You have to look glamorous,” he answered, “and, of course, very beautiful.”


  Isa sighed.


  “With the competition you have supplied for me, I expect I will come in last!”


  “I think you will be first,” he retorted. “I hoped that you would have joined us for tea.”


  “I wanted to, but felt that I would be intruding,” Isa replied.


  He laughed.


  “Rose-Marie might have thought that, but I missed you. Hurry up and dress so that we can have a minute or two to ourselves before the guests arrive.”


  “I will,” Isa answered. “I expect the servant who has been valeting you has put out your clothes ready for you.”


  “I hope he has packed as I told him to do,” Lord Lanwood said.


  He then left the room, closing the door behind him.


  Feeling suddenly as if she was dancing in sunshine, Isa jumped up and gazed into her open case.


  She had a long look at one dress which she had particularly liked in Frederick Worth’s shop.


  She thought it was the loveliest and more exciting than any gown could ever be.


  It was a very pale pink with some silver and the flowers all over it were glittering with diamanté while the diamonds and pearls decorated the low neck.


  ‘I will wear this one,’ Isa thought. ‘If he does not see me again for a long time, perhaps he will remember the entrancing gown.’


  They were both dressed and ready long before their guests arrived.


  Lord Lanwood had a few final words with Pierre, who assured him that everything he had told him to do had been carried out.


  At a quarter-to-eight when Isa and Lord Lanwood were in the sitting room, their guests began to arrive.


  The first were a French couple his Lordship had known for several years and they were obviously delighted to see him again.


  Then Rose-Marie joined them.


  She was only a few minutes in advance of another couple, who were quite elderly and whose son had been a friend of Lord Lanwood for many years.


  “I only wish Jacques could be with us,” his mother said. “I must write and tell him how well you are looking, Lionel.”


  She was, of course, speaking in French.


  It was then that the last, but the most consequential guest arrived.


  The Comte de Roulé.


  As he walked across the room, Lord Lanwood held out his hand.


  Isa was praying that their first step towards victory was taking place.


  There was champagne flowing and the conversation was amusing and at the same time interesting.


  It was only when they had sat down to dinner that Isa reckoned that Pierre must by now have approached the Comte’s carriage.


  Carrying out his instructions, he would have told the Comte’s coachman and footman that they had orders from the Comte to go to the place in Monmartre where Charles was and bring him back to the hotel.


  Because they were well-trained servants, they did not question whether this was really in point of fact their employer’s orders and, when Pierre climbed in to show them the way, they drove off.


  It was difficult for Isa to listen to the sparkling conversation round the table that kept everyone laughing.


  She knew that she was expected to join in and this she did. At the same time she felt as if she was watching the clock constantly.


  As dinner finally came to an end, she knew that by this time Charles should have been transferred from the Comte’s carriage into one at the back of the hotel where Pierre had arranged a special stretcher with soft cushions, on which Charles should now be lying.


  The party continued to talk until at last the elderly couple reluctantly informed Lord Lanwood that they must go home, otherwise they would be too tired to do anything they had planned for tomorrow.


  There were last drinks for everyone to toast Lord Lanwood’s health.


  They were still laughing and talking when the clock had passed the hour of eleven and was moving towards the quarter past.


  It was then with a sense of relief that Isa heard the Comte say he too must go home.


  Lord Lanwood took him to the front door of the hotel and saw him into his carriage.


  It was then that Isa told the rest of the party that they were leaving on the midnight Express for Calais.


  “Well, you should be all right at this time of night,” one of the guests said, “and not be delayed as you would be earlier in the day.”


  “All the same,” Isa remarked, “I think we ought to go now.”


  There was nothing they could say but ‘goodbye’.


  And even Rose-Marie had to bid a fond farewell to Lord Lanwood.


  With her arms round his neck, she gave him a kiss which he did not refuse.


  Isa had earlier arranged for their coats to be ready just outside the door of their sitting room.


  When they hurried down the stairs, their luggage had already been put on the carriage that was to convey them to the Gare du Nord.


  They actually stepped into it a few minutes after the half hour.


  As Pierre climbed up in front with the coachman, Isa and Lord Lanwood got in beside Charles.


  “You have been such a long time in coming,” were the words he greeted them with. “I was afraid that they had prevented you from joining me.”


  “We have plenty of time,” Isa told him. “Pierre has made our reservations for us and men are waiting to carry you aboard. We should be there in twenty minutes.”


  She was quite right and the streets of Paris were empty at that time of the night.


  As they then approached the Gare du Nord, just as Lord Lanwood had ordered, there were three porters to carry Charles onto the train.


  A number of other porters attended to their luggage and they had obviously all been told that the traveller was a very generous man.


  Everything went smoothly and as his Lordship had ordered.


  Charles was in one sleeping compartment with Isa and Lord Lanwood on either side of him.


  The porters were all delighted with their tips.


  Pierre was almost dancing with excitement over the money that Lord Lanwood gave him.


  “You have been splendid,” he told him, “and I am very grateful to you. I will always get in touch with you when I come to Paris.”


  “Merci, monsieur, et bon voyage,” Pierre replied.


  He stood hatless and bowed until the train moved off.


  Then he waved, repeating over and over again,


  “Bon voyage. Merci, monsieur, merci beaucoup.”


  “You have made him a rich man,” Isa commented, as the train moved out of the station.


  “He fully deserved it,” Lord Lanwood replied. “If anything had happened and we had had to leave Charles behind, we would have had to start the battle all over again. As it is, we have won and I could not have done it without your help and your bright ideas.”


  “It does seem wonderful that everything has gone so smoothly,” Isa said, as the train began to gather speed. “And, when Charles gets to England, he must see a really good doctor. I am sure that he will soon be his old self again.”


  “I think he has been very lucky in having you to attend to him,” Lord Lanwood replied. “And thank you, Isa, more than I can ever say in words, for helping me.”


  Isa smiled.


  “It has been the most exciting thing I have ever done in my whole life. I am so grateful that I could be with you, my Lord, and help win what you called a ‘battle’.”


  “It certainly has been won,” Lord Lanwood agreed. “Now I want you to go to bed and sleep peacefully. We will arrive at Calais at some unearthly hour and then we have the sea crossing. Next by road to The Castle before we can really say that we have won and can celebrate as I dearly want to do.”


  “I cannot believe that we will not be held up by the ghastly men who captured Charles,” Isa said. “Therefore once we are in England we will all be safe.”


  “Of course we will,” Lord Lanwood agreed. “So goodnight, my dear, and thank you for everything you have done for me.”


  Isa wanted to ask him to stay and go on talking to her, but she knew that he was as tired as she was.


  She peeped in at Charles to find that he was fast asleep as he had been when they came aboard.


  He appeared quite comfortable in the bed he had been carried to.


  She then went to her own compartment and started to undress.


  When finally she lay down on her bunk and realised that the train was moving even faster than it had been when it left Paris, she knew that their unusual and extraordinary adventure had finally come to an end.


  She closed her eyes knowing that it was something she would always remember for the rest of her life.


  At the same time, once they reached England, she knew that she would have lost him.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Lord Lanwood was very much relieved when they reached Calais and that there were two men from the ferry with a stretcher for Charles.


  As he was still fast asleep, it took some time to cover him with the thick travelling coat that Lord Lanwood had bought for him in Paris.


  He was delighted when he came on board to find that he had a double cabin he could share with Charles and look after him in the night, while Isa had a small cabin next door.


  As it happened the ferry was not very full.


  They left Calais just as the stars were beginning to fade and the moon was sinking behind the clouds.


  Charles had woken up and said to Lord Lanwood,


  “You certainly travel in style, Uncle Lionel.”


  “I have been very lucky to be able to book the cabin I wanted,” Lord Lanwood replied. “At the same time few people except businessmen travel at night. I only hope that my most comfortable carriage is waiting for us on the quay when we reach Dover.”


  “I cannot imagine how you have been so clever as to get me out of that terrible place I was in,” Charles said. “I thought every day before you arrived that the sooner I died the better. It was only a question of offending one of those men to be given a blow that would undoubtedly have killed me.”


  “You must not talk like that,” Lord Lanwood told him. “You have been through a bad experience, but, if you had been a soldier, you would have gone through worse. But once you are well you can enjoy yourself. I assure you that there are some very pretty girls in England who will help you to do so.”


  Charles laughed.


  “I don’t think that any pretty girl would look at me at the moment,” he replied. “But I will be thrilled to be back home at The Castle. I have always thought of it as being ‘home’ and now you say I can stay with you that is all I ask.”


  “I want The Castle to be a place for all the family,” Lord Lanwood said seriously. “I realise that we have all been living out our own lives, drifting in one direction or another and really knowing so little about family life and, of course, The Castle itself.”


  “It has always been in my dreams,” Charles said, “from the moment I stayed there as a child, it has already meant more to me than anywhere else.”


  “That is what I want you to feel,” Lord Lanwood said. “But it is big enough, when I do have a family, to hold you all even if you marry and then have dozens of children yourself.”


  Charles smiled.


  “I am not likely to do so on my salary.”


  “I intend to talk to you about that when you are better,” Lord Lanwood told him. “Actually I have a job for you, which I think you will find interesting and which is well paid.”


  Charles looked at him in surprise.


  Then he said,


  “Tell me what it is before I wake up!”


  His Lordship laughed.


  “We will talk about it when you are feeling better,” he said again. “If you are not too tired now, then I am and I want to go to sleep.”


  “Very well, Uncle Lionel, but it’s just like holding a delicious meal in front of a hungry man and snatching it away before he can eat it.”


  Lord Lanwood grinned.


  He had always believed that Charles had a good imagination and he wanted to help him as he would have wanted to help a brother if he had one.


  *


  The two men slept while Isa next door found it hard to go to sleep.


  Her longing for Lord Lanwood was increasing hour by hour.


  She begrudged every moment when she could not be near him, because in the future it might be difficult to see him often, if at all.


  Of course she would have a glimpse occasionally of him in Church, as, when he was at The Castle, he always turned up in Church on Sundays, as was expected of him, and read the Lesson.


  But she was quite certain when they reached home that he would go back to London and all the very beautiful women he knew there would be waiting for him.


  Her father did not take many newspapers as he had little time to read them.


  But in The Morning Post, which he did take, there were always many references to the London hostesses who entertained and whose larger parties and balls appeared in the Social columns.


  Isa would search through them every day for news of Lord Lanwood, also for others in the County she knew.


  He was invariably mentioned at the smartest parties and balls given by the leading hostesses.


  Sometimes he would be reported as being present at Marlborough House if the Prince and Princess of Wales gave a party that was an official one and so not private.


  Now she thought, after being with him so closely and intimately these last few days, she would go back to merely reading his name in the newspapers and catching a brief glimpse of him when she was out riding.


  ‘He has been so kind and so complimentary about everything I have done,’ she thought. ‘But he will forget about me again when he is surrounded by lovely women from London and he has so many interests besides those he has to cope with on his huge estate.’


  Even to think of him made her heart seem to beat a little quicker and she had never felt like this in her life before.


  Now that she had to admit that she was in love with him to herself and she found herself going over and over in her mind all the conversations they had had together.


  As well as the way he had praised her on how she had first managed to reach Charles disguised as a nurse and how eventually it was she who had found a way for him to escape.


  “I will be eternally grateful to you,” he had said to her when they had walked towards the carriage at the back of the hotel. “How could you have thought of anything so brilliant as to send the Comte’s carriage to collect him?”


  “I think it was in answer to my prayers,” Isa had said in reply.


  Lord Lanwood had smiled at her.


  “You must go on praying that Charles will soon be well enough to be able to forget the dreadful horrors he has been through.”


  They had almost reached the door at the end of the passage when he added,


  “I will never forget how wonderful you have been and it is entirely due to you, Isa, that we have been able to rescue Charles from a fate that would have been almost worse than death.”


  Isa had not been able to answer him, because a man opened the door for them and they saw the carriage that contained Charles waiting outside.


  Their luggage had already been put on the back of the carriage.


  With a little stab in her heart, Isa had realised that this was really the end.


  They were leaving Paris and they were going home.


  After that she would lose the one man who filled her heart and her mind.


  During the return journey by train she had relived the moments when he had told her how clever she was and how much she had done for Charles.


  Now the ferry was carrying them nearer and nearer to England and the life she had lived before this strange and exciting adventure.


  *


  When it was morning and they were nearing Dover, Lord Lanwood knocked on the door of Isa’s cabin and asked if she was awake.


  “You can come in,” she called out. “I am dressed and I think that we will be arriving soon. Does Charles want me to see to his wounds?”


  “That is exactly what I have come to ask you to do,” Lord Lanwood answered. “He slept for a little while, but I have forbidden him to move about and I thought that you might want to change his bandages.”


  “It’s what I ought to do,” Isa said. “I hope you slept well, my Lord.”


  “Very well as it happens,” Lord Lanwood replied, “but then I always enjoy being at sea. Perhaps our next journey will take us to foreign lands and we can use my own yacht rather than this slow and creaking vessel.”


  Isa laughed.


  “They are intensely proud of their cross Channel ferries,” she replied, “and would not feel complimented if they heard what you said.”


  At the same time she could not help thinking that his Lordship was merely teasing her.


  It was very unlikely he would ask her to accompany him on his yacht which she knew was his new toy and a vessel he was exceedingly proud of.


  She picked up the bag that contained the dressings for Charles’s wound and went to the next cabin.


  “Come along, nurse!” Charles said cheerily. “What am I going to do when I go home if you are not there to look after me?”


  “I only live a short distance from The Castle, as you well know, Charles, and I can come to you whenever you want me to. But I think that Lord Lanwood is considering giving you a proper nurse and that will certainly be what the doctor will order for you.”


  Charles gave a groan.


  “I would much rather have you!”


  “And I enjoy looking after you, but I am sure that they will have new ways of curing you more quickly than I have been able to do. You must get well quickly as you know the horses are waiting for you.”


  “Now you are tempting me,” Charles asserted. “If there is one thing that makes me want to get well quicker than anything else, it is to be riding my uncle’s horses.”


  “I think there are two new ones since you were last there,” Isa told him. “They are both simply magnificent. You will have to be very strong to handle them and that, if nothing else, should be an excellent incentive for you to get well quickly.”


  “I will be furious if I hear you and Uncle Lionel galloping away over the Park while I am still bedridden,” Charles replied.


  Isa did not say that Lord Lanwood would not be riding with her, but with some entrancing lady like those he had entertained in the past.


  She now remembered when she was much younger seeing them riding out over the paddock and longing to be beside him on a horse that was just as fast and as good at jumping as his was.


  But she knew that she would be very lucky in being allowed to ride on any horse chosen for her by the Head Groom.


  Although invariably she rode out alone, it had been a thrill that meant more to her than anything else.


  She had been quite happy alone because her father was always too busy to accompany her.


  Now she desired more than anything else to ride with Lord Lanwood.


  To challenge him when they came to a jump and to know that they were thinking the same thoughts, perhaps once again solving a problem together.


  ‘I am being very silly,’ she told herself when finally she prepared Charles for the man Lord Lanwood told her would carry him to the ambulance he had asked to have waiting for them.


  “You are not sending me to a hospital?” Charles asked quickly when he heard about what his Lordship had arranged.


  “No, of course not,” Lord Lanwood replied. “You are coming to The Castle. But I am sure when the doctor sees you he will produce two pretty nurses who will hasten your desire to be on your feet or more than likely onto my horses!”


  “Of course I would love to be mounted on your horses, Uncle Lionel and I would rather have Isa than any nurse.”


  “I expect she has many other things to do,” Lord Lanwood answered before Isa could speak. “All you have to do for the moment is to concentrate on getting well as quickly as you can.”


  “I have every intention of doing so,” Charles said.


  The ferry steamed into the Port of Dover.


  They did not have to wait long before the men from the ambulance were brought up to where his Lordship was waiting.


  He took them to Charles and they then lifted him skillfully onto a stretcher and carried him carefully down to the ambulance.


  On the quay Isa saw, with a leap of her heart, Lord Lanwood’s smart chaise drawn by his fastest team of well-matched horses.


  ‘At least I will be able to be with him until we reach The Castle,’ she consoled herself.


  Their luggage was quickly placed with the groom at the back of the chaise.


  They passed the ambulance carrying Charles before they approached the town.


  “We will be there long before Charles is,” Isa said aloud.


  “Yes, of course,” Lord Lanwood replied. “It will give us chance to see that he is in the best possible room so that he gets all the sunshine.”


  He looked a little thoughtful before he added,


  “I am afraid that it will be a little while before he is well enough to go out into the garden.”


  “It might be quicker than you think, my Lord. I am very sure that the terrible atmosphere in the ghastly place he was imprisoned in, where there was hardly a breath of fresh air, must have prevented him regaining his strength after that appalling wound.”


  “It must have been intolerable for him, but we want him to forget it, Isa, and so the less we talk about it the better.”


  There was silence for a moment.


  Then Lord Lanwood continued,


  “One thing we have to do and you know as well as I do how important it is, is to strengthen the security at The Castle.”


  Isa turned to look at him in surprise.


  “Do you really think that the Comte might attempt to rob you after all?”


  “One can never be sure that he really believed what I told him. If he made enquiries, which he might do, he would find out that I was lying and deceiving him. Thus we have to make sure that The Castle is properly protected, as I think what we are doing now is really out of date.”


  “I am sure that is sensible,” Isa answered. “After all the Comte is not the only person who is envious of your wonderful possessions. I remember my father saying that burglars were often the last people one ever expected.”


  “That is true,” he agreed. “I remember a friend of mine was robbed by a man he had trusted implicitly for over ten years. If the temptation is great enough there are always people who will risk anything to acquire what they want.”


  “You are quite right,” Isa agreed. “Please don’t let anyone rob The Castle. It would be heartbreaking not only to you but to everyone like myself who has grown up to admire and respect it. I feel in a way that it partly belongs to all of us, because it has always been there to look at, to talk about and, of course, to love.”


  She was speaking with words that came from her heart because, like its owner, The Castle meant so much to her and had done all her life.


  “That is just what I thought you would say,” Lord Lanwood said quietly. “So you must help me again, as you helped me with Charles, to make very sure that The Castle remains as it is, not only for us but for those who follow us when we die.”


  “We must make certain,” Isa said quickly, “that we don’t die unnecessarily soon.”


  “That, of course, is obvious, Isa, but I intend to live and continue to enjoy all I possess. We must therefore use our intelligence as you used yours in France to save and protect us.”


  “You know I will help you in every possible way I can,” Isa said.


  “That is a promise and I will hold you to it, Isa.”


  He was now driving his horses at a very quick pace and Isa thought that she was going faster than she had ever been before.


  They must be many miles ahead of Charles already.


  Isa thought that, if Lord Lanwood wanted her to go to The Castle first before going home to help him choose Charles’s bedroom and do anything else he might ask of her, she would want to do so.


  It would take them four hours to reach The Castle and she hoped that Lord Lanwood would ask her to have luncheon with him when they finally did arrive.


  She anticipated that her father would be out, as he always was, visiting his Parishioners especially those who were ill.


  Unless everything had changed dramatically at her home since she had left, there were several pensioners who lived some distance away from the Vicarage who he had been visiting every other day or so.


  Then, to her surprise, when it was just after twelve o’clock, Lord Lanwood pulled in at a Posting inn.


  “Why are we stopping here, my Lord?” Isa asked.


  “Because I am hungry,” he replied, “and I am sure you are too. We had a very small breakfast and we cannot be sure that there will be any luncheon for us at The Castle as they don’t know when to expect us.”


  He looked at Isa before he added,


  “So we will have luncheon here, as I have done in the past and found it very good. Then we will be able to arrive at The Castle before Charles and welcome him back to civilisation.”


  Isa felt really delighted that she was not to lose his Lordship as quickly as she had expected.


  The Posting inn was a very attractive one and Lord Lanwood was right in saying that the food was excellent.


  They told the Head Waiter at once that they were in a hurry and a really delicious first course was brought to them very quickly.


  “I think,” Lord Lanwood said as he helped himself, “that your father will be very pleased to see you. He must have been worried as to what you were doing in France and afraid that you might come back engaged to a Frenchman!”


  Isa laughed.


  “That would be the last thing I want, actually, as you know, and anyway we were far too busy to think of anything but how to rescue Charles.”


  “You may have thought only of that, Isa, but I kept feeling that I was wrong to take you away from the gaieties that are available in Paris and keeping you disguised, or indeed listening to that appalling Comte, who is most unfit to be the companion of any civilised person, let alone a beautiful young woman.”


  “He is certainly a very bad man,” Isa agreed. “But when we write our memoirs we will always be proud to think that we defeated his criminal plan of robbing you of your most precious treasures.”


  “You prevented him, Isa, from doing so and saved my nephew’s life as well and I have been wondering how I can tell your father how brilliant you have been and how fantastic your final effort was to bring Charles away. Also for us to escape from any recriminations or, what would have been much worse, a battle of wits.”


  “I have been wondering,” Isa murmured, “what the Comte will think when he finds it was his carriage that enabled Charles to escape. He will know by this time that we have left Paris and are home.”


  “I think for the first time in his life, he will feel a fool,” Lord Lanwood replied. “The trouble with those people who try to break the Social code and who, through their greed and avarice, attempt to rob those who are more fortunate than they are, he will not only feel very angry but humiliated and that is far more unpleasant than anything else we could do to him.”


  “I am sure you are right. He must have made a great number of ordinary people suffer before he came up against you and was defeated.”


  “Against us!” Lord Lanwood insisted. “You had as much to do with it, if not more than I did. I will see that Charles is eternally grateful to you as well as to me.”


  Because he spoke so earnestly Isa felt rather shy.


  Quickly she finished her coffee.


  “I am sure we ought to go on,” she said, “otherwise Charles will arrive before us and you want to choose which room he will have.”


  “I am reckoning that my four horses are twice if not three times as speedy as those drawing that ambulance,” Lord Lanwood replied. “But you are quite right, we have to do so and the sooner we reach home the better.”


  He then paid the bill and they were bowed out to the courtyard where the horses were waiting.


  Lord Lanwood climbed in and picked up the reins, as Isa sat beside him and the groom jumped into the back seat.


  Then they were off.


  The horses seemed to be in as much of a hurry to reach The Castle as they were.


  As they sped through the village, Isa saw some of the children waving to her and she waved back.


  Then, as they sped up the long drive to The Castle, Lord Lanwood said,


  “I think if we discount luncheon we have broken all records!”


  “I am sure you have,” Isa enthused. “I have never been driven so fast and it has been enthralling. Thank you, my Lord. Thank you for coming home in triumph.”


  “That is what I am trying to thank you for, Isa,” he answered, as he pulled up outside the front door.


  A footman came running down the steps to open the door and started to take the luggage out of the back of the carriage.


  Armstrong, the butler, was waiting for them at the top of the steps.


  “Welcome home, my Lord,” he said as he bowed. “I hope your visit was successful.”


  “It was indeed. Mr. Charles is just behind us in an ambulance.”


  “You found him, my Lord!” Armstrong exclaimed. “That is good news, very good news indeed.”


  “Now I want to see Mrs. Shelford,” Lord Lanwood said, “and tell her which room Mr. Charles will be in.”


  “Mrs. Shelford’s waiting for your Lordship at the top of the stairs.”


  “Then we will go to her,” Lord Lanwood said to Isa.


  They then walked slowly up the beautifully carved staircase.


  As they reached the top, the housekeeper, wearing a black gown with a silver châtelaine glittering at her waist, curtseyed.


  “It’s ever so nice to see your Lordship back,” she said. “I’m sure Miss Isa enjoyed herself in Paris.”


  “We not only enjoyed ourselves,” Lord Lanwood replied, but we have brought Mr. Charles, who has been wounded, back with us. I want him to go into the Rose room as it attracts all the sun. Where he has been, it is one thing he has definitely lacked.”


  “The Rose room be ready for him,” Mrs. Shelford said. “In fact all the rooms in the front of The Castle are ready for any guests your Lordship’s asks to visit us.”


  “I knew I could rely on you, Mrs. Shelford,” Lord Lanwood smiled. “The doctor may insist on him having a nurse, or perhaps two, but I hope it will only be for a short time.”


  “I’m sure, my Lord, we’ll soon get Mr. Charles on his feet. I’m real sorry to hear he’s been hurt in any way.”


  Lord Lanwood looked at his watch.


  “Mr. Charles should be here very shortly,” he said. “I am just going to take Miss Isa to the stables as I know she is as anxious as I am to visit the horses.”


  Isa’s heart gave a leap of joy.


  Then Lord Lanwood, walking to the door, said,


  “Have some flowers brought to the Rose room and pull back the curtains to let in all the sunshine. What Mr. Charles has missed more than anything else has been the sun.”


  He did not wait for the housekeeper to ask him any questions.


  He walked out of the room and Isa followed him.


  “Do we really have time to see the horses? she asked eagerly.


  “I knew without you telling me that was what you wanted,” Lord Lanwood replied. “As you know, it will take quite some time for them to carry Charles upstairs and undress him before we are needed. So let’s do what we both want and go to the stables.”


  Isa thought that if she was a child she would skip with joy.


  As it was, she walked demurely beside him down the stairs, along the passage and out of the side door of The Castle which led to the stables.


  The Head Groom was waiting for them.


  He well knew that inevitably when his Lordship had been away, he would go to the stables before he would visit any other part of the estate.


  “We’ve missed your Lordship every mornin’,” he said, “especially Firebird who’s waited anxiously for you. If ’e could speak, ’e’d ’ave been askin’ why you’d stayed away from ’im so long.”


  “It is something I must not do in the future,” Lord Lanwood replied.


  He walked into the stables with Isa following him.


  He moved from stall to stall patting the horses as some of them whinnied as if to tell his Lordship that they were there and he must not forget them.


  They were a magnificent collection and what they were seeing were the very special ones that his Lordship enjoyed riding most.


  There were several others like the team they had been driving that were in another stable.


  His favourite, Firebird, nuzzled against him as soon as he arrived and Isa felt that no human being could have given him a warmer welcome.


  “I will ride you tomorrow morning,” he promised him.


  The stallion whinnied as if he understood.


  There were a number of other horses which were also finely bred and Isa knew that they were fine jumpers.


  Lord Lanwood had erected a Racecourse near The Castle and the jumps on it were very high, but at least ten of his best thoroughbreds could manage them without the slightest hesitation.


  When they left the stables, Isa looked towards the paddock and the Racecourse beyond it.


  Lord Lanwood followed her eyes and suggested,


  “I will challenge you tomorrow morning. You can choose which horse you like, except, of course, Firebird.”


  “You know perfectly well that you will win, my Lord,” Isa answered. “But it is something I would rather do than anything else in the whole world.”


  “I would not go as far as to say that,” he replied, “but I will do my very best to beat you. If I don’t, I will feel humiliated.”


  “You are quite safe,” Isa laughed. “No one in your stables is as good as Firebird although I admit the others are magnificent. I would rather ride Nightstar than any other horse you own.”


  “I thought you might say that.”


  Then a footman came running to inform them that Charles had arrived and they hurried back to The Castle.


  He had already been taken upstairs.


  As they entered the Rose room, it was to find that he had been undressed and laid back against the pillows by the two nurses who had accompanied him on the journey.


  “Here you are, Charles,” Lord Lanwood said. “We are all ecstatic at bringing you home safely.”


  “You and Isa were perfectly wonderful,” Charles replied. “I still think I must be dreaming because I never expected to escape from that filthy place.”


  “Forget it!” Lord Lanwood urged him. “You have to recover quickly. We have been looking at the horses and your favourite is growing fat for want of exercise.”


  “If anything could make me want to leap out of bed it’s thinking of Samson,” Charles admitted.


  The nurses had withdrawn to the end of the room and Lord Lanwood was standing on one side of Charles and Isa on the other.


  Charles threw out his hands and exclaimed,


  “How can I thank you both? It’s so wonderful to be back, I cannot find any words to describe my feelings.”


  There were tears in his eyes as he spoke.


  Isa took his hand in hers and said,


  “It’s all over now. You are back home and all the fabulous treasures that belong to The Castle are waiting for you.”


  “I know that,” Charles answered. “I will be out of bed just as quickly as it is humanly possible to do so.”


  He sighed before he added,


  “I cannot believe I am actually awake, that this is really happening and I am not dreaming.”


  “I have been feeling like that too,” Isa said. “But you are awake and the sooner you are on your feet and downstairs the better.”


  “Now we are going to leave you,” Lord Lanwood said, “because I think that you should try to rest after the journey. I expect that the doctor will be here very soon and we will find out what he has to say about your condition.”


  “I don’t think I need a doctor,” Charles replied. “All I want is to be here and have the sunshine flowing in through the windows and smell the scent of the flowers.”


  Again he was near to tears and Isa glanced at Lord Lanwood.


  “Come along, Isa. I expect Charles will be up in a day or so. In the meantime he has to rest. He knows it’s the quickest way to good health and fast riding.”


  “And of course it is,” Isa agreed. “And if you don’t hurry up, I think Samson will come in and walk up the stairs to find you!”


  Charles laughed.


  As they moved towards the door, the nurses came to him.


  Outside the room Isa suggested,


  “I think we had better wait for the doctor. He ought to be here soon.”


  “I have something I want to show you first,” Lord Lanwood replied.


  Isa wondered what it could be, but she thought it would be a mistake to ask questions.


  She therefore followed him as he walked along the corridor.


  At the end of it he turned along a passage which she knew led to the Picture Gallery and she wondered if he intended to see that nothing had been stolen or altered since he had been away in France.


  Again she felt she should not ask him questions.


  She merely followed him as he opened the door and entered the long room.


  The Picture Gallery had an exquisitely decorated ceiling and from the walls hung the valuable collection of paintings that had been put together by Lord Lanwood and his illustrious ancestors.


  To her surprise he did not stand in the doorway looking, as most people did, at the long rows of paintings.


  The bright sunshine was streaming in through the bow window at the far end of it.


  The room itself was beautiful.


  Lord Lanwood walked forward until he was in front of his three most precious paintings.


  They were painted by Fragonard in the eighteenth century and they were very lovely.


  Isa knew that they were Lord Lanwood’s favourites as well as hers and were seriously coveted by the dreadful Comte.


  They stood gazing at them side by side and after a couple of minutes he said,


  “These are mine. They are yours too because it was due to you that they were saved and not taken away by the men who had imprisoned Charles, who would undoubtedly have killed him and me if we had not intervened.”


  “We should try and forget about it, my Lord,” Isa said. “We have been very very lucky. As you have said we must make them even safer than they are now in case someone else tries to steal them.”


  “We will do that together,” Lord Lanwood said. “Because as I have said, they are not only mine now, but also yours.”


  Isa looked up at him wondering exactly what he was trying to say.


  As she saw the expression in his eyes, she drew in her breath.


  “What I am trying to say in a rather roundabout way,” Lord Lanwood said, “is that to complete the story of our adventure and to make sure that the future is safe, I am asking you to marry me.”


  Isa gave a gasp.


  Then he said,


  “What I feel for you is different from anything I have ever felt for anyone else. I know now that you are not only part of The Castle but a part of me and I cannot live without you.”


  He put his arms round her as he spoke and drew her closer to him.


  Gazing up at him Isa felt as though he was carrying her up into the sky.


  Then, as his lips found hers, he kissed her.


  At first gently and then, as if he defied the Gods or anyone else to take her from him, more passionately.


  She knew at once that this was the Heaven she had always believed in.


  The stars were singing to them and God Himself was blessing them.


  Lord Lanwood raised his head.


  “Tell me you love me,” he breathed. “Although I know it already, I want to hear you say it.”


  “I love you, I love you,” Isa whispered, “but I never thought that you would love me.”


  “I have loved you ever since you were so perfect, so wonderful and so helpful in saving Charles,” he replied. “Every time you came near me my heart started beating faster.”


  “I felt the same,” Isa whispered. “I love you more than I can possibly say in words. But – are you really sure you want me?”


  Lord Lanwood’s arms tightened round her,


  “I want you as I have never wanted anything in my whole life. I love The Castle and I love everything that it possesses. But I love you even more than I can possibly express because you, Isa, are everything that is beautiful, everything I have ever wanted to find in my paintings, but which really lives in you.”


  He smiled before he said softly,


  “Together, my darling, you and I will make this a wonderful place for our children and for our children’s children.”


  “Can we really – do that?” Isa asked him softly.


  “We can and we will,” he replied, “but I cannot do it without you and I would like to believe that you cannot do it without me.”


  Then he was kissing her again, wildly, passionately.


  It was as if he was afraid that she might disappear and he would lose her.


  When he raised his head, he said,


  “We will ask your father to marry us as soon as possible. Then we will go away for a short honeymoon before we come back to make The Castle more wonderful than it is already.”


  He kissed her again before he added,


  “I am quite certain that Charles will be well enough to look after it while we are away.”


  Isa gave a little murmur and moved even closer to him than she was already.


  “I love you, I adore you,” she sighed. “I would love you without The Castle, but I know that The Castle means so much to both of us and will for our children and, as you say, our children’s children.”


  She hid her face in his shoulder and whispered,


  “Is this really true? Do you really love me? I loved you, but I did not think it would happen that you would love me.”


  “It has happened because you are a part of me, just as I am a part of you,” Lord Lanwood replied. “When we are married, we will be complete, one being instead of two.”


  He kissed her again and again before he said,


  “When we have seen the doctor, we will go and tell your father we want to be married immediately, tomorrow or the next day.”


  Isa gave a little cry.


  “But we cannot be married as quickly as that!”


  “But why not, my darling. If you are thinking of a large wedding with masses of people wishing us luck and shaking us warmly by the hand, it is an affair I dread and have never desired. I want you to enjoy yourself, but I will share you with no one.”


  He paused for a moment before he went on,


  “We will be married very quietly. As I have said, we will stay the first night at The Castle, then we will go on my yacht to a country you want to visit. Although I know that, while we are away, we will be thinking of The Castle and how we must hurry back to protect it.”


  “You are right, of course you are right,” Isa cried. “I love you. I adore you!”


  *


  They were married quietly as his Lordship required.


  The wedding took place in the evening when the village had gone to sleep and they were the only people in the Church with the exception of the Verger.


  He had been with the Church for thirty years and was a witness as was the old servant who had waited on the Vicar for over twenty years.


  Isa wore one of the beautiful dresses made for her by Frederick Worth, although there was no one to see her except her husband.


  She knew it would not matter to him if she had been dressed in rags.


  But she wanted to look lovely on her wedding day so that they would both always remember it.


  She knew by the expression in his eyes and by the touch of his hand what he was feeling for her.


  When they knelt before the altar, Isa thanked God that she had found love as she had always imagined it would be, but felt that it would never be as marvellous as it actually was.


  After the Vicar had married them and blessed them in a way that made Isa feel as if the whole of Heaven was blessing them too, they went back to The Castle,


  On his Lordship’s instructions no one was waiting up for them and the servants had all retired to their own part of The Castle.


  They went up the grand staircase to the great room where previous Lord Lanwoods had slept for generations.


  It was now, on his Lordship’s instructions, a bower of white flowers.


  When they were in bed together, Lord Lanwood took Isa into his arms and breathed,


  “Now you are mine, my darling Isa, and nothing and no one can separate us. The Castle is our fortress from which we will repel any intruder who may ever try to come between us.”


  “I love you, I adore you, Lionel,” Isa whispered.


  Then he was kissing her.


  Kissing her as if he wanted to draw her heart from her body and make it his even more than it was already.


  As both of them felt as though they were flying up into the sky and reaching out for the stars, she knew that they had found the real love which comes from God, is part of God and would be theirs for Eternity.
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