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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    March 30th 1812. London. 
 
    ‘Do I have to produce a murder to keep you interested enough to stay? Are you bored without mystery and murder?’ Gareth Thorne, Duke of Calderbrook, pushed the brandy decanter towards the man sitting opposite him at the long table. ‘I don’t want to lose you – why do you feel you have to leave?’ 
 
    Marriage has made Cal more open in his feelings, Jared Hunt thought. It was a long time since he had seen his friend let the controlled mask slip quite so far. Almost seven years of self-imposed exile and the knowledge that someone, or something, at the heart of his great ducal estates was trying to kill him was enough to account for any degree of reticence, let alone stifling out-and-out statements of affection for anyone. He and Cal had been as close as brothers for years, but neither had ever felt the need to speak of that bond before. 
 
    ‘You are not losing me, Cal.’ Jared let his own composure slip, just a little. There were not a great many things in life that he feared, laying his soul bare was one of them. He cleared his throat. ‘I will no longer be a member of your staff, I will no longer live under your roof as one of the household. But I remain your friend, your swordmaster. It is time I trod my own path. Besides, think of the saving on the wages bill,’ he added with a smile. 
 
    Cal waved away the feeble joke. The last thing he needed to consider was making savings and they both knew it. ‘Is this because of my marriage?’ 
 
    Both men glanced towards the half-open door though which they could hear Sophie, the new Duchess of Calderbrook, in energetic discussion with her mother about the latest government scandal. 
 
    ‘It is not, although your life is changing, there will be a family here soon, no doubt. And Her Grace finds me… sinister. But your marriage coincided with the discovery of what was behind the accidents and illnesses of your youth and that means you no longer need someone to watch your back.’ 
 
    ‘You are sinister,’ Cal pointed out. ‘You enjoy being sinister. You cultivate being sinister. And enough of this Her Grace nonsense. Sophie considers you our friend now, she knows you have saved my life on more than one occasion. This is your home – why leave?’ 
 
    ‘Your father hired me as your swordmaster when I was nineteen. We went abroad to escape whoever – whatever – was attempting to kill you when I was twenty two. That was seven years ago. Your life is safe now, you are back home.’ He shrugged. ‘I have spent almost a quarter of my life at your side. It is time for me to move on.’ 
 
    Jared tugged at the tie at the end of his tight queue of hair and let the strands unravel. He shook his head and it settled around his shoulders, loose and comfortable in a way he only allowed when he was alone or with very close friends, like this man. It was unfashionable to wear it so long, but it was his fashion, part of his carefully constructed image. 
 
    ‘I forget how young you were when you first came to Calderbrook.’ Cal’s eyes had lost their focus as he looked back. ‘I was an ignorant, sheltered, sickly sixteen year-old and you were so sophisticated, so worldly-wise in my eyes.’ 
 
    ‘You caught up soon enough,’ Jared observed. He poured a scant finger of brandy into his glass and pushed the decanter back across the table. Sophisticated? He’d had a tough two years apprenticeship to learn to feign at least the appearance of that, sufficient to persuade the old duke to hire him to teach his son. Then those years knocking round the globe with Cal had honed both his skills and his confidence. And his ability to hide behind the mask he had created. 
 
    ‘So how will you live?’ Cal demanded, frowning at him. 
 
    ‘I might not have ducal wealth.’ Jared waved a hand vaguely at the hangings and the portraits and the silverware that surrounded them. ‘But I am hardly penniless. I have saved, I bought gems abroad, sent back goods to trade and invested the profits, as you know. Now I am, let me tell you, much in demand. I have a very respectable waiting list of gentlemen wanting me to school them in the art of the sword.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ Cal prompted, leaning forwards. ‘There’s more, I know you.’ He was interested, concerned, but Jared did not miss the flicker of his eyes towards the door, towards his wife. Yes, now was the time to leave, move on. It would be as much of a wrench as leaving home had been all those years ago, although the circumstances were considerably pleasanter. 
 
    ‘I have bought a shop on Great Ryder Street and I am having it converted to give me a salle d’armes, changing rooms, office and armoury. There’s an apartment above – just liveable now, but that is being renovated also. The builders started work three days ago.’ And it was taking a great deal of self control not to be there every minute of the day gloating. Mine. 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you tell me beforehand?’ 
 
    ‘Because you would have come up with all manner of good reasons why I shouldn’t be doing it. You’ve a hard business head and would assuredly have pinpointed something that I would have ignored. I rely more on instinct than you do, you would have spoiled my fun with common sense.’ 
 
    Cal gave a snort of laughter. Relaxed now, he leaned back in his chair, waistcoat unbuttoned, glass turning idly between his fingers. ‘So, as it isn’t ready yet you’ll stay in your rooms here a little longer as our guest?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, but no.’ Jared shook his head. ‘I will move out tomorrow. I need to keep an eye on things.’ And the Duke and Duchess, newly returned from their honeymoon, needed their great Town house to themselves – if one ignored a dozen or more staff. 
 
    ‘Could you use any furniture?’ Cal pushed back his chair and got to his feet. ‘The Lord knows we’ve enough here and, if I know Sophie, she will be reorganising the place soon.’ He waved a hand around the dining room with its view over St James’s Square. ‘Borrow what you like.’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate it, but I have all I need.’ Which was essentially nothing but his clothes and his weapons. This was his new life and he was going to build it exactly how he wanted it, one object at a time, starting tomorrow at Mr Christie’s auction rooms just around the corner. 
 
    ‘Then come and tell Sophie and her parents about your plans and be prepared for an onslaught of good advice on setting up home.’ Cal paused just before the door and grinned. ‘You do realise they will start matchmaking now?’ 
 
    ‘They may try,’ Jared said, smiling back at the teasing. And they will fail. Because when a man uses a name not his own, lives a life far removed from what he was born to, there was a snowflake’s chance in Hades that he could ask a woman to be his wife. Not and retain a shred of honour. 
 
      
 
    The bed was truly magnificent, the kind of object that a sultan or a Tudor monarch might consider just about adequate. Hopelessly out of fashion and almost as big as his new bedchamber, of course. But what the hell, Jared thought, picking his way through the piled-up auction lots around it. I like it and what is a bedchamber for if not for sleeping? He prowled round the bulging bedposts, looking for signs of woodworm or rot, but the ancient black oak was hard as iron. If it can be got up the stairs… Yes, it took to pieces. Replace the network of ropes, put a new mattress on top of them and give it a coat of wax, that was all that was needed. Fancy bed curtains could wait, although crimson damask would be in keeping. 
 
    ‘Now that is a bed that would either fill a man with confidence in his own prowess or cause a severe case of the droops,’ a voice said behind him. It was a deep voice with real humour beyond the amusement at the risqué remark. 
 
    Jared turned and found himself facing a big man, almost as tall as his own six foot and a bit, wide in the shoulders and beginning to sag comfortably in the belly. Mid-sixties, he guessed, then took another look, saw the puffiness below the eyes, the loose skin around the neck, and adjusted his estimate upwards by ten years. Seventies but as sharp as a cut-purse’s blade, he’d wager, meeting the faded blue eyes that assessed him right back, considerably more frankly. The gentleman – for he was not one of the dealers who virtually lived in the auction house – was too close, had arrived there too quietly. 
 
    A man to be wary of. Jared cursed his own lack of attention, smiled politely, replied mildly. ‘I was contemplating a good goose feather mattress and an even better night’s sleep rather than energetic bed-sport. Are you also in search of a bedstead, sir?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ The older man smiled, still jovial, still close. ‘I was in search of you, Mr Hunt.’ 
 
    For a split second, in the wake of that remark about the bedstead and sexual performance, Jared thought he was being propositioned. It had happened before. He was no eyesore, he knew that without vanity, and some people, of both sexes, found the swordplay arousing. But not this man, he corrected himself after a moment’s scrutiny. He was being studied, but there was no heat in that inspection. 
 
    ‘Indeed, sir? And in what way might I assist you?’ For all the greyhead’s apparent fitness, he seemed an unlikely candidate for fencing lessons, let alone anything more strenuous. 
 
    ‘It can wait until you have completed your business, Mr Hunt. Mine is urgent enough, but I would prefer your full attention on the matter.’ 
 
    ‘I am bidding on a number of lots, sir. Perhaps if you were to give me your direction I could join you later.’ The auctioneer was walking to his rostrum, the crowd shifting to face him. 
 
    ‘My card, Mr Hunt. I will look for you this afternoon.’ He gave Jared a nod and turned to make his way through the audience, taking his time, using a cane although not leaning heavily on it. 
 
    Used to being obeyed, that one. Jared glanced down at the rectangle of engraved pasteboard. Augustus Quenten, The Viscount Northam, Northam Hall, Dorset. Clarges Street, London. 
 
    He rubbed his thumb over it, feeling the depth of the engraving, and tucked the card into his pocket book. Never heard of him, good address. But then he had been out of England for seven years and only back for a matter of six months or so, much of that in the countryside. It was no wonder that many of the ton were unknown to him, although they seemed to know his name and reputation. His ignorance needed remedying fast because the fashionable classes were where his future income lay, although he had enquiries enough to begin with. Possibly Lord Northam had some spotty sprog of a grandson who needed fencing lessons. 
 
    ‘Lot One, a fine walnut table and ten chairs including two carvers, lately the property of a gentleman – ’ 
 
    He turned his attention back to the rostrum. 
 
      
 
    Jared emerged from the auction house at two, the owner of the vast bed, a mahogany dining table, six chairs, a sideboard and a pair of leather wing chairs. In addition he had acquired a large mixed lot, largely for the sake of the big copper bath tub and handsome set of fire irons that were included with the pots and pans. 
 
    His wallet was lighter, but not by as much as he had expected, and he was surprised to find he had enjoyed the experience, possibly because he had never had a home of his own to do with as he wished. It was an interesting exercise to build a new life, one saucepan and dining chair at a time. 
 
    In his twenty nine years Jared had gone from luxury that was not his to control to sleeping in a garret, then to a senior servant’s rooms when Cal’s father had employed him. At Cal’s side he had experienced the varied and various lodgings of the voyage round the world that the pair of them had embarked on as equals. Those had ranged from luxury to squalor and back again, almost from day to day. Things were exceedingly comfortable now. Too comfortable, someone else’s comfort, but now this was his world to shape to his liking. 
 
    When he reached his new home he washed off the grime of the auction room, swallowed a tankard of ale from the cask in what passed for his kitchen, gave the workmen in the salle d’armes a critical inspection, approved the colour for the wall paint and went out into the afternoon sunshine to climb the slope of St James’s Street. He turned left and crossed Piccadilly to avoid the usual scrummage around the White Horse Cellar where stages for the West were arriving and departing, and took a right into Clarges Street. 
 
    As always a rapier hung at his side, a rare sight on the streets these days. Only the military went obviously armed whilst gentlemen in full court attire wore a delicate dress sword, a symbolic toy. His was anything but a toy, it was a lethal tool but also part of his image, along with the black clothing, the long, tightly-controlled hair, the impassive expression. Men stepped aside as he approached, ladies cast him sideways glances. Sometimes he caught them. 
 
    The Viscount’s butler took him through to Northam without delay, pausing only to take the scabbard and sword belt he was handed. The promptness was interesting. Most gentlemen, in Jared’s experience, liked to assert their superiority by keeping an inferior waiting a while. True, swordmasters were several steps up on dancing masters, apothecaries and curates. They were equivalent, in most gentlemen’s eyes if not those of their wives, to lawyers, doctors and the vicar. But of a certainly they were not equals. Cal treated him as one because they were friends: Jared did not make the error of expecting any other aristocrat to do the same. 
 
    ‘Mr Hunt, thank you for obliging me with your attendance.’ 
 
    Well that was amiable enough. Jared contented himself with a polite inclination of the head, settled his feet apart, put his hands behind his back and waited, apparently all his attention on the man in front of him. He also noted the other doors into the room, the quality of the furnishings, the books on the side table, the faint sounds of the household beyond the closed doors and, automatically, the various escape routes. A pleasant room, in good taste, a little cluttered with the accumulation of years of living, a little worn around the edges for ease, not from want of funds. A warm, comfortable space that spoke well of its owner. 
 
    ‘Come, take a seat.’ Lord Northam lowered himself stiffly into one of the wing chairs before the cold fireplace, using the back and the arm as props. It was the first real sign that betrayed his age that Jared had noticed, beyond the sagging skin and the grey hairs. 
 
    Jared took the seat opposite, crossed his legs and waited. He was good at waiting. 
 
    ‘You were recommended to me,’ Northam said abruptly. 
 
    ‘Might I ask, by whom?’ 
 
    ‘I set my valet the task of finding me the man I needed. He heard rumours and spoke to the Duke of Calderbrook’s man Flynn and then I had a word with a number of people who were at a certain house party. You made a very definite impression in a most discreet manner, Mr Hunt.’ 
 
    Michael Flynn was Cal’s valet, their companion on their travels and a very good friend to both of them. He would have vouched for Jared even if Jared had been putting himself forward as Archbishop of Canterbury. But as for anyone else – those must have been the male guests at the house party where Cal almost lost his life and the mystery of the near-fatal illnesses that had sent him abroad as a young man was finally solved. It was troubling that guests had realised there was a situation to be dealt with. Cal’s injuries and the death of another house guest had been ascribed to accidental causes and at the time no-one had shown any sign of believing otherwise. 
 
    ‘Indeed?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Nobody was quite sure what was going on, but something was and they described you as the deus ex machina who ensured that things stayed like that – ambiguous. From the very little Tonkin could glean from Flynn I was more inclined to ask whether you had Italian blood – there was a distinct hint of stilettos behind the arras about the matter.’ 
 
    Jared kept his expression bland, despite the urge to snort with laughter at being described as the god in the machine. ‘Knives and an arras, my lord? That is as much Hamlet as Machiavelli. No-one was knifed, you have my assurance.’ Poisoned and shot, yes. Knifed, no. 
 
    ‘I will not ask for details and I know I would get short shrift if did, which is as it should be.’ He shot Jared a sharp glance from beneath unruly eyebrows several shades darker than his hair. ‘Tonkin summed you up as a dangerous man to be on the wrong side of, absolutely loyal and worryingly intelligent. I have great need of a man like that, Mr Hunt, even if you take extreme pains to hide your past.’ 
 
    ‘My past?’ Jared lifted one eyebrow. Absolute stillness was as betraying as fidgeting. ‘It is an open book. I was apprenticed in arms to Monsieur Jacques Favel, then, on his recommendation, secured a position as swordmaster and companion to the young Viscount Castledale, later Duke of Calderbrook. I spent almost seven years abroad with him on his travels and have, within the year, returned with him to England.’ 
 
    He crossed his legs. ‘His Grace no longer requires a travelling companion and I am therefore free to set up my own salle d’armes.’ 
 
    ‘And before your apprenticeship?’ 
 
    ‘I hardly think my childhood is relevant, my lord. It was not spent in prison, in a slum or engaged in felony, you have my word.’ 
 
    ‘Then why the secrecy?’ 
 
    Persistent old bugger, aren’t you? Jared considered ending the interview there and then. He could not afford rumours to spread that he was sensitive about his origins, that there was intriguing tale to be told. ‘Because it is my business, my lord.’ He smiled, taking care that the warmth reached his eyes. ‘A certain mystery is part of my persona, my calling card, if you will. If you chose to employ me I will keep your secrets as close as my own. But if my privacy is a stumbling block for you, then I will remove myself forthwith.’ 
 
    He waited. One heartbeat, two… Ah well, I will just have to hope the old man is not a gossip. He placed his hands on the arms of the chair and prepared to stand. 
 
    ‘Fair enough.’ The Viscount waved him back into the seat. ‘Either I trust you, or I do not and I find that I do.’ He picked up a folded paper from the table by his chair and handed it to Jared. ‘That is what I am prepared to pay you, in addition to your expenses.’ 
 
    Jared unfolded it and found himself holding a bank draft. An exceedingly large bank draft. He lifted his gaze to meet that of the old man steadily watching him across the few feet between them. ‘And what would I have to do to earn this?’ It seemed to be about half the going rate for assassinating a royal duke or robbing the Bank of England. 
 
    ‘Someone is attempting to kill my wife. Find them and stop them by whatever means necessary.’


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Attempted murder. That explained the size of the draft – he was to employ fair means or foul, then. And presumably dispose of the bodies, if any. ‘And what makes you think someone is attempting the life of Lady Northam?’ Jared asked. 
 
    ‘Other than the shot through the open window of her carriage that missed her by an inch, the handrail almost sawn through on the stairs to the tower room that is a favourite retreat of hers, the adder in her sewing basket and the fact that someone feagued her horse with half a root of ginger while she was visiting a tenant?’ Northam enquired. 
 
    Feaguing a horse – stuffing a small piece of ginger into its rectum to literally ginger-up a sluggish or listless animal – was an old horse dealers’ trick, sometimes used on the racecourse. A large quantity used on a placid riding hack with an unsuspecting, elderly, rider could be lethally dangerous. 
 
    ‘It would appear that Lady Northam has had a number of lucky escapes if she has survived that series of attacks. Do you suspect anyone of this?’ 
 
    ‘They’d be dead if I did,’ the older man growled, his gnarled knuckles whitening as they clenched on the arms of the chair. 
 
    ‘Who might have a motive? Is your family able to offer any suggestions? I have to admit to ignorance about your relatives, my lord. I have been out of the country for too long.’ If someone was attempting to murder the Viscount, then there was a ready-made motive – a title and, judging by the house and that bank draft, no shortage of money to inherit. But an old lady? Why not wait for nature to take its course? 
 
    ‘My sons died in infancy,’ Northam said tightly. ‘I have two daughters, one married, one widowed. Susan is the wife of Sir Hugh Grantford, baronet, and Lucinda, the widow of Viscount Knotley. Susan has a son and two daughters and Lucinda also has a son, now Viscount Knotley, and one daughter.’ 
 
    ‘Two grandsons but both of them through the female line.’ Jared took out a small notebook and jotted down the names. ‘Who then is your heir, my lord?’ 
 
    ‘My younger brother Claud, who is ailing badly, I fear, and after him, his son Theo. Claud’s first wife gave him no children and he remarried in his late forties. Theo is only twenty three, the same age as my younger grandchildren and still single.’ He hesitated for a moment and Jared looked up, but all Lord Northam said was, ‘I have no other close relatives, although my grandfather had a brother.’ 
 
    Jared made a pencil mark against Theo Quenten’s name. There was something there to be followed up. ‘And beyond those two – the ailing brother and the young, unmarried nephew? Your great uncle’s line, for example.’ 
 
    ‘I never knew my great uncle because there was some major family falling-out which is such old history that I know none of the causes. His grandson Charles – my second cousin, I suppose – was my contemporary, but he is dead. I think I must have met him perhaps twice in my entire life, both times at funerals. We were civil enough, but the two lines have grown so far apart he might as well have been a complete stranger. 
 
    ‘Oddly, it was his own funeral that was the cause of my meeting Guinnie. She is my second wife, you understand. I had attended the funeral to pay my respects and his son Julian sold me one of their houses – he seemed devilish hard up, to be honest and I felt it my duty to help out. I decided to call in on the place on my way home, see whether I’d bought a pig in a poke or not. Guinnie was at the Red Griffin, the inn in the village.’ He broke off and smiled reminiscently. ‘Strange how fate works, is it not? Anyway, to go back to those distant cousins, there’s just Julian, who married a dull woman I did not take to, although no-one is at their best over the funeral meats. They have children I believe.’ 
 
    Setting aside the distant cousins, this was uncomfortably close to the situation Cal had found himself in when his life was under threat, with his heirs his uncle and his cousin, both with a very good motive to murder him. But this could not be about the title. If it was, then Northam himself would be the target, not his wife. 
 
    ‘Have you enemies, my lord, anyone who would seek to avenge themselves for some slight, real or imagined, by hurting your wife?’ Northam was a tough old man, he wouldn’t hold back on saying what he thought or doing what he believed in and that might cause resentments. ‘Or is there anyone who might profit from Lady Northam’s death or who has a grudge against her?’ 
 
    ‘No. We have racked our brains, but we can think of no-one, no motive for this.’ 
 
    ‘You have discussed it together, then? Lady Northam is aware that she is a target rather than simply believing she has suffered some accidents?’ Many men would have shielded their wives from such a terrifying realisation. 
 
    The Viscount snorted. ‘After she had dispatched the adder with a shoe she remarked that she might have been flattered that her enemy saw her as Cleopatra, if it were not for the fact that she considered the Egyptian queen to have been a singularly foolish woman.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ The image of a sweet little white-haired lady vanished, to be replaced with that of a sharp-tongued termagant brandishing a stout boot and muttering over her Shakespeare. ‘What precautions for her safety have you already in place? I assume you want me to find the perpetrator, not act as a bodyguard.’ 
 
    ‘Both. I want both.’ Northam thumped his fist on the arm of his chair. ‘Oh yes, I realise that you cannot be in two places at once, Hunt. While she is within this house I have a number of large and reliable footmen outside her door in rotation at all times and there is a pair of armed gamekeepers from my estate keeping guard below stairs, day and night. When my lady goes out, then I will require you to accompany her, whether I am with her or not.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ That should give him time both to investigate and to supervise the construction work. A lady in her seventies, one who had experienced several near-misses from an unknown enemy, was hardly likely to be out on the Town very much, however handy she might be with makeshift weapons. ‘That should be feasible.’ He folded the bank draft again and slid it into his breast pocket. 
 
    ‘Excellent. You can start at once?’ Without waiting for Jared’s reply the Viscount levered himself to his feet. ‘I wish this to be dealt with urgently.’ 
 
    ‘Most understandable, my lord,’ Jared murmured, standing back to allow his new employer to lead the way. 
 
    That proved to be across the hall, up the stairs and, after a tap on a door, into what looked like a lady’s withdrawing room. Peripherally Jared was aware of quiet, almost severe, elegance. In the centre a woman sat at a small desk, sunlight falling on black hair, gold on a raven’s glossy wing. 
 
    ‘My dear, here is Mr Hunt to assist us. Mr Hunt is a swordmaster who will protect you, help us puzzle out this mystery.’ 
 
    After a moment Jared remembered to breathe. Then Lady Northam stood up and he forgot again. If this woman was a day over twenty six then he was the Shah of Persia. She was tall, slender, pale-skinned, with big eyes that were shadowed by tension or lack of sleep and a generous mouth that now was set into a tight line. 
 
    He got his breathing under control with the same savage concentration he would have expended in a swordfight and bowed. ‘My lady. I am at your service.’ And at your feet. 
 
    ‘Mr Hunt.’ Her voice held the bite of an east wind and he wondered if he had allowed his instinctive masculine reaction to show, which was unlikely, or whether she was simply unfriendly on principle. 
 
    She is not perfect, he told himself, angry at being made to feel like an awe-struck youth. Her nose was a trifle too long and thin, her height unfashionable, her eyes a disconcerting pale blue, or blueish-grey or perhaps there was green in there… And she was doing nothing to attract, nothing to seduce, merely standing there in the simplest of dark red morning gowns without jewellery or paint or artifice. It was all in his head, this conviction that he was being bewitched or ensorcelled. 
 
    Lord Northam, who must be old enough to be her grandfather – great grandfather, Jared thought savagely – was looking from one to the other with a fond smile for his wife, a look of enquiry for Jared. How the hell had he managed to secure this cold beauty? From her voice, her very presence, she was a lady, trained from her earliest years in deportment and confidence. She was not an actress or a courtesan, dazzled by a title and wealth into making this unequal match. 
 
    Yet somehow, in seconds, she had bewitched him, because otherwise what was he doing feeling distaste at the waste of this Winter-Spring marriage, becoming aroused by this woman? His entire livelihood, often his life itself, relied on his detachment, his control. This woman’s safety would depend on his ability to think dispassionately, act incisively, make life and death decisions in seconds. Besides, she was a married woman. 
 
    She doesn’t like me, he realised. That was no surprise and no matter, either. She had to trust him and obey him in a crisis, but she did not have to like him. 
 
    ‘I will leave you together,’ Lord Northam said, apparently noticing nothing out of the ordinary on either side. ‘I have to consult my man of business over some urgent matters and you will be able to give Mr Hunt all the details of the incidents, will you not, Guinnie my dear? You will not find it upsetting to speak of them?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all, my lord.’ Her smile to her husband was immediate, warm. Jared would have sworn it was affectionate and unfeigned. Whether real or not, it transformed her face, made her look even younger and far more vulnerable. Innocent. ‘Do sit down, Mr Hunt.’ 
 
    The smile was gone as soon as the door closed behind the Viscount. She sat in an upright chair, her red skirts around her like the petals of a rose against the green brocade of the upholstery. 
 
    Jared selected a comfortable upholstered chair, subtly making the point that he was not a domestic servant, and produced his notebook and a pencil. 
 
    ‘How clerkly of you, Mr Hunt,’ Lady Northam remarked. ‘I had expected swords and pistols from a bodyguard, not jottings.’ 
 
    He glanced up, met her gaze. She is deliberately goading me, he thought. Now why should that be? ‘My memory is good, Lady Northam, but there is much information I will need from you. I prefer not to risk any detail being forgotten. I shall begin by being very clerkly indeed and noting your name. Guinnie?’ 
 
    ‘Guinevere.’ 
 
    Arthur’s wife, the beauty who enchanted the knight Lancelot into betraying his king for a doomed love affair with his queen. He was no knight and this was no queen, he reminded himself and he had no intention of being distracted, whatever the temptation. ‘Your maiden name?’ 
 
    There was the faintest hesitation. ‘Holroyd.’ 
 
    ‘And this is your first marriage, Lady Northam?’ 
 
    The hesitation was palpable this time. ‘Yes. No. Not exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Which, my lady?’ 
 
    ‘Why does it matter? How is this relevant?’ She was pretending anger and distain to cover something else, he realised, raising his gaze from the notebook to study her face. She stared back, chin up. Fear? Possibly. Talking of her past distresses her so she hits out at me to give herself courage. 
 
    ‘Anything may be relevant. I need to understand you, your background, your life now, your past, if I am to discover who wishes you dead.’ 
 
    ‘You are forthright, Mr Hunt. Do you not fear I will faint or have the vapours at such direct speaking?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Jared said bluntly. ‘I do not. Your first husband, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘It was a Scottish marriage,’ she snapped. 
 
    ‘That would still be legal here provided it was performed according to Scottish law before witnesses.’ A runaway match, no doubt, if she was so defensive of it. 
 
    ‘It was. But that is irrelevant. My… He is dead.’ 
 
    ‘His name, please. And how and when did he die?’ 
 
    ‘Francis Willoughby. He fell from a window onto a stone terrace while drunk and broke his skull. He was dead when they reached him. It was almost two years ago.’ 
 
    ‘I am very sorry,’ Jared said. ‘It was an accident, I assume?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. The coroner was satisfied, although there were no witnesses to the actual fall. As I said, drink had been taken.’ 
 
    ‘It must have been very distressing for you. I can imagine your grief.’ Bland statements and clichés like that often had the effect of provoking a response and it worked this time. 
 
    ‘Can you imagine how I felt? You are an unusual man if you can, Mr Hunt.’ Lady Northam turned her head and looked him straight in the eye. ‘Or was that remark intended to be provocative? Yes, I think it was. Very clever.’ 
 
    He managed not to wince at her perception, made the movement into a nod. 
 
    ‘No doubt you would prefer not to have to drag this out of me quite as much as I would prefer not to have it dragged,’ she said tartly. ‘Here it is then without the trimmings – I was a foolish girl who fell for a plausible seducer. I ran away with him, my family cut me off, he was infuriated that my dowry was not forthcoming. In other words it is a commonplace story about a commonplace man and a very naive girl. He was a most unsatisfactory husband and I would have rejoiced to find myself free if I had not found myself with a mountain of obligations and debts.’ 
 
    She was pretending a hardness and a sophistication that was alien to her, Jared guessed. ‘A wife is not held responsible for a husband’s debts,’ he said mildly. 
 
    ‘But what she inherits may be entirely dissipated in paying those debts before she can inherit it.’ Lady Northam shrugged. ‘Not that I inherited anything beyond threatening debtors making demands they did not believe I could not meet.’ 
 
    ‘Was Lord Northam someone to whom Mr Willoughby owed money?’ 
 
    ‘No. This happened near an estate he had newly acquired.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ Of course, the estate he had purchased to help his distant cousins. 
 
      
 
    ‘I very much doubt it,’ Guin said. The compelling eyes that seemed able to read her mind narrowed, then Jared Hunt looked back at his notes. This hard-faced stranger thought she had sold herself to an old man as a way out of her troubles. There had been that of course, but there had been far more. More that she had no intention of discussing with a bodyguard. Where had Augustus found him? Jared Hunt was certainly no Bow Street Runner for hire. One look at him with his dark, severe clothing, those penetrating eyes had put her on edge, on the defensive. 
 
    ‘Had your – had Willoughby family, friends?’ 
 
    So, he had the sensitivity at least not to call Francis your husband. Perhaps this would be like going to the dentist where the one who got on with it, pulled the painful tooth hard and brutally, was the one who caused least pain in the long run. 
 
    ‘I am not aware of anyone.’ He had told her nothing about a family. I am all alone, Guin darling. You are everything to me, my world. We need no-one else, only each other. It was an effective way of isolating her, controlling her, until she realised there was no-one she could turn to, no friend, no confidante. No help. ‘No-one came forward at the inquest or attended the funeral. There has been nothing in twenty months and yet it was widely publicised at the time.’ 
 
    ‘It was not local, I believe. Not close to Lord Northam’s Dorset estate.’ 
 
    ‘No. It was in the North.’ The money had not lasted long enough to get them very far south of the Border. 
 
    ‘It is unlikely then that the marriage is at all relevant to your present situation.’ Mr Hunt made another brief note. She was not certain whether that was a statement or a question. It was like having a hawk in the room, a falcon, sleek of feather, sharp of beak and talon. His hair was drawn back tightly at the nape of his neck and braided into a tail, and she found herself wondering how long it was when he released it. It was an unfashionable style, yet his brutally plain clothing was of the finest quality. 
 
    That dark golden-brown hair was attractive. So were those amber hawk-eyes and the strong, lean face. Guin realised that she was frightened of him, of the aura of tightly controlled force about him, the awareness that he would be very good at violence, skilled at it. Francis had not been skilled, only angry at life, at her, at everything that had not showered the bounty on him that he thought he was entitled to. 
 
    ‘Your own family?’ 
 
    How foolish not to have expected this, not to have armoured herself against just this interrogation. She had been expecting a Bow Street Runner, a reassuring, stolid, middle aged man, wise in the ways of the streets from which he had risen himself. Avuncular perhaps, in his blunt way. This was a gentleman, as intelligent as a lawyer, she suspected. As precise as a surgeon. It had been fear she had felt when he had entered her room. Fear and a treacherous shiver of attraction. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Guin tried charm, smiled at Mr Hunt a little, head tilted to one side, invited him to share her rueful regrets. ‘My own family? Alas, no. My father disowned me when I eloped. My mother was dead by then. I have a brother and two sisters in Lancashire. They too cut me off.’ 
 
    ‘Even now you are married to a viscount?’ No, he was not in the least bit charmed. The man had probably never flirted in his life. Perhaps he was some kind of monk. 
 
    ‘Even now,’ she agreed, her voice dry as she abandoned feminine wiles. ‘I was desperate enough to write to them for aid immediately Francis died. When I received back my letter torn into shreds I allowed my distress to turn to anger. What I wrote in response was, apparently, both unforgivable and unforgiven. None of them come to Town. My father has died now, although I had to find that out from the newspapers, and my brother inherited the baronetcy. He is not a wealthy man, not one given to visiting London or fashionable watering places. My sisters are married to Northern gentleman who prefer to remain on their own acres.’ 
 
    ‘So, who have you offended or threatened, Lady Northam? Who hates you or fears you? Who covets what you have enough to want you dead?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea,’ she said with perfect honesty. ‘That is the truth. I have not quarrelled with anyone, Augustus was not courting any lady who had expectations when he married me. I have racked my brains for any memory of saying or doing something that might have hurt or upset anyone and cannot. I have no money of my own to leave, no expectation of inheritances. No secrets. Nothing.’ 
 
    His eyes narrowed and she wondered if he thought that she was lying to him. ‘There is nothing that you know of or suspect, nothing that you put sufficient weight on,’ her new bodyguard corrected her. ‘Unless you are imagining these incidents, or they are the most improbable coincidences, then someone is trying to harm you, Lady Northam, and there has to be a reason behind it. Their motives must seem good to them, however trivial or obscure, or even insane, they will seem to us when we know them.’ 
 
    Guin closed her eyes for a moment, almost breathless with the confidence in that deep, quiet voice. When we know, not if. When. We. There might be safety from this fear after all. But she could not give way now. Staying calm, doing nothing to worry Augustus – more than he was already worried, poor man – was essential. When she was calm, he was calm also, his entire focus bent on supporting her. 
 
    ‘Lord Northam has a large family, I gather. Two daughters, one son-in-law, three granddaughters and two grandsons, in addition to his brother and his son and some distant cousins.’ He did not consult his book for that, she noted. 
 
    ‘Yes. The daughters are pleasant enough to me – they think their father a doting old fool to marry so young a wife, but they just manage not to say it. Possibly reassurances about his will have helped with that.’ She hoped that did not sound acid, that had not been her intention. Of course her daughters-in-law would have been worried about the marriage, it was only natural. They had really been very decent about it all. Distant but decent. She wanted to get up, fidget about the room, move from under that cool, assessing scrutiny. Guin folded her hands in her lap and made herself sit still. 
 
    ‘The granddaughters are my age, more or less, and perfectly civil, as are the grandsons. The boys descend in the female line and it is not as though any of them have expectations of inheriting the title, not with heirs in the male line. Lord Northam made it quite clear to them all that their positions in his will are unaffected by this marriage. I cannot see that they are threatened by my existence.’ 
 
    ‘Lord Northam’s brother and his heir might, however, have cause for concern as heirs presumptive if they believe they may be displaced.’ 
 
    Was that a question? Was he asking if she had intimate relations with her elderly husband? Well, he could ask straight out if he was wondering about that. If he had the gall. 
 
    ‘I have no idea whether they feel concerned or not. They have always been pleasant to me. Amiable, in fact.’ 
 
    ‘You are not with child?’ 
 
    It seemed he did have the gall to be very blunt indeed. ‘No,’ Guin said. 
 
    ‘May I?’ Mr Hunt waved a hand in a gesture that encompassed the room. 
 
    ‘Yes, certainly. What are you looking for?’ 
 
    He got up as she spoke and moved slowly about her sitting room, head slightly tilted as he studied the hangings, the pictures, the furniture. He bent to read the book titles on the shelves, glanced at her embroidery tossed carelessly on a side table. He touched nothing, but his gaze skimmed over surfaces, noted details. Then he turned to her and stripped her to the skin with his eyes. She fixed a faint smile on her lips. He was not getting to her soul. 
 
    ‘What am I looking for? Why, for you, Lady Northam.’ 
 
    ‘I am here,’ Guin pointed out, perhaps rather more tartly than good manners dictated. 
 
    Mr Hunt turned to resume his study of the curios on a side table. She caught herself admiring the way he moved, the breadth of his shoulders, the ease with which he hunkered down to look at the lowest shelf then rose effortlessly again. It was enough to make any woman irritable, to find herself doing such a thing. 
 
    ‘And you are here.’ This time the sweep of his hand encompassed the pictures she had chosen and the books she read, the way the furniture was arranged, the colours she favoured. He had long fingers, she noticed, unadorned by any rings. ‘At the moment you are tense, fearful and mistrustful. You are keeping secrets from me and I do not blame you. I need to understand Guinevere Quenten, née Holroyd, lately Willoughby – the real woman, not Lady Northam on display – before I can help her.’ 
 
    ‘I am not fearful.’ It was a lie, of course, one she kept telling herself. She was not very convincing, apparently. 
 
    ‘Then, as an intelligent woman, you should be.’ For the first time Jared Hunt sounded less than calm and neutral. He sounded irritated. ‘Unless this is all your fantasy or a device to get your husband’s close attention?’ 
 
    ‘It most certainly is not. And if you must have it, yes I am afraid and yes, I am afraid of showing fear,’ Guin said flatly, insulted into truthfulness. 
 
    ‘Good.’ He smiled and she caught her breath. ‘Now we have honesty we can work.’ He smile was gone so fast she thought she might have imagined it. 
 
    ‘Work? I thought you would guard me, that is all.’ Yes, the smile was gone, but with it, the cold assessment. Somehow they had reached an understanding. Did his fencing pupils feel like this when he accepted that they had mastered a thrust or a parry? 
 
    ‘And wait until someone blunders into view with a gun or a phial of poison? Yes, I will guard you outside this house and advise your husband on precautions for securing it. But it would be better to catch whoever this is sooner rather than later, do  you not think?’ When she nodded he sat down again and picked up the notebook. ‘So, why Guinevere? Are all your family equally Arthurian?’ 
 
    ‘What on earth has that got to do with anything?’ 
 
    ‘Humour me, please.’ 
 
    I have nothing else to do all afternoon but fret and practice looking calm for Augustus. I may as well indulge this man. He was, after all, both good to look at and refreshingly astringent. 
 
    ‘My mother thought it a charming idea. At my christening she realised that all her family were sniggering at her, so she reverted to solidly conventional names for my younger siblings. I, however, am stuck with Guinevere. And you, Mr Hunt, what were you baptised?’ 
 
    For a moment his lips tightened, but it was so rapid she thought perhaps she had imagined it. ‘My name is Jared. One of my hellfire Parliamentarian ancestors at the time of the Civil War was a great believer in Biblical names for his offspring. Fortunately the son I am descended from was not called Hezekiah, although as a boy I always rather favoured Zelophehad. I liked the rhythm.’ 
 
    He said it so seriously that Guin was caught unawares by her own laughter when she saw the twitch of his lips. So, the fierce hawk had a sense of humour, had he? ‘What does it mean? Zelophe– whatever it was?’ she asked, serious again, but now she had a smile inside. 
 
    ‘Shadow from terror, which is apt for a bodyguard, although I only found that out later.’ 
 
    ‘And Jared?’ 
 
    ‘One who rules.’ 
 
    Yes, that suited him. She could not imagine Jared Hunt taking orders, however respectfully he presented himself as an agent for hire. But shadow from terror, that suited too – a darkness, but one that protected. 
 
    ‘Perhaps we can begin by you telling me about the attacks,’ he said, reverting to business as though that intimate joking moment had never happened. ‘Was the first the shot through the carriage when it was moving or – What was that?’ He was on his feet, staring at the cold fireplace. A curl of soot swirled down and settled on the polished marble of the hearth like a black feather on snow. 
 
    ‘Just soot falling. No, wait, I hear it too, up the chimney.’ There was a faint scrabbling sound that echoed down to them as though from a great distance. ‘We have the sweep in, I think,’ Guin said as Hunt turned. ‘I certainly told our butler Twite to organise it because the chimney in my husband’s study has been smoking. They must have sent a climbing boy into the stacks from the room above this. Oh!’ 
 
    There was a loud rattle, a cloud of falling soot and Guin found herself dragged from her seat, thrown, falling, landing with a thud with something heavy on top of her. She struck out, hit a very solid body and then there was a bang and the room shook. 
 
    She was under Jared Hunt, she realised. She tried to shake her head to clear it and found he had curled one hand around the left side of her face and they were pressed together cheek to cheek. The full length of his body was over her. Heavily. 
 
    Confused, Guin tried to push him away, then realised that he had pulled her forcefully from her chair, thrown her behind the sofa and flung himself on top of her before the bomb – 
 
    ‘That was a bomb!’ she said, more furious than fearful, her cheek moving against his as she spoke. His skin was slightly rough and he smelt of warm man, coffee and spice. Furious she might be, but it felt safe here. It felt very… 
 
    As the echoes died away Hunt hauled her to her feet and dragged her towards the door. The room was full of smoke and soot and small flames were licking the charred area in the centre of the hearth rug. 
 
    ‘It was an explosive, certainly,’ he said as he turned from a rapid study of the mess. 
 
    He had a knife in his hand – Where has that come from? – and when they reached the door he pushed her behind him before he opened it and looked out. Through her ringing ears Guin could hear shouts and the sound of running feet and then they were outside and he was still keeping her behind his body as Augustus and Twite arrived, both wheezing with effort and alarm. 
 
    ‘Guinnie!’ 
 
    ‘I am here, dear, please do not agitate yourself.’ Augustus looked in danger of a seizure at any moment. ‘Mr Hunt, will you please let me go?’ 
 
    ‘Not until I am certain that whoever it was who sent those explosives down the chimney is not still in the house. Twite, you need footmen and water in there, the rug is smouldering. Where are your armed gamekeepers?’ 
 
    ‘In the kitchen, below stairs.’ Augustus said. ‘No, here they are.’ 
 
    ‘What the devil do you think you are doing?’ Hunt demanded. ‘Who has come in or got out while you have been away from your post?’ The men stood looking sheepish. ‘Make yourselves useful now you are here – cover us while I bring Lady Northam downstairs. Yes, like that, one in front, one behind. My lord, stay close.’ 
 
    He guided them downstairs in a tight huddle, checking around corners, one of the keepers backing along behind, shotgun raised, then bundled Guin into the scullery. ‘Stay here.’ He took the key from the outside and handed it to her. ‘Lock the door and open it only to me.’ He leaned forward and whispered in her ear. ‘And only when I call you by your given name. Do you understand? No one else, not even your husband. I do not care who it is.’ 
 
    Then she was alone in the windowless little room with one tallow candle and the terrified pot boy, up to his elbows in a sink full of dirty dishes. ‘Goodness, what an adventure,’ Guin said brightly as she locked the door. She found a smile for the boy. ‘No need to worry, Sammy, Mr Hunt has it all under control.’ I hope. And then she began to shake. 
 
      
 
    Jared left one of the keepers in front of the scullery door with Lord Northam. ‘Stay there, my lord. You will slow us down.’ Ignoring the furious exclamation from his employer he swept through the house with the other keeper, a footman and Twite with his keys, locking each door as they checked the rooms. 
 
    They found the chimney sweep and his boy on the leads, the man stunned from a blow to the back of the head, the lad stuffed headfirst into a sack and too terrified to try and free himself. The man recovered quickly enough, although the blow had been both real and hard: Jared checked the lump, not prepared to take anything for granted. They had seen no-one, they said, heard no-one until they were attacked from behind as they were lashing their rods together ready to fix the brushes. Two men, they thought, or perhaps only one, but they were unsure even of that much. 
 
    Jared scanned the surrounding rooftops. There was nothing to be seen now, of course, and the adjoining houses offered an escape route any cracksman or hoist artist could use as easily as his own back stairs. He went back down leaving the footman on the roof with the promise of relief in an hour or so. 
 
    Lord Northam had a chair next to the scullery door and was mopping his face with what looked like a dishcloth as he talked in a loud voice to his wife through the door. ‘Anything?’ he barked at Jared. 
 
    ‘No. They knocked out the sweep and he and the boy saw nothing. My regrets for my curtness just now, my lord.’ The old man grunted an acceptance of the apology. ‘We need a rota of watchmen on the roof,’ Jared said. ‘I doubt they will try the same trick again, but I cannot rely on them not attempting something even more dangerous next time.’ He moved past the red-faced Viscount and tapped on the door. ‘Guinevere? This is Jared Hunt. Unlock the door please.’ 
 
    She emerged, soot-smudged, dishevelled and with one arm round the shoulders of a snivelling boy. ‘Run along to Cook, Sammy, and tell her I said you were to have milk and plum cake. My dear, are you all right? The shock and the exertion – ’ 
 
    ‘It is not I who sustained the shock, Guinnie, my love. Are you certain you are not hurt?’ The Viscount was patting his wife’s hand as he studied her face. 
 
    ‘Quite certain. That is entirely thanks to Mr Hunt who threw me very neatly behind the sofa.’ 
 
    Jared left them to their mutual reassurance and climbed back to the sitting room to survey the damage, dragging his mind away from the all-too vivid memory of just how Lady Northam had felt under him after that neat throw. There had been a faint question in his mind right from the moment the explosion occurred, but securing the house had not allowed him to ponder it. Now he stood in the middle of the room and studied the charred hole in the hearthrug. Strange. Very strange indeed. 
 
    He crouched and lifted the rug to his nose, sniffed and dropped it again as he stood up. Behind him the door opened and he turned slowly, recognising the laboured breathing of his employer, still out of wind from the recent alarm. 
 
    ‘My lord, these incidents have occurred both here in London and at one of your country estates?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Come back to my study. I feel the need for my comfortable chair and a glass of brandy.’ The Viscount led the way and sat down stiffly, looking all of his years. ‘My wife has gone to her chamber to lie down. Her maid is with her. The decanters are over there.’ He flapped a hand in the general direction and closed his eyes. 
 
    ‘Which attack happened where?’ Jared asked when they were settled either side of the desk, brandy glowing warmly in the glasses in front of them. 
 
    ‘We were at Allerton Grange, the house I bought at the funeral I told you about. It was mid-March but the weather was exceedingly fine and I thought it was time we stayed there for a while, decided what needed doing to it. The order was the handrail, the adder and the horse. Naturally I brought my wife back here – I assumed there was some local lunatic at large. Then there was the shot in Hyde Park and now this.’ 
 
    Allerton. That rang faint bells… He put the thought aside as unimportant for now. ‘How far up the stairs was the rail sawn through?’ 
 
    ‘About seven steps from the bottom.’ 
 
    ‘And it is a circular stair? Carpeted?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, to both. I had the carpet put down when Guinevere took a liking to the tower room.’ 
 
    ‘Lady Northam is a good rider?’ 
 
    ‘Very.’ The older man seemed to rouse himself at the question. He sat up straighter and smiled proudly. ‘A cracking little rider. Light hands and nerves of steel.’ 
 
    ‘And the shot in the Park?’ 
 
    ‘That was a miraculous escape. She had pulled the check string for the driver to halt so she could get down to look at one of the new plantations and seconds after she stepped down the bullet hit the back of the seat just where she had been sitting.’ 
 
    There was a tap at the door and Twite entered. ‘Excuse me, my lord, but Hoskins the footman has recommended his brothers as additional guards. There are four of them, I understand, all strapping young men employed on a casual basis as porters at Covent Garden market. He thought they would supplement our forces here. Hoskins has been with us several years and has always proved very satisfactory, I feel we could trust others from his family if you approve.’ 
 
    The Viscount looked at Jared. ‘Have Mr Hunt interview them when they arrive. Well?’ he demanded as the door closed behind the butler. ‘What are you looking so quizzical about, Hunt?’ 
 
    ‘An impression, merely. Something that may not be of any consequence, but I must think on it.’ If he was right then something very strange indeed was going on here, something even more mystifying than attempted murder.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just what were they dealing with here? Jared probed again. ‘Has Lady Northam suffered from any illnesses, anything that might have left her with a weak heart?’ 
 
    ‘Not so far as I am aware. She is perfectly healthy. Did her reaction today seem like that of a woman with a weak heart?’ 
 
    ‘No, not at all.’ She felt like a healthy young woman in every respect. Her heart was thudding under mine with great regularity, the pulse in her throat… ‘Lady Northam appears to be standing up to the strain very well. Do you require me further today once I have interviewed this footman’s family battalion of guards?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose not. My wife had intended going out this evening, some reception or another, but I will see to it that she rests instead. I’ll tell her I am feeling shaky, that will keep her in. You will return tomorrow, Hunt?’ 
 
    ‘Certainly, my lord. I will be here after breakfast.’ 
 
    Jared checked with the gamekeepers again and exchanged one of the other footman for the one on the roof. ‘What is your name?’ he asked as the man turned to the stairs. 
 
    ‘Thomas, sir.’ He seemed somewhat agitated. 
 
    ‘There is no need to be afraid. It was only a firework, you know.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, sir. I’m all reet…right, sir. I haven’t been in London long, I’m used to country life. Didn’t expect it to be like this, and that’s the truth.’ 
 
    ‘It rarely is,’ Jared assured him. 
 
    He spoke to the Hoskins brothers as they arrived at the kitchen door an hour later, breathless from a rush across London. Twite had worked out a rota of guard duties and rest times that seemed eminently sensible once Jared had adjusted it so that no two Hoskins brothers were on duty together. They looked reliable enough, but this entire situation was a confusing mess and he was not prepared to trust anyone. 
 
      
 
    The workmen were packing up when he finally arrived back at Great Ryder Street. Jared walked round with the foreman, approved the work and discussed priorities for the next day, then went upstairs, unlocked the door and checked the rooms. No-one had been in there, none of the tell-tales he had set as a matter of routine had been disturbed. 
 
    There was no reason to expect trouble, not here, but he had no idea what hornets’ nest Lord Northam was asking him to poke a stick into. The attacks seemed motiveless and Guinevere was standing up to them well. Too well? 
 
    Jared reminded himself that she was Lady Northam to him and went into the pocket-sized kitchen to contemplate what might make his dinner. Two eggs, a lump of streaky bacon, the heel of a loaf and half an apple pie from the bakery around the corner. It would do, when and if he worked up an appetite for it. 
 
    But now… Now he needed to think. He stripped off in his bedchamber and pulled on the breeches and shirt he wore when he was exercising, mentally positioning the great bed he had purchased that morning and sparing a thought for the joists beneath where it would stand. Best to get the carpenter to check how solid they were. He had no intention at the moment of doing anything more energetic on that bed than sleeping in it, but better safe than have a great lump of seventeenth century woodwork fall through the floor with him on top of it. 
 
    Downstairs, on the bare and swept space that would soon be his salle d’armes, he began to stretch for half an hour of the increasingly complex moves he aimed to perform daily. Then push-ups: two-armed, one-armed, until the sweat ran. Finally he took down his heaviest sword and began the sequence of exercises. Cut and thrust, parry and riposte, alternating his hands, eyes open, eyes closed, until he stopped thinking of anything except what his body was doing, focusing on how each muscle was responding, noting the exact point when the burn began, correcting every minute fault until at last he slumped against the wall and slid down it to sit, head bent, panting. Satisfied. Mind clear. 
 
      
 
    The cold water sluiced over his heated skin, the tiny surface muscles beneath twitching in involuntary protest. Two buckets was all he could use before the tub he stood in was full, but tomorrow the copper bath from the auction rooms would be delivered along with the bed. Amidst fantasies of steaming hot water and lengthily indulgent soaks Jared stepped out, trailed wet footprints across the floor as he towelled himself down and, still damp, dragged on a loose linen shirt under the heavy silk robe he had brought back from India. 
 
    He fried the eggs and bacon in a skillet over the fire, spread butter on the bread, poured ale, his attention focused minutely on what he was doing, the sound of the spattering fat, the smell of the bacon, the bubbles bursting in the froth on top of the ale in the pewter tankard. 
 
    It was not until he sat down to eat at the table made of planks propped up on scavenged bricks that he let himself think. He ate one-handed, the other occupied jotting down a list of housekeeping matters for the next day: look for a domestic agency to supply a valet who could cook, a word to the builders about the floor joists and the deliveries, restock his pantry. 
 
    He finished off the food, mopped up egg yolk with the last of the bread, washed it down with the ale and pushed away the plate. Finally he dragged the list in front of him and wrote at the bottom in small capitals, WHY? 
 
    The threads of thought, the frisson of unease, the puzzling elements had come together as he exercised, had coalesced into a pattern as he ate. He had not been imagining things: whoever was plaguing Guinevere Quenten, Viscountess Northam, certainly wished to torment her. But kill her? He thought not. 
 
      
 
    ‘Unless the intention is to cause you anxiety, even drive you out of your wits, I cannot understand what your attacker is trying to achieve, Lady Northam. They most certainly cannot intend to kill you.’ Jared sat back in the deep armchair and let his words sink into the silence of the elegant drawing room. The explosion would come soon enough. 
 
    ‘Are you insane, sir?’ Lord Northam’s fist came down on the delicate tea table, sending his coffee cup toppling. He ignored the flood of hot liquid over the inlaid surface and lurched to his feet. 
 
    Jared stayed where he was. Courtesy and precedence demanded he rise but it would only inflame the atmosphere to have two large men confronting each other. He steepled his fingers and waited while the Viscount made a stomping circuit of the room, his feet kicking up soft Chinese silk rugs, the tails of his coat sending flower arrangements rocking. 
 
    Lady Northam raised her fingertips to her lips, whether in prayer or to hold back words, Jared could not tell. Her eyes were fixed on her husband, wide and very blue. He wondered if the colour depended on her mood or on the light. 
 
    Finally Northam arrived back in front of Jared. ‘Do you think we are inventing this? Imagining it?’ he demanded. ‘You were here yesterday, you saw what happened. Or maybe,’ he added with awful sarcasm, ‘that was a collective hallucination?’ 
 
    ‘I will explain, my lord. Perhaps if you were to sit down it might be less agitating for her ladyship.’ When the other man subsided back into his chair with a grunt Jared said, ‘That was not a bomb yesterday, that was a large firework. It could have caused injury, it might have provoked a heart seizure in a frail person, but you are neither elderly nor sickly, are you, Lady Northam? And this came down the chimney of your own room, not one you both habitually use, therefore it can hardly have been aimed at Lord Northam. 
 
    ‘And while we are on the subject of heart failure, the bite of the British adder or viper is rarely fatal unless the person bitten is old or weak or very young. Then we come to a broken handrail a few steps up a well-carpeted stair. Bruises, perhaps a broken limb might result if you had fallen, but not, I would suggest, much more, considering that you are a healthy young woman with all your faculties.’ 
 
    ‘And what about the interference with my horse?’ she said. 
 
    ‘You are a good rider, I believe?’ A nod. ‘And that was a reliable, steady horse you were accustomed to?’ Another nod. ‘And this happened in a village where help was at hand?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. It was alarming when it happened but I was soon able to control Brandy, my mare, sufficiently to slide from the saddle. My groom was attending me.’ Her eyes were fixed on his face, her lips parted as though there was a question there she could not quite articulate. 
 
    ‘You forget the shooting!’ The Viscount looked ready to erupt out of his chair again. 
 
    ‘Someone had a firearm and they were following you. They were able to put a bullet into the exact place you had been sitting – after you had left it. Why not while you were sitting there? Why not when you were out of the carriage in plain sight and an easy target? Lady Northam, someone is most certainly persecuting you, but if they are attempting to kill you they must be the most inept assassin on the market.’ 
 
      
 
    Guin closed her mouth, swallowed, tried again. ‘You are saying that I am not in danger?’ She was becoming angry, she realised. ‘Or perhaps you believe I am making it up?’ 
 
    He sat there, calm and controlled, dispassionately laying out the facts. Facts that made her and Augustus look like alarmed peahens, with about as much intelligence. 
 
    ‘No, that is not what I mean. You could have been hurt in any of those attacks and you are certainly suffering anxiety and stress with good reason, but you would have been very unlucky indeed to have been killed by any of them.’ 
 
    ‘Why did Bow Street not point this out to me?’ Augustus demanded. He looked as though he was not certain whether to be relieved or outraged. Neither did she, come to that. Both, she decided. 
 
    ‘You are a member of the aristocracy, my lord, a man of status and influence. They are not going to argue with you when you come to them and announce that your wife is in danger of her life. They may not even have thought it through, simply reacted.’ 
 
    ‘And you are not intimidated by my title and influence, Mr Hunt?’ 
 
    ‘No, my lord.’ He smiled fleetingly and for some reason Guin’s pulse kicked up. ‘My last employer was a duke, if you recall.’ 
 
    ‘You are very sure of yourself for a man with no background, no history from before your seventeenth year.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I am. You are very close to this, Lord Northam. I can look at it as an outsider, unemotionally. You called me in, you have paid me well for my skills – I am unlikely to be of much use to you if I am lacking in confidence or afraid to put matters to you straight.’ 
 
    It was time to intervene before her husband in his bafflement and frustration alienated this man to the point of him turning on his heel and leaving them. They needed him. Yesterday she had been afraid of him, a little. Had resented his hard-edged competence. Now… ‘Augustus, my dear. Mr Hunt is on our side,’ Guin said mildly. ‘He is trying to help us see the whole picture and he has made a valuable point.’ She found herself smiling at the swordmaster who looked back, serious, his eyes shadowed. Did she imagine it, or had the severe line of his lips relaxed, just a trifle? She made herself stop looking at his mouth. 
 
    ‘What? Oh. Yes, apologies, Hunt. Shouldn’t have said that about your history. Bad form.’ 
 
    So what was that about? She watched Jared Hunt as he made vague, soothing noises. He was really very good with Augustus, almost as good as she was. ‘But if whoever this is does not intend to kill me, what can they be intending?’ 
 
    ‘I believe you need to reassess who might wish you ill, my lady. You have been trying to find a motive for murder. Now you must think again about who might want to make your life miserable, put you in fear, torment you. This is at a very different level of motivation from killing, although such harassment is deeply harmful.’ 
 
    ‘You said yourself that the motive may be irrational,’ her husband objected. 
 
    ‘True, but the absence of deadly intent must mean the obsession, if that is what it is, is less extreme, although the level of spiteful intent may actually be higher. Of course, if we are dealing with a lunatic, someone utterly irrational, then arguments about motive are no help at all. Now I must probe each incident in more detail. The time, place, who was there, exactly what happened.’ 
 
    ‘I am due at my dressmaker in an hour,’ Guin said with a glance at the clock. ‘Will you accompany me, Mr Hunt? You can begin to ask me what you need to know as we travel.’ 
 
    ‘I am at your disposal, Lady Northam.’ He said it with so little nuance that, somehow, the words seemed to carry a double entendre that he was anxious not to stress and in suppressing only emphasised.  
 
    Guin closed her eyes for a moment while she composed herself. She was a married woman and while hers was not a marriage such as girlish dreams were made of, it was a marriage. A good, honest, companionable marriage. And, more importantly for her, she owed Augustus a great debt, one she could never repay. She would certainly never dishonour him by a dalliance with another man and even finding herself affected by one, as she realised she was by Jared Hunt, felt perilously like betrayal. 
 
    ‘My maid is fully in my confidence,’ she added. ‘She will come with us.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Lady Northam.’ The slight lift of one eyebrow hinted at his surprise that she even thought such a detail worth mentioning. Of course he would expect her to be accompanied. She must have imagined the momentary warmth in his gaze, a secondary meaning in what he had said a moment ago. How very embarrassing if he had suspected what she was thinking. 
 
      
 
    The mysterious little notebook reappeared when they took their places in the carriage. Today, April the first, the weather was fine enough for the open coach, but Augustus would not hear of it so early in the year, so they were in the closed carriage, the panel of slightly brighter maroon leather in the middle of the forward-facing seats a reminder of that bullet in the park. The upholsterer had repaired it speedily, urged on by Augustus’s desire that she should not be reminded by the bullet hole. Instinctively Guin sat to one side of it while Faith her maid sat opposite, her back to the horses. 
 
    ‘In the middle, if you would, my lady.’ Jared Hunt settled next to her, his broad shoulders taking up enough room that she had no choice but to sit against that patch, the colour of dried blood. ‘If I say down, I want both of you on the floor, at once. Do you understand?’ 
 
    ‘Perfectly,’ she said tartly, the memory of that long, hard body pinning her to the carpet in her sitting room all too vivid. 
 
    ‘Good. Let us discuss the adder in the sewing basket. Where was it?’ 
 
    ‘On the terrace at Allerton Grange in Yorkshire.’ He looked at her sharply, so she explained. ‘In the first eighteen months of our marriage we went to Northam Hall, in Dorset, my husband’s principal country property, when we wanted to be away from London. But Augustus had only acquired Allerton quite recently and there were matters requiring his attention, so we had moved there for a few weeks in the middle of March.’ 
 
    She explained carefully, wanting to give him every detail. ‘I had taken my embroidery outside because the Spring sunshine was so lovely, even though it was a trifle chilly. I wanted to add small details to the design and that needed good light, but I was interrupted by unexpected visitors. I left the basket with my work where it was, on a table on the terrace. When I returned and lifted the embroidery frame from the top the adder was coiled inside.’ 
 
    ‘And it was not there before?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely not. Earlier I had rummaged right to the bottom in search of my thimble, I could not have missed it.’ She paused, thinking back to the shock of seeing the snake curled there like a jewelled rope on top of the silks. ‘It was quite a large one.’ 
 
    ‘Could it have crawled in when you were away? Although in March it would only just have emerged from hibernation and would be sluggish, I believe,’ he added. ‘I have more experience recently with cobras in India than the snakes of the English countryside.’ 
 
    ‘The basket was on top of a pedestal table, sir,’ Faith interjected while Guin was digesting the fact that Mr Hunt had been in India. ‘My lady had laid her embroidery frame over the top, and that is quite large. I cannot see how the snake could have crawled in by itself.’ 
 
    ‘So who could have approached the terrace unobserved, Lady Northam?’ 
 
    ‘Almost anyone,’ Guin admitted. ‘I was entertaining our callers in the salon on the other side of the house. There would be a risk of being seen by the servants, of course, but anyone could walk across the lawns from the shrubbery.’ 
 
    ‘Or come out from the house.’ 
 
    ‘One of us, you mean, sir? One of the staff?’ Faith shot an apologetic look at Guin, ‘I’m sorry to interrupt, my lady. But I’ve been thinking about it so much. Who would have a snake hidden, be carrying it about, just on the off-chance that they would come across your sewing box outside and unattended?’ 
 
    ‘I imagine they meant to take it inside and put it in your bed, or a desk drawer,’ Jared Hunt said. ‘They cannot have guessed or predicted that you would take your embroidery to the terrace when you did. The unattended sewing basket was simply fortuitous. It doesn’t help us identify anyone. I suppose you have no young lads with pet snakes about the place who might have confused the species? I kept grass snakes as a boy.’ 
 
    ‘No small boys.’ The mental picture of a thin child with dark eyes and long, sensitive fingers holding a writhing mass of snakes came to her. Surely this man had never been a small boy? ‘Nor does this help us eliminate anyone either. If we even had a list to eliminate people from, that is,’ she added with a sigh. 
 
    ‘The sawn-through stair rail means that someone must have gained entry at least once before.’ Jared Hunt was frowning over his notebook again. 
 
    ‘My husband had the stairs carpeted at the same time as the work carried out in the room in the turret,’ Guin said. ‘We were away that entire week in York – anyone might have got in along with the workmen and carpenters.’ 
 
    ‘We have arrived, my lady.’ Faith was gathering her things together as the carriage drew up in the little side street off Piccadilly. 
 
    Guin stood up when the footman opened the carriage door and let down the step, only to find that Mr Hunt had followed her out onto the pavement. ‘There is no need to trouble to come in with me.’ 
 
    ‘I think there is.’ He was already at the door and into the shop before she could respond, leaving the footman to escort her and Faith across the pavement. She sincerely hoped he did not intend following her into the fitting room. 
 
    And when they were inside he was already talking to Madame Fontenay’s principal assistant – flirting with her, Guin thought indignantly – and she showed him through to the back, quite ignoring Guin. 
 
    They remerged after a moment with Madame herself. She bore down on Guin, all fluttering tape measures and beaming smile. ‘My lady. The gowns are waiting for you in the fitting room. May I order you some refreshment?’ 
 
    The modiste steered her towards the familiar door but not before Guin overheard the assistant. ‘Ooh, Monsieur! Is that sword real? It is so big!’ 
 
    Guin managed not to roll her eyes. Why Mr Hunt had to be armed with his rapier – which was not, whatever the assistant might think, a big sword – in order to visit a dress shop she could not imagine. A pistol would be more use, surely? Perhaps he had one of those concealed about his person. He certainly had a knife, she remembered. 
 
    ‘My lady? Here is the walking dress, your choice of the fawn twill was most successful, I think. Might I suggest this blue rick-rack braid? And these horn buttons?’ 
 
    Guin turned her mind firmly from personal peril and her new bodyguard and focused on the detail of trim and hemline. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jared had been in many establishments run by women in his time, but none of them had been respectable gown shops. This was like being in an exquisite little bon-bon box and he found himself sitting very still on a ludicrous gilded chair expecting something to crack and drop him to the floor at any moment. 
 
    The back door had been locked and was equipped with a tinkling bell that would ring when it was opened, so no-one was going to get in the back without him hearing. The room full of seamstresses looked exactly as he imagined they should and the young woman flirting not very discreetly with him showed neither alarm nor curiosity at being informed that the Viscount preferred his wife to be escorted everywhere. 
 
    ‘Not surprising, her ladyship being so beautiful. I’ll wager you have to hold the young men off with that sword to stop them making a nuisance of themselves.’ She prattled on, Jared responded, becoming increasingly tired of the game, the majority of his concentration on the puzzle of Lady Northam’s enemy. 
 
    Anyone with intelligence and nerve and the money to employ competent criminals could have set up the attacks. There was no clue there to either the sex or the age of the antagonist. And the motive seemed equally hidden. 
 
    If the Viscount’s daughters were after the title for their sons then they would have to eliminate not only Lady Northam but his lordship’s brother and nephew and distant cousins – to say nothing of their own father, if they were impatient. The nephew could surely be ignored, at least for the present, because he would be secure in the knowledge that he would inherit sooner or later. 
 
    Unless the brother and nephew feared the young wife would produce an heir for Augustus… For some reason Jared had assumed that this was a marriage in form only, despite his routine questions earlier. There was nothing new about an elderly man acquiring a pretty trophy wife to look after him in his dotage and a young woman in difficulties taking on the role of old man’s darling in return for status, luxury and security. 
 
    But the Viscount was a lively and seemingly vigorous man. If he was still active in the bedchamber, or the heirs believed him to be – and it might take as little as a meaningful glance or a teasing comment to convince them of that – then they had genuine grounds for concern. And if someone felt that an inheritance they had grown up believing was theirs, or their heir’s, was threatened, then removing the young wife might seem a solution. 
 
    Or it could be that Lady Northam was unaware of an enemy elsewhere, or had misjudged a threat. Or was keeping something secret. Or, or, or… Possibilities churned round in his head, each as likely, and unlikely, as the next. This was getting him nowhere and he still was not even certain whether this was a campaign of harassment or a genuine attempt at murder devised by someone with a warped mind and a scattergun approach to method. 
 
    If Lady Northam was going out that evening to a social function then he would have to accompany her, begin to establish himself in the London scene and discover what was being said about the Viscountess of Northam. He made a note to approach Cal for some introductions. His friend would not mind and a duke vouching for him would do wonders for the speed with which he could work his way into Society. 
 
    The other end of the scale was less easy. He had been out of London too long to know the underworld, not that he had ever been familiar with it before he took up his post as swordmaster and companion to Viscount Castledale, as Cal had been then. Jared had been too young, his own swordmaster too strict with his apprentice, to have mixed with the criminal classes. 
 
    On the other hand he had plenty of experience of the seedy underbellies of other cities around the world. It was time to put that to good effect. Jared made another note as the shop door bell tinkled and his flirtatious companion hastened away to deal with the newcomers. Jared stood up, the little chair creaking in relief, as a flurry of ladies entered. There were only four of them but they managed to fill the shop to overflowing with femininity. 
 
    He edged into a corner, hand on the hilt of his rapier to push it down parallel with his leg and out of sight. He was not exactly what the customers would expect to find in this temple to feminine elegance but there was nowhere to retreat to without giving up his line of sight on the fitting room door. 
 
    It rapidly became clear that far from being an unwanted intrusion he was providing an additional attraction. As he had not been introduced to any of the ladies he could do no more than bow slightly when they caught his eye, but that was enough to produce blushes and giggles from the pair of young ones and a lingering, considering, assessment from the two older women. 
 
    Jared greeted the reappearance of Lady Northam with a silent sigh of relief. He would fight four attackers for her without a moment’s hesitation, but he was mightily relieved to be rescued by her from that many harmless ladies. 
 
    Her fitting did not seem to have relaxed her, and there was a tiny frown between her brows as she emerged from the dressing rooms, but she greeted the other customers with a pleasant smile that became fixed when she saw the sliding glances from herself to Jared and back. They thought he was her escort, he realised, and they were reading far more into that than either of them would have wanted. 
 
    He stalked forward as her polite greetings faltered, opened the door and followed Lady Northam and her maid out without any acknowledgment of the other women. When he took his seat opposite her he realised her cheeks were flushed pink and her chin was up. 
 
    ‘I hope you are not sensitive to gossip, Mr Hunt.’ 
 
    He had intended to deal with it by ignoring the encounter. She, it seemed, preferred to take bulls by horns. ‘An escort for a lady in broad daylight when she is with her maid is surely not something to remark upon?’ 
 
    Lady Northam twisted on the seat, the rustle of her skirts brushing against his knees, the subtle hint of her perfume reaching him more strongly. Jared set his hat firmly on his lap and met her exasperated gaze with a bland look in return. 
 
    ‘Mr Hunt, I do not know if you ever spend much time looking in a mirror, but you must be aware that you cut a striking figure – all in black, a rapier at your hip, your hair not in the common mode. I assume your style is a matter of deliberate choice.’ 
 
    ‘I make my living by teaching other men to fight with deadly and elegant accuracy and when I am escorting someone, as I am now, I expect to intimidate anyone who might think of offering my client insult. If I am to sell my services I must look the part and if I am to deter attackers I will not do it with the appearance of an idle man about town.’ 
 
    ‘I suspect that Lady Mitcham, Mrs Rushworth and their daughters did not see a fencing tutor or a bodyguard in there. I suspect they saw a handsome man escorting a lady who is married to a man old enough to be her grandfather,’ Lady Northam said ruefully. Faith let a startled sound that might have been laughter escape her, then bit her lip and studied her clasped hands. 
 
    Jared digested the handsome. The Duchess of Calderbrook, much as she might like him now, had described him as sinister and dangerous-looking. Other women treated him warily, in bed and out, apparently fully prepared to accept the outer image as a portrait of the inner man. Lady Northam appeared to see through the clothes and the hair and the rapier as so much masquerade costume. She also appeared to find him good-looking. Jared’s right eyebrow, one of the tells he usually kept rigorously under control, escaped him, arched up. 
 
    Lady Northam blushed. ‘I mean…’ 
 
    ‘That many people have dirty minds and a liking for gossip?’ he suggested. 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ she agreed with a rueful smile. ‘And my husband and I will be attending Lady Fulborne’s ball this evening and I know Augustus would feel happier if you were to accompany us.’ 
 
    ‘That will either flatten the gossips or make things worse depending on just how dirty those minds are.’ This enterprise was developing angles he had not predicted. 
 
    ‘I do not understand, Mr Hunt. Why should it make things worse?’ 
 
      
 
    Jared Hunt glanced out of the window. Guin followed his gaze and saw they were almost at the turn into Clarges Street, opposite the reservoir gate into Green Park. ‘Will you walk a little, Lady Northam? I would like to talk.’ He pulled the check-string as she nodded and the carriage came to a halt amidst the usual shouts of protest from following vehicles which, after a moment of confusion, began to flow round them again. 
 
    ‘But we are almost home,’ she said. Even so, when he helped her down she made no more protest, nor when he waved-on the coach with the assurance he would bring her ladyship home directly she’d had a little air. Nor did Guin contradict him when he told Faith to walk a little behind them as he had confidential matters to discuss. 
 
    ‘What do you have to say to me that cannot be said in my own home?’ she asked as they strolled along the northern edge of the reservoir towards the Wilderness, avoiding excited small children in the care of their nursemaids who were endeavouring to prevent them falling into the water as they threw crusts to the ducks. ‘I assume it was of importance for you to order me so peremptorily from my own carriage.’ 
 
    ‘I hope I was not exactly ordering and thank you for responding without protest. I thought this might be embarrassing in front of your maid and even more so in your house where your husband or the servants might overhear.’ 
 
    ‘What on earth are you talking about, Mr Hunt?’ She stopped dead, stared up into his face, then, with a little shake of her head walked on. 
 
    ‘It occurs to me, as it did not when I accepted this assignment without knowing you at all, that the ill-natured might draw an unfortunate inference from my apparent… closeness to you. My constant attendance. That encounter just now in the dress shop is a mild example of it.’ 
 
    ‘Surely not when my husband is seen to escort me to social events in your company?’ 
 
    He was silent, as though he was working out how to phrase something. ‘Lord Northam would not be the first elderly husband to take extreme action to ensure that his young wife bore him an heir.’ 
 
    ‘What? What?’ Guin wrenched her hand free of his arm and stopped dead in the middle of the path. ‘You are saying that my husband is employing you for stud purposes?’ Her voice was rising dangerously and she put her hand to her lips before she shrieked something even more damning for public consumption. 
 
    ‘No.’ Jared Hunt also seemed to be making an effort to keep his voice down. ‘Certainly not. Of course he is not. I am saying that some people might assume that to be the case, especially if we are seen too obviously together and making up a threesome with your husband.’ 
 
    ‘That is disgusting.’ She was trembling, she realised. Trembling and probably white-faced. It certainly felt as though the blood had drained away to her toes. 
 
    ‘It is the way of the world,’ he said with a shrug. ‘I think it would be better if I have a list of your social engagements and make my own way there so that I am not so obviously connected with you both.’ 
 
    ‘I… Yes, that seems to be the best course to take.’ When he offered his arm again she took it but it required an effort of will to touch him publically, even in such an acceptable manner. ‘I trust your judgment and I have no desire to compromise you.’ 
 
    ‘Compromising me is the least of it, Lady Northam. It is a lady’s reputation which must be protected.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, this is so stupid. Call me Guinevere, please.’ Good heavens, the man knew her history, her reproductive state, the books she read and her taste in decorative braid. What more did it take to be on first name terms? 
 
    ‘I hardly think – ’ 
 
    ‘You are not required to think, Mr Hunt! Oh, I am so sorry. What a horrible, catty thing to say. I never thought this would be so difficult.’ I need a friend. 
 
    ‘Suffering the kind of attacks you have been subjected to would shake anyone’s nerves.’ 
 
    ‘I do not mean that.’ Her voice dropped to a whisper and Guin lifted her chin and made herself speak clearly. ‘I mean my marriage.’ 
 
    ‘Should you be saying such things to me?’ 
 
    ‘There is no-one else I can talk to,’ she said and heard the bleakness in her own voice. Yes, I need a friend very badly. ‘I thought I could offer something in return for Augustus rescuing me from the plight I found myself in. I thought I could be an attentive wife, a companion in his old age. I had not realised that he was still so very active – we are constantly attending parties and balls, lectures and drives. I am in the public gaze far more than I ever expected, or am used to. And of course everyone assumes I have married him for his money, for the title.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you marry Lord Northam?’ Jared Hunt asked, straight out. 
 
    ‘For security,’ she admitted. ‘I was desperate. It was marriage or selling myself, frankly. If I was not arrested first for murdering my husband, that is. I had no friends, no references that might have secured me a post as a companion or a governess. I was sick with worry, I had no money, no time to try and establish myself somewhere. Augustus was like a good angel, arriving in the nick of time to save me. 
 
    ‘But now I find myself mistress of an estate – which is not so hard – and living in a London Town house. And that is hard. I have been well brought up, but not to navigate London Society, to weather the gossip and the cliques and the rivalries. People acknowledge me because they like Augustus. He is very much respected, so they are not unkind because it would hurt him. But they simply do not accept me, not as a friend. I have none you see,’ she finished miserably. ‘No-one to call me by my name, any longer.’ 
 
    ‘Your husband – ’ 
 
    ‘Calls me Guinnie as a pet name. He means it affectionately but I feel as though I am nothing but a pet. I am losing myself and I hate it.’ 
 
    ‘Guinevere.’ The sudden warmth in the look he gave her would have cured frostbite. ‘You are being stifled by your doting husband who does not realise you are being slowly pecked to death by the slights and whispers of the world he so proudly shows you off in and you do not tell him because that would wound him. You are a good wife, Guinevere. But that name is only for when we are alone.’ 
 
    And I want to be alone with you rather too much. ‘Mr Hunt – ’ 
 
    ‘Jared.’ 
 
    She fell silent, merely curling her hand more snugly into the crook of his elbow. After a few minutes, after they rounded the end of the reservoir and strolled on towards the centre of the park, she said tentatively, ‘Will you be able to obtain invitations to all of the events we will be attending, do you think?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. There are advantages to having a duke as a close friend. What Calderbrook wants, he gets. A few invitations on my behalf are nothing.’ 
 
    Another silence. She wondered if it hurt his pride to have to ask his friend for such help. ‘Augustus says there is no record of you before the age of seventeen, Jared. Have you no family?’ 
 
    ‘I have relatives,’ he admitted. ‘I would not call them family now. There was a breach, irrevocable. You are not the only person who found themselves with no way back.’ 
 
    ‘What… what did you do that was so dreadful?’ She tipped her head to one side, finding she was tall enough not to have to look up far to study his face. ‘Can you tell me?’ 
 
      
 
    Jared bit back the instinctive refusal, searched for a way to explain. ‘I did nothing, except to deny lies and refuse to forgive those lies.’ He was a grown man now and the hurt and the betrayal had changed, become a cold, hard anger that had not softened for understanding his brother’s motives, the fears of the girl he had dreamed might love him, the immediate prejudice of his father. Cowardice he could forgive, momentary panic was understandable. Planned betrayal was neither. 
 
    ‘At seventeen, was it not? So young. And then you made a new life for yourself, from nothing?’ 
 
    ‘I had a rapier, a background of sound training in fencing, a few coins in my pocket and a great deal of luck.’ He had never ignored the power of luck after that. Admittedly you had to put the work in, or the Lady would turn a scornful shoulder your way when you needed her most, but when everything seemed hopeless a belief that maybe she was on your side this time gave you the guts to keep fighting. ‘I fell into the company of one of the best swordsmen in Europe and he saw something, lord knows what, in me. I was a sullen, difficult youth at that point.’ 
 
    She gave a little smile, as though she still thought him difficult. ‘We will find out who is doing this, won’t we, Jared?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ A group of well-dressed ladies were strolling towards them and he turned casually, before they were within conversational distance, and took another path that curved round to the gate they had entered by. ‘You simply need to hold your nerve and we will find him.’ Unless this was someone completely deranged who had fixed their sights on Guinevere, was obsessing about her. It did happen and then they really would need luck and, perhaps to catch the man in the act, which would be unpleasant for Guinevere and possibly dangerous. 
 
    ‘It will be a man, I suppose,’ she mused as they paced back along the path, closer now to the sound of the traffic on Piccadilly. ‘It is particularly unnerving not to be able to imagine even the shape of my enemy, a glimpse of their face.’ 
 
    ‘A man would have easier access to criminal elements, men who could enter a house unnoticed, climb a roof, not flinch at tipping fireworks down chimneys,’ he agreed. And a man was far more likely to be behind this if a completely irrational fixation was the motive. But he did not say that. Guinevere would probably find that even more frightening than a sane attacker. 
 
    Against his side he felt the little shiver go through her again and walked faster. ‘I will take you home and go in search of my invitation for tonight.’ And beg the assistance of Michael Flynn, Cal’s valet and their companion in the travels and adventures, to turn him out looking respectable. He rather thought his evening clothes were still jammed at the bottom of a hastily-packed trunk. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jared saw Guin to her front door, impeccably formal once more. ‘Until this evening, Lady Northam.’ 
 
    She smiled a little as she made her way upstairs with Faith. The man was so reassuringly calm and confident and having someone to call her by her name again, after all this time, was ridiculously pleasurable. She hugged it to herself, a harmless little secret. 
 
    Twite descended as they climbed. ‘My lady. His lordship asked me to inform you that he will be in for luncheon and hopes you will be able to join him.’ A clock chimed down in the hall. ‘It will be served in half an hour if that is convenient?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Twite. That will be perfectly convenient.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Theo Quenten called and is with his lordship.’ 
 
    ‘Will he be staying for luncheon, do you know, Twite?’ She had a soft spot for Augustus’s scapegrace nephew, so close to her in age, even though she had no illusions about his faults. He was a charmer, a good-looking young man through whose fingers money flowed easily and who seemed incapable of settling to any useful occupation. His elderly, ailing, father was unable to control him and only Augustus attempted to exert any influence over his behaviour. 
 
    ‘I am not sure, my lady. The discussion appears to be somewhat… heated.’ 
 
    ‘Oh dear. Money again?’ 
 
    ‘Possibly, my lady.’ Twite gave what, in a lesser butler, might have been a shrug. ‘And the delivery came from Parmentier’s. It has been placed in your sitting room.’ 
 
    The fancy box of sweetmeats sat exuding expensive deliciousness in the middle of the table. ‘I wonder what temptation they have selected for me this time.’ Guin handed Faith her bonnet and gloves and went to untie the ribbon bow. ‘Lord Northam really is very good to indulge me with sweet things but I will be as round as an orange if I am not careful. You must help me out and eat at least half of them.’ 
 
    She lifted the lid. ‘Violet creams and fruit fondants and – Oh no, look, Faith, they have put in half a dozen marchpane balls. Well, I will have no trouble resisting those at least.’ She popped a fondant into her mouth. ‘Delicious. Do take one, Faith. You may eat all the marchpane to start with, with my blessing.’ 
 
    ‘Thank, you my lady, but I can’t abide them either, they are so sickly they set my teeth on edge.’ 
 
    ‘Have one of the others then – and do not tell Lord Northam. He adores anything with almonds in it and you know his doctor said he was not to indulge in sweet things. I would not trust him not to steal them all.’ 
 
    It was extraordinary how soothing a bonbon was. Once Faith had selected a crystallised orange segment for herself Guin put the lid back firmly on the box and went to wash her hands and restore her hair to order before luncheon. ‘You must hide that box, Faith.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my lady. At what time will you want your bath this afternoon? I thought four o’clock, then there will be plenty of time to dry your hair and for you to have a little rest before you dress for the ball.’ 
 
    ‘That would be perfect, thank you.’ 
 
    Guin went down to the dining room thinking about the ball, Jared’s warning about what gossip might say creeping back to destroy her momentary peace. How foul peoples’ minds must be to imagine such things. Yes, she had married a much older man for security and yes, Augustus made no secret of enjoying showing off a pretty young wife and appreciated having a domestic life and companionship once more. But that first night he had made it very plain that he would not trouble her in her bed. It had been clear that age had considerably dimmed her husband’s desires and that he had no wish to attempt to consummate the marriage. 
 
    Guin had been prepared to be a wife in every way, that was only fair. But she had been glad that she would not be going to her marriage bed as a virgin and beyond the sheer relief at being loved and cared for, and being able to return that care with affection and loyalty, she found she had no inconvenient longings for more, for anything physical. After her brief first marriage an undemanding elderly husband was a blessing, she told herself. 
 
    As she recovered her confidence and her spirits the niggling awareness began to grow that she did desire something more, that she was a healthy young woman and not naturally inclined to celibacy. Close contact with a man as virile and attractive as Jared Hunt did nothing to soothe those feelings but neither was she tempted to do anything indiscreet. Augustus had rescued her from a bad situation, she had made her marriage vows intending to keep them and she owed him her absolute loyalty. 
 
    He loved to see her dressed up and wearing the jewels he had lavished on her, bless him, and she fully intended to do him proud tonight and take their minds off the looming menace of her unknown attacker. 
 
      
 
    ‘Jared, how nice to see you.’ Her Grace the Duchess of Calderbrook uncurled herself from the sofa in one corner of her husband’s bedchamber as Jared tapped on the door and let himself in. He submitted to a kiss on the cheek and an inspection –‘Are you feeding properly?’ – and wondered at the transformation time had made in Sophie’s attitude towards him. 
 
    At first she had thought him sinister and unlikeable and had not troubled too hard to hide the fact, but fighting for her husband’s life together the night he had been poisoned had marked a turning point and now she treated Jared like a brother. 
 
    ‘I was hoping for a word with Cal.’ He settled beside her on the sofa. 
 
    ‘He and Flynn are debating a waistcoat,’ she said with a grimace and a jerk of her head towards the dressing room door. It was just ajar and the soft Irish tones of Michael Flynn the Duke’s valet could be heard raised in plaintive lament. 
 
    ‘…more than my professional pride will allow.’ 
 
    Cal’s deeper rumble was less audible until the door opened and he stalked out. ‘I like it and that’s that. Besides, it was expensive.’ 
 
    Michael followed him out holding a silk waistcoat in shades of deep purple and plum between thumb and forefinger. ‘The cost is no matter. Expensive it might be, but it looks as though you’re a bishop on his way to an orgy,’ he protested. ‘Hunt – look, tell Cal this is hopeless.’ Almost seven years of racketing around the world together, often guarding each others’ backs, had developed a closeness between the three of them that ignored rank. 
 
    ‘It looks perfectly all right to me,’ Jared said. ‘It is purple – so what is wrong with that?’ 
 
    ‘You never wear anything but black,’ Flynn said bitterly. ‘What would you know?’ 
 
    ‘There is no need to jump down my throat,’ Jared said mildly. ‘I bow to your exquisite taste, but don’t ask me to cross Cal this evening. I have come to ask him a favour. I have one for you too, come to that.’ 
 
    ‘I will ring for tea,’ Sophie said, leaning over to tug at the bell pull. ‘I sense a story.’ 
 
    Jared trusted these three people as he did himself and he respected their intelligence too. When they were settled with tea cups and jam tartlets he said, ‘Firstly I need the entré to Lady Fulborne’s ball this evening. I assume you are attending?’ 
 
    ‘We are. And I am wearing that waistcoat,’ Cal said, ignoring his valet’s snort. ‘Do you want to go alone, with someone else, or with us?’ 
 
    ‘With you, if you do not mind.’ 
 
    ‘That is no problem. I’ll send a note round to Amanda Fulborne,’ Sophie said. ‘I will tell her we have an unexpected guest and may I bring him? She won’t mind, she’s the most easy-going creature and another gentleman is always welcome.’ She got up, waving the men back into their seats, and perched at Cal’s desk in the corner to write. ‘What is after the firstly?’ 
 
    ‘This.’ Jared tossed the valise he had stuffed his rumpled evening suit into across to Flynn. ‘Can you rescue that for this evening?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Flynn tipped it out onto the bed and clicked his tongue at the crumpled heap of black fabric. ‘I love a challenge. When are you going to get yourself a valet?’ 
 
    ‘Soon. I need a gentleman’s gentleman, I suppose. Someone to look after the apartment as well as my clothes, cook meals, supervise the cleaning. Going to the agency is high on my list of things to do.’ 
 
    ‘Anything else on the list of things you need from us?’ Cal asked. ‘You aren’t having Flynn, by the way.’ 
 
    The valet grinned and batted his eyelashes stagily at Jared who, used to him, ignored the teasing. 
 
    ‘I do not want him, thank you very much. But I need you to keep your ears peeled for anything you might hear about Lady Northam.’ 
 
    ‘The old Viscount’s young wife? A Spring and Winter match that one. What’s the problem? Is he afraid she’s misbehaving with some virile young stud?’ 
 
    ‘He is afraid someone is trying to kill her,’ Jared said. 
 
    ‘Ah. Not so amusing then. How are you involved?’ 
 
    ‘Lord Northam has engaged me to find out who is behind it. This is strictly between us, of course.’ The others nodded. 
 
    Sophie held up a hand. ‘Just a moment while I send this. Ring the bell will you, Jared?’ A footman came and was despatched with the message and Sophie returned to curl up on the sofa. ‘Tell all.’ 
 
    Jared described the incidents and attacks and the apparent lack of motive. ‘Does anything strike you?’ 
 
    ‘That is a very peculiar murderer,’ Cal observed. 
 
    ‘And one with a weakness for novelty over efficiency,’ Sophie added. 
 
    ‘They are trying to frighten and confuse, not kill,’ Flynn said. 
 
    ‘Exactly what I concluded. So why? I am certain Lady Northam has not the faintest idea why someone should be doing this, so they cannot believe that they are punishing her for something and that she will know what that is.’ 
 
    ‘They could be thoroughly irrational and not care whether she realises or not,’ Sophie said. ‘They may hate her and wish to torment her for a reason we would consider trifling.’ She twisted round to frown at him. ‘That is going to make your task much harder.’ 
 
    Jared nodded. ‘And what makes it harder still is that Lord Northam wishes me to escort his wife when she goes outside their home.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that a problem? I am sure he feels much better knowing you are protecting her.’ 
 
    Flynn cleared his throat. ‘Er, as Cal said – virile young studs…’ 
 
    Sophie snorted inelegantly. ‘Balderdash! Oh, I am sorry, Jared. I mean, not that you are not a… er… I am sure you are perfectly… Oh bother, you known what I mean. But Lord Northam himself is employing you.’ 
 
    ‘It is not what Lord Northam thinks that matters. It is what the more salacious-minded gossips might conclude, Sophie darling,’ Cal said. 
 
    ‘Especially if she were to become pregnant,’ Flynn added. ‘Are she and her husband –’ 
 
    ‘I am not sure. I can hardly ask, but I suspect not.’ 
 
    Sophie got the point immediately. ‘That is disgraceful. People’s evil minds, I mean. Not whether she and her husband share a bed.’ 
 
    ‘It is certainly unpleasant. Which is why I want to be at the ball tonight so I can guard Lady Northam without appearing to attend in company with both her and her husband,’ Jared said. 
 
    ‘You all have unpleasantly convoluted minds,’ Sophie said severely. ‘Poor woman. Is she able to confide in her friends or must she suspect everyone?’ 
 
    ‘She has no friends. She is not an aristocrat, her origins, at least so far as the ton is concerned, are obscure, and she has caught a rich and titled husband very much older than she is. She tells me no-one is actively hostile, merely distant.’ 
 
    ‘I will not be distant,’ Sophie declared. ‘I shall make her my friend and where the Duchess of Calderbrook leads others will want to follow.’ She tipped up her chin and then laughed when she caught her husband’s eye. ‘I still cannot quite believe I am a duchess, so I had better practise.’ 
 
    From the expression on Cal’s face as he looked at his wife, with her famous guinea-gold hair rumpled and her blue eyes dancing, Jared guessed he wanted to spend some time ensuring she was thoroughly convinced she was a duchess – and whose duchess she was. He felt a sudden, unpleasant, stab of jealousy for what they had and got to his feet. ‘I must go, but I’ll come back here if I may this evening to see if Flynn has worked miracles on my clothing and change before the ball.’ 
 
    ‘Come to dinner,’ Cal said. 
 
    ‘And borrow a waistcoat,’ Flynn muttered as Jared let himself out, pausing to lift Sophie’s hand to his lips with an extravagant flourish, just to tease Cal. 
 
    It was despicable to feel jealous of his closest friend, the man who was like a brother to him. Jared’s thoughts juddered to a halt, shied away from the word. Cal was more than a brother could ever be. Jared had recreated himself and in the process had invented a man who could never marry a lady of rank. But there were other women in the world. One of them, perhaps, was for him. One of them who was not already married. 
 
      
 
    Jared spent a couple of hours over beyond the Tower, catching up on neglected business with the swordsmith he patronised. When he finally reached Great Ryder Street it was to find that the builders had made good progress. The interior was virtually ready for the carpenters to install the doors, panelling and trim and for the decorators to turn it from a building site to an elegant masculine haven. 
 
    Upstairs the great bed was installed with a note propped up on it to say that the foreman had checked the beams beneath the floor and were satisfied they were strong enough. The big copper bathtub stood in what would become his dressing room and Jared regarded it with a longing for hot water and plenty of it. Another cold scrub would have to suffice – and he must find a manservant very soon. 
 
    The distant thud of the knocker on the front door reached him up the stairs. That was another thing… He jotted doorbell on a scrap of paper on his way past the table. When he opened the door the young man on the other side visibly braced himself to face the scowl. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Jared demanded, impatient. 
 
    ‘I have come to apply for the position of gentleman’s gentleman, Mr Hunt. My name is Anthony Dover.’ 
 
    ‘You are a mind reader?’ Jared studied the youthful, freckled face. 
 
    The lad – if he was more than eighteen Jared would be surprised – looked back stolidly. ‘I understand you require someone in that capacity. I am an acquaintance of Michael Flynn, the Duke of Calderbrook’s man, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Are you, indeed?’ 
 
    Dover coloured up. ‘Not that kind of friend, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Flynn’s personal preferences are his own business,’ Jared said mildly. ‘As are yours, providing you can avoid getting arrested for them on my time.’ He and Cal had rescued Michael Flynn from a beating on the streets of New York and neither of them regretted it, despite Michael’s illegal sexual inclinations occasionally making life more than a little interesting in the course of their travels. 
 
    The blush deepened, but Dover persevered. ‘I happened to see Flynn this afternoon. This is my half-day off. I am an under-footman, sir, with Lord Porton. But I have ambitions to better myself.’ 
 
    ‘And you think working as the sole servant to a non-titled swordmaster will do that?’ 
 
    ‘I wish to learn swordsmanship, sir. I am willing to work for board and lodgings and tuition. Flynn says that you won’t always be living in the middle of a building site and that I’d do well to attach myself to you now.’ He was taut with earnestness, Jared saw, keeping himself still with an effort, like a gundog puppy quivering in anticipation of the order to retrieve. 
 
    ‘Come in.’ He walked through to the salle d’armes, unlocked a cupboard, took out two foils and without warning tossed one to the young man who caught it by the hilt. ‘Defend yourself.’ And then he attacked. 
 
    A frantic two minutes later Anthony Dover was flat against the wall, his foil on the other side of the room and the blunted point of Jared’s blade at his throat. 
 
    ‘Not bad. How do I know Flynn sent you?’ 
 
    Dover swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing against the cold metal. ‘He said perhaps I could persuade you to wear colours, sir, and that he had a purple waistcoat that would be a good start. And he said you had a magnificent figure and would do my reputation as a valet a deal of good if I didn’t make a hash of dressing you.’ 
 
    Jared lowered his foil and went to pick up the other one. ‘When can you start?’ he said when he turned, his face straight again. Magnificent figure indeed. Michael would pay for that crack. 
 
    ‘Tomorrow, sir. Lord Porton’s closing up the London house and going to the country and I was to stay as part of the caretaking staff, so I think the butler will let me go without me working my notice. He’ll give me a character, sir. Not that he likes me much, but he’s fair enough.’ 
 
    ‘No need if Flynn vouches for you. Come tomorrow, then. If I am not here the workmen will let you in. If Lord Porton’s butler docks your wages owing in lieu of notice, tell me.’ 
 
    ‘Sir, thank you, sir. I’ll – ’ 
 
    ‘Stop gabbling. You can have bed, board, the proper wage for the position,’ – he’d consult Flynn about that – ‘and tuition. In return I want absolute discretion from you about every aspect of my business. Understand? I know servants gossip – but you never, ever, speak of what I do, what you hear, who comes here. If you do you will wish I merely sacked you as a consequence.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ The lad positively blushed. ‘My ambition is to be the kind of valet that Flynn is. You don’t get to be like that without absolute loyalty. Thank you, sir. You won’t regret it.’ 
 
    ‘No, I will not.’ Jared smiled and Dover swallowed visibly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Flynn’s found me a manservant,’ Jared remarked as he passed a dish of salsify to Sophie. They were serving themselves without footmen in attendance and they could relax. ‘Youthful, freckled and with a yen to learn swordsmanship. I have no idea where he found him, although he says he is a friend. But not that kind of friend.’ 
 
    Sophie nodded. She knew about Flynn’s sexuality but Jared suspected that the only thing that mattered to her was that he was loyal to Cal. ‘I know. I overheard him in the kitchen this afternoon – it was his half day and he came round to sob on Flynn’s shoulder. Not literally, of course. It seems the Portman’s butler has a down on him, or, rather, he favours his own nephew who is in service there and young – Dover, is it? – young Dover has been getting the short end of the stick for far too long. You should be all right with him, Flynn is a good judge of character.’ 
 
    ‘Michael has learned to be cautious,’ Cal said. ‘Anyway, I am glad he has found you someone, although whether this young man can raise the dead with as much skill as Flynn has used on that suit of yours remains to be seen.’ 
 
    Jared glanced down at his immaculate self and nodded. ‘He has made a good job of it, considering that I packed my riding boots and a pile of books on top of it. He is sulking because I won’t wear that confounded waistcoat of yours though.’ His was of black watered silk, as always. 
 
    ‘I bought it on a whim and he is quite correct, it looks appallingly clerical. I shall have to send it to a charity for distressed prelates, but I will tease him with it a little longer.’ 
 
    ‘Never mind your waistcoats,’ Sophie said with a wave of her empty wine glass. ‘How can we help Lady Northam? Other than by befriending her, of course.’ 
 
    Jared leaned over to refill her glass. ‘Keep an eye on her this evening. Does anyone watch her in particular? Do you overhear any remarks about her? Someone must hate her.’ 
 
    Sophie shivered. ‘It is awful. We will do our best.’ 
 
      
 
    Was there anywhere lonelier than the midst of a crowd of people? Guin descended the shallow sweep of stairs down into the Fulborne’s ballroom, her hand on Augustus’s arm, her chin up, a smile on her lips that felt as though it had been tacked there. 
 
    She knew she looked well. That was important, that was one of the things that she owed to Augustus. The gown of silver net over palest blue silk was a masterpiece of elegant simplicity, setting off the aquamarine and diamond set that had been her husband’s wedding present. The gems were chill around her neck and over her bosom, the weight of the earrings pinched at her earlobes, her wrists felt weighted down by bracelets and the combs fixing the delicate tiara into her hair seemed to dig in claws. 
 
    Smile. Someone out there hates me, so do not show them my fear. Was her enemy in this swirling throng, did one of the faces that had turned to look when they had been announced hide the secret to the persecution? Or was her tormentor operating at a distance through bought agents? 
 
    But she was not alone, she must remember that. She had Augustus, bless him, although she wanted to protect him as much as he wanted to shield her. And now she had Jared Hunt who made her feel safe even as he made her feel so very unsafe, simply by being himself, so uncompromisingly male. 
 
    Where was he? Had he arrived already? She supposed he would have done, he was a professional. Guin scanned the crowd, but it was more difficult now they were at the level of the ballroom. People smiled, nodded, made momentary small talk as they passed, but no-one lingered long, not to talk to the young woman with no connections and no status who had ensnared a doting elderly viscount. 
 
    Once she had partners and Augustus was satisfied that she was dancing happily, then he would be absorbed into one of the groups of older men here to escort their daughters and wives. His friends, his generation, not hers. 
 
    ‘Lord Northam! How delightful to see you again. We were introduced at Lady Sefton’s reception, do you recall? Sophie Calderbrook. This must be your wife.’ The blue-eyed beauty with the wonderful golden hair who was smiling at her with genuine warmth was the Duchess of Calderbrook? A duchess wanting an introduction to me? 
 
    Augustus was beaming. ‘Certainly, Your Grace, this is Lady Northam. Guinnie, my dear, the Duchess of Calderbrook. Ah – and here is the Duke.’ 
 
    ‘And may I introduce our friend Mr Hunt?’ The Duke arrived at his wife’s wide with Jared and they both shook hands and smiled and Jared behaved as though he had never set eyes on her before. 
 
    So that was why the Duchess had taken a sudden fancy to be introduced – but what was the ambiguous Mr Hunt doing in the Duke’s party at a ball? She had thought that he was only going to ask an ex-employer for help to secure an invitation, yet both the Duke and Duchess were treating him as a close friend. He was smiling at her now, with the perfectly-calculated expression of a man who is admiring a married lady in the most respectful way. Then his left eyelid flickered down in an unmistakeable wink and she caught back the sudden laughter. 
 
    ‘Now then, what is the state of your dance card, Lady Northam?’ the Duchess asked. ‘Because mine is empty. Cal, darling, which of mine do you want? You may not have more than two. Jared, you must ask me for at least one, to save me the embarrassment of an empty card.’ 
 
    Guin blinked at the Duchess who was teasing Augustus now about his reluctance to dance. And other men were joining their group and asking for dances from both the Duchess and from her, respectable married men who had never asked Guin before. She suspected that was because their wives had disapproved of her and had decided that she was planning to be a Wicked Widow before long. 
 
    ‘There is a good table over there, I will save it for us.’ The Duke cut diagonally across the dance floor, empty just now with the dancing not yet begun. 
 
    The Duchess tucked her hand through Guin’s arm. ‘You will join us won’t you, Lady Northam? Oh look, there are my Mama and Step Papa.’ She waved and an older version of her gilded beauty waved back. ‘Theirs was a famous love match,’ she confided as they made their way across to the grouping of chairs against the wall, set around a small table and with a perfect view of the dance floor. ‘It is hopelessly embarrassing having people sigh over them, even now. 
 
    ‘There.’ The Duchess settled herself, patted the chair next to her. ‘We are going to be great friends. You must call me Sophie and you are Guinevere, I think? Such a lovely name.’ 
 
    It was utterly confusing. ‘What has Mr Hunt told you about me?’ Guin said abruptly as she sat down. Her given name for a start, because no-one had used it during the introductions. The only possible reason for this extraordinary show of friendship must be that Jared had spoken of her to them and had asked them to acknowledge her. 
 
    ‘He said that he thought you needed a friend and that he wanted to come to the ball with us so as to keep watch over you without it being too obvious. And if you require Jared to look after you then you are in need of more than friendship.’ She leaned closer. ‘He scared me to death when we first met – he can seem so very sinister – but he is my husband’s closest friend and has saved his life and now I think he is wonderful. But do not tell him I said so or he will tease me. And Cal and I are utterly discreet, so you can tell me all about your problem if you wish. And if you do not, then I will still hope to be your friend.’ 
 
    ‘Your Grace – ’ 
 
    ‘Sophie, please. And my husband is Cal to all our friends.’ 
 
    ‘Sophie, I do not know why you should wish to befriend me, other than to please Mr Hunt. I have married above me, and I am very much younger than my husband and that seems enough for most people to turn away from anything other than mere acquaintance.’ 
 
    ‘I am a duchess,’ Sophie said. ‘It took me quite a while to get used to it, but believe me, if I take you up, then the silly geese who assume the worst will soon revise their ideas. And as for why, then I can only say that I do not have so many friends that another is not very welcome and if Jared says I will like someone, then I trust his judgement.’ 
 
    ‘I... excuse me.’ Guin tugged ineffectually at the tight strings of her reticule. 
 
    Sophie handed her a handkerchief. ‘Blow your nose, smile, do not let the vultures see any signs of weakness.’ She laughed and her husband turned and looked at her with such love in his eyes that Guin wanted to cry even more. 
 
    Instead she sniffed and managed to get into her reticule. ‘Thank you, Here is my clean one in exchange. Goodness knows why kindness should be so weakening – I have managed not to shed a tear up to now and the most ghastly things have been happening.’ 
 
    ‘It is reaction to the sight of the relieving army coming over the hill,’ Sophie said with a chuckle. ‘You were fighting by yourself and then Jared arrived, and he is a complete regiment in himself, and now Cal and I have joined the barricades. We have a few moments before the music begins, you can tell me the bare outline of the problem.’ She raised her voice a little. ‘Cal, darling, fend people off while I talk to Guinevere.’ 
 
    Guin told it all, as briefly as she could, from the first incident up to the firework down the chimney. Sophie gasped and nodded encouragingly and waved and smiled at passing acquaintances as though she had been involved in intrigue all her life and was not hearing a shocking and puzzling tale. 
 
    ‘They are not trying to kill you, are they?’ she said when the tale was told. ‘I should think it might be easier to solve if they were. I wonder what on earth can be behind it.’ 
 
    ‘And I wonder whether your kindness will frighten them off or aggravate them,’ Guin said slowly. 
 
    ‘It might be better if they are aggravated.’ Jared had been leaning against a pillar just behind them. Now he came and sat beside Sophie. ‘The last thing we want is them going to ground at this point when we have no clue about who it is, or why.’ 
 
    Guin looked at him properly for the first time that evening, now she could do so while pretending to be talking to the Duchess. He looked sleek and dangerous, all in black against the colour and glitter of the ballroom, his hair clubbed back severely at the nape of his neck in a style that should have looked old-fashioned but which merely served to emphasise how different he was from the men around him. 
 
    ‘Are you armed, Jared?’ Sophie demanded. ‘I find it positively unnerving, seeing you without a sword.’ 
 
    ‘Knives,’ he said laconically. ‘I do not expect an attack here, although I am watching for one, of course. My suspicion is that whoever is targeting Lady Northam is employing agents of a kind who would not fit in a ballroom.’ The dark eyes surveyed the room, narrowed. ‘Except as footmen, we must not overlook them. What I am hoping for is to pick up gossip, to see who is watching Lady Northam, watching in the hope of seeing some sign of strain. To find the principal behind this, in effect.’ 
 
    ‘You think that is what this is?’ Sophie asked. ‘Harassment?’ 
 
    ‘The attacks have not escalated in danger, no explicit threats or demands have been made. Here comes the orchestra. Lady Northam, who is your first dance partner?’ 
 
    ‘The Duke,’ she confessed, hardly believing it as the musicians stopped tuning and swept their bows over the strings in a flourish. 
 
    The Duke – Cal – stood up, bowed and offered his hand. ‘I assume I stay in the middle of the floor?’ he asked Jared. 
 
    ‘No, go where you will. I am watching. Oh, and do not accept a supper dance invitation, Lady Northam. You will join the Duke’s party.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Hunt is very assertive,’ Guin observed, taking the proffered hand. A duke taking orders from a swordmaster? 
 
    ‘That is one way of putting it.’ The Duke was almost grinning. ‘He knows what he is doing. There is no need to be frightened, Lady Northam.’ 
 
    ‘I do not think I am,’ she said as they took their places for the first set. ‘I suppose I ought to be, but I am more angry than alarmed now. Although I am worried about the effect this anxiety and suspense is having on my husband.’ 
 
    They were separated by the measures and besides, this was no topic of conversation for the dance floor. Guin made herself forget the threat and her worries and allowed herself to enjoy dancing with a duke and attending a social function where no-one was regarding her coolly or judging her motives and her character simply on the basis of her marriage. 
 
      
 
    ‘Good night, Mr Hunt.’ Guinevere turned halfway up the stairs. Jared had come in with them, had checked on the men guarding the basement and the roof, made certain the night porter was alert, had inspected every window and door. Now he stood on the threshold with Twite holding the door open ready for him to leave. ‘Thank you,’ she said. 
 
    She looked tired and the glow of excitement and happiness that had clung to her throughout the evening had ebbed away by the time he had climbed down from his hackney carriage and followed the couple into the house. Her chin was up though, her back straight, and perversely that made him want to turn back and take her in his arms and comfort her even more than a trembling lip or threatening tears would have done. Not mine to comfort, not mine to hold. 
 
    ‘My pleasure, Lady Northam. Good night.’ 
 
    But it was not a pleasure, Jared thought as he went down the steps and began to walk home. It was frustrating, like chasing a thread of smoke. He could glimpse it, smell it but could not catch hold of it and he had no idea what had caused the fire that generated it in the first place. He was not even certain, when he did find it, whether the fire would prove to be a raging inferno or a smouldering twig. 
 
    Guinevere did not help. Not in the slightest. She was clouding his judgment, making him second-guess every conclusion, every decision, because she was a married woman, his client’s wife, the person he was supposed to be protecting – and he wanted her. 
 
    It was only dishonourable if he acted on that desire, he told himself as he strode along the empty streets, all his senses, and all of him that was not thinking, attuned to the smells and sounds around him, the feel of the place. He was not being followed and, although there were shadowy figures lurking in every darkened corner, they were on the look-out for easy prey, not for him. A pity, he would have almost welcomed a fight tonight. 
 
    There was the glimmer of light behind the shutters of the upstairs windows when he reached Great Ryder Street. Dover, it seemed had taken up residence early. Even so, Jared eased the key in the lock gently, then secured it behind him with barely a click. The new bolts slid silently into place and he padded through the rest of the ground floor checking widows and the back door. From above his head he heard the sound of footsteps on the bare boards, the clang of what sounded like a saucepan. 
 
    He climbed the stairs, a thin blade in his hand, missed out the fourth from the top with its deliberate loud creak and swung open the door, entering fast, poised on the balls of his feet. Behind the door. 
 
    Dover stepped out, lowering the carving knife he held as he did so. ‘Good evening, sir. They said I could leave at once, so I came as soon as I could.’ With his bland expression and his calm voice he was almost a parody of the ideal servant. Although he was having to work to control his breathing, Jared noticed. He had given his new manservant a scare, however well he hid it. 
 
    ‘Good morning, I believe.’ Distantly he heard the clock on St James’s Palace strike two. ‘Very good.’ Worryingly good, in fact, scare or not. ‘An excellent reception. How did you hear me?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t, sir.’ Dover went through to the little kitchen. ‘I had left the door at the top of the stairs ajar and it swung a little when you opened the street door and I felt the draft. So I closed it, just in case it was not you. Would you like some cold beef and bread, sir? There’s the ale, or I can make tea or coffee. There doesn’t seem to be any chocolate. I will go shopping in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘We will make a list. We’ll have whatever’s left in the larder now, together. How long have you been here?’ He looked around at swept floors, surfaces that had been dusted. Through the open kitchen door the old range looked as though someone had attacked it with a scouring brush. 
 
    ‘Since just before the builders left, sir. I’ve done the best I can, but there are a lot of things missing, like flat irons and a mattress for your bed.’ 
 
    ‘Go round to the Duke of Calderbrook’s house when you’ve shopped for food and see Flynn. Tell him what else you think we need and ask him where to get it from. 
 
    ‘You found the box bed in the cupboard in the little chamber? That’s your room and you will need a mattress for that, I’ll need one for my bed, as you said – Gillows, I imagine will be best for those. Here.’ He took several of his cards from his pocket and tossed them on the table along with some money. ‘That’s a start on housekeeping. Buy a ledger and keep track of what you are spending and open shop accounts for the big things. If you need any advice, ask Flynn. All right? I’m rather tied up at the moment, but we will get some more furniture soon. Oh, and you do not have to keep calling me sir when we’re alone.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. I mean, yes, it is all clear. I could go round to the auction room as well, see if there are things there that we need for the kitchen and my room.’ He went through to the kitchen and Jared heard him making up the fire. 
 
    ‘As you like,’ he said. ‘I have an account at Christie’s already, so just show them my card. I want comfortable and practical up here, Dover, not fashionable or smart.’ He was saving his money for the public areas downstairs where only the best would do to attract the class of client he wanted – and then to make them feel at home when he had them. 
 
    They ate, Dover answering questions about his childhood in rural Kent with his widowed mother and three sisters and his training, which seemed to have been thorough until the new butler arrived and favoured his own kin over him. One of the grooms had been an ex-soldier with a liking for swordplay who had taught him the rudiments and left him wanting to learn more. 
 
    Finally they snuffed the candles and went to their rooms. Jared rolled himself up in a blanket on top of the stretched ropes of the big bedstead, leaving Dover to make himself a nest in the box bed. 
 
    Six o’clock in the morning would be plenty early enough to wake. Lord and Lady Northam would not be stirring much before eleven after such a late night. Jared punched the pillow and told himself to go to sleep. He could chase that elusive drift of smoke in his dreams. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    The frantic hammering on the door brought Jared wide awake into a faint dawn light. He flung back the blankets and met Dover half way across the living room. The young man was jamming the tails of his nightshirt into his breeches. ‘I’ll get it, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Key.’ Jared tossed it to him and followed him down, bare chested, bare footed, hair loose around his shoulders, picking up a rapier as he went. 
 
    Dover slammed back the bolts and unlocked the door. He opened it a crack but was knocked back by the liveried footman who virtually fell through the gap. 
 
    ‘Hoskins?’ Jared recognised him as the Northam’s footman, the one with the burly brothers. ‘What is wrong?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Mr Hunt, sir. You’re to come at once, Mr Twite says. It’s dreadful, sir, the worst thing!’ 
 
    ‘What has happened now?’ Jared resisted the urge to slap the man. He pulled him right into the room and closed the door. 
 
    ‘Oh, dead, sir, dead in the night and stone cold this morning!’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ His guts seemed suddenly hollow, his lungs empty of air. ‘Your mistress? Pull yourself together, man.’ 
 
    ‘The master, sir. Lord Northam.’ 
 
    Thank God. He almost said it out loud. ‘How? Heart attack?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir. Mr Twite says it looks like poisoning, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Is your mistress safe? Has the doctor been sent for? And the Coroner?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know about them, Mr Hunt. It was the mistress who said to get you and Mr Twite said to run, not that there’s anything to be done for the master now, poor gentleman. The mistress is not ill, if that’s what you mean, sir, just very upset. But she’s taking charge of things.’ The man was regaining his own composure now that he had his breath back and he was unloading the problem onto someone else. 
 
    ‘Go back. Tell them I said nothing is to be touched where Lord Northam was found, nothing is to be cleared up or cleaned. Ask Mr Twite to send for the doctor and the Coroner immediately and inform Lady Northam that I will be with her directly.’ 
 
    He closed the door and made for the stairs. ‘Dover, is the stove still hot? Yes? Then make coffee at once. Then get dressed. I need you to deliver a note to the Duchess of Calderbrook, then have some breakfast and get on with things here.’ 
 
    He scribbled, Lord N. dead. G. will need you. Jared, sanded and folded it, slapped on a wafer to seal it. 
 
    Dover handed him a cup of coffee and gulped his own, wincing at the heat. ‘Yes, sir. I’ll be out right behind you. Do you need hot water now?’ 
 
    Jared scrubbed a hand over his chin. He’d had a shave before the ball, so the morning beard was not as bad as it might be. Speed was more important than appearances. ‘No. That can wait.’ He tied his hair back, not taking the time to braid it tightly, and pulled on clothes, fastened his sword belt. 
 
    He ran. It was quicker than trying to find a hackney at that hour and it cleared his head of the fumes of last night’s wine and the fug of too little sleep. The door of the house swung open as he came up the steps. It was Hoskins the footman again. ‘Where?’ Jared snapped. 
 
    ‘Upstairs, sir. Doctor Felbrigg is here already, the mistress sent for him while I was going to you, sir.’ 
 
    Jared made himself walk up the stairs. There would be enough of an air of panic in the house without him adding to it by charging about. A door at the end of the first landing stood open and he went in without knocking. A tall man he recognised as Doctor Felbrigg bent over a sprawled figure on the bed, Twite and a footman stood helpless to one side and, at the sound of his footsteps, Guinevere turned from where she had been standing in the middle of the room. 
 
    ‘Oh!’ She started towards him, her tear-streaked face breaking into a tremulous smile of relief. ‘You came, Ja–’ She broke off at the abrupt movement of his hand and the smile froze, to be replaced with a stony dignity, as though he had snubbed her. 
 
      
 
    Of course, the last thing Jared wanted was a weeping female throwing herself at him, and in front of witnesses. Witnesses. Yes, of course, this was about rumour and appearances. Formality was sensible, there was no call to feel as though he had slapped her. Guin drew herself up and inclined her head. ‘Thank you for coming so promptly, Mr Hunt. As you can see, Doctor Felbrigg is here. But he says there is nothing – ’ She swallowed. ‘There is nothing that can be done for Augustus.’ 
 
    ‘Lady Northam, why do you not go and lie down and have your woman attend you? The Duchess of Calderbrook will be here just as soon as she can.’ 
 
    ‘So kind of her, thank you. But I will stay in this room until she comes.’ 
 
    ‘At least sit down.’ Jared pulled out an easy chair and arranged the leather-covered dressing-screen so that it was shielded from the bed. ‘Here. You will not be abandoning your post then.’ 
 
    She let him lead her to the chair and sat and then, his back to the room, he finally smiled. ‘Courage, Guinevere.’ It was a murmur, but she heard it, nodded. He turned away to the dressing table, returned to hand her one of Augustus’s big white linen handkerchiefs and then went back to the doctor, leaving her privacy to mop up the worst of the tears. 
 
    It had been shock and pity, she realised. Poor Augustus had looked so very old in death, so lumpen and ungainly. How he would have hated the indignity of being seen like that, in those rumpled, stained bedclothes, in the midst of the stink of sickness and worse. Guin blew her nose and made herself listen to what the men were saying. 
 
    ‘Did his lordship have anything to eat when he got home, Twite? Or to drink?’ The doctor’s voice was muffled as though he was bending over the bed. 
 
    ‘Nothing, doctor. It was not his habit to take refreshment when he came home so late. There was a carafe of water by his bedside as usual, but that seems untouched.’ There was a pause. ‘The glass is dry.’ 
 
    ‘Well, something has made him very sick indeed.’ 
 
    ‘Is there any reason we may not open the window and refresh the air in here?’ 
 
    ‘No, Mr Hunt. None now. I have been unable to detect any odours which might have helped my diagnosis.’ He said something, low-voiced, to Jared about stomach contents and Guin pressed the handkerchief to her mouth until the desire to vomit had passed. 
 
    ‘Twite.’ That was Jared again. ‘Do you have a tactful, discreet footman, one who can go round to Lady Fulborne’s house and discover if there have been reports of anyone else taking sick? Someone who can manage it without revealing what has occurred here? If there has been an outbreak of food poisoning this death would have a straightforward, if tragic, explanation.’ 
 
    ‘At once, sir.’ Twite hurried out. 
 
    ‘Mr Hunt,’ Guin said, from behind the screen. ‘I do not think my husband ate anything that I did not, last night at the ball. You ate at the buffet also. We are both perfectly well.’ 
 
    ‘Shellfish are notoriously dangerous, Lady Northam,’ the doctor interjected. ‘It could take just one bad oyster, crab or lobster.’ 
 
    ‘Augustus did not eat shellfish of any kind,’ she objected. 
 
    ‘What are those on the floor? Be careful, Doctor, you almost crushed them with your foot. See? Here, let me gather them up.’ A moment later Jared came around the screen, his hands cupped around something that glittered. ‘Lady Northam, do you know what these are? There are five of them.’ 
 
    She picked one up, a crumpled little silver-paper square about three inches across. ‘It is a sweet wrapper. But it should not be in here, Augustus was not supposed to eat sweetmeats. You forbade it yourself, Doctor.’ 
 
    ‘I did indeed, and without much effect by the look of it. There is an uneaten one here beside the bed. Marchpane I would guess.’ 
 
    ‘Marchpane? Peter, find Faith and bring her here please.’ Jared came round the screen and looked at her, one eyebrow raised enquiringly. ‘I sent her away, it did not seem fair to inflict this – ’ she waved a hand to encompass the room ‘ – on her. She will not have gone far.’ The maid came and hesitated in the doorway. ‘Faith, where did you put that box of sweetmeats that came from Parmentier’s yesterday?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my lady, you said to hide it away from his lordship and I did, I am certain I did. I put it in the cupboard in your sitting room, I can recall as clear as day. But the box is back on the table again. I am sorry, my lady, if it was my error, and I did get held up with that that fuss over heating the smoothing irons on the kitchen range. I got to arguing with – ’ 
 
    ‘Never mind that now. Did you, or did you not, put the box in the cupboard?’ 
 
    ‘I would have sworn that I did, my lady. But it is on the table again now, so perhaps I didn’t.’ Faith looked ready to cry. ‘Is that what caused it?’ 
 
    She was normally very reliable, conscientious to a fault. Guin kept her voice gentle. ‘We do not know. If you did forget, then it was a genuine mistake. Just go and fetch it for the doctor, Faith.’ 
 
    ‘No. Show me,’ Jared said. ‘Do not touch it.’ 
 
    ‘I will come too. Follow us out and stand outside the door, let no-one in until I return,’ Doctor Felbrigg instructed the footman. 
 
    They all trooped along the corridor to Guin’s sitting room and stood around the table where the box sat in the middle. 
 
    ‘When we left it the top was back on properly, my lady, not like this,’ Faith offered. ‘I had set it back nice and square and tied the ribbon and then you said to put it away so that his lordship wasn’t tempted to take one. I said to myself that I’d do it when I had ordered your bath water and I’d swear that I did.’ 
 
    ‘But you were all in a bustle and there was a lot to do,’ Guin suggested. ‘You told yourself you would do it, so perhaps, in your mind, you thought you had.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my lady,’ Faith said miserably. ‘Perhaps.’ 
 
    Jared reached over and lifted the lid, turning back the silver paper that lay over the contents with his fingertips. ‘Six, no, eight are missing.’ 
 
    ‘When I came home from the dressmaker it had been delivered and I had a fondant and Faith had one of the crystallised fruits, I think.’ 
 
    ‘Orange it was, my lady.’ 
 
    ‘And you were expecting to receive these sweetmeats? Or were they a surprise present?’ 
 
    ‘Aug… My husband had placed a regular order for a box each week from Parmentier’s. But they should know not to include marchpane which I do not like and which Augustus adores… adored. I was surprised when I opened this box to see them.’ 
 
    ‘So you would not have been tempted to even nibble at one?’ When she shook her head the doctor strode out and came back a few minutes later with a small box that had once held soap in his hands. ‘I have put the remaining marchpane and the wrappers in here. They must be tested by a chemist. The Coroner may well decide to have the entire box tested.’ 
 
    Guin sat down on the nearest chair. It felt as though the tendons in her legs had been cut. ‘Poison? You suspect that Augustus was deliberately poisoned? By eating the sweetmeats in my box?’ 
 
    ‘We cannot rule it out, Lady Northam. We have to check everything, you know.’ Doctor Felbrigg’s bedside manner seemed unshakeable, but his face betrayed him. That was exactly what he thought. 
 
    Not an accident, not a heart attack. Time seemed to have slowed to a sticky, slow-moving trickle. Guin turned to look up at Jared, still and dark and grim-faced like an angel of death in the room. ‘You said they were not trying to kill. You said they were an inept assassin,’ she said. ‘Now look! They have murdered Augustus and what have you done to prevent it?’ 
 
    ‘Who, exactly, has murdered your husband, Lady Northam?’ It was a new voice, elderly, precise, dry as old bones. 
 
    They turned as one to face the door and Twite hurried into the room on the very coat-tails of the stranger. ‘I am sorry, Lady Northam, but Mr Runcorn insisted… Mr Runcorn the Coroner, my lady.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Runcorn.’ There had to be some etiquette for this, something in the rules of manners for Receiving the Coroner as your husband lies poisoned just along the corridor. Guin felt the wild bubble of laughter rising inside her and closed her eyes against the longing to simply give way. 
 
    ‘Be assured, sir, that if we did know that we would have informed the nearest magistrate by now,’ Jared said coolly. 
 
    It gave her the moment’s grace she needed to quell the hysteria. Guin opened her eyes and stood up. ‘Someone has been harassing me with attacks. This is Mr Hunt, employed by my husband to investigate. He had concluded that the attacks were too random and too ineffectual to be actual attempts on my life and both my husband and I agreed with him. It appears we were all wrong.’ And she had been wrong to turn on Jared like that. He could not have prevented this. 
 
    ‘My condolences, Lady Northam. Mr Hunt, did you make the discovery?’ 
 
    ‘No. I was at my home in Great Ryder Street. A footman was sent to rouse me with the news. Doctor Felbrigg was already here when I arrived.’ 
 
    ‘Who did discover his lordship?’ 
 
    ‘His valet, Tonkin,’ Guin said. ‘He sent word to me and I went immediately to my husband’s room. I saw at once that he was dead. Mr Runcorn, will you not take a chair? 
 
    ‘Thank you no, my lady. I will go into the bedchamber now and view the deceased. Has anything been disturbed in the room?’ 
 
    ‘I believe Tonkin threw back the bed covers in his efforts to discover what was wrong. The doctor may have moved my husband’s… my husband. Nothing else has been touched except a window being opened just now and a chair and screen moved so I could sit down.’ 
 
    ‘I found the silver paper squares that had held marchpane sweetmeats on the floor by the bed. It appears Lord Northam had eaten them last night. I picked them up. Doctor Felbrigg assisted me and he then placed them, and the remaining sweetmeat, in a box which he now has in his possession,’ Jared said. ‘They came from this box here. We were just discussing securing it to await your arrival.’ He looked across at Guin. ‘May her ladyship retire with her maid to her room? She has sustained an appalling shock and should be lying down.’ 
 
    ‘I have no objection to Lady Northam retiring to a drawing room, but I have questions – ’ 
 
    ‘Her Grace the Duchess of Calderbrook, my lady,’ Twite pronounced. 
 
    Sophie swept in past the men without looking to left or right, flung her arms around Guin and hugged her tight. ‘Oh, Guinevere, my dear. I am so very sorry! Tell me what I can do – if you want to come back with me, or I can stay, or if you wish me to go to the devil because you want to be alone, I will take myself off.’ 
 
    ‘You are so kind.’ Guin bit her lower lip until the pressing urge to simply flee with Sophie subsided a little. ‘Being alone is unlikely to be possible, just at the moment. Doctor Felbrigg is here, and Mr Hunt, as you can see, and this gentlemen is Mr Runcorn the Coroner.’ 
 
    Sophie gave her shoulder an encouraging squeeze and turned. ‘Doctor Felbrigg, I am sorry to see you on such a melancholy occasion when only a week past you were dining with us. And Jared, I came as soon as I heard from you.’ Guin realised what she was doing, establishing the credentials of the two men to the Coroner as intimates of a duke and duchess. In the case of the doctor it was probably unnecessary, but it could only help where Jared was concerned. 
 
    ‘Mr Runcorn.’ Sophie held out her hand and shook his briskly. ‘I can see you are a man of experience and intelligence, which is a huge relief under the circumstances.’ 
 
    ‘You are aware of the circumstances, Your Grace?’ Mr Runcorn, who looked to be at least sixty years old and unaccustomed to being spoken to with decision by young duchesses, let alone being shaken by the hand, regarded her solemnly over his spectacles. 
 
    ‘But of course. Lady Northam is dear to us and Mr Hunt is my husband’s closest friend. Doctor Felbrigg is our doctor, but much more than that, to all my family. The distressing persecution Lady Northam has been suffering is of great concern to us.’ 
 
      
 
    Sophie is overdoing it, Jared thought. Runcorn is nobody’s fool and such a display of big guns is going to make him wonder what there is to necessitate it. And Guinevere looks ready to drop where she stands. Quite what was keeping her on her feet he was not certain, but he could not place much reliance on it lasting for long. 
 
    ‘Perhaps Her Grace could accompany Lady Northam to the drawing room so she may rest while you inspect the bedchamber, Mr Runcorn?’ he suggested. 
 
    The Coroner murmured, ‘Certainly, certainly.’ Guinevere, Sophie and the maid went out. The three men looked at each with what Jared suspected was a mutual male relief at having the threat of feminine emotion removed, then the Coroner said, ‘Let us proceed,’ and Doctor Felbrigg led the way into the bedchamber. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Lord Northam was in good health for a man of his age?’ Runcorn asked as he stood looking down at the contorted body on the bed. 
 
    ‘In many ways he was in good health for a man five years younger,’ Felbrigg stated. ‘However, his heart gave some trouble if he exerted himself very strenuously and I was concerned to keep his weight down so as not to increase the strain. But he was quite capable of long walks or active rides and he withstood shocks and alarms well.’ 
 
    ‘You had forbidden him sweet things?’ The Coroner looked at the open box the doctor had given him. He picked up one of the silver wrappers, sniffed it and dropped it back in the box. ‘Marchpane. Almonds.’ 
 
    ‘I advised him about his weight and Lady Northam was, she assured me, being strict about desserts. She told me she hid her boxes of sweetmeats because he would steal them like a boy if he had the chance.’ 
 
    ‘And yet she did not hide this one.’ 
 
    ‘So it seems. An oversight when her maid, who should have removed it, was in a bustle before a ball, I understand.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm. And these attacks on her ladyship – they were all aimed at her and not at Lord Northam?’ 
 
    ‘It would appear so,’ Jared said. ‘The first was – ’ 
 
    ‘I will hear the detail direct from Lady Northam, I think, Mr Hunt. Strange that they should be ineffectual and yet this one should prove so deadly. You will perform a post-mortem examination, Doctor? And an analysis.’ He sniffed at the box. ‘Almonds. It does make one wonder…’ he added, brow furrowed. 
 
    He suspects cyanide, Jared thought. But, from what he knew about poisons, the effects on Lord Northam did not seem to him to match and it sounded as though the Coroner agreed with him. 
 
    ‘Doctor Strang who usually works with me will assist you,’ Runcorn added. 
 
    And that did not please Felbrigg one jot, Jared could tell from his tight-lipped expression as he nodded. He could hardly disagree or he would find himself entirely excluded. A post-mortem was expected, but the Coroner’s mood seemed to have hardened since Sophie’s arrival. Was that simply an official on his dignity because he resented ducal privilege or did he think they were conspiring to hide something? 
 
    ‘Lady Northam is very considerably younger than her husband,’ the Coroner observed as he stared down at the body. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Felbrigg agreed. 
 
    ‘He already has a family, I believe?’ 
 
    You know that perfectly well because you checked before you came. Jared kept quiet, leaving the family doctor to do the talking. He knew Felbrigg of old because he had been Sophie’s doctor before she married and he had become Cal’s too, after setting a dislocated shoulder. He was level-headed and would not allow the Coroner to goad him into any heated responses. 
 
    ‘Certainly. Both the daughters of the first marriage are on excellent terms with Lady Northam.’ 
 
    ‘One hopes that the prospect of a comfortable widowhood will make her grief easier to bear.’ The Coroner was examining the room as he talked, peering at window latches, running one finger down the frames, opening and closing doors. 
 
    ‘You must ask her lawyers about that,’ Felbrigg said, with rather more of a snap. ‘I have no idea of the settlements.’ 
 
    ‘I will most certainly do so.’ 
 
    The words, spoken calmly, were as good as a threat, Jared realised. It was natural that the Coroner would suspect Guinevere of poisoning her elderly husband to enjoy the freedoms of a wealthy widowhood. Which would make the inept attempts on her life seem all the more sinister in a way none of them had considered before. If Guinevere had orchestrated the attacks herself, confident of being unharmed… 
 
    Jared eased out of the room, walked soft-footed along the corridor then ran down the stairs and into the drawing room. The women – Sophie and Guinevere on the sofa, Faith on a seat to one side – looked up as he came in, their expressions compounded of grief, fear and expectation, uncannily similar. 
 
    ‘Guinevere, there is no comfortable way of saying this. You must be prepared. I believe Runcorn suspects – ’ 
 
    ‘That I killed Augustus.’ Guinevere was white to the lips and her hands were clasped tightly in her lap as though she could not otherwise control them, but her voice was steady. ‘He thinks that the attacks on me were a blind, that I arranged them so that when the poisoning happened it would look as though Augustus had eaten the sweets meant for me. That is it, is it not?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ And, heaven help him, he wondered if it were true himself. Was this an innocent, grieving widow or an exceptionally clever young woman who had ensnared a rich old husband, woven a mesh of conspiracy around herself, involved himself – and now, thanks to him, the Duke and Duchess of Calderbrook – in her wicked schemes? 
 
    He did not want it to be true, his emotions told him that it was not, but his head cautioned distance. I have known her for what? – barely three days. I know nothing of her except that she is lovely and intelligent and, fool that I am, I want her. In a fight he knew better than to let his emotions overcome his judgement, now a pair of mysterious blue-green eyes were turning his cold rationality into heated partisanship. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Jared repeated. ‘That is exactly what he thinks, although he has said nothing directly.’ 
 
    ‘Then he must be disabused of this notion,’ Sophie said, on her feet, her expression militant. ‘I will – ’ 
 
    ‘Do nothing. I should not have asked you to come, Sophie. It was an error of judgment and now the Coroner suspects that we are trying to use your influence, and Cal’s, to cover something up.’ 
 
    ‘That never occurred to me. Hell.’ Sophie could usually be relied upon for the unladylike response. ‘Hell and damnation.’ 
 
    ‘Quite,’ Jared agreed. ‘I understand that Guinevere will be glad of your support, but I suggest you take yourself home now, Sophie. Tell Cal what is going on and do nothing to inflame the situation.’ 
 
    Sophie left in a flurry of hugs and promises of whatever support was asked for and nothing more. ‘For the moment,’ she added darkly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you think she is planning a dramatic rescue from the steps of the gallows?’ Guin asked. Her laugh was just a trifle shaky, she found. 
 
    ‘Stop that,’ Jared said sharply. ‘You are becoming hysterical.’ 
 
    ‘You think so? I think I am being completely rational. There is not one of those attacks I could not have orchestrated myself, there is nothing I could not have paid some petty criminal to carry out. Then last night I could have left those sweets just where Augustus would see them and be tempted.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know what you stand to inherit?’ he asked. He was not bothering to be tactful, but he was right, pussy-footing around this would not help. 
 
    Guin frowned in thought. ‘Let me see. The use of the Dower House and an annual pension of one thousand pounds, both while I remain unmarried. To keep everything that Augustus gave me as presents – and I believe he catalogued anything of any value in case of dispute – and the contents of this house with the exception of family paintings, silver and items of furniture and china. All those and the gifts would be mine whether I remarried or not. Essentially, the things we chose together come to me. Again, it is all catalogued.’ 
 
    ‘So you could probably live in circumstances slightly reduced from your present state. There is no large inheritance. It is hardly an incentive to murder a doting and attentive husband.’ 
 
    ‘I hope that is what the Coroner thinks. But of course, he has only my word that Augustus was such a good husband. He probably believes I would be desperate to escape him or that I have a lover or something.’ The view from the window blurred as tears swam up again. ‘I should order all the curtains drawn and the knocker draped in black.’ Her voice cracked. ‘Jared, someone killed Augustus, the kindest, dearest man.’ 
 
    She knew that he watched, unmoving as the tears over-spilled, dripping onto the silk of her peignoir. ‘Faith will have trouble removing the marks,’ she said vaguely, scrubbing at her eyes like a tired child. ‘Did he… Would he have suffered? The thought of Augustus alone, in pain and fear in the darkness… It has been growing at the back of my mind like a great black thundercloud. The bedclothes were not much disturbed which gives me some hope.’ 
 
    ‘I think you are correct, but I am not going to speculate, at least, not with you. The less you know about whatever killed him and its effects, the better.’ 
 
    Guin hesitated over the words, then blurted them out anyway. If she could not be honest with this man, who seemed her only hope of help, who could she trust? ‘I do not want to be afraid. I want to mourn Augustus, to grieve for him, and all I can think of is that I might be suspected of killing him.’ 
 
    ‘I know. Whoever has done this has that to their account as well.’ He turned his head and looked at her, serious, intent. ‘This is not going to be pleasant or easy, but we will fight, and we will win through. But you must play their game, Guinevere. You must let those tears flow, you must keep those intelligent thoughts to yourself. You will send for your lawyer and you will cling to him and be the image of the widow too distressed to think clearly. And you will call me Mr Hunt at all times, in public and in private.’ 
 
    ‘But why?’ 
 
    ‘Because, Lady Northam, it is obvious that I am not a monk, nor am I blind, and Runcorn is looking for a lover in this case. I would be, in his shoes.’ 
 
    ‘And he will think that you and I… That we are – It isn’t just a risk of spiteful Society gossip, the Coroner would believe it as well?’ 
 
    ‘Ridiculous, is it not?’ His smile was rueful, but his eyes held something more than amusement at such a thing. ‘Or perhaps not. I am going to leave now. Give me your lawyer’s direction and I will send him to you and meanwhile you should change, put on mourning and think of your grief, not your fear.’ 
 
    Guin sat staring at the door for long minutes after it had closed behind Jared. When Faith spoke from the corner of the room she jumped so violently that she dropped her handkerchief. ‘Oh, Faith. I had quite forgotten you were there.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Hunt had not,’ the maid said shrewdly. ‘He meant me to hear what he said to you, which means he trusts me, and I hope you do too, my lady. Shall you get dressed now, before that Coroner comes pestering you with questions again?’ 
 
      
 
    Mr Foster, Augustus’s lawyer, arrived as Guin re-emerged from her apartments dressed in unrelieved plain black. She had met him once or twice before, a man in middle age with a head of greying red hair and wire-rimmed spectacles perched on the end of his nose. He had always seemed thoughtful and yet active and she had some confidence in him. 
 
    They met in the hallway as Mr Runcorn came down the stairs, Doctor Felbrigg behind him. ‘Ah, Foster, bad business this.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, Runcorn. I have this moment arrived so I will need time to speak to Lady Northam in private.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ All three men started, as though a statue had spoken instead of the woman they were discussing. ‘Mr Runcorn wishes to have all the facts as soon as possible and I certainly want him to have them. Whoever did this must be found without delay. Let us go into the drawing room, gentlemen.’ 
 
    Guin sat down on the sofa and gestured to Faith to sit beside her. She kept the handkerchief in her hand for the tears, it seemed, ran down her cheeks however much she tried to control them. She had no need of Jared’s advice to demonstrate her grief. 
 
    ‘Firstly, Foster, can you outline how Lady Northam is left provided for after this sad event?’ 
 
    ‘That depends on circumstances.’ The lawyer adjusted his spectacles and cleared his throat. 
 
    ‘Indeed? What circumstances might those be?’ 
 
    ‘The usual ones,’ the lawyer said drily. ‘Whether or not Lady Northam is, shall we say, in expectation of a happy event.’ 
 
    Guin could feel herself blushing. The words Of course I am not were trembling on her lips when Faith jumped up and went to whisper in the lawyer’s ear, then did the same to the Coroner. Both men shuffled their feet and their papers while Faith came back and sat down beside her again. 
 
    She leaned close and murmured, ‘I told them your courses started four days ago.’ 
 
    They hadn’t. That was a bare-faced lie, but Faith was thinking faster than she was – or perhaps simply had a more devious mind, thank goodness. If the men knew she and Augustus did not have a physical relationship they would surely be more likely to suspect the existence of a lover. It was much safer to pretend that the reason she knew she was not with child was because her body told her so. 
 
    ‘Thank you for explaining, Faith,’ Guin said in a whisper loud enough for the men to hear. ‘I would have been too embarrassed to say that.’ 
 
    ‘That simplifies matters, although naturally one cannot help but regret that Lady Northam’s grief is not mitigated by the tangible evidence of his lordship’s affections,’ Mr Foster said. 
 
    Guin buried her face in her handkerchief, unable to find a suitable response. This was a bad dream and, it seemed, one without the hope of an awakening. I want Jared, she thought. He was brutally frank, uncompromisingly practical, but she knew where she was with him and he, it seemed, was on her side. She pushed aside the disconcerting recollection of the warmth in his eyes during that brief exchange about lovers. I haven’t even known him a week and yet I feel his absence as a physical thing. 
 
    Mr Foster was going through the provisions of Augustus’s will and it seemed that she had remembered correctly when she had told Jared how matters stood. 
 
    ‘That appears to be clear enough.’ The Coroner was making notes in a book considerably larger than Jared’s pocket book. He detailed his understanding of the inheritance of the title and had that confirmed by the lawyer, then tapped the pencil on the hard cover of the book while he thought. ‘Who had access to the house yesterday morning after the box of confectionary was delivered?’ he asked suddenly, making Guin jump. 
 
    ‘Only the household. Mr Hunt had escorted me to the dressmaker and brought me back, but he saw me to the door and did not come inside. Oh, and my husband’s nephew, Mr Theo Quenten, was with my husband in his study when I returned home. I did not see him and he did not stay for luncheon.’ Augustus had only grunted when she had asked him later about Theo. She knew he had told the young man the week before that he would not pay his debts any longer, so she supposed Theo had come back to plead for a change of mind. Experience had taught him that persistence plus charm usually got him what he wanted. 
 
    ‘Unless anyone has anything to add I will now interview the domestic staff. Doctor Felbrigg, Doctor Strang will be in touch with you very shortly about that other matter we discussed.’ He glanced at Guin and away again. ‘I hope to summon a jury and hold the inquest within the next few days.’ He rose. ‘Good day to you, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘What other matter?’ Guin demanded as soon as the door closed behind the Coroner. 
 
    ‘I am afraid that in the event of a suspicious death it is necessary to hold an examination of the deceased.’ 
 
    ‘You mean a post-mortem.’ Guin found her tears had dried. This was not some ghastly dream, this was ghastly reality and she was not going to get through it by becoming a watering pot. Augustus had been very dear to her and she was going to find out who killed him if it was the last thing she did. A cold finger trailed down her spine at the thought that if the truth was not discovered then that failure might be the last thing. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Doctor Felbrigg agreed. ‘Carried out by me and a Doctor Strang with the greatest possible respect for the deceased. I am afraid we must remove Lord Northam’s body from this house and the Coroner will require it to be seen by the jury at the inquest. He will then release it to you for burial.’ 
 
    ‘I will make all the arrangements, Lady Northam, and write to your brother-in-law with the sad intelligence that he is to inherit the title,’ Mr Foster said. 
 
    ‘Yes. It will be a shock to Claud, if he can comprehend it, which I fear may not be the case. He is not at all well, in fact we had been in constant expectation of hearing that he had passed away for the past month or two.’ 
 
    ‘I will endeavour to be as tactful as possible and send a trusted clerk with the message. You will communicate with your step-daughters?’ 
 
    Guin fought back the sense of unreality that thinking of Augustus’s daughters in that way always produced. They were all older than she was. ‘Faith, see if we have any mourning stationery in the house and find the black sealing wax. The sight of that used for the letters might help break the news a little.’ 
 
    But not much, given that when they had last heard their father was in the best of health and spirits. In fact, until they broke that black wax they would probably assume it was news of their uncle’s death, not their father’s. She had always realised that Augustus would predecease her, barring accidents, but she had studied to improve his health and fitness and had hoped to repay him for rescuing her by helping him to enjoy many years of relative good health. Whatever onlookers might choose to believe, she had loved him like a grandfather or a dear great-uncle. 
 
    ‘If there is nothing else, I will write those letters now and speak to the staff, they will be anxious. Mr Foster, will you accompany me to the inquest?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, ma’am. Send for me at any time.’ 
 
    Do these polite professional men think I murdered him? she wondered bleakly as she tried to collect her thoughts to form some kind of orderly list of things to be done. Does Jared? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jared got back to Great Ryder Street to find the decorators slapping paint on the walls, a plumber working his mysteries in what would be the changing room and the carpenter and his apprentice obstructing most of the floor space with planks of wood destined to be panelling in the salle d’armes. 
 
    Upstairs Dover, his hair tousled, a smudge on the end of his nose and his shirtsleeves rolled up, was contemplating the kitchen with what looked like smug satisfaction. He turned as Jared walked in. ‘How are things, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Not good. This looks promising though.’ 
 
    ‘I got the carpenter to put up shelves for a larder and hung a curtain in front and I’ve sorted out all that ironmongery you bought at the auction. We have all the kitchen wares we need, save for some more knives and spoons. The mattresses and pillows and sheets are on order and will be delivered this afternoon.’ He followed Jared back into the sitting room, ticking things off on his fingers. ‘I have opened various accounts and I had a look at the auction rooms – there’s some useful stuff in tomorrow. May I tell the plumber to run a pipe up here and a drain down? There’s room for a small sink in the corner of the kitchen and the water pressure’s good – we can have a tap, not a pump.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever you think would improve the place,’ Jared said vaguely. ‘You’re doing a good job, carry on. Ignore me, I need to think.’ 
 
    He sat at the table, took paper and pen and began to doodle shapes, words, patterns. None of it meant anything, not yet, but eventually he would draw lines, connect words and thoughts and something coherent might emerge. 
 
    Dover put bread and cheese and pickles down in front of him along with a mug of ale and went off quietly to the other end of the table to eat his own luncheon. Jared grunted his thanks and ate and drew until finally he sat back and studied the results of an hour’s work. 
 
    The centre of the page was occupied with an elongated, twisted triangle which was, he realised, a stylised Britain. Amongst the words jotted down were a handful underlined. Husband One? Cause of death? Family?? North. Why? 
 
    Jared got up and fetched the fat red volume that was the latest edition of the Peerage, an essential reference for anyone seeking the patronage of the upper classes to have about them. He flipped through to find the Viscount Northam and studied the list of land holdings. Allerton Grange, the place Northam had told him he had bought from an impoverished relative lay, he realised, between Pickering and Whitby in the North Riding of Yorkshire. No wonder the name had rung faint bells with him. 
 
    ‘Hell and damnation,’ he said aloud. Of all the places it had to be there, less than twenty five miles across the moors to Ravenscar. He had sworn never to go back to North Yorkshire. 
 
    ‘Is anything wrong, sir?’ Dover looked across, a pickled onion impaled on the tines of his fork. 
 
    ‘Ghosts, that is all. Just ghosts.’ And he was starting at shadows. Even the most malevolent spectres could not haunt the entire North Riding just waiting for him to turn up. And if they did – so what? He gave a mental shrug. He was a grown man now, a hard, experienced man with a different name and a new identity, not a seventeen year old still wet behind the ears and capable of being wounded to the heart by betrayal, mistrust and unfairness. 
 
    He thought back to Guinevere’s reluctant telling of her first marriage, flicked through his notebook and wrote Francis Willoughby, 2 years ago, fall from window, on the sheet of queries. That was a death that would have prompted a post mortem. If she would not be more open with him about it, then he was going to have to make enquiries. Just as old ghosts haunted him, he suspected that they haunted Guinevere also – and this was the most obvious one to be rattling chains. I suppose he really is dead… Surely she would not risk bigamy… Jared gave himself a brisk mental shake. Of course the man was dead. 
 
    But that first husband was the only trailing thread in all of Guinevere’s story that he could catch hold of. Lady Northam was going to have to be very frank with him, he decided, or he would have to be even more frank and warn her that he could not help her unless she told him everything. 
 
    ‘Someone is coming,’ Dover said and got up from the table where he had been reading the Morning Post. Jared glanced across, reading upside down, and saw he was circling advertisements for auctions. 
 
    Heavy boots tramped up the stairs and Dover swung the door open. 
 
    ‘Lady downstairs asking for Mr Hunt.’ Jared recognised one of the builders. 
 
    ‘I expect that is Faith, Lady Northam’s maid, with a message about the Coroner and the inquest. Go down and show her up please, Dover,’ he called. Either that or it was Sophie – who should know better than to go visiting building sites and bachelor’s lodgings. 
 
    He folded away his notes, closed the Peerage and stood up, listening. There was the tramp of hobnail boots going back down, Dover’s lighter tread, then a murmur of low voices, one of them female and unidentifiable, then the sound of two people climbing the stairs. 
 
    A black-clad, heavily-veiled figure came through the door with Dover close on her heels. ‘I am sorry, sir, but the lady insisted.’ 
 
    Oh Hades, Guinevere. ‘Dover, go downstairs, make certain no-one disturbs us.’ He managed to hang on to his temper until the door closed behind the expressionless manservant. ‘What the devil are you doing here, Guinevere? Have you understood nothing of what I have been warning you about?’ 
 
    Guinevere flung back her veil to reveal a white pinched face, reddened eyes. She should have lost all her beauty and the fact that, in his eyes, she had not, was enough to fan the flames of his anger with her. Jared strode to the window and looked out. ‘Do not tell me you came in your own carriage.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. Do you think me a complete idiot?’ When Jared turned and simply looked at her, one eyebrow raised, she coloured up. ‘Well, not that much of an idiot, anyway. I came in a hackney.’ 
 
    ‘And where is Faith?’ 
 
    ‘At home, making a pretence of me lying down in my room resting.’ 
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ Jared said bitterly. ‘No sooner is the Coroner out of the door than you set about compromising yourself with the utmost thoroughness and involving a servant who may have to testify under oath.’ 
 
    ‘I am veiled, no-one saw me. At least, no-one could identify me,’ she flung back. 
 
    ‘No? How many tall, slim ladies with expensive clothing and in heavy mourning do you think can be associated with me? What are the builders going to describe when the Coroner asks them who has been calling on me? What is Dover supposed to say if he is questioned in a court? Or me, come to that,’ he added. 
 
    ‘You would not – ’ 
 
    ‘No, for you I would lie, under oath.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Jared.’ Her hand went to her lips, the other closed on a chair back. 
 
    ‘Because your husband paid me to protect your life,’ he added. ‘And that includes saving you from the gallows, Heaven help me, even when you seem to be doing your utmost to put yourself in the dock. So yes, I would perjure myself, I owe the man that, at least.’ She swayed as she stood and he pulled out a chair. ‘Sit. You look ready to faint.’ 
 
    Guinevere stumbled, he reached for her and then she was in his arms, her face pressed against his shoulder, her body warm and fragile and shivering against his. His mind went dark with need and desire, blackened by anger and fear for her and his own disgust with himself. 
 
    She is a widow of less than a day, he raged silently. Stop this. Now. 
 
    The chair was there and he swung round and pushed her unceremoniously into it then went to take the one on the other side of the table. The shabby, old, mercifully solid, table. 
 
    Guinevere took a long, shuddering breath, then looked up. ‘I am sorry. I am very frightened.’ 
 
    And so you should be. ‘We will get to the truth of this,’ Jared promised her and saw the tiny signs of relief, the infinitesimal relaxation of the tight lines around her eyes and mouth, the droop of her rigid shoulders. She trusted him and the knowledge was like a heavy load on his back. What if I fail? ‘But only if you tell me the truth yourself. All of it.’ 
 
    ‘I have!’ Her head came up sharply and she glared at him, radiating defiance. 
 
    ‘The truth about your first marriage. The truth about your relationship with Lord Northam. Everything.’ When she looked down at her clasped hands he fisted his on the table, resisting the urge to get up and take her in his arms, shake the truth out of her. Kiss it out of her. 
 
    ‘Start with Lord Northam.’ Perhaps it would be easier not to take her straight back to that first marriage. ‘Did you love him?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, as I would love a grandfather, an old family friend, a fond love. Was I in love with him? No and I never pretended to be. He knew that and he never pretended he was in love me either.’ 
 
    ‘Did you sleep with him?’ Jared asked bluntly. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Never? Not on your wedding night?’ 
 
    ‘No, never.’ She was blushing, but she met his gaze levelly. ‘I suppose you are now going to tell me that I am not legally married.’ 
 
    ‘Non-consummation is not the automatic grounds for annulment some people think it is,’ Jared said. ‘And, given that you had been married before, I doubt anyone could prove it in any case.’ 
 
    ‘That is what Augustus said. He told me that the spirit was willing but the flesh was weak, which is probably somewhat blasphemous, but was at least honest. And he described a birthmark in an intimate place and a scar at the top of his thigh which he said would be more than enough to convince both his valet and his doctor, should it come to it.’ She smiled faintly. ‘He had a wicked sense of humour, bless him.’ 
 
    ‘So why did he marry you?’ 
 
    ‘I asked him that when he offered for me. He said he was lonely, that he missed feminine company. I was in a desperate fix and I needed him and Augustus liked to be needed, to help people. His daughters had grown up and were a long way away and he was rattling around in that great house, he said, growing old and musty. I would open the windows, let the air in, make him wake up and pay attention.’ Her smile was firmer now, fond and reminiscent. 
 
    ‘And he enjoyed the kudos that having a young wife on his arm gave him, showing me off to his friends – he was quite frank about it, used to chuckle that he had made Lord This and Mr That green with envy. He said that my first husband had obviously been a scoundrel and it gave him satisfaction to think how angry he would have been to see me married to a viscount.’ 
 
    ‘Did you take lovers, Guinevere?’ Jared asked, deliberately breaking into her softened mood. He hated doing it, but if he was to jolt the truth out of her, even the deepest, darkest, grubbiest secrets, then he had to use every weapon at his disposal. 
 
    ‘No.’ The response was immediate, fierce, utterly credible. 
 
    ‘I believe you, but I had to be certain. It was one possible motive to harm you – a discarded lover.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Guinevere repeated, more moderately now. ‘I owed Augustus too much to do that and, besides, I was… never tempted.’ 
 
    There was the slightest hesitation. ‘Never?’ Jared probed. Was there some spurned man out there whose disappointment had turned sour and vengeful? ‘You may have to answer questions about relationships at the inquest, it is best to be absolutely prepared for the most intrusive enquiries.’ 
 
    ‘I would never speak of it at the inquest. But once,’ she admitted, her gaze fixed on her hands again. ‘Only once was I tempted.’ 
 
    ‘Who? Is it anyone who might have become obsessed, who might have felt he had received encouragement and was then spurned? Some men can become irrational, imagine encouragement where none has been given.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no.’ She raised her head and there was a rueful smile on her lips. ‘This man is far too intelligent and controlled to either imagine things, or to act rashly. Probably I would have to hurl myself naked into his bed before I got a reaction – and that would probably be to dump me straight out onto the floor.’ 
 
    ‘Guinevere?’ Surely she does not mean..? ‘No,’ he said, more in response to his own reaction than to what she had said. 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ The smile was still there, reflected now in her eyes, the expression of a woman who has thrown the dice, is expecting Fate to drop a thunderbolt on her head in response and yet feels a lightening of the spirit in acting at last. ‘See? I knew that is what you would say.’ 
 
    ‘For us to become lovers would be the most dangerous thing you could do,’ Jared said, jolted into absolute honesty. 
 
    ‘You say that almost as though you have thought about it. Of course,’ she corrected herself. ‘Of course you have. You were lecturing me about gossip almost from the start. Silly me, how embarrassing.’ The flags of colour were flying in her cheeks now, but she pressed on, her voice light, as though she was jeering at herself. ‘It must be such an annoyance in your work to have foolish women falling for you all the time.’ 
 
    ‘It is not, because they do not.’ He wanted to get up and pace. Or, more accurately, he wanted to get out of the door and run. Or… No. He made himself stay where he was. ‘And you are not. Foolish, that is.’ Guinevere bit her lip. ‘Or if you are, we are both fools.’ There, he had said it, the worst thing he could have said under the circumstances. He could have pretended not to understand her, he could have snubbed her, he could have shouted Fire! Instead he sat there and told her the truth, that he desired her in return. 
 
    A lesser woman would have bridled, asked Whatever can you mean? A lesser woman would have flung herself into his arms. This one swallowed visibly, then, her wide grey-green-blue eyes fixed on his face, said, ‘What do you think we should do about it?’ 
 
    ‘Pretend you are still a married woman,’ Jared said grimly, wondering where the nearest source of ice-cold water was. 
 
    ‘Difficult, considering that we are attempting to solve my husband’s murder.’ 
 
    ‘We could try visualising Newgate at regular intervals,’ he suggested and then could have bitten his tongue at the sheer horror of the image. ‘Hell.’ 
 
    To his amazement Guinevere laughed. ‘You are such a comfort to me, Jared.’ 
 
    ‘A what? I am being brutally frank, I have admitted the most dishonourable desires, I have failed to preserve your husband’s life or find the slightest clue as to his murder and you say I am a comfort?’ He did get up then, took three steps away so he could look out of the window and not at those brave eyes or the trembling lip she was biting to control or the body he wanted to possess. 
 
    ‘You treat me like an adult,’ Guinevere said to his back. ‘For Augustus I was a cross between a beloved granddaughter, his favourite hound and an art object he was proud of acquiring. Everyone else – the doctor, my lawyer, Faith – all want to shield me from reality. I know I am in danger, I know someone has been trying to torture me for weeks and now has killed an old man who was dear to me, and being sheltered and treated like a child makes me want to scream. 
 
    ‘Augustus once told me I must find someone else when he was gone, while I was still young. I mourn him and I honour his memory – but that does not mean I have to be a hypocrite for wanting the one thing I did not have in my marriage. It is not being disloyal, physical relations were never part of our marriage.’ She broke off abruptly, then said with a ghost of a laugh, ‘My goodness, I am being appallingly frank, am I not?’ 
 
    ‘You have certainly wrecked any hope I have of sleep tonight,’ Jared admitted, and found, as he turned back to her, that he could smile about it too. ‘You are in shock still, which is why you are being so outspoken, I believe. We will maintain our very proper relationship of employer and agent – and we will maintain that until this killer is caught and convicted. And then – ’ 
 
    Then I will discover how you taste, how you feel, how the colour of those lovely eyes changes when I lie over you, in you. We will make each other cry out – ‘And then we will see whether we still wish to be lovers.’ Because that was all she could ever be to him. Should he tell her that? No. Too soon. This was shock and her need to be held, to find oblivion from her grief and fear. In a day or two she would be absolutely appalled that they had had this conversation and would be grateful that they could pretend it had never happened. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    A clock on the mantel shelf struck the hour, reverberating through images of broad, bare shoulders, of her fingers running through that dark brown hair, freed from its constraints, of that taut swordsman’s body over hers. ‘I had best be going back home,’ Guin said. And stayed exactly where she was. 
 
    ‘I need to talk to you about your first husband.’ Jared was all business again. Was his imagination running riot with images of their lovemaking as hers was or could he control that with as much discipline as he appeared to apply to everything else? ‘But you are right. It is dangerous for you to be here any longer.’ He went out of the door. ‘Dover! Hail a respectable-looking hackney will you?’ 
 
    He waited while she resumed gloves and veil and picked up her reticule then preceded her down the stairs, shielding her with his body from the workmen and, after a swift glance up and down the street, sent Dover out to help her into the hackney that was waiting at the kerb. 
 
    ‘I will call tomorrow. Send for me at any hour if you are concerned about anything.’ 
 
    Now, if he had said If you need me… He is so careful with his words, she thought as Jared closed the door and gave the driver the direction. And he has the tenacity of a wolfhound. What am I going to tell him about Francis? If I tell him the truth about my first marriage, how I must have contributed to Francis’s death, he will never believe anything else I tell him about this one. 
 
    Guin sat bolt upright to keep her back from the musty upholstery of the carriage. She did not want to believe it, but she was beginning to think that this must all be linked, somehow, to her disastrous mistake in falling in love with an utter scoundrel. But how? She was miles from Yorkshire, Francis was dead, the inquest had cleared her of all blame – which only went to show how unreliable inquests were. How ironic if they found her guilty of murdering this husband when – 
 
    The hackney turned a corner sharply, jerking her off balance as she sat there so stiffly. Guin put out a hand, jarred it against the door frame and felt the thin kid of her glove tear across the palm. Life was so fragile. Just like that glove. 
 
    A few minutes later in the sanctuary of her room she sat at the dressing table and stared at her hand. 
 
    ‘My lady? Have you hurt yourself?’ 
 
    It took her a moment to realise Faith was in the room. Guin held out her hand and let the maid peel off the ruined glove. ‘No, I had to catch hold of something when the carriage jolted, that is all.’ 
 
    That jolt had done more than tear her glove, it was as though she had been shaken out of the endless treadmill of thoughts about Augustus’s murder, Francis’s death, and made to think about what she had just done. I cannot pretend it did not happen. I did proposition a man, as good as ask him to be my lover. She had wanted more than that taut, elegant, swordsman’s body, the protection of those strong shoulders and the lethal blade. She had wanted Jared’s friendship, she had wanted to laugh with him, talk with him about something, anything, other than death. 
 
    It seemed a long time since she had laughed freely, without inhibition. It seemed forever since she had a friend to whom she could talk about anything, anything at all. And she had never lain with a man of integrity and courage. 
 
      
 
    The summons to appear at the inquest arrived the next morning, along with a note from Doctor Felbrigg confirming that Augustus had died of poisoning, that the source had been the sweetmeats but that in all probability cyanide had not been involved despite the presence of almonds, nor could he eliminate other poisons such as a strong medicinal drug in overdose. 
 
    Fainting was no help, Guin told herself and smoothed out the paper that her clenched fist had crumpled. Tonkin, the valet was summonsed, as first finder. Faith and Twite and all of the footmen had been called and Mrs Cutler the housekeeper. And she must attend herself, of course. The inquest would be held the next day at the White Horse tavern, the nearest place with adequate room. 
 
    It was time she picked herself up and started to fight. There would be time to grieve and time for anger later. Guin rang for her butler. ‘Twite, please assemble the staff in the drawing room. Everyone.’ 
 
    They shuffled in, subdued and uneasy, right down to the scullery maid and Sammy the pot boy, and waited in silence for her to speak. ‘Some of you have been summonsed to the inquest. All I would say to you is that you must tell exactly what you know, whatever that is. We must get to the truth and I ask you to be brave about this for Lord Northam’s sake and in his memory. If anyone has not been summonsed but thinks they know something that may be relevant, please attend and ask to speak. Has anyone any questions? No? Then thank you. Mrs Cutler, Twite, I would like a word, if you will remain behind.’ 
 
    They waited, upright and dignified, while the rest of the staff filed out. ‘Please sit down. Doctor Felbrigg says that my husband was poisoned. I would like you both to think very carefully about what poisons and medicines we have in the house, make a list and then take an inventory. Is anything missing, has anything been disturbed? I expect the Coroner will ask you for that information and it will help if you can give it promptly and accurately. Twite, who took in the box of sweetmeats from Parmentier’s?’ 
 
    ‘Thomas did. I was below stairs at the time. The usual delivery boy came, handed them over, Thomas showed them to me and then took them up to your sitting room at my direction, my lady.’ 
 
    ‘Very well, thank you.’ Damnation, the usual boy. She had been hoping for a stranger, someone who might have intercepted the delivery, but now that hope had gone. ‘That will be all.’ 
 
    When she was alone Guin sat down and penned a very careful note to Jared. In the most stilted terms she informed him about the doctor’s findings and who of the household had been summonsed to the inquest, explained about her inventory of poisons and the arrival of the box of sweets and signed it Guinevere, Countess of Northam, with all due formality. 
 
    Then she rang for Faith and set about assembling an outfit for the next day that combined the elegance due to her station – and to Augustus’s rank – with modesty and restraint. 
 
    ‘Jewellery, my lady?’ 
 
    ‘Just the jet. No – let us remind them who I am, but subtly. The diamonds do you think? No, pearls, the earrings with the jet set in the centre and the single strand necklace.’ Somehow she had to project assurance and yet not arrogance, dignity but not coldness. And she felt so very lonely. So very, very lonely. Poor, dear, Augustus. 
 
    There was a tap at the door and Twite came in with a letter on a salver. ‘This has just been delivered by Mr Hunt’s man, my lady.’ 
 
    The note was as formal as hers to him had been. Jared thanked her for the information about the household’s summonses, agreed that a poisons inventory was prudent and confirmed that he too had been told to attend at the White Horse.  
 
    I am your most respectful servant, J Hunt it was signed. Guin sighed. 
 
    Then, as she refolded the letter, a separate slip fluttered out. There were no words on it, simply a quick sketch of a rapier and, impaled upon it, an apple. An apple with a small bite taken out. 
 
    Oh, you wicked man. You wicked, wicked man. So, she had tempted the Adam in her Garden of Eden, had she? Then Guin shivered, hearing in her mind the rustle of scales, the whisper of a slither over leaves. Where was the serpent? 
 
      
 
    The inquest was as unpleasant as Guin had expected. Obviously repetition did not make them any easier. Escorted by almost half her household she had no trouble making her way through the gawping crowd who had gathered around the White Horse to stare and speculate. The inquest was being held in the room normally used for local working men’s gatherings such as the glee club and the pigeon fanciers and had the air of having received an urgent, and unfamiliar, scrubbing. 
 
    She was given a seat in the front row facing the table at which the Coroner and his clerk would sit, with the benches for the jury to her left opposite a chair for the witnesses. The jury, as was usual procedure, were with the Coroner inspecting the body. It had seemed a strange requirement, but it had been explained to her before the inquest on Francis that the purpose of an inquest was to establish legal identity as well as the cause of death and, if that was by human agency, to indicate who the jurors thought responsible. Viewing the body was, she supposed, a precaution against fraud. 
 
    Doctor Felbrigg would identify the body formally. It was easier to think of the body, not of Augustus. The room was hazy through her veil and she was glad of the air of unreality it gave. She asked Twite to sit on one side of her and Mrs Cutler on the other and the rest of the staff ranged themselves behind. 
 
    It all seemed to take a long time and when it was all over she was certain they would be no further forward. Someone had killed a dear elderly man with malice and deliberation. There was nothing she could do for Augustus now except bury him with dignity, treasure his memory and find out who killed him. Then see justice done. The way she felt about that person now, she would be happy to see that justice arrive at the point of Jared’s rapier. 
 
    Where was Jared? She did not dare turn around – besides anything else she would see the people jammed into the room behind her if she did that. Then there was the sound of more arrivals, of much shuffling and whispering and the confident, clear tones of the Duke of Calderbrook. 
 
    ‘A chair for the Duchess, if you please. The front row? Excellent, thank you. And chairs for myself and Mr Hunt. So much obliged, sir.’ 
 
    Whoever sir was, they scurried to oblige. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a sweep of deep blue skirts and then long legs in biscuit-coloured pantaloons and Hessians passed down the central space between the two ranks of chairs, followed by an equally elegant pair in black. 
 
    When they had all settled the man nearest her leaned across the aisle. ‘Good morning, Lady Northam.’ 
 
    Now, at last, she could turn. ‘Good morning, Your Grace. Your Grace,’ she exchanged a seated bow with Sophie. ‘Good morning, Mr Hunt.’ 
 
    ‘Ma’am.’ Jared looked utterly relaxed, as though attending inquests was a rather tiresome daily ritual for him, but the dark eyes were sharp and focused. After a polite, unsmiling, inclination of the head he turned to look forwards. 
 
    The smell of a large number of people, many sketchily washed and crowded into a hot chamber, began to make itself unpleasantly apparent. After ten minutes the jury came in, whispering together as they shuffled along the benches and got settled. One or two looked excited, several others were decidedly pale after what was probably their first close view of a dead body. The Coroner sat down, his clerk beside him, and rapped on the table with a gavel.  
 
    ‘Silence! This inquest into the death of Augustus Quenten, Viscount Northam, is now convened by me, Edward Runcorn, Coroner for Westminster. The jury having been sworn in and Nicholas Williams appointed foreman they have viewed the body and have heard it identified by Doctor William Felbrigg as Augustus, Viscount Northam. I call Miles Tonkin, the first finder, to the stand.’ 
 
    Tonkin took his place in the chair set facing the jury, was sworn in and turned composedly to look at the Coroner who took him through his evidence of trying to wake his master and what he had done when he realised that he was dead. The clerk scribbled busily. 
 
    Twite was called, his evidence sparse and straightforward, then, ‘Lady Northam, will you kindly come forward.’ 
 
    Guin moved to the witness chair, put back her veil, placed her hand on the Testament and repeated the oath. There was a murmuring from the jurors and the sound of people moving, craning forward, from the audience. The Coroner glowered and they settled down. 
 
    Guin answered quietly, her gaze fixed on Mr Runcorn’s face. She recounted how she had been informed of her husband’s death and what she had done that morning. She agreed that she had been a widow when she married Lord Northam and that yes, there had been a substantial age difference between them. 
 
    ‘And was it a happy marriage?’ Mr Runcorn asked. 
 
    ‘I believe so. It certainly was on my part. Lord Northam was a kind, considerate and generous husband. As for him, he told me that his motive in marrying again was to secure companionship. I hope I was able to give him that and a comfortable domestic life.’ 
 
    ‘And your first marriage was a short one?’ 
 
    ‘Tragically, yes. My first husband suffered a fall from a window. I regret to say that drink had been taken.’ 
 
    She expected an inquisition about that but, to her surprise, Mr Runcorn merely made a note. 
 
    ‘Lord Northam had recently employed a Mr Hunt as a bodyguard for you, I understand. How did that come about?’ 
 
    Guin explained the circumstances, interrupted several times by gasps and whispers from the audience. The adder, in particular, caused quite a stir. 
 
    ‘And none of these attacks succeeded in causing any actual harm to anyone?’ 
 
    ‘Physically, no. Mentally, both my husband and I were alarmed, anxious and puzzled. It was very distressing. My husband was convinced that someone was trying to kill me, which is why he consulted Mr Hunt.’ That caused enough of an uproar for Mr Runcorn to threaten to clear the room if he did not get silence. 
 
    When Guin was able to make herself heard she added, ‘As Mr Hunt pointed out to us, we were too close to the situation to see it clearly. As murder attempts the attacks were unfocused and inefficient and the intent seemed to be to alarm and upset us rather than to kill or maim. This, once it was explained, we agreed with, however it left us as confused and worried as before. 
 
    ‘That was the situation immediately before… before…’ She found she had lost her voice, that the reality of why she was here had finally hit her. I was in shock, she thought. That was why I was so calm, why I could even… with Jared, I could… She fumbled for the black-bordered handkerchief that Faith had pressed into her hand that morning. 
 
    ‘Sir, Lady Northam is in distress, she cannot continue.’ It was the Duke. He was on his feet and Sophie was at her side. 
 
    ‘Lady Northam has not yet finished her evidence, Your Grace. However, she may return to her seat and recover herself while we hear other testimony.’ The Coroner sounded less than pleased, but at least he had given her some respite. 
 
    Guin allowed herself to be taken back to the Duke’s seat beside Sophie, who held her hands while the Duke took her place on the other side of the aisle, flustering Mrs Cutler by bowing slightly to her. She was not acting in the slightest, she realised, although Sophie, who was making rather a show of patting her hands and offering handkerchiefs, probably thought she was. 
 
    Doctor Felbrigg was called to the witness chair next to repeat his identification and to give the results of the post-mortem examination. 
 
    ‘Breath slowly, deeply, focus on that,’ Jared murmured beside her as the room began to blur around the edges. How had he realised she was feeling faint? She was holding herself so still, trying so hard not to listen… 
 
    Guin did as he said and gradually things returned to normal and the doctor was standing up. 
 
    The rest of the servants were questioned in turn. Thomas told of the delivery of the sweetmeats and confirmed that the package was intact and appeared to be normal. ‘Nowt was wrong that I could see from the outside, sir. I do think I’d have noticed summat if there was.’ He looked nervous, Guin thought, and his usual careful accent was escaping him. 
 
    The manager of Parmentier’s shop, seeming much put out at any suggestion that his firm had the slightest blame in the matter, testified that the contents of the box were as usual, a selection avoiding marchpane and any very hard centres. No-one, he swore, could have interfered with the box up to the point it left the shop and the delivery boy, produced to give evidence, swore he had not let it out of his sight for a moment. 
 
    Mrs Cutler, stolid and confident, agreed that they had arsenic in the house as rat poison and that it was all accounted for. She listed, at great length and mind-numbing detail, every possible noxious or even faintly dangerous substance on the premises and declared that every one was in its proper place, properly secured and in the expected quantities. Her expression, as she faced the Coroner, suggested that anyone suggesting the case might be otherwise in any household under her supervision would get the sharp edge of her tongue. ‘I have my inventories here, sir, should you be wishful to examine them.’ She gestured towards a pile of ledgers and a sheaf of papers. 
 
    ‘Thank you, that will not be necessary. At present,’ he added ominously. ‘Call Mr Theo Quenten.’ 
 
    Theo looked ill, Guin thought. And no wonder. His father was dying, his uncle had been murdered and presumably his own debts and whatever trouble they were causing him had not gone away either. 
 
    He took the witness chair, clutching his exquisite tall hat as though it was a lifeline. But possibly only someone who knew him well would notice anything amiss, she thought. There were dark shadows under his deep blue eyes, his usually immaculate blond hair looked slightly unkempt, but he was still a striking young man. His gaze flickered in her direction and he sent her a tight smile. 
 
    ‘I understand you called upon the deceased on the morning before his death, Mr Quenten.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. I came to talk to him about my father, his brother, whose health is very poor. I also wished to consult my uncle on a number of matters.’ 
 
    ‘You were close?’ 
 
    ‘I like to think so. I was very fond of Uncle Augustus and he always made time for me.’ 
 
    ‘And did you see or hear anything out of the ordinary during your visit?’ 
 
    ‘No, sir.’ 
 
    ‘You went directly to your meeting with Lord Northam and then left the house?’ 
 
    ‘I, er…’ Theo’s glance veered towards the waiting witnesses again and then back as though looking to see if anyone would contradict him. ‘No. I had to wait perhaps half an hour before he was able to receive me. Perhaps a little longer. I left immediately after our meeting.’ 
 
    ‘And where did you wait? Was anyone with you?’ 
 
    ‘I was alone in the library.’ 
 
    ‘Very well, you are dismissed. Lady Northam, are you able to return to the witness chair?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ Guin found she was quite steady on her feet, although the Duke came to offer his arm as though she was an invalid. Not Jared, she noticed, although she had felt him instinctively gather himself to rise. She only wished she felt as in control of her reactions and actions as he was. 
 
    The Coroner took her through all aspects of the box of sweetmeats in exhaustive detail. What she liked and did not like, how long she had been receiving them, who knew about them, why she did not like marchpane. 
 
    ‘I just do not find it to my taste, sir. It is too sweet. Cloying.’ 
 
    ‘And yet you eat other sweet things? You have established your dislike of marchpane from the beginning?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, sir. At least, I never ate those when they were in a box, and Cook knows not to use it in cakes.’ What on earth was he getting at? Established? ‘I did not tell Parmentier’s to omit them until Doctor Felbrigg had warned me that I should reduce the sweet things my husband was eating. Before then Augustus would often help himself to bon-bons from my box. Those were the ones he enjoyed most, so they were the most tempting to him once he had been advised to avoid confectionary for his health.’ 
 
    ‘Can you inform the court how your husband’s will leaves you situated, Lady Northam?’ 
 
    Guin went through the provisions. ‘I think I have that correctly. My lawyer, who is here, will correct me if I am wrong.’ 
 
    Mr Foster stood, the perfect image of a solemn family lawyer, his red hair pomaded into submission. ‘I can confirm that while Lady Northam has been left very comfortably provided for, she will not be able to enjoy the standard of living to which she will have become accustomed and that all financial support will cease should she remarry.’ He sat down again and Guin, despite everything, had to hide a smile. Bless him, she thought. He has made it clear that I could not have wanted Augustus dead for the money, at least. 
 
    ‘Lord Northam was very much your senior. In the natural course of events he would be expected to predecease you by many years. Are there any gentlemen with aspirations to, shall we say, support you in that event, Lady Northam?’ 
 
    Guin stared at him blankly for a moment the realised what he was asking her. ‘Have I any lovers? Is that your meaning, sir?’ She stood up, shaking more with indignation than anything. ‘Absolutely not. No.’ 
 
    The Duke was on his feet too, but Mr Runcorn glowered at both of them over his glasses. ‘The question must be asked. Your answer is noted. Kindly resume your seats.’ 
 
    There were a few innocuous questions to clarify the domestic arrangements and she was allowed back to her place. 
 
    Mr Runcorn reached for the clerk’s notes, shuffled them, glanced at them, then handed them back before turning to face the jury. ‘You have viewed the body and have heard it identified as that of Augustus Quenten, Viscount Northam. You have heard Doctor Felbrigg’s evidence, supported by that of his colleague, Doctor Strang, that he died after ingesting a poison, as yet unidentified, which was contained in one or more marchpane sweetmeats from a box in her ladyship’s sitting room. You have heard how these sweetmeats were a regular order and that Lady Northam did not eat marchpane…’ 
 
    He went on, summarising and organising the evidence without recourse to the notes, and Guin found herself reluctantly admiring his intellect and grasp of the material until he jerked her back to reality by drily recounting the attacks on herself and her own evidence. 
 
    ‘We have had it established that the attacks upon Lady Northam were inept as attempts at murder. You must therefore now withdraw and decide four things. Firstly, do you agree that the deceased is Augustus Quenten? Secondly, how do you find he met his death? If by poison, say so. If, however, you are uncertain of the means, then that must be stated. Thirdly, do you find accidental death, manslaughter or murder? And if manslaughter or murder, do you identify any person or persons as responsible?’ 
 
    As Guin stood up so did everyone in the front row, exchanging seats until she was sitting between Sophie and Mrs Cutler. She saw the jury glance over towards her as they filed out and she realised that the other women’s movements had been quite deliberate, not only to give her female support but to remove any possible impression that Jared Hunt was someone she might turn to for comfort. 
 
    That question about lovers. The hot, stuffy room suddenly felt very cold. If those twelve complete strangers thought she had murdered her elderly husband then she would be facing a different jury next, on trial for her life. 
 
    Time dragged on. The clock struck three and the on-lookers seemed to be holding their collective breath. What could be taking the jury so long? Not the identification, not the cause of death and surely not the question of whether it might be accidental. 
 
    Murder by… 
 
    A door banged. The clerk came back into court followed by the Coroner and then, finally, the jury shuffled in. They seemed to be looking anywhere but at her as all except the Foreman sat down,. She had heard a dinner guest, a lawyer, remark once that the jury never looked at the prisoner when they came back into court if they had a guilty verdict on a capital offence. 
 
    They are going to accuse me. I must be calm, I will not panic. They are going to… 
 
    ‘Have you reached a decision?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Then inform the court of it. Who do you find the deceased to have been?’ 
 
    ‘Augustus Quenten, Viscount Northam, sir.’ 
 
    ‘And the cause of death?’ 
 
    ‘Deliberate poisoning by means of marchpane sweetmeats which had been interfered with, deliberate like, with some poison what isn’t known.’ 
 
    ‘You find, then, that this is murder?’ Mr Runcorn’s voice was cool and precise and a thousand miles away. ‘Not an accidental poisoning?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. Murder.’ 
 
    He made a note. ‘And do you find any person or persons responsible for this heinous crime?’ 
 
    My sweetmeats. My supposed lovers. My first husband dead… Guin lifted her head and looked steadily at the Foreman of the jury. She was not going to break down, she was not going to provide a spectacle by screaming or weeping or fainting. She was the Viscountess Northam and Augustus would expect her to behave with dignity and courage, even on the steps of the gallows. 
 
    The man’s lips moved. He was speaking but she could hear nothing. Nothing but the thudding of her heart, the whisper of air through her lungs. Nothing. 
 
      
 
    ‘We do not, sir. It’s a right mystery to us all. We have to agree on saying person or persons unknown.’ The Foreman gave a hasty bow to the Coroner and sat down as the court erupted into talk and speculation. 
 
    Jared let out the breath he seemed to have been holding since the jury re-entered and looked across to Guinevere, stark white and still as the marble statue she resembled. She had been holding up remarkably well, so far. Too well, probably. She needed to give way to her feelings, but not here. 
 
    He went to the clerk who was filling in details on some printed form. ‘Is there a back way out of here? Lady Northam has had about as much as she can stand without fighting her way through that mob.’ 
 
    The man looked up, glanced from Guinevere to the milling throng around the door and stood. ‘Bring the lady with me, sir. Through this door at the back.’ 
 
    Jared stood right in front of her before her eyes focused on him. ‘Come with me.’ He held out his hand and she took it as though in a trance, let him place it on his arm and then walk her to the far door and through to the shabby vestibule behind it. Stairs led down and he took them, not waiting to talk, focused only on getting her away and safely home. 
 
    A hackney was standing almost outside the door, held up by the press of traffic in Piccadilly and he opened the door, almost pushed Guinevere inside and snapped the address to the driver. 
 
    ‘Sorry about this hackney,’ he apologised as he sat down beside her. ‘But I didn’t want to wait for your own coach. Too much of a crowd around the entrance by now.’ He drew down the blind on that side as they pulled out into the main road at last. 
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ She sounded as though speaking was an exercise in willpower, the words a phrase in a foreign language. 
 
    ‘Home, of course. Your house. Guinevere?’ He swivelled on the seat to look at her. ‘Where did you think we were going?’ 
 
    ‘I thought… prison? I couldn’t hear what that man said and then everyone – you and the Duke and Sophie all looked so strange.’ 
 
    ‘We were trying not to look relieved.’ And had managed to look grim in consequence. Lord, she must be going out of her mind with terror. ‘They found murder by person or persons unknown, Guinevere.’ 
 
    She did not speak, simply turned to him, put her arms around his neck, buried her face into his neck cloth and shook. 
 
    ‘It’s all right. There now, it’s all right.’ He sat and rocked her, awkward and uncertain. He had never had a woman turn to him for comfort like this. It was not sexual, far from it, but the intensity of her hold on him, the quivering that ran through her, was as physical, as powerful, as any carnal encounter he had ever experienced. 
 
    He was used to male emotions, male despair and fear and courage. He knew how to respond to those, how to support his friends, encourage or condole. He had not the first idea what to do with a woman who needed him like this, like a lifeline holding her back from an abyss. 
 
    Jared lowered the window and leaned out as far as he was able with his arms around Guinevere. ‘Keep driving, round the parks, anywhere. I’ll tell you when to come back.’ 
 
    There was a grunt of acknowledgement from the driver and Jared pulled the window up again, then unwound Guinevere’s arms from around his neck, gave her a shake and tipped up her face so they were almost nose to nose. ‘You are Not. Going. To. Hang.’ 
 
    She took a huge, shuddering breath and her eyes lost the blank look that had so worried him. ‘No?’ 
 
    ‘No. And we will find out who did this and they will face justice.’ 
 
    ‘I was so sure they would think it was me. So sure. I owe the Fates, you see,’ she added, her voice still unsteady. 
 
    ‘Nonsense.’ What the devil was she talking about? ‘You did not kill your husband, you owe the Fates nothing. Do you suppose that some cosmic force will demand repayment for a marriage above your station, a few years of comfort, a title?’ 
 
    ‘I am sorry.’ Guinevere pulled back from him and he released her, the loss of contact as tangible as the sensation when he put down a sword after a fight. ‘I am overwrought, I think. Talking nonsense. I haven’t been sleeping. I miss him so much and I am so angry – how could anyone do that to him?’ She searched in her reticule and came up with a black-bordered handkerchief, blew her nose briskly, even though she had not been crying. ‘What do we do?’ 
 
    ‘I go to Yorkshire. That is where it started, is it not?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose it did. Somehow I never saw it like that, but that was because nothing had been ordinary and calm for so long – meeting Francis, eloping, his death and everything that happened after it. I had been married to Augustus for just over eighteen months and I had only just become used to marriage, to feeling safe, when those strange attacks began.’ 
 
    She had felt safe when she married. It was a strange word to use, as though she had felt unsafe before then. Jared tucked it away in his mind along with all the other strange happenings and inconsistencies of this problem. 
 
    ‘Tell me more about Theo Quenten. Was he telling the truth just now?’ 
 
    ‘You noticed that? No, of course not. He had come to ask my husband to pay his debts again, even though he had refused him the week before. I expect Augustus would have relented in the end. He would not have wanted his brother finding out that Theo had got himself in trouble again.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of trouble?’ 
 
    ‘Cards, women, horses. Theo isn’t vicious, I am certain, just young and spoiled. He needs to grow up fast, because he will find himself the Viscount before long, but he’s a good young man at heart.’ 
 
    ‘He would not be desperate enough to try and hasten the process of inheritance along?’ 
 
    ‘No! No… I think he is too intelligent for that. And too fond of Augustus – genuinely, not only as an indulgent uncle who pays the bills. And surely he would have had no opportunity to add those poisoned marchpane sweetmeats to the box?’ 
 
    He might if he knew about the regular delivery, Jared thought. And he was shifty about staying in the library that day. I wonder just how tame he ran in that household. Guin seemed to like him and trust him, which was a point in his favour. Unless she has other feelings for him entirely. He’s a good-looking young man and her own age. No, he had believed her when she had told him she had been faithful to her husband. But he would set Dover to investigating the young man, even so. 
 
    Jared dropped the window again and called up to the driver to go to Clarges Street. 
 
    ‘Make up your mind, guv’nor,’ the man retorted. ‘Still, it’s your money.’ He cracked the whip and the hackney turned left. 
 
    ‘I will come in with you, if I may, get as many details as possible and a note from you to the housekeeper, or whoever is in charge at Allerton Grange, to cooperate with me, answer questions.’ 
 
    ‘That will not be necessary.’ Guinevere seemed to be changing before his eyes, her shoulders were back, her chin was up, her voice calm. ‘I will come with you.’ 
 
    ‘That would not be a good idea.’ However much I wish you would. 
 
    ‘Jared, I find, more than anything, that I am angry. More than angry. Furious. I am not going to sit at home, draping myself in widow’s weeds and wringing my hands while you hunt this… this… Oh, I do not know a bad enough word for them!’ 
 
    Jared was not going to supply one for her, although he could think of several. He wondered why he had no trouble at all asserting himself with men and yet one word from him was enough, apparently, to set Guinevere off in exactly the opposite direction to the one he wanted her to take. 
 
    ‘Your reputation – ’ 
 
    ‘To the blazes with my reputation. Just so long as no-one decides to hang me for it, I no longer care,’ she snapped. ‘That was hellish at the inquest – and without the support of you and Sophie and the Duke, and the staff being so loyal and sensible, it would have been even more of a nightmare. It is time I fought back. I am going to get justice for Augustus and I am going to punish whoever has been torturing us for weeks.’ 
 
    ‘Very well.’ She was an adult, she appeared to have recovered from the shock of the murder, even though she was still grieving and distressed. If she wanted to go to Yorkshire, then he could hardly stop her. Jared took a sideways look at his own conscience. Had he just decided that because he wanted to be with her? No. Probably not. He hoped not. As for the attraction that had flared between them in his apartment, well, that was doubtless the result of how disorientated and upset Guinevere had been. It had not been real on her part and she was certain to be hoping and praying that he had forgotten all about it. 
 
    Unfortunately, I have an excellent memory. 
 
      
 
    Where had it come from, that flood of anger, of fighting energy? Guin found she could hardly sit still while the hackney carriage wound its way back to Clarges Street. One glance at Jared’s expressionless face, though, was enough to bring her down to earth. He was not happy about this, although he had the sense to know he could hardly stop her travelling to Allerton Grange if she wanted to. But he did not want her to go with him. Which meant, she supposed, that he did not want her and he had thought better of his response to her insane burst of frankness in his apartment. 
 
    ‘There is no need to be afraid that I will expect more than your escort,’ Guin said firmly. ‘I think I was not at all myself the other day in your rooms. I was in shock. I know I can rely on you to forget what was said.’ There, that was straightforward and assertive and clear. 
 
    Something changed in Jared’s expression, but she could not interpret it. ‘That should make for a considerably more tranquil journey,’ he said. 
 
    And suddenly she realised that he was amused and, possibly, more than a little relieved. But he was not laughing at her, rather at whatever it was between them, this strange relationship they had been pitchforked into. 
 
    ‘I thought so,’ she said calmly. ‘I can tell that you value tranquillity.’ 
 
    ‘Above anything,’ Jared said, and now she could see that he was biting the inside of his cheek to stop from smiling. ‘I strive for it constantly. Nothing I like better than nice dull tranquillity.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine,’ she agreed solemnly, then remembered that there was more to his life than finding out who was attacking Lord and Lady Northam. ‘But what about your salle d’armes and your new apartment?’ 
 
    Jared shrugged. ‘I accepted your husband’s commission knowing it would have an effect on that. There is nothing now that my new manservant cannot manage day to day for the next two weeks.’ 
 
    ‘But when you agreed to help us you did not think it was going to take you out of London, did you? No, I thought not,’ she said when he made a dismissive gesture with one hand. ‘I cannot allow you to be out of pocket over this. Naturally I will cover all your expenses and double what Augustus has already paid you.’ 
 
    The amusement vanished like the sudden frazzle of burnt hair under over-hot curling tongs. ‘I have been more than adequately paid for this commission by Lord Northam. I will not take more from you.’ 
 
    ‘You have a living to make. I do not expect my doctor or my lawyer to work for free, to forego expenses, simply because I am a woman, because they feel sorry for me,’ she protested and saw as soon as she had spoken that it was entirely the wrong thing to say. Now I have hurt his pride, she thought. Damn. ‘Nor do I expect my friends to be out of pocket for helping me,’ she added, praying he would not notice the faintest hesitation between the two statements. 
 
    ‘Then I think we had better be clear exactly what I am, Lady Northam. I am your late husband’s agent, paid by him, accountable to the agreement I made with him. I am not a lawyer, not a doctor. I am a swordsman, a bodyguard. I am, if necessary, the death of anyone attempting to harm you. Nor am I your friend nor – we have just most sensibly agreed – your lover. You are a viscountess, I am a hired man. The executors will have an accounting of my expenses. Nothing more.’


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was difficult to know where to look after Jared’s statement. If he had sounded bitter or hurt or angry she could have dealt with it better, as she would after a quarrel with a friend. But this comprehensive statement, delivered in a perfectly pleasant tone – this Guin had no idea how to manage. Or how to feel about it either. 
 
    Mercifully the carriage jolted to a halt and she saw they were outside her own front door. ‘When do you intend to leave?’ she said. 
 
    ‘Immediately,’ Jared said. He climbed down, held out a steadying hand to her and paid the driver. ‘I do not feel I should delay any longer. You see why it is impossible for you to come too,’ he added as Twite opened the front door for them. 
 
    ‘Not at all. Why would I wish to linger in London, or go to Dorset, come to that? I will have more than enough time to become used to the Dower House in the future. However, I do not want to start now. You may delay your departure until after the funeral, or you may go on ahead and I will follow.’ She shrugged. ‘It makes little difference to me.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Foster is in his lordship’s study, my lady.’ Twite was managing to look as though there was not a simmering quarrel going on under his nose. 
 
    ‘I am not having you travelling the length of the country by yourself, Lady Northam,’ Jared said, as she opened her mouth to reply. ‘There is a murderer on the loose.’ 
 
    ‘Very well, Mr Hunt. I will write when the details of the funeral have been finalised and you may give me your escort.’ She had got exactly what she wanted and he knew it. Those brooding eyes narrowed and for a second she knew what it would be like to face him over a drawn blade. Then the corners creased into laughter-lines, although his expression remained perfectly respectful. He knew what she was about, knew that she wanted his escort and was relieved that he had agreed. Really, I wonder why I bother to speak at all, he seems to be able to read my mind. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Mr Hunt.’ Guin held out her hand, no longer wanting to argue or to tease. ‘Thank you for supporting me today and thank you for continuing on with this horrible business.’ 
 
    Jared took her hand, his long fingers enveloping hers. It was a conscious effort not to cling. Reaction was setting in again. 
 
    ‘I cannot say it is my pleasure, Lady Northam, because how could it be, under these circumstances? But it is my honour to serve you.’ He bowed, something of the swordmaster in that formality, and was gone. 
 
      
 
    Jared walked back to Great Ryder Street thinking of nothing but practicalities, letting his mind clear after the tension of the day. He had known she was grieving, of course, but Guinevere had been as tight as an over-wound spring and he cursed himself for not realising just how frightened she had been. He had no training or experience in understanding women under pressure, he realised. He could read a man’s mood from the myriad of tiny tells, the eyes, the hands, the flickering glance, the very posture, but a lady was trained from birth to present a front of tranquillity and not to show unbecoming or betraying emotions. 
 
    Women and sex, yes, he understood that. Dangerous women, cheerful women, angry women – all well within his field of experience. But ladies, now that was another matter. The only one he had been really close to since he had left home was Sophie, and her focus was almost entirely on Cal. There had been Cal’s first wife, of course, but she had been a Boston merchant’s daughter and not raised with the degree of repression that seemed to be normal for an English lady. 
 
    He was halfway through the door of the salle when he remembered how little he knew about Guinevere. She had married a viscount, her father had been a baronet and her maiden name was Holroyd. That was the first thing to check. Then set Dover on the trail of Mr Theo Quenten’s misdemeanours and while he was doing that Jared would study the maps of Yorkshire, reacquaint himself with the county of his birth, accustom himself to setting foot somewhere he had sworn never to go to again. 
 
      
 
    The funeral would be in five days. The Duke of Calderbrook had sent round his highly superior confidential secretary, George Prescott, the third son of Lord Warnley, to assist with the arrangements. To Guin’s huge relief he dealt with the undertaker, making the endless decisions about the things that the man seemed to find essential – the quality of the brass nails securing the baize coffin covering, the height of the plumes on the horses, the number of mutes to walk before and behind the hearse, the exact thickness of the cards to be sent out. It seemed endless. 
 
    ‘Leave it all to me, Lady Northam. I am assuming you require dignity, quality and good taste rather than pomp and show.’ It was a statement, not a question, and she realised that, like Jared, he had scrutinized her rooms and made a judgement. 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Guin said and applied herself to ordering mourning, writing letters and spending time with Lucinda and Susan, Augustus’s daughters, and their families. It was exhausting, but she was grateful to them because it showed family solidarity with her – she was quite certain the Coroner was keeping himself well informed about who called – and comforting others kept her from giving way to her own grief and fear. 
 
    That worked during the day and into the evening, but in bed at night she wept for the kindly old man who had rescued her and, she admitted in the cold, still hours before dawn, for herself. 
 
    Jared called daily, conferred with the servants and with Mr Prescott, made polite, formal enquiries about her well-being and wrapped the household in a tight ring of protection. 
 
    To her huge relief he made no reference to that afternoon in his rooms. He was a sophisticated man, Guin told herself, one who would have no problem admitting an attraction for a woman and then moving on, completely unaffected, because it was unsuitable and unwise. She should try and be equally sophisticated and not let herself imagine for one moment what it would be like if it was ever not unsuitable, not unwise. 
 
    The day of the funeral passed somehow. The clocks in every room showed her that time was progressing normally and not, as it felt, running backwards. Guin only exchanged five words with Jared, the one figure who did not seem out of place amongst the mourners, familiar in his raven-black. 
 
    ‘The day after tomorrow?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    She turned away, conscious of his warning about their names being linked, and found Theo at her elbow. ‘Where are you going to?’ he asked. 
 
    He looked as pale as she felt, Guin thought. ‘Yorkshire, Allerton Grange. That is where this all started. I was going to call on your father tomorrow, if he is well enough for visitors. I haven’t seen him since the day we came back to Town.’ 
 
    Theo shook his head. ‘Don’t come, Guin. It would only distress you and he would not know you. The doctors are keeping him heavily drugged now because of the pain. He doesn’t know any of us.’ His face was bleak. ‘At least he has been spared the news about his brother.’ 
 
    ‘I am so sorry.’ Guin put her hand on his arm and drew him down to sit beside her on the sofa. ‘Do they think it will be…’ 
 
    ‘Long?’ He ran both hands through his hair and Guin thought how much he had aged in the past few weeks. This wasn’t the feckless, careless youth any longer. Augustus’s death and his own father’s illness had sobered him. Unless it was guilt that was weighing on him. She told herself that was foolishness. Theo had much to gain, but all he had to do was to wait for nature to take its course with two elderly men. Risking murder would be insane and, although he was impulsive, surely an impulse would not last long enough to plot such a crime? 
 
    ‘They say weeks rather than days,’ he continued, apparently oblivious to her brooding thoughts. ‘I feel so helpless. Those damnable drugs are so strong he doesn’t know who is there with him. I don’t want to let him go, to lose him, but you wouldn’t let a horse or a dog suffer like that.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Guin said, watching his face. 
 
    ‘Don’t look at me with that question in your eyes, Guin. As if I could… as if I ever would. It is bad enough losing Uncle Augustus. That damn Coroner sent a Runner round, if you can believe it. Wanted details of my meeting with Uncle Augustus, what I did while I was waiting, where I went in the house, who saw me.’ 
 
    ‘But that is dreadful.’ And it was: the moment she thought about the Coroner’s suspicions her own uneasiness seemed ludicrous. She liked Theo, for goodness sake. 
 
    ‘For two pennies I’d go with you to Yorkshire, for all the use I am here.’ 
 
    ‘It would look as though you are running away.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I suppose so. And I can’t leave Father.’ He straightened his back, jaw firm. ‘I’ll be the head of the family soon, I had better start acting like it. Uncle Augustus was right, I’ve been rotting my brain with drink and – well, drink, anyway. Will you recognise me when I’m reformed, Guin?’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it,’ she teased, wondering how best she could help him. His mother had died soon after his birth, he had no sisters. Perhaps I should find him a wife, she thought. Goodness, how middle-aged of me to be setting to matchmaking. 
 
      
 
    ‘And what can I do about that Bow Street Runner who has been harassing Theo?’ she asked rhetorically two days later as the carriage pulled out of Hatfield. They had stopped there for the second time to change horses, twenty miles outside London. ‘Nothing! None of the servants saw Theo while he was waiting to speak to Augustus and he knows the house inside out, unfortunately. And he knows about the sweetmeats and when they are delivered because he has filched his favourites out of the box often enough.’ She had been worrying out loud about Theo for several miles and thought she had best change the subject or Jared would think she was obsessed with her nephew by marriage. 
 
    He had been listening attentively enough though, even making the occasional note in that sinister little black book of his. ‘You say his father is very heavily drugged?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I asked Doctor Felbrigg about it, because I was so concerned that the poor man is in pain, but he says it will be something very strong which would not be prescribed for anyone who was not already dying, so I can only trust it is effective.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ Jared made another note and put the book away. 
 
    ‘What do you mean, hmm?’  
 
    ‘You don’t happen to know exactly what the drug is, by any chance? The post-mortem did not identify the poison in those sweetmeats, but I wonder if they were looking for a pharmacist’s concoction.’ 
 
    ‘No, I do not know and I do not believe for a moment that Theo would do such a thing,’ Guin said hotly. She had, of course, her conscience reminded her. She had been suspicious, had wondered, and now she was ashamed. ‘If they are investigating him, will they not think to test again?’ 
 
    ‘If there is enough to do so. There was only one marchpane ball left and, apologies for my frankness, there is only so long one can keep samples of other matter. Besides, they do not have tests that will definitely identify every drug or poison.’ 
 
    Three hours later they were still traveling steadily north. It should have been a relief to get away from London, to be out of the house and to have the stimulation of travel and changing scenery, and in a way it was. But being shut up in a closed carriage with Jared when Faith was there to listen to every word, was a strain Guin had not anticipated. Not that she knew what it was she would have talked about if she had been unconstrained. Any reference to the awareness that sparked between them was impossible, they had agreed about that days ago. She hoped that Jared would believe it had been an aberration on her part brought about by shock and fright, even though she knew it was not. No aberration, not instinctive desire for human contact, simply desire for this man. 
 
    Not that there was anything simple about desire. Why should the precise outer curve of an ear, the way one tendril of hair lay against his neck as it escaped from its queue, the set of his shoulders as he relaxed into the corner, make her breath come short, her pulse stammer? Jared had not touched her, had hardly spoken to her, all morning. 
 
    Even during their noonday meal at Baldock she might as well have been a stranger chance-met on the road with whom he was forced to share a table, except that Jared never quite relaxed, never stopped watching, thinking, guarding her. 
 
    ‘How far do you intend travelling today?’ Guin asked. She had abandoned the planning and the arrangements entirely to Jared, too weary after the funeral to even think about the detail of the journey. 
 
    ‘To Stilton and the Bell Inn,’ he said, shifting to face her more fully. ‘Another two, two and a half hours.’ 
 
    I want to stop now, she thought, sounding to herself like a peevish, travel-sick child. I am so tired. 
 
      
 
    To Jared’s relief Guinevere picked up the book from the seat beside her and began to read. There was something about the atmosphere in the carriage that was making them both tense. 
 
    Guinevere shifted on her seat, making herself comfortable in the corner as she became immersed in her novel. Jared moved to the opposite side and leaned out of the window to check the road behind them. No-one was following them, or if they were, they were keeping a safe distance back. But at the funeral Guin had made no secret of where she was going and anyone could have set out and be ahead of them by now. 
 
    He leaned back and let his mind focus on the situation. There had been no further attacks on Guinevere. Did that mean her enemy had been satisfied with the death of the Viscount, whether or not they were responsible for it, or were they biding their time to strike again? And were there two enemies, or one? He wondered about Theo Quenten, the young rake with the run of the house, easy access to a powerful drug and motive for hastening his uncle’s death. 
 
    But Theo and Guinevere seemed genuinely fond of one another in a perfectly harmless manner and there seemed no reason for him to be behind the attacks on her. Which meant that if he had poisoned Lord Northam, then – 
 
    Jared lost the thread of where this was taking him and it took a moment to realise why. Guinevere was completely lost in her book, making soft unconscious noises as she read. There was a low hum of pleasure, a little gasp, a catch of the breath, a murmur of amusement. The very tip of the index finger of her right hand was between her lips and as he watched she made a little, ‘Ooh,’ of surprise, her lips pouting around the fingertip for a second. 
 
    It was almost unbearably erotic – the sounds, the finger, those lips – and his body reacted predictably. It knew where it wanted Guinevere’s mouth, it knew what it wanted to do to provoke those breathy little sounds, and for once his will was not strong enough to control either it or his imagination. 
 
    Jared crossed his legs, picked up his notebook, laid it on his lap and was duly grateful that Faith seemed to be dozing and that Guinevere was utterly engrossed in her book. Lusting after Gui – Lady Northam – was professionally unacceptable, was turning his brain into porridge and could well blunt both his judgment and his reactions. What he needed was hard physical exercise, but for the moment all he could do was to rehearse in his mind complex moves from one of the manuals his swordmaster had made him learn by heart. The feint une-deux-trois, commonly called the double feint is but a disengagement more than at the feint une-deux… 
 
    He was halfway through the section on over-arm feints from Olivier’s Fencing Familiarised when the sound of the wheels the cobbles brought him back to the present. This must be Stilton at last, the coach was slowing. 
 
    Faith was awake, Guinevere was asleep, the book open on her knee. ‘My lady.’ The maid leaned over and shook her gently by the arm. ‘We have arrived.’ 
 
    ‘Thank goodness for that.’ She sat up blinking and reached for her bonnet. ‘I do apologise for being such poor company.’ 
 
    ‘You need your rest.’ Jared swung down from the carriage and surveyed the main street with an unexpected jolt of recognition so powerful that he held on to the door handle for a second while he got his balance. So this was where he had ended up all those years ago, hungry, exhausted and furiously, bitterly, miserable. He had been in no state to ask the name of the village where the last cart on his journey had tipped him out, but it had been here, and thank Fate for it. 
 
    Now a rapid scan showed nothing more threatening than several other vehicles changing horses or putting down passengers, a flock of geese being herded by a very small child and several women with baskets gossiping in front of what looked like a general store. 
 
    He went into the inn while one of the grooms helped the women down. That was not familiar, of course. He had bedded down in a hayloft belonging to the inn opposite, the rival Angel, and that decision had changed his life. 
 
    Now a big man with a stomach to match and the practiced smile of an experienced innkeeper came out to meet him. ‘Cooper Thornhill, at your service, sir.’ He sounded as though he expected his name to be known. 
 
    ‘I require your best room for Lady Northam, with her maid, and a chamber for myself. My name is Hunt, her ladyship’s courier. And, naturally, a private sitting room for her ladyship. Dinner in an hour.’ He stripped off his gloves as he spoke, projecting the absolute assurance that his requirements would be met. 
 
    ‘We are very booked up, Mr Hunt, but I will see what I can do.’ 
 
    ‘Not good enough. Perhaps the Angel can be more accommodating.’ Jared began to turn away. 
 
    ‘You misunderstand me, sir. It will be but the work of a moment. I will just move a gentleman, meanwhile if her ladyship would like to come through to the private parlour my good lady will attend on her.’ 
 
    ‘That poor man,’ Guinevere scolded in a whisper as Jared held open the door to the sitting room for her. 
 
    ‘Which one?’ 
 
    ‘The landlord and the man he is throwing out of the best bedchamber.’ 
 
    ‘The best room in the house is probably the most secluded and the most secure.’ And I’d rather not have to sleep across your threshold if possible. Although he would if he had to. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bedchamber proved to be excellent from the point of view of one weary female traveller and, apparently, met whatever criteria Jared was applying. Guin watched the inspection, telling herself that it was amusing, not worrying, that her bodyguard found it necessary to assess how someone might climb in through the window, come down the chimney or force the lock. 
 
    She picked at her dinner, retired to her chamber and took a bath, sent Faith heavy-eyed to her rest in the adjoining dressing room and climbed into her own bed. Then discovered that she could not sleep. 
 
    Guin got out of bed again, wrapped her robe around her shoulders and went to sit in the window seat looking out over the yard at the rear of the inn. It was quiet now, dark but for the spills of light from the windows and from the stable door where an ostler’s whistling floated faintly to her ears. 
 
    Someone walked diagonally across the cobbles, white shirt stark in the dim light. She would know that figure anywhere from the way it moved, even in this light, but why was Jared prowling around outside in his shirtsleeves, rapier in hand? The shadowy form disappeared through the dark mouth of the barn that made up the far side of the yard and after a moment a light bloomed, as though a lantern had been lit. She watched as it vanished. 
 
    Thoroughly intrigued and completely awake now, Guin found the dress Faith had laid out for the morning and slipped it over her head, blessing the ease with which the simple walking dress fastened. No underwear, no stockings, but she found some shoes, threw a shawl around her shoulders and tiptoed out. 
 
    The door to the private parlour was locked, as was the door from there into the passageway. Guin turned the key in that door as she closed it, leaving Faith safe inside, then ran down the backstairs to the kitchen passage and out into the yard. There was the sound of laughter and talk from the taproom and from the kitchen but otherwise all was quiet. Even the ostler seemed to have finished for the evening, the light was out in the stables and the doors closed. 
 
    The cobbles were uneven under her thin slippers and she picked her way carefully by starlight into the barn. At first she thought it was empty of life, filled only by the looming shapes of the coaches and gigs drawn in there under shelter for the night. Then she saw the lines of light round an inner door and made for that. 
 
    The door opened silently onto another space, a threshing floor, she guessed, seeing the flat circle of stone-slabbed flooring at its centre and the wooden bins set around the sides to take the wheat after it had been threshed. There would be outer doors to let in the necessary breeze, but those were closed now, making an arena for the man who moved at its centre, lit by two lanterns. 
 
    Jared was stripped to the waist now, barefooted as he exercised with the rapier, lunging and thrusting, parrying an unseen opponent, repeating the same move over and over again. He had his eyes closed, Guin saw, as she moved to lean against one of the grain bins. 
 
    Did he know she was there? She had been very quiet, although she was quite prepared to credit Jared with almost supernatural powers of awareness. He turned and the lamplight caught his back, shining with sweat that highlighted the strapping of muscles, a few old scars. He bent to lay down the rapier, dropped to the floor and began to raise and lower himself at full stretch, poised on fingertips and toes. 
 
    Guin’s own muscles shrieked in sympathy at the first lift, but he kept going like a machine until, after about twenty – watching mesmerised she had lost count – he stilled, rolled head over heels, rose into a crouch and then did a back-spring, scooping up the rapier as he landed. 
 
    As he straightened up she let out a breath she had not realised she had been holding and Jared spun round, weapon raised. When he saw who it was he lowered the point. ‘What is wrong?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. I saw you cross the yard from my window and was curious. I could not sleep.’ 
 
    ‘You should be resting. Curiosity is dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘Surely not.’ Neither of them moved, only the reflected lamplight on the rivulets of sweat trickling down Jared’s bare chest flickered in time with his breathing. ‘What is the danger here?’ 
 
    ‘Us.’ He walked towards her, past her, and for an aching second she thought he was leaving. Then the bar that closed the door dropped into place with a dull thud that seemed no heavier than the beat of her heart and he came back to stand in front of her. ‘You seem to think I am made of stone, Guinevere.’ 
 
    ‘No, of muscle and sinew and bone. And blood.’ She reached out one finger and drew the nail lightly down his chest from the notch at the base of his throat, over his sternum, watching the red line the pressure left. His nipples tightened and she caught her breath. ‘You say you are not made of stone? I did not come to spy – but I could not take my eyes from you.’ 
 
    ‘You are in mourning, Guin.’ His voice was steady, so was his breathing. Only the heavy eyelids and those tense brown nubs betrayed him. She did not dare let her gaze drift any lower. 
 
    ‘For a dear, elderly man I loved like a grandfather. Not a true husband, not a lover.’ 
 
    ‘And you are in shock and too tired to rest as you should.’ But he stretched out his arm and laid the rapier on the grain bin. And he had barred the door. 
 
    ‘I am very much awake now. As are you. And – ’ 
 
    Jared moved, caught her round the waist, lifted her onto the edge of the wooden lid. Legs dangling, Guin caught her balance with her hands behind her as he leaned in, his lips hot and hard on hers. Then Jared tossed up her skirts and fell to his knees between her legs, his head pushing between her thighs until she opened them with a gasp and his mouth found her in a deep, intimate kiss. 
 
    ‘Jared.’ 
 
    His only answer was to reach up one hand and place it firmly on the tangle of curls still damp from her bath, newly damp with arousal, holding her in place. Through a rising tide of shocked sensation she was aware that he must be unfastening the falls of his breeches with his other hand. Is he going to… No. Her last coherent thought was the realisation that Jared was taking care of them both. 
 
    His tongue pressed though her folds, lapping, teasing and then, to her shock, penetrating, firm and insistent, his spread hand holding her still as she tried to buck against his mouth. 
 
    Francis had never done this. He had never, Guin realised through the horrified delight, done anything for her pleasure, only his. But Jared appeared to know exactly what would reduce her to quivering, squirming, mindless ecstasy and he was doing it ruthlessly. She reached for his head, her fingers frustrated by his hair, drawn tightly back into its queue. She wanted to run her fingers into it, hold onto it, a lifeline in this maelstrom he had thrown her into. 
 
    He must have realised what she wanted. Jared reached up and tugged free the leather lace securing the braid and she burrowed in, freeing the thick locks. The sensation of that wild, unbound hair over her bare skin triggered something deep inside, freed the thing that had been tightening, knotting within her. There was a cry and she realised it was her, then everything unravelled, pleasure lanced through her as between her spread thighs she felt Jared’s shoulders tense, shudder… then the world fell away. 
 
    Guin came back to herself to find Jared on his feet stuffing a handkerchief into his pocket with one hand and reaching for her with the other. 
 
    ‘Guinevere? Are you all right?’ He batted down her tumbled skirts and drew her to her feet, keeping hold as her knees gave way and she sagged against him. 
 
    ‘I think so,’ she said, her mouth against the bare skin of his shoulder, her senses spinning  with the heat of him, the taste of salt, the caress of his unbound hair against her face, the scent of their loving and the after-waves of pleasure. ‘I have never… I had no idea.’ 
 
    ‘I shocked you.’ Jared eased her down onto a seat of some kind and it took a definite effort of will to release her hold on him. ‘Your first husband – ’ He broke off abruptly and crossed the threshing floor to retrieve his shirt. 
 
    ‘Francis never did that. He only ever, you know…’ She realised that she did not have the vocabulary for it. ‘And I never felt like that.’ Now she was blushing, she could feel it, although why talking about it should make her colour-up when a moment ago this man had been kissing her like that and she had surrendered to it shamelessly, she could not think. 
 
    Jared said something, his voice muffled as he pulled the shirt on over his head. Guin thought it was, ‘Selfish bastard,’ but she could not be certain. He shook his head as the shirt settled around his body, the glossy brown waves freed from the tight braid lay on his shoulders and Guin’s mouth dried. Long hair on a man was wildly unfashionable, but it suited him perfectly, she thought. The wild mane escaping from its rigorous binding was like the man himself, letting go his fierce self-control for a moment of passion. 
 
    He rubbed his hand across his chin, winced. ‘I apologise for the stubble.’ Then he bent to pick up his boots and pull them on. He even does that beautifully, Guin thought, watching Jared balance on first one foot, then the other. 
 
    ‘We should get back.’ He held out his hand to help her up from the milking stool she was sitting on. ‘Walk behind me and stay close.’ 
 
    He unbarred the door, checked outside, then led the way through the barn, across the yard, in through the back door and up the stairs. Guin found the key and handed it to him without a word, not sure what to say, wanting to touch him, even though he did not seem to want to touch her any more. 
 
    The delicious heat of desire was cooling into something very like dismay. Had she ruined the fragile relationship between them? Probably Jared despised her now for wantonly throwing herself at him for the second time. But he could have walked away. He could have stopped at a kiss on the lips, she told herself. He had a made a choice as much as she had. 
 
    He opened the bedchamber door for her, went inside, which made her catch her breath, then stepped out again after a rapid scan of the room. ‘I will see you at breakfast, Guinevere. Remember to lock the door.’ 
 
    Would he kiss her? Apparently not. Jared held the door for her, then closed it as soon as she was through. She secured it and heard him move away from the other side. Her bed was wide and empty and soft. Cold. 
 
    ‘What is the danger here?’ she had asked. 
 
    ‘Us,’ Jared had answered. 
 
      
 
    Just what have you done? Jared’s conscience enquired acidly as he pulled off his boots again and set rapier and knife within reach. He left the door onto the parlour open. He could see Guinevere’s door from the bed, hear anything that happened. The instinct to lie across the threshold was a complete over-reaction. 
 
    He stripped naked and sponged himself down in the cold water from the ewer, grateful for the shock of the chill on overheated skin. He scrubbed away the sweat of exercise and the musk of their loving and winced at the rasp of stubble on his face. It had not occurred to him to shave before he began to exercise. Yet Guinevere had not complained, nor had she shrunk from him, even though it was obvious that such intimacies were new to her. 
 
    That selfish pig of a husband had clearly thought nothing of her pleasure, only his own. Had she even experienced an orgasm before? The warmth of the thought that he might have given her the first lasted only as long as it took him to get himself dry. He had no business making love to her. Leaving aside the fact that he was in no position to offer anything to a lady of breeding beside an affaire, Guinevere was not the kind of sophisticated, worldly widow who would flit happily from one short-lived liaison to another. 
 
    Jared pulled on his breeches again and lay down on top of the blankets, made himself relax. He could still smell the glorious scent of aroused woman. His hair, he supposed. In the morning he would stick his head under the pump in the yard, scrub it clean, braid his hair penitentially tight to remind himself that this was his first independent commission and he had already broken one of the major rules he had set himself – do not get emotionally involved with clients. 
 
    Guinevere seemed to like his hair loose… but not as much as he liked the thought of hers unbound, tumbling about her shoulders. Stop it, he snarled at his own imagination. Just… stop it. 
 
      
 
    ‘What are you staring at, Faith?’ 
 
    She had been standing at the window, Guin’s hairbrush in hand, for almost a minute. 
 
    ‘Oh, I do beg your pardon, my lady. But look.’ 
 
    Guin drew her dressing robe closed and went to the window. Jared. Of course, it had to be Jared. Not content with turning her sleep into a torrid succession of dreams he was now bending under the yard pump, stripped to the waist – again – while a stable boy laboured away sending the water sluicing over his head. 
 
    ‘My goodness, now that’s what I call a proper man,’ Faith said. ‘Those muscles – you think he’s not got many, he’s so slim and so quick, but when he’s got his clothes off… I wonder what he’d look like if he took off his – ’ 
 
    ‘Faith!’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, my lady. But he’s a big man, for all that slenderness.’ She didn’t look remotely apologetic, nor did she stop looking. But then neither did Guin as Jared signalled to the boy to cease pumping and stepped away, straightening up and throwing back his head so the streaming wet hair fell down to his shoulders. 
 
    ‘The green walking dress,’ Guin said decisively, turning back to the bed. 
 
    ‘Not the mourning black that we put out last night, my lady?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you are quite right, my lady. I can’t have checked it over properly yesterday,’ Faith said as she picked up the discarded gown. ‘Look, there’s dust on the skirt and the back is quite rumpled. I’m sorry, shall I find the other black walking dress?’ 
 
    ‘I do not think there is any need. Lord Northam would not be the slightest bit offended at the thought of me wearing colours.’ 
 
    Augustus had expressed decided views on many things and Pretty women decked out like crows being a lot of nonsensical hypocrisy was one of them. 
 
    Breakfast was awkward, not because anything was said, not because Jared betrayed by so much as a glance that anything had happened last night, but because he appeared to be completely untouched by it. Guin had armoured herself against smouldering looks, fleeting touches, murmured words and having to deal with none of them left her feeling decidedly unsophisticated and naive. That kind of encounter was obviously nothing special to Mr Hunt. 
 
    Guin decided on bright conversation. ‘Have you stayed at the Bell before?’ she asked when they were settled in the carriage once more. ‘You seemed to know your way around very well yesterday.’ 
 
    Jared turned his head from his silent contemplation of the high wooden palisade surrounding the Norman Cross prisoner of war camp to the right of the road. ‘I was in Stilton some years ago.’ He turned back to the view. 
 
    ‘Excuse me, my lady, but might I ride up with the driver for a while?’ Faith said abruptly. ‘Only it is such a lovely fresh day and I’m feeling a little queasy.’ 
 
    ‘You are? I’m sorry to hear that, Faith. Pull the check string at once.’ She did not look unwell, but she wasn’t someone who ever complained, so Guin took it seriously. 
 
    The coach came to a halt and Faith hopped down before Jared had a chance to open the door for her. ‘Thank you, my lady.’ 
 
    ‘Strange, I do hope she isn’t sickening for anything,’ Guin said as the coach started off again. 
 
    ‘Only an attack of tact, don’t you think?’ Jared glanced across at her. ‘She thinks I will answer your questions more readily if she isn’t here.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. How… I did not mean to pry, I am sorry.’ 
 
    ‘No matter.’ Jared gave a half-shouldered shrug. ‘The Bell was where I met Monsieur Jacques Favel, my swordmaster. I came across him practicing on that thrashing floor eleven years ago.’ 
 
    ‘You were apprenticed to him?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing as formal as that. I had left home. I had, I think, three shillings left in my pocket and I was sleeping in the hayloft over the road at the Angel when I saw him get down from his carriage with his rapier at his side. I guessed what he was and that evening I went across, my own rapier at my hip, spent some of my precious money on a half pint of ale and watched and listened and, eventually he came down, went across the yard as I did last night and I followed. 
 
    ‘He heard me come in and let me see that he had. He beckoned me onto the floor, challenged me to draw and had me disarmed and at the point of his sword within a minute. He was being generous, I think.’ 
 
    ‘Then what happened?’ 
 
    ‘He asked me what I was doing. He had eyes like a hawk and a brain to match. It took him no time at all to work out what I was. My clothes were good, if travel-stained, my accent was educated, I’d had the sort of training in fencing that any gentleman’s son receives but there I was, hiding the fact that I was hungry and tired and terrified, in an inn on the Great North Road. 
 
    ‘He asked me what I was running from and I told him. He asked what I was running to and I had to confess I had no idea. He made me fence again, pushed me until I was angry and then stopped. Told me that he could see something in me, that although I was angry I only became more controlled, more focused. He could do something with that.’ Again, that one-shouldered shrug. ‘And he did.’ 
 
    ‘Will you tell me what you were running from?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘No. He was the only person I have ever told.’ 
 
    ‘Had you done something wrong?’ Guin persisted. 
 
    ‘No. Upon my honour.’ The word seemed to cause him some bitter amusement, to judge by the twist of his lips which Guin did not mistake for a moment for a smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jared had been on the Great North Road, so had he been heading north from London or south? His accent was that of any educated English gentleman, but just occasionally she thought she caught the faintest hint of a flat northern vowel. And there had been something in his voice when he had said that he was going to Allerton, almost as though he was gritting his teeth and making himself go. 
 
    ‘Are you from Yorkshire?’ Guin asked abruptly. 
 
    ‘I do not discuss my past.’ The shutters were down with a vengeance, the man was looking at her as though she was an opponent at the end of his rapier. 
 
    ‘You just have,’ she pointed out. 
 
    ‘I had little choice, I think.’ 
 
    Oh, so it is all my fault, is it? ‘So you can be intimate with me in a barn one night but not in a carriage the next morning?’ 
 
    ‘You wish to be intimate, my lady? I can certainly oblige you.’ There was heat in his gaze, but no softness in the mouth that had –  
 
    ‘No, I do not. That was… that was a mistake. I was appreciating your tact in not mentioning it, but I see you were merely saving it up to put me out of countenance when it suited you. I meant that, surely, you can confide in me?’ 
 
    ‘Why? I value my privacy and I refused to confide, as you put it, in your late husband, who remains my employer. Which you are not.’ 
 
    ‘As a friend, I had thought.’ Embarrassment was giving way to an anger that was curiously sustaining. Guin tugged at the check string and the carriage slowed and stopped. ‘Obviously I was mistaken. As I am sure that Faith has recovered from her attack of tactful queasiness perhaps you would like to take her place, Mr Hunt. You may scan the scenery better for familiar landmarks from up there.’ 
 
    If she had hoped to provoke an answering show of temper in Jared she was disappointed. He opened the carriage door, jumped down, helped Faith from her perch and closed the door on her with perfect civility. 
 
    ‘My lady?’ 
 
    ‘There are times, Faith, when I think that the entire male sex has been put on this earth to infuriate women.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my lady.’ It did not help at all that her mouth twitched in a hastily-suppressed smile. 
 
      
 
    ‘I apologise,’ Guin said in York at the last change before they arrived at Allerton Grange. ‘I hope you were not too uncomfortable outside.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all and I do not require an apology.’ They might have been discussing a spilled cup of coffee. Jared was his usual perfectly calm, unreadable, self. He was managing to scan the inn yard for hazards as well as pay her attention and his competence was beginning to provoke Guin to the point of recklessness. 
 
    She wanted to poke at him, like a foolish child prodding a stick through the bars of the bear’s cage in the menagerie at the Exeter Exchange to see the beast’s fangs. Instead she inclined her head graciously and surprised a flicker of reaction in the depths of those amber hawk’s eyes. Was he trying to provoke her? Were they both playing some kind of game, one where she had no idea of the rules, or the prize? 
 
    She was still pondering on the conundrum when the carriage turned through the high stone gateposts of Allerton Grange in the mid-afternoon. The sun was shining, the small park looked picturesque and tranquil and the house when it came into view sat secure and welcoming on a slight rise. 
 
    ‘It is difficult to believe that we fled from here in such alarm and confusion,’ she said as Jared dropped the window to lean out and survey the building. 
 
    ‘It looks a fine small property.’ 
 
    ‘That is not why Augustus bought it – he knew nothing about it, really – it was an act of charity which fortunately turned out to be good business. His Quenten cousins had something of a financial crisis, I believe, and had to move from here. When Augustus attended his cousin Charles’s funeral he took the place off the heir’s hands, unseen, to help out. He visited on his way home to see what kind of pig in a poke he had acquired and encountered me at the Red Griffin in the village. I was in the throes of a distressing discussion with the local magistrate, Francis was laid out in the cellar, the landlady wanted both me and the body out of there…’ She gave a little shiver at the recollection. ‘It was all horrible and Augustus descended like a good angel and rescued me.’ 
 
    ‘An interesting choice of word,’ Jared said, turning back from the view to study her face. ‘Why did you need rescue? Assistance, I could understand.’ 
 
    ‘Because they suspected I had killed my husband, of course.’ 
 
    ‘And of course you had not, but circumstances made it seem that way.’ 
 
    Was that a statement or a question? Guin knew she had lost colour: a guilty conscience was a damnable thing. ‘If you are asking me if I pushed him out of the window, then the answer is, no, I did not.’ 
 
    Did I wish him with the Devil? Yes. Did I do nothing to stop himself drinking until he was incapable? Yes. Was I relieved that he was dead? Yes, Heaven forgive me. 
 
    As though she had spoken out loud Jared sent a sharp look at Faith who was tactfully gathering up books and Guin’s parasol and shawl. He said nothing, but Guin was certain that this was something they were going to have a discussion about as soon as they were alone, although why he thought it relevant to the present problem she had no idea. 
 
      
 
    Jared left Guinevere reacquainting herself with Porrett the butler and Mrs Mountjoy the housekeeper and assuring them that not only was her own maid with her but that one of the footmen from London had accompanied them to help ease the burden of her arrival with a guest and virtually no notice. ‘In fact it is Thomas, who you’ll remember, of course. It should make things easier as he knows the house and everyone so well,’ Jared heard her explaining as he walked off round the house. 
 
    He was looking for the terrace where the adder was placed in the sewing basket and found it soon enough. Three sets of long windows, with very low cills that could be stepped over, gave access to various rooms in the house from the rectangular area of flagstones. There was a small flowerbed and fountain in the centre of the terrace and paths approached it around the house from both sides. The shrubbery was only twenty or so yards away across the lawn. There was nothing here to give a clue about who might have interfered with the basket, but someone from inside the house seemed most likely, despite the cover given by the plantings. 
 
    Jared kept walking until he reached a fanciful corner turret added by someone with more romance on their mind than architectural good taste. The door at the base was unlocked and he went in and found a staircase with a carpet runner over stone steps and an elegant curving handrail rising to his right and another door, presumably into the house. 
 
    He took the stairs, counting to the point where Northam said Guinevere had fallen, then looked back. A healthy young woman would have to be very unlucky indeed to be seriously hurt from such a tumble. Bruises, perhaps a broken wrist or ankle, but that was all. He climbed higher until he reached a door. From that point a fall would be far more serious, potentially lethal. 
 
    The door opened onto a semi-circular room furnished as a lady’s retreat. There was a chaise, a bookcase with full shelves and a little writing desk. Both the shelves with their informal rows of books, some stacked up, one lying open, and the desk with several piles of paper, looked well-used. There were light, charming draperies and a tea table with two chairs. It was all very feminine without being frilly and he could picture Guinevere there. 
 
    As he was thinking it the door opened and she came in, closing it behind her with a click. ‘I thought you might have found your way here.’ 
 
    Jared looked at the chaise, then back at her, cursing his imagination. Fuelled by last night’s encounter it was painting a vivid image of Guinevere on that chaise, only this time without any clothes and her hair unbound. It was so real that he could taste her, feel her, visualise exactly how it would be to lie between those pale, curved, soft-skinned thighs and – 
 
    ‘What are you thinking about?’ she asked, inflaming things further by sitting on the chaise. 
 
    ‘Last night.’ Then, when she blushed, rosy and delicious, he added, ‘But we are not going to talk about that.’ Not now. ‘Tell me about your first husband.’ 
 
    That drove the blush away. ‘He married me believing I had money, quite a lot of money. I did not and my father, who had, made certain that I – and my husband – would get none of it. I thought Francis was genuinely interested in me for myself. I had no idea that Papa was generally thought to be a rich man locally because he was always careful with his money, never went for show or luxuries.’ Guinevere broke off, bit her lower lip. ‘Any affection Francis might have felt vanished like mist in the sunshine when he found there was no dowry. It all became my fault.’ 
 
    ‘And how was he paying his way in the world?’ 
 
    Again she punished her lower lip. ‘Gaming, betting on horses. Doing favours for friends, although what those consisted of, I have no idea and I am not certain I wish to know.’ 
 
    ‘Living on his wits, in other words.’ 
 
    ‘Yes – on his wits and on moneylenders. My brother Henry thought he was the good friend of a most reputable acquaintance, the acquaintance believed he was a friend of Henry’s, he insinuated his way into house parties and soon he was a familiar face in local Society. My father, who was by nature more suspicious than Henry, made some enquiries, but it was too late by then. I had… he…’ She squared her shoulders and met his gaze, eyes dark with remembered pain and the effort of honesty. ‘I was foolish enough to be seduced. When Papa forbade the match I was even more foolish and admitted as much. Francis was certain that if we eloped Papa would relent, but he did not.’ 
 
    ‘So you had returned to Lancashire at that point?’ 
 
    Guinevere nodded. ‘Then someone to whom Francis owed money sent some awful men to make him pay it back and we had to run. Francis kept drinking and every night he – It was unpleasant, but I discovered that if he drank a lot he became maudlin, not violent or amorous any more, so I encouraged him to drink. I thought that somehow I would find a way to earn some money, or Francis would have a relative who might help him. Or a miracle would happen, I suppose. 
 
    ‘It was wrong of me not to try and keep him sober, of course. By the time we arrived at the Red Griffin in the village he was drinking gin heavily every evening. The inn has a very tall window on the stairs and it was open that night because it was so hot. I do not know exactly what happened because I hadn’t seen him since the middle of the afternoon and there were no witnesses, but apparently he stumbled out of the bar, very drunk, and was last seen at the foot of the stairs, starting to climb.’ 
 
    ‘A clear-cut matter for the Coroner, even though there was no actual witness to the fall,’ Jared said, keeping a tight hold on his temper. The man was dead, he couldn’t run him through as every instinct urged him to, and showing anger would only frighten Guinevere. 
 
    ‘It would have been,’ she agreed with that deceptive calm she so often showed when things became really bad. ‘Only he was seen at the foot of the stairs leading to our chamber at half past eleven and he did not fall until midnight when he almost crushed an unfortunate ostler who was on his way to the outside privy.’ 
 
    ‘Time to have reached your room and for you to have had some part in his fall, they thought? But if he fell from a landing window, how are you supposed to have got him there?’ 
 
    ‘Our bedchamber window was right next to the stairs. The ostler was more interested in his bladder than star-gazing and he was frightened out of his wits when Francis crashed down just behind him. He had no idea which window of the two he fell from.’ 
 
    ‘What do you believe happened?’ 
 
    ‘I think that he collapsed on the landing outside our door, lay there for a while in a drunken haze, then, when he got to his feet, he was so unsteady that he went out of the window while he was groping for the door handle.’ She stood up, took an uncertain step towards the desk, shook her head as though she had forgotten what she had been about to look for, and sat down again. 
 
    ‘Everybody was very kind at first, but I think they could tell I was not grieving. And I was not, Heaven help me, I was relieved. Not that he was dead, never that, but that he was gone. I could see that they were suspicious and I wrote immediately to my family, begged them to send me some money to pay a lawyer to advise me. They responded by return disowning me – and Augustus walked into the bar that day just as the magistrate was becoming rather exasperated with my lack of answers to his questions.’ 
 
    ‘And rescued you.’ Guinevere nodded and smiled for the first time since she had begun her story. ‘Why were you here. In the village, I mean?’ he asked. ‘Allerton is a small place, off all the main routes. I would have thought Willoughby would have made for a large town, somewhere he could sink out of sight and avoid his creditors, somewhere he might find a mark or two for a confidence trick or some crooked gaming.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ Guinevere stood up again and went to the window, stared out as though the landscape might hold the answer. ‘I assumed he was heading for Lincolnshire, if I thought about it at all. Something he said once made me think he might have come from there. The night before we got to Allerton he said that if my family wouldn’t do right by him then he would get help from his.’ 
 
    ‘That makes no sense. If he was travelling to Lincolnshire from Lancashire the best route would be down through Leeds and Doncaster.’ 
 
    ‘So it would be,’ Guinevere agreed, turning from the window. The unhappiness on her face had been replaced by animation, an interest he was relieved to see there. ‘I was far too occupied being miserable and telling myself what a fool I had been and I never thought about it.’ Then she shrugged, the green lights in her eyes that Jared had begun to associate with happiness faded. ‘But what does it matter what he was doing here? Whoever was behind the attacks on me, is responsible for Augustus’s death, it was not Francis Willoughby and that is about the only fact we can be certain of.’ 
 
    ‘Where was he buried?’ Jared asked. He wouldn’t be satisfied unless he saw a good solid grave slab on top of the bastard. 
 
    ‘In the village churchyard. Augustus paid for everything, attended the funeral himself. Why? Are you thinking that he is not dead after all?’ She shook her head. ‘I had to identify him, remember.’ Guinevere lost colour. ‘His head was badly damaged, but not his face. There can be no mistake.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Enough of that. What do you want to do with the rest of the day?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Mountjoy has a long list of items she insists she needs my opinion on, but I wanted to have a few moments of tranquillity to think about Augustus here before I am immersed in domestic trivia. I always loved this room.’ 
 
    ‘And I am bringing anything but tranquillity into it. I will leave you in peace and see you at dinner.’ 
 
      
 
    Guinevere came down to breakfast with an expression of determined cheerfulness that did not convince Jared for a moment. At dinner the night before she had been apologetic for being so lacking in sensible conversation and had snatched at his suggestion that she must be tired, should not mind him and should take herself off to bed as soon as she had finished dessert. 
 
    Jared wondered whether she had been afraid that he might have expectations after the previous night, that he might appear at her chamber door wanting admittance to her bed. Her eyes had widened when he asked her where her room was and he noticed the hint of relief when he pointed out that he had to know where she was in order to guard her. 
 
    ‘Your room is next door to mine,’ she’d said, colour in her cheeks. ‘I explained to Porrett about your role as bodyguard.’ Then she had fled. He wondered whether she had decided that their lovemaking had been a terrible mistake or whether she was simply very tired and remembering Lord Northam in these surroundings was adding to her grief. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘I have to go out for a while,’ Jared said abruptly as he finished his third cup of coffee. Suddenly he could not cope with seeing that look on Guinevere’s face, that blank unhappiness that she was bearing so well, that courage despite the memories he was powerless to erase for her. Even the lovely sea-green of her eyes seemed merely grey today. ‘I want you to promise that you will not go anywhere without Faith and that you will not set foot outside the house without both her and one of the men with you.’ 
 
    ‘I promise. But why? What do you expect to happen?’ Her expression was tense but her voice was quite even. 
 
    ‘I have no idea,’ Jared said grimly on his way through the door. He found the back stairs and went down to the half-basement, following the sound of voices. 
 
    ‘And you get your sticky fingers off those lemon tarts, Thomas Bainton.’ 
 
    ‘I like ’em.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, you and Master Frank both and it was like having a plague of blackbirds down here when the two of you smelled my baking – and both old enough to know better.’ 
 
    ‘You used to work here as a young man, Thomas?’ 
 
    They all swung round at the sound of his voice. Thomas got up from the chair by the scrubbed pine table where he had just been reaching for one of the tarts cooling on a rack. Mrs Mountjoy looked up from a rocking chair by the range and a stout woman who must be the cook paused in her pastry-work, the glass rolling pin poised in mid-air. A scullery maid stopped in her scrubbing of the breakfast pots and pans and stared. 
 
    ‘Aye, sir. I was the boot boy.’ Thomas made surreptitious flicking movements, trying to get the crumbs off his livery. ‘Then when the family moved away to Cross Holme towards Whitby I went with them as under-footman but they couldn’t afford to keep me on. I got a position in Whitby but I came back when his lordship took up residence and wanted staff.’ 
 
    So the Quentens lived near Whitby now? That was too close to familiar ground for comfort, although he did not recognise the name. 
 
    ‘I am going out for an hour or so. Please find Faith and send her to Lady Northam immediately.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, sir, Mr Hunt.’ He went out in a shower of crumbs. 
 
    ‘Is there a riding horse in the stables, Mrs Mountjoy?’ 
 
    ‘There is, sir. Lord Northam’s hunter and a mare for her ladyship. They left them here for when they visit.’ 
 
    ‘Very well, thank you.’ He paused by the back door. ‘And her ladyship is not at home to anyone unless I am with her, is that clear? I do not care whether it is the vicar or the Prince Regent.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ Mrs Mountjoy was tight-lipped and he could tell she was itching to know on what grounds he was giving the orders, but he thought she would obey nonetheless. 
 
    The Northam coachman and groom had taken over the stables and reduced the resident stable lad to very junior status. He scurried to ready the sturdy black hunter and knuckled his forelock when Jared took the reins and swung up into the saddle, his eyes riveted on the rapier Jared wore at his side. 
 
    ‘Which way to the village?’ 
 
    ‘Over yonder, sir. You can see the top of the church tower on the left side of the big oak, sir. Gi’ower, you lummock,’ he added to the horse as it slobbered down the back of his neck. 
 
    Jared felt the accent washing over him like a tide of memory. He’d played with the local boys growing up, had many a good skelping – beating, he corrected himself – for using a strong Yorkshire accent at home for fun. He was not sure now that he was pleased to be hearing it again, it would make keeping it out of his own voice that much harder. He nodded to the lad and turned the big horse towards the yard entrance. ‘What’s his name?’ he called back. 
 
    ‘’ero.’ 
 
    The horse went willingly enough, then took exception to the stable cat slinking across his path, a baby rat in its mouth. ‘Stop that, there’s nowt to nark you there, you gurt ninny, Hero,’ Jared scolded him, for the simple pleasure of letting the words roll off his tongue. Yes, he most definitely must resist the temptation to talk Yorkshire. 
 
    The village was compact, with lanes running off from a central green towards the farms and holdings that dotted the rolling hills. Jared passed the Red Griffin and made for the church, uncertain what he was looking for but obeying the instincts that had served him well in the past. Guinevere believed he was wasting time and thought on Francis Willoughby but he was prepared to accept that there was something he had seen or heard which was buried deep in his mind. It had not yet linked to other fragments of information, but it was niggling at him. 
 
    Hero was content to stand lipping at the long grass beside the lych gate as Jared worked his way between the irregular ranks of graves and tilting headstones. Most he could dismiss as old, their inscriptions almost lost to time and lichen. Then he found a group of three that were clearly recent. One, the earth still raw and freshly turned, had a simple wooden cross, the mound of the second had sunk a little and grass was growing over it, but the headstone, sharp and clean, read Agnes Millar departed this life aged 86 years… 
 
    Beyond it was another. He almost turned away because it had a fine stone, deeply carved and with a design of angels, their wings making the point at the top. Jared stepped over Agnes Millar’s grave and read the inscription anyway, for the sake of thoroughness. 
 
    Here lies Francis Arnold Willoughby 
 
    Only son of the late Henry Willoughby and his wife Jane 
 
    Beloved brother of Elizabeth 
 
    Born January 7th 1784 Killed August 15th 1810 
 
    Aged 26 years 
 
    “The voice of my brother’s blood crieth unto me from the ground.” 
 
    ‘I’ll be damned.’ Jared dug in his pocket for his notebook. 
 
    ‘We will all be damned, my son, if we do not seek salvation through our Lord,’ a gentle, elderly voice said behind him. 
 
    Jared turned, unsure which was more galling, being reprimanded, however gently, for blaspheming in a churchyard or being taken by surprise despite the ancient clergyman’s unsteady approach. ‘I beg your pardon, sir.’ 
 
    The vicar made a vague gesture with a thin, blue-veined hand. ‘May I be of assistance to you?’ 
 
    ‘Can you tell me the source of the quotation on this stone?’ 
 
    The old man fumbled in his pocket and produced a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles which he balanced precariously on the end of his nose. ‘Ah yes. A strange choice and incorrect, but the stone mason was adamant that was what had been ordered. It is an inaccurate quotation of part of Genesis, chapter four, verse ten, taken out of context.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir. Who paid for the stone to be erected?’ 
 
    ‘I do not know that.’ The vicar took off his spectacles, dropped them and almost trod on them as he searched. ‘Thank you, sir, you would not believe how many lenses I lose.’ He took them from Jared and absent-mindedly put them back on. ‘The stone mason told me that he received a letter with the instructions and a very adequate payment for what was required. It replaced the wooden cross with a small brass plaque with the name that Lord Northam had requested.’ 
 
    ‘Given that Francis Willoughby died in an accident, does the wording not strike you as strange, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Strange? Killed, you mean? Yes, if I had been consulted I would have advised against it.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, sir.’ Jared took a bank note from his pocket book. ‘For the poor box.’ 
 
    He strode away through the graveyard with the vicar’s thanks faint behind him and this new information turning and twisting in his brain. Willoughby had a sister who had paid for his gravestone, who considered him to have been killed and to whom his blood cried for revenge. Now all he had to do was find her and he would surely have the twisted mind behind the attacks on Guinevere. Easier said than done from a remote village, unless Allerton Grange had a library with a copy of the Landed Gentry in it. And that assumed the Willoughbys had land enough to be included. 
 
    He would send a letter to Dover, put him on the task and hope that he would write soon with what he had gathered on Theo. A fine scandal that was going to make if it turned out that he had murdered his own uncle for the title, but somehow he couldn’t believe it. Nor could he see any reason for Willoughby’s vengeful sister Elizabeth to want to murder Northam. Unless she saw him as saving Guinevere from the gallows and thus deserving of punishment as well… 
 
    Jared untied the horse and walked across the green to the inn. It was a substantial building, very plain, and probably sixty or seventy years old. Its one claim to any distinction was the window that rose almost the full height of the west gable and was clearly intended to light the staircase, for the horizontal line of each landing was visible through the glass. Such showpiece windows were a speciality of the area and Whitby had several houses with them, his aunt’s for one. 
 
    The landlord, Mr Grantham according to the sign over the door, was more than ready to discuss the Dreadful Occurrence, as he repeatedly called Willoughby’s death. He seemed to feel it gave his inn some distinction, being the site of such a dramatic event, resulting in the intercession of none other than the Viscount Northam. 
 
    ‘He who has bought Allerton Grange now, which is a good thing for the village,’ he confided as he drew a pint of ale for Jared. The story spilled out fluently, obviously a regular tale to entertain customers. ‘Those Quentens who used to live there never had any money, not that they spent hereabouts, that’s for certain sure. Kept themselves to themselves they did and they were always late paying their bills.’ Grantham mopped the bar down with a cloth, stuck it back under his belt and leant on the worn oak. ‘Lord Northam’s a distant relative of theirs from what I hear, but not like them at all.’ 
 
    It seemed that the news of the murder had not yet reached these parts and Jared did not want to divert the landlord by telling him. He drank some ale and made appreciative noises. ‘Good ale. Your own brew?’ 
 
    ‘Aye, sir. It is that. I win prizes at Scarborough Fair with that, most years. Are you from around these parts, sir? Only there’s something familiar about you, if you don’t mind me mentioning it.’ 
 
    ‘This village is new to me,’ Jared said easily. Any kind of evasiveness would only arouse suspicion. ‘My mother’s mother was from round about here somewhere – perhaps I’ve some distant relatives. It’s strange how resemblances pass down.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just the colouring. And your profile, sir. Can’t quite put my finger on it.’ The man shrugged. ‘Would you like to have a look at the scene of the Dreadful Occurrence, seeing how you are interested?’ 
 
    So I have to dye my hair and get my nose broken to ensure anonymity, do I? Jared thought with an inward curse and a smile and a nod for the innkeeper. I’m damned if I will. I like my nose just the way it is. ‘I would indeed. I imagine it is quite a talking point around here. No doubt the poor gentleman’s family all came to the funeral.’ 
 
    He knew they hadn’t, but it was a useful prompt for Grantham to say if he knew the Willoughbys. ‘No sign of them, sir. Not a local family, I suppose, or there’s none of them living. Though Mr Willoughby who died, there was something about him that rang a bell with me.’ He shrugged as he began to climb the stairs, the great expanse of glass making the best of the late afternoon light and sending their shadows spilling across the walls. 
 
    ‘The wife would say I’m getting fanciful – first you, sir, and then Mr Willoughby looking familiar. Here we are. That’s the window he fell from and that’s the room he and his lady were staying in, just next door. Coroner’s jury decided he got fuddled with drink and fell through, right down to the pavers below. Nasty mess it made of his head, sir. A very nasty mess what with the brains and all. We covered him up, soon as we found him, didn’t want his lady seeing that. Doctor tidied him up a bit before she identified him.’ 
 
    ‘She must have been very much shocked,’ Jared observed as he studied the catch on the opening section of the window. ‘This looks secure enough.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed the lady was in a proper taking, sir. White as a sheet and she kept saying God forgive me – but I reckon that was because she hadn’t stopped him drinking, sir. Not that anyone could, I’d have said. A nasty drunk until he’d had so much he could hardly stand, then he mellowed. That’s what she told me when I tried to stop serving him the night before and he got in a right state about it. So the night of the Occurrence I gave him another bottle and, sure enough, after ten minutes or so of language that would curdle milk he calmed right down and just sat there moaning into his glass. Where is she? Why isn’t she here? Where is she when I need her? 
 
    ‘I thought to myself, She’s gone off to her bed and I don’t say as how I blame her, you unpleasant sot. Then when I was properly sick of the sound of him he got to his feet and stumbled off. If I’d known the girl had opened the landing windows to cool the bedchambers down a bit I’d have kept an eye on him, helped him up to his room.’ He shrugged. ‘But I didn’t and Coroner said no-one who wasn’t drunk as a lord would have been in any danger, because the banister rail should have made it safe enough. He put no blame on us.’ 
 
    ‘Had Willoughby gone out while they were here? Did he ask directions to anywhere?’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t ask that I know of, sir. He went out on foot the day he fell, was gone about, oh, an hour or two? Anyway, he was in a foul mood when he got back. Of course, that might have been the weather, it was pouring with rain and he was soaked through and muddy to the knees,’ the landlord said as they walked back downstairs. 
 
    ‘How had they arrived here?’ He could ask Guinevere of course, but Mr Grantham was handy. Jared wondered how much longer he was going to tolerate detailed questions from a complete stranger with no standing in the matter, but so far he seemed happy to talk about the local excitement. Presumably there wasn’t much drama day-to-day thereabouts. 
 
    ‘One-horse gig, sir. The kind with a hood.’ 
 
    So Willoughby had not gone far, otherwise he would surely have taken the gig, put the hood up and saved himself a soaking. There did not seem to be anything more to be gleaned from the helpful landlord. Jared finished his glass of ale and walked slowly back to his horse. 
 
    Francis Willoughby had come here with a purpose and, whatever that purpose had been, it had not been fulfilled. Willoughby had died first. 
 
    Jared swung into the saddle and set himself to scour the area an hour’s walk out from the inn. The landlord said Willoughby had been gone an hour or two. Assuming the man had done something, even if it were only to stare at his destination in frustration when he got there, then he would then have to walk back, so a five mile radius should encompass it, he calculated. 
 
      
 
    Jared had been gone a long time, Guin thought. By the time luncheon had been cleared away there was still no sign of him. She began to pace restlessly from room to room downstairs until Thomas suggested he harness the gig and take her for a drive. 
 
    ‘It only seats one person beside the driver,’ she pointed out. ‘Mr Hunt does not want me to go outside the house without one of you men and Faith.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll be if’en you were walking, my lady,’ Thomas said. ‘Up in the gig, if we saw trouble coming, we could be off in a moment. I’d take my big stick as well – that’d deal with any footpad.’ He picked up a hefty cudgel from where it had been leaning against the hall wall and brandished it. 
 
    ‘It looks lethal.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, it would be. A tap on the head from that and you’d not get up again,’ he said with a relish that made her shiver. 
 
    ‘Even so, I did promise Mr Hunt, so I will call Faith and we will just take a turn around the garden.’ 
 
    ‘If you feel like that, my lady.’ He sounded on the verge of sulkiness. ‘I’m sure his lordship trusted me to look after you, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Hunt trusts nobody, I think,’ Guin said lightly, trying to make a joke out of it. The last thing she wanted was a peevish footman about the place. ‘And I have no intention of proving him right by breaking my word. Ah, there you are, Faith. Come along, Thomas, and don’t forget your cudgel.’ 
 
    They found Topshore the gardener muttering darkly at greenfly on his broad beans and he attached himself to their party, confident that the mistress of the house wanted nothing better than to debate the best cure for moss in the lawns and whether a new arbour was needed, given the state of the old one. 
 
    Guin confessed to total ignorance about moss and allowed herself to be talked into a new arbour and a dozen climbing roses from the best supplier in York. The stable yard clock was chiming half past three by the time a circuit of the garden had been accomplished, and there was still no sign of Jared. 
 
    ‘I wonder what can be keeping – ah, I can hear the sound of hooves on the yard cobbles.’ Guin led her little party round to the yard, Topshore tagging along behind and holding a monologue on the value of well-rotted stable manure for roses. The lad was just leading away a bay mare and its rider stood brushing down his dusty breeches. 
 
    It was not Jared, Guin realised with a stab of disappointment tinged with worry. This was a young man, perhaps eighteen or nineteen, sandy, freckled and earnest. Then she saw there was a rapier at his side and recognised him. It was Jared’s manservant. 
 
    ‘Portsmouth?’ 
 
    ‘Dover, my lady.’ 
 
    ‘I do beg your pardon, I was somewhat distracted when we last met. Is something wrong?’ 
 
    To her surprise he blushed. Then she recalled just where she had met him. ‘Er… Is Mr Hunt here, my lady?’ 
 
    ‘No, I have no idea where he is, I am beginning to feel a little anxious – Oh, that must be him.’ She turned at the sound of another horse and this time it was Jared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jared reined in from a trot to survey the group in the middle of the yard. ‘Dover? I left you in London with a task to perform.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir, and I have. Performed it, I mean. That was easy, only there’s something else and I thought I had best come immediately. I didn’t want to risk writing and perhaps you having moved on.’ 
 
    ‘All right. We will talk in the house directly.’ Jared dismounted, tossed the reins to the stable lad. ‘Give him a good rub down, a feed and drink when he’s cooler. We’ve covered a lot of ground today.’ 
 
    ‘Where have you been?’ Guin demanded, relief making her snappish. 
 
    ‘I am sure we will all be more comfortable inside.’ Jared offered his arm and, when she took it, murmured, ‘With a smaller audience.’ 
 
    He smelled very male, of horse and leather and dust and sweat and Guin was shocked to find that arousing. She was almost disappointed when, as they entered through the front door, he said, ‘Hot water, if you please, Thomas. To my chamber and bring some there for Dover as well. We’ll find him a room later. If you’ll excuse us for half an hour, Lady Northam, neither of us are fit for the drawing room. Then a council of war is called for, I think, including Faith.’ 
 
    Guin suppressed the desire to demand an immediate report and rang for a substantial tea instead. Whatever the news, cake would be a comfort. 
 
    Jared and Dover were downstairs washed and changed within twenty minutes and she waved them towards the food. Dover and Faith looked uneasy at being expected to make themselves at home in the drawing room but Jared said firmly that he was famished and that he had no intention of repeating everything twice and so they relaxed. 
 
    ‘Dover, finish what you have on your plate, then begin.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir.’ He manfully swallowed a mouthful of meat pie, gulped some tea and took an envelope from his pocket. ‘I made enquiries about Mr Theo Quenten as you ordered, sir. That was easy. He is universally liked, even if some sticklers disapprove of his wild ways and they say he relies too much on charm to worm his way out of trouble. He’s been up to larks, had some losses on the tables and the race course, but it’s play and pay – no really bad debts and tradesmen say he settles up with them too, even if they have to wait until his next instalment of allowance comes due. He’s a bit in the petticoat line – begging your pardon, my lady – but no gossip that’s nasty, if you know what I mean. 
 
    ‘By all accounts he’s settling down and his father’s illness has speeded up the sobering process. I was writing all that down as a report for you, sir, then it all started.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘His father died the day you left London.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no, poor man. But I suppose he is at peace now, thank goodness.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, my lady, I should have broken it better.’ Guin gestured to him to keep going. ‘Anyway, that means Mr Theo is now Lord Northam and the scandal sheets started. The print shops are full of these, sir.’ He sent Guin a harassed glance and unaccountably blushed again. He handed the envelope to Jared and took refuge in another slice of meat pie. 
 
    Jared pulled out what seemed to be a coloured print, looked at it and swore softly under his breath. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ she demanded. 
 
    ‘You do not want to know.’ He folded the sheet in two. 
 
    ‘I most certainly do.’ 
 
    ‘Lady Northam, this would distress you.’ 
 
    ‘Really, Mr Hunt? And I have had so little to agitate me lately, I am quite out of practice,’ she said with a sarcasm that made him wince. ‘Show me.’ 
 
    With a shrug he handed her the print. Guin smoothed it out and studied it. At the bottom of the scene were two death-beds, hung with black cloth and garlands of evergreen with an elderly man in one handing a viscount’s coronet to another old gentleman lying on the other bed. 
 
    Shown much larger, a handsome, fashionably-dressed young man with a shock of black hair was bestriding the beds, snatching the coronet from the second dying man with one hand while, with the other, he reached out for a tall blonde lady with a low-cut gown who held out both her hands to him. A speech bubble issued from his lips, “Dear Aunt, now those two are out of my way you will show me how to go on as Viscount N. will you not?” 
 
    The blonde lady, who appeared to be staring intently at his exceedingly tight breeches, had her own speech bubble. “Nevvie dear, we may begin our instruction in the bedchamber.” 
 
    ‘That’s supposed to be Theo,’ Guin stammered, one part of her brain recognising that it was a very good caricature. ‘And is that supposed to be me?’ When no-one spoke she drew a deep breath. ‘This implies that Theo has done away with both his uncle and his father to get the title. And that if I was not directly involved, I certainly welcome the result.’ Her hand was gripping the paper so tightly that it crumpled. Guin made herself relax her hold and smoothed out the image. ‘Is a man permitted to marry his aunt by marriage? No matter,’ she said without waiting for anyone to reply. ‘The implication that we are, or will be, lovers, is bad enough.’ 
 
    Jared made no attempt to tell her it was otherwise, for which she was thankful, she was not in the mood to be mollified and patronised. Not that he had ever tried to... 
 
    She realised with a start that he was speaking. ‘The new Lord Northam – let us refer to him as Theo for now, it makes things simpler – will be much involved with his father’s funeral. Where will that be?’ 
 
    ‘Near Nottingham. He will be interred in the family mausoleum at their country seat, I am sure,’ Guin said, grateful for something to think about other than the fact that her image was all over the London print shops. ‘At least that will get Theo out of London. I can imagine him calling someone out over this.’ 
 
    ‘More than likely,’ Jared said. ‘I would hold his coat for him. If he got in first, that is.’ 
 
    ‘You would challenge someone for me?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ He seemed surprised that she would ask and something inside Guin melted. ‘But other than that, there is nothing to be done that we are not doing – finding who murdered your husband and who has been persecuting you. And, while we are about it, keeping you out of the public eye until another, more titillating, scandal comes along.’ 
 
    It was difficult to think of something more titillating than the adultery and double murder that the print implied, but Guin took a steadying breath and poured tea all round. ‘Did you discover anything this morning?’ 
 
    ‘That your first husband’s death was all that it appeared, that his grave now has a fine headstone and that he had a sister, Elizabeth.’ 
 
    Guin put down the teapot with a thump that set the little table rocking. ‘Francis had a sister?’ 
 
    ‘One who has set up a headstone calling for vengeance, what is more.’ Jared described the headstone, his conversation with vicar and innkeeper and his day in the saddle attempting to find where Francis has gone on the last day of his life. 
 
    ‘He was on foot, the weather was foul. I have visited every hamlet and farm within a five mile radius of the inn and found nowhere he was seen, no-one who admits having any business with him. Which means that, unless he had a rendezvous with someone passing through – ’ 
 
    ‘He was coming here,’ Guin said slowly. ‘But why? Because whatever it was he wanted, it was not here – the house was closed up. The Quentens had intended to let it, I believe, but Augustus saved them from having to do that.’ Then she realised that talking to the innkeeper and viewing the scene had convinced Jared of her innocence in Francis’s death, but that before, he had been uncertain. It left her, she realised, surprisingly angry. Her hand shook as she made herself sip her tea. She could not rant at him here and now, she told herself. 
 
    ‘That would account for his frustration as reported by the innkeeper and how heavily he was drinking.’ Jared picked up his cup, thought for a while, apparently did not notice her tension. ‘We have been wondering what connection there is between the tricks played on you and the murder of Lord Northam. I am beginning to think that whatever it is, it centres on this house. Francis Willoughby brings you here to this village, visits this house, dies before he can achieve his purpose, then Lord Northam appears having bought this same house, comes here and meets you. Months later you return to Allerton Grange together and the attacks on you begin, then follow you to London.’ 
 
    ‘Do we now wait for something to happen here again?’ Faith asked into the silence that followed. 
 
    ‘Excuse me, sir, but there’s something I don’t understand.’ Dover had been working his way through the meat pie in silence. Now he pushed away the plate and looked round the group. ‘I can understand that Elizabeth Willoughby might, misguidedly, blame Lady Northam for her brother’s death and cause those attacks to happen. She might even be resentful that Lord Northam assisted Mrs Willoughby, as she was then, when the magistrate was becoming difficult. But surely, murdering him was a complete over-reaction. I mean, I can see that she might want to murder Lady Northam, if she really is so obsessed and unreasonable, but why him?’ 
 
    ‘Could it be coincidence and motives behind the attacks on me and Augustus’s murder are not connected?’ Guin wondered. ‘Coincidences happen all the time, but we do not notice them.’ 
 
    ‘If it were not for the fact that Francis almost certainly expected to find someone, or something, here, at this house, then perhaps coincidence might explain it. The innkeeper thought Francis reminded him of someone, but he had no idea who. It is suggestive, though.’ 
 
    ‘The Quentens’ steward, I wonder,’ Guin mused. ‘I never met him and I do not know his name. He left the district when they did, but I seem to recall something Augustus said about him obviously being competent and well educated from the records that he left. He assumed he was a gentleman who had fallen on hard times. Could he be a brother, perhaps? But, no, it cannot be that. Augustus would have commented on the similarity of the names.’ 
 
    ‘Unless one or other of them was using a false identity,’ Faith suggested. ‘We know Mr Francis Willoughby was not entirely honest – ’ Guin repressed a snort, ‘– but we know from his headstone that was his real name. A brother might be flying under false colours, perhaps.’ 
 
    ‘It sounds as though a query to the Quentens is called for,’ Jared said. ‘If the agent is no longer employed by them they should know where he has gone.’ 
 
    ‘What do you want me to do now, sir?’ Dover asked. ‘Go back to London? I caught the stage to Thirsk and then hired a horse, I can do the same thing the other way round tomorrow and be back in London the day after.’ 
 
    ‘Not yet, I think. Lady Northam, do you have a Landed Gentry in the house? Because now we have the names of Francis Willoughby’s parents from the gravestone we might be able to trace the sister that way and also see whether there are any brothers. If not, Dover can ride to Pickering tomorrow, there’s a circulating library there that should have an up to date copy.’ 
 
    ‘Augustus may have kept one in his study,’ Guin said after a moment’s thought. ‘There is no proper library here, the Quentens took all the books with them when they moved out and Augustus had not begun to buy books for here yet in any quantity, although there are a few and I brought some of my own for the tower room. I expect Theo will want to add more if he decides to keep this house. I have just realised, this estate will belong to him now, I should ask his permission to stay when I write my letter of condolence for the death of his father.’ 
 
    She stood up, bringing everyone else politely to their feet. ‘Shall we go down to the study and look for the book, Mr Hunt? At least you will know then whether the trip to Pickering is necessary.’ 
 
    Jared followed her out and down the stairs in silence. Guin went into the study, across to the big chair, empty beside the desk. Jared closed the door and simply stood there, looking at her, his weight slightly on the balls of his feet, every line of his apparently relaxed body signalling alertness. This was a man poised for a fight: it seemed he did not need either word or gesture to alert him to her mood after all, he had been aware all along. 
 
    She found she was holding onto the back of the chair, Augustus’s chair, as though drawing support from some lingering trace of his presence. ‘I have only just realised that until you spoke to Mr Grantham at the inn you half believed I had murdered Francis. Perhaps totally believed it. I thought you trusted me.’ 
 
    ‘When you demonstrated a sense of guilt so strongly and Willoughby sounds so ripe for murder?’ he said in a tone of such reasonableness that she wanted to throw the inkwell at him. ‘Of course I had to suspect you. I did not know you, I did not know Lord Northam well enough to trust his judgment. To become a widow twice in such a short time argues a significant degree of misfortune – or something else entirely.’ 
 
    There was a small sound as her nail pieced the leather of the chair back. ‘And yet a conversation with a complete stranger was enough to convince you of my innocence? After that evening… after what has passed between us?’ 
 
    ‘He gave me an understanding of why you felt guilty, of what Willoughby was, seen through a stranger’s eyes. It is my profession to keep people alive, to be suspicious of everyone, everything. Allowing emotion to – ’ Jared broke off. 
 
    ‘You feel some emotion for me?’ She despised herself for the question, for having so little pride that she needed to ask for any kind of reassurance. 
 
    ‘You do not know?’ Some of the stillness left Jared. ‘You think that I take encounters with women casually, that I would use you in that way?’ 
 
    ‘It was I who used you, I seem to recall.’ A kind of anger shivered through her, sparking some emotion in that watchful amber gaze. 
 
    ‘Perhaps we used each other.’ Jared’s voice was silky with a sensual promise that did not ring true. Yes, he is angry too. 
 
    She should move back, or tell him to leave, or do anything but what she did, what those eyes were compelling her to do. Guin let go of the chair, stepped forward, her hand lifted, not knowing whether it was to strike or to caress. 
 
    Jared lifted his, right to right, a swordsman’s salute, and their palms met, kissed together in the lightest brushing touch and they stood there, hands open yet utterly trapped, breath mingling. Stood so close that Guin could count the individual lashes, see his irises widen as his gaze darkened and heated on her face. 
 
    ‘Did we use each other, Guinevere? Or is this about more than need, more than the physical?’ 
 
    ‘You said emotion.’ Had he heard that whisper? 
 
    ‘I should not allow myself to feel, not for a client, not for the person I am supposed to be protecting.’ His voice was as soft. 
 
    ‘But you do?’ She was asking a man to admit to feelings that would expose him, lay him, and his pride, open to rejection, perhaps to mockery. I am a viscountess, Guin reminded herself. Jared, a swordmaster, a man who takes paid employment, is well aware of that. And yet this man never felt inferior to anyone, she was certain of it. It was not arrogance, it was confidence, hard-earned, hard-learned, self-assurance. Jared Hunt had carved himself a place outside Society and yet could step over that threshold as and when it suited him. She recalled how easily he had fitted into the ballroom, his friendship with the Duke and Duchess. 
 
    ‘Yes. I care for you, Guinevere. I desire you. I believe you. I am not certain which order those came in.’ There was amusement suddenly, lighting his eyes with flecks of gold, crinkling the skin at the corners. ‘No, that is not so. Desire came first, desire came the moment I saw you.’ 
 
    ‘Truly?’ Somehow they had moved together, breast to breast, both hands clasped. She watched his eyes as he watched hers, an entirely silent conversation running beneath their spoken words. ‘I was frightened and so I was angry and haughty with you.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you an arrogant witch, that first hour or so,’ he admitted readily. ‘But one who had me by the throat.’ 
 
    ‘By the throat?’ she teased. 
 
    ‘And areas further south.’ He moved against her slightly, demonstrating the point. ‘But you were the subject, the object of my employment. I could not afford to care like that.’ 
 
    ‘You do now?’ But the question was lost against his mouth and the kiss Jared took was hot and hard and urgent. He freed his hands and pulled her against his body and that was hot and hard and urgent too. Guin tugged awkwardly at his coat, clumsy in her need to touch bare skin. With a fluid twist of his shoulders it was free for her to push down. There was a moment when they were apart as he shook it off, then he had her again and her fingers were fisting in the fine linen of his shirt and under it was skin and muscle and strength and she wanted that too. 
 
    He tasted of coffee and cinnamon and aroused male. As she recovered from that first heady contact his lips softened, his tongue curled, playful in its exploration, and she yielded to it even as her busy hands yanked the shirt from the waistband and finally, finally, she could touch his body. So hard, so smooth except where ridges and knots betrayed old wounds. She feasted with her fingertips, thrilled when he arched against her hands like a big cat seeking caresses. 
 
    Guin felt her legs losing strength, knew she was sinking towards the floor, realised she did not care and gave a moan of protest as Jared broke the kiss. 
 
    ‘I am damned if I am going to make love with you for the first time on the floor or a desk top.’ He unbuckled his sword belt, let it drop. 
 
    ‘We made love in a barn – ’ 
 
    ‘We had sex in a barn. My bedchamber’s nearest.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘No, my room. There’s a not-so-secret door and stair in the corner here.’ Guin tugged at his hand, impatient when he stooped to retrieve his coat. Trust Jared Hunt to leave no incriminating evidence behind him. He dropped it and pressed a kiss into the angle of her neck. Her fingers fumbled on the old oak panelling until she found the right angle to press, then the door opened and they climbed, cramped, bumping on the twisting stair, so narrow that Jared’s broad shoulders brushed the walls. 
 
    It opened into her bedchamber and Guin turned to see Jared at the stair door, framed by the old oak panelling as he pulled off his shirt. 
 
    ‘You look like a returning knight storming his lady’s chamber after years away at the Crusades,’ she said, half laughing at her own fantasy, half deadly serious. 
 
    Jared tossed aside the shirt, heeled off his boots, his gaze steady on her as his hands went to his waistband. He was stripping himself naked for her, making himself as vulnerable as such a controlled, dangerous man surely never could. 
 
    Guin caught her breath at the sight of him revealed, aroused for her. For me. If he can trust, so can I. Her gown fell in silent folds at her feet, her slippers kicked off easily. Her corset defeated her but from the look in his eyes, it would not defeat him. Guin walked the six steps that brought her to the man who was to be her lover and reached up, pulling free the leather tie that held his queue of hair tight. It came loose under her raking fingers, shook out around his shoulders, the mane of a lion, kinked by the braid and silkily alive in her hands. 
 
    Jared smiled, slow and sensuous, and reached around her for the strings of her stays, deft even though he could not see what he was doing. ‘Sure?’ he murmured. 
 
    The question in that husky voice was reassuring, but he did not have to ask: she was quite certain about this. It had been a long time since Francis, and he had been an unsatisfactory lover – even with her complete inexperience she had known that – so this might be far from comfortable in the beginning, but she trusted Jared to care for her. 
 
    ‘Quite sure.’ The words were muffled as her corset fell away and he whipped her chemise off over her head. 
 
    She was not certain what to expect next, but it was not to be held away from him, his palms cupping her shoulders, while he studied her face. ‘This can only be a temporary affaire, Guinevere. Of course, you already know that – you are a titled lady, I am a swordmaster. That is all it can ever be.’ 
 
    ‘I am not looking for a third husband, that is certain,’ Guin said, perhaps more crisply than she had intended. ‘But if I were, I am not sure that a foolish young woman of moderately respectable breeding who ruined herself with a rake, and was then fortunate enough to be rescued by an elderly viscount, is in any position to give herself airs. Especially about a man who, however mysterious he chooses to be about his upbringing, is clearly a gentleman by both breeding and nature.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Now, please can you forget all those very honourable scruples and just kiss me?’ 
 
    ‘I live to serve,’ Jared murmured, provoking her into parting her lips so that his mouth on hers caught her mid-retort. Then his tongue teased inside and she lost all track of what she had been about to say. 
 
    They were naked, skin to skin, feminine softness against hard male demand and she rubbed herself sinuously against the lean body, honed by disciplined exercise. Jared bent her back over his arm to kiss her breasts, his hair falling over her shoulders, another caress. He stooped, caught her up and carried her to the bed, followed her down, continued his open-mouthed exploration of her breasts until she arched up, clutching at his head, wanting him not to stop and yet wanting more. Wanting him. 
 
    Jared gave a parting tug at her right nipple with his lips and looked into her half-closed eyes. ‘It has been a long time.’ It was more a statement than a question. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Guin agreed, even as those long, clever fingers slid between her thighs, slipped between folds already wet for him. Her body already knew what pleasure he could give it and she pushed against his palm as one, then two fingers eased inside and she writhed against him, wanting it all. 
 
    Jared’s weight shifted over her, his lean hips between her thighs, his hair brushing her shoulders, the different texture of the dark curls on his chest setting up another exquisite friction against her sensitised nipples. They moved together instinctively, finding that perfect angle for penetration, his long, strong thrust matching the lift of her hips to take him, all of him. 
 
    Guin gasped, burying the sound against his shoulder. It was a long time and, although he was gentler, he was also larger than Francis had been. Jared held still as though he had felt that moment of shock, of resistance, then as she arched up against him, he withdrew slowly, almost completely, then drove in again. Slow and fast, slow and fast, until Guin was panting with need, shaking as the tension built and built, gasping out words that were more sounds than sense until Jared shifted the angle of his thrusts, his breathing suddenly irregular as he seemed to swell and grow inside her. 
 
    ‘Now, Guinevere.’ 
 
    An order, a plea… perhaps both, as she abruptly lost the ability to think at all and clung to him, sobbing as he moved sharply, pulling away, gasping out his own ecstasy against her mouth as he convulsed, spilling hot against her belly. 
 
      
 
    I ought to move. Under him was soft, hot woman, a tangle of hair in his mouth – both his and hers – the sensation of stickiness between their bodies, the scent of their coupling and sweat mingling with the drift of mown grass and roses through the window. Nothing dainty about good sex, Jared thought, utterly relaxed and contented. 
 
    He really should move. He could not recall the last time he had simply abandoned himself to the moment after lovemaking. It was far too dangerous an indulgence: a man was never more vulnerable than when he was naked, happy, boneless with pleasure. 
 
    Guinevere was awake, he could tell by her breathing, by the almost imperceptible drift of her fingers in his hair. She seemed to like the length of it. In fact she had seemed to enjoy the entire experience. Jared allowed himself a moment of masculine satisfaction about that, then turned his head so he could look at her. ‘Am I squashing you?’ 
 
    ‘I like it.’ 
 
    Which meant he was. Reluctantly, provoking a grumble from Guinevere, Jared rolled onto his back, then summoned up the tatters of his self-control and got off the bed to investigate the dressing room. 
 
    When he got back with the water pitcher and a towel Guinevere was still sprawled across the rumpled sheets. She smiled drowsily at him and pulled herself into sitting position against the pillows. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘It is cold,’ he warned, dipping in the wash cloth and handing it to her. 
 
    ‘Not for the water,’ she said, blushing a little as she took the cloth from him. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ He put aside the pitcher and got to his feet, began to search out his scattered clothing. 
 
    ‘Where are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Getting dressed.’ He pulled on his breeches and reached for his boots. ‘Then going down to the library to be found innocently studying the available reference books.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone knows where we are.’ Guinevere plumped up the pillows and curled against them, pulling a sheet over her in a manner that left far too many tantalising glimpses of body for a man attempting to do the right thing. ‘Come back to bed.’ 
 
    Where had the shy, blushing widow gone? She had been enchanting, if fragile, but this woman was provocative and just a little demanding, which was piquant. ‘Your reputation is something else I should be guarding.’ And I am now worrying about shutting the stable door after the horse has well and truly bolted. 
 
    ‘Please.’ There was that faint pink beneath the pale skin again, that hint of uncertainty. ‘Only to talk.’ 
 
    Jared dropped his boots and went back to the bed, keeping his breeches on as a reminder to himself that this was just to talk. When he settled back against the pillows next to her Guinevere turned and burrowed down, her head on his shoulder, her arm over his chest. She made a contented little humming noise that stirred the hairs on his chest, made his nipples tighten. She noticed, sat up a little and reached out to touch. 
 
    ‘Were you trained by the Spanish inquisition?’ Jared enquired, slapping his free hand over his chest like an outraged virgin before she enticed him into making love to her all over again. 
 
    Guinevere chuckled, but did not try and dislodge his hand. ‘I have been thinking.’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ he said. Warily. 
 
    ‘We should go and visit the Quentens, whatever we find in the Landed Gentry, not write to them. One can tell so much more by talking to people face to face.’ 
 
    Jared could have sworn he controlled his reaction, but they were skin to skin, she could not avoid noticing any slight movement, any acceleration of his heart rate. 
 
    ‘What is wrong?’ She sat up, the sheet pooling around her like water around a mermaid on her rock. ‘Why do you not want to go?’ 
 
    ‘I said nothing.’ 
 
    ‘I know you didn’t. You went very still and you do that when something is wrong.’ 
 
    Damn it. ‘Do I?’ He had thought he had disciplined every possible tell out of his reactions. 
 
    ‘Yes. It is something to do with your early life, isn’t it? You come from around here.’ 
 
    ‘How the devil did you know that?’ He sat up abruptly, all his prized control lost in a moment. He used the movement to stand, instinctively covering the reaction. 
 
    ‘Very occasionally there is the faintest trace of Yorkshire in your voice. I hear it when you are speaking to Thomas or any of the staff here. You did not want to come up here, even though you had decided it was the best thing to do. You hid it deep, but I could tell.’ 
 
    ‘It appears I have become very easy to read.’ Which was a disaster when his entire livelihood depended on the exact opposite. 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ Guinevere studied him, head to one side, her lower lip caught between her teeth for a second. ‘For some reason I seem able to sense your mood. Will you tell me what is wrong?’ 
 
    Tell her? Tell her what he had never spoken of to a living soul, dig out the betrayal and the disillusion and the anger and reveal the vulnerable seventeen year old boy that he had been? 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he said, startling himself. ‘I was born and lived the first seventeen years of my life between here and Whitby. I have an elder brother.’ William. ‘I loved and respected him and he betrayed me, lied about me and took my honour with that lie. My father believed him, not me, which I suppose is not surprising. He was the heir, the serious, sensible one.’ The cunning, scheming one, as it turned out. ‘I was wild, endlessly in trouble.’ And romantic and naive and in love with chivalry and swordplay, not with real life. ‘There was a… situation. Accusations were made that I denied. I left.’ 
 
    ‘The accusations were untrue.’ Guinevere made that a statement, trusting him without even knowing what he had been charged with. She gave a little nod, strangely decisive. ‘And you have never been back? Never contacted them?’ 
 
    ‘No. I suppose I should forgive them, it has been a long time.’ He did not hate any more and the betrayal had become a scar, not a wound, but the love had gone, the trust had gone. There was no respect and without those things, what was the point of family? Guinevere would not agree with that, he supposed, women usually valued reconciliation, whatever the provocation. Jared waited for the lecture. 
 
    ‘Why should you?’ she demanded, startling him. ‘They betrayed you, the people who should have loved you. Did they look for you?’ 
 
    But then Guinevere is not an ordinary woman… ‘I do not think so. My brother had everything to lose by admitting the truth, my father believed him. My mother had died the year before.’ It had been then, he had come to realise as he looked back, older and wiser, that things had begun to fall apart. 
 
    ‘Would they know you now?’ Guinevere smiled and he found he was smiling back, even as he marvelled at the effect she had on him, the way she undermined every one of his defences. ‘I expect you have changed somewhat.’ 
 
    ‘I was a lanky, skinny boy with short hair,’ Jared said, looking back through the smudged mirror of time. ‘I probably had a vague expression – I was certainly always in trouble for day dreaming.’ 
 
    ‘You have changed. I do not think anyone could accuse you of being either skinny or dreamy. You seem to have the focus of a rat trap and the muscles of an athlete.’ She reached out and touched his upper arm fleetingly, one nail scratching the swell of his bicep. ‘But there is no reason to think we would encounter your family. I suppose your real name is not Hunt? No, I did not think it was.’ 
 
    ‘Jared is one of my names. As I told you, it is an old family tradition. My surname I adapted a trifle.’ 
 
    ‘And I suppose you will not tell me what your brother did?’ 
 
    Jared shook his head, his hair falling to shield his face. No, that he found he could not do, even with Guinevere. The shock and the shame and the betrayal must have cut even deeper than he had realised. He could not speak of it, as though the dishonour had been his, not William’s. But then everyone but William and Bella thought it was and, apparently, a clear conscience was not much help under the circumstances. 
 
    ‘It was a woman, I suppose,’ Guinevere said and this time he managed not to react. ‘I am not fishing, just guessing. What else would wound a romantic young man more than that? No, I do not expect an answer.’ She threw aside the sheet and slid from the bed, unashamedly naked, without a blush. ‘We have much to do. Look up the Willoughbys in the book, plan a surprise visit to the Quentens – I wonder what excuse I can come up with for just passing so much out of my way?’ 
 
    ‘Sightseeing,’ Jared suggested as he got off the bed and retrieved his boots. ‘It has been suggested to you as a way of taking your mind off your troubles. You have a desire to buy Whitby jet mourning jewellery, to see the abbey ruins, admire Robin Hood’s Bay. And suddenly it occurs to you to have a good look at a map and see how close you are to Lord Northam’s remaining family.’ 
 
    Guinevere tied her garters, shimmied into her camisole and wrapped her stays around herself. ‘Please lace me up.’ 
 
    Yes, she had most definitely been trained by the Inquisition. First she interrogated him, forcing him to confront feelings and memories he had firmly buried and now she was half-naked in front of him, the warm aroma of well-satisfied woman filling his senses, the enticing curves of her buttocks inches from his groin as she presented her back and the laces to him. Jared fought back the urge to toss her onto the bed and make love to her all over again, and whipped the laces through their holes, then tugged. 
 
    ‘Ough! Faith is far less severe,’ she protested as he tied the bow. 
 
    ‘She does not have a vested interest in the delectable cleavage that tight lacing puts on display.’ Jared spun Guinevere round and kissed the area in question before retreating to where his shirt lay crumpled on the floor. He pulled it on and decided that sometimes a strategic retreat was the better part of valour. He looked for his coat and his neckcloth and, more importantly, his sword belt, then realised all were down in the study. The unlocked study. 
 
    What kind of bloody bodyguard are you? he snarled at himself as he ran down the tightly twisting stair, the warm sensual glow of their lovemaking replaced by cold anger at himself. The rapier and belt were where he had left them propped against the desk, the neckcloth draped across the guard. The kind who gets run through with his own sword in the middle of lovemaking, that’s what. 
 
    The familiar weight of the weapon at his side restored some of his equilibrium, enough for him to tie his neckcloth with a steady hand. The faded red and gilt of the Landed Gentry binding was visible on a shelf close to the desk and he pulled it out and sat down to study it, focusing on the simple task to steady his anger. The edition dated back almost twenty years, Lord Northam’s bookplate inside was scuffed and faded. It must have been an old one from his library that he had brought up here to help populate the empty shelves. 
 
    Jared flicked through to Willoughby. There it was, confirming the headstone in the graveyard. Henry Fitzgordon Willoughby of Gordon Chase, Northumberland, married to Jane Arnold. Children Francis Arnold, born 1784 and Elizabeth, born 1777. 
 
    No other children, so the theoretical murderous land agent brother was ruled out, and there was no sign of a marriage for the vengeful Elizabeth. He needed the most recent edition to find out about that. 
 
    Jared closed the book with a thump, dislodging a faded pressed fern frond from between its pages, but he did not get up to replace it on the shelf. The room was quiet, the deep old chair made for comfortable contemplation and he settled back in it, although his contemplating was far from comfortable. 
 
    This was his first commission after leaving Cal’s household and he had committed what was probably the cardinal sin for a bodyguard: he had become emotionally entangled with his subject. He had emotions for Cal – he was his best friend and he loved him like a brother – but that was different. It made him fight the harder to guard his back, it had made him devoted to the Duke’s interests, but it had not clouded his judgement, blunted his professional edge. 
 
    If he made love to Guinevere again it would be in a locked room with shutters closed, a chest wedged against the door and a blade inches from his hand at all times. And she touches you and your brain turns to porridge, your reflexes migrate to your groin and you see nothing, hear nothing, feel nothing but her. The house could burn down around your ears and you wouldn’t notice until it was too late. 
 
    Jared sat and contemplated the truth of that, just as Monsieur Favel his swordmaster had taught him to analyse his every error. So, he did not make love to her again. That simplifies matters, he thought grimly. 
 
    They would go and see what the Quentens could teach them, then find out what was happening with the new Lord Northam and, if necessary, go into Northumberland and see if they could track down the vengeful Willoughby sister. All he had to do until then was to stop the authorities arresting Theo Quenten for murder and keep Guinevere alive while staying out of her bed and avoiding his own family. 
 
    ‘Such a simple plan, in fact,’ he said out loud. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jared was still contemplating the tasks in front of him as there was a tap on the door. 
 
    ‘Sir? I thought you might want me.’ 
 
    ‘Dover. We are going to Whitby tomorrow, you too. Tell Thomas and one of larger footmen that they are coming with us. I have no idea what is awaiting us, if anything, and it may simply prove to be a social call and some shopping for jet jewellery. On the other hand – ’ 
 
    ‘We go armed and expect the worst.’ Dover’s broad grin showed a certain bloodthirsty eagerness. 
 
    Jared found he was grinning back. What the devil was happening to him? He never grinned. He rarely smiled except for effect. Guinevere was getting under his skin to a dangerous extent and that had to stop. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he agreed, deadly serious again. ‘And I would wager that the worst is about to befall us if we are not very wary.’ 
 
      
 
    Jared was silent over breakfast, which did not concern Guin overmuch. The experience of two very different husbands at the breakfast table had taught her that men tended to be taciturn first thing in the morning. Last night she had hoped he would have joined her in her bedchamber after dinner, but when he did not come she told herself that he was concerned for her rest and her reputation. Although, now she thought about it, he had been silent at dinner too. 
 
    She had expected him to join her and Faith in the carriage when they set out immediately after breakfast, but he ordered Dover into the coach, Thomas and Peter the footmen onto the back, and mounted the sturdy black hunter that Augustus had kept at Allerton for tackling the rough upland country. 
 
    ‘Mr Hunt is making me dizzy,’ she complained, half joking, after a few miles. ‘I never know which side of the coach he is going to appear on next.’ 
 
    ‘Shaking the fidgets out of the horse, I expect, my lady,’ Dover said, his own gaze flickering from side to side, watching the country as they passed with far more attention that the hills and dales merited. Guin noticed that he had a rapier at his hip and that there were pistol butts sticking out of both the holsters built into the side panels of the coach. 
 
    It took two hours to reach Cross Holme, the manor house that was now the Quenten cousins’ main home. It was situated just outside Whitby near the hamlet of Uggle Barnaby, which reduced Faith to helpless giggles, convinced that the name must be a joke by the inhabitants. 
 
    ‘It is very small. Just a farmhouse really,’ Guin said as they all looked at the stone house flanked by high walls that curved away to enclose, she supposed, stables and yards. 
 
    ‘It is nothing like as fine as Allerton Grange.’ Faith wrinkled her nose. ‘They must have been very sad to have to sell that.’ 
 
    ‘It was probably a relief if they had difficulty keeping up two houses. Much better to concentrate all the limited resources on one small one, I would have thought.’ Even so, the house had an indefinable air of neglect about it, which was depressing. 
 
    Thomas jumped down and ran to knock and Guin reminded herself that this was, in a sense, a homecoming for him, with many of the servants familiar from when he had worked for the Quentens. Certainly the door was opened wide as soon as whoever answered it saw who was standing there and Thomas came back to the carriage with an elderly butler by his side. 
 
    ‘This is Hopchurch, my lady.’ 
 
    ‘I fear we are not expected,’ Guin said to the old man who regarded her dourly from red-rimmed, watery eyes. ‘But I took the chance that my late husband’s cousins would be at home. Is Mrs Quenten receiving?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll ask, m’lady.’ He turned, stumped off back to the front door and they all sat patiently until he reappeared and made vague gestures at Thomas who seemed able to interpret them. 
 
    ‘You are all to come in, my lady. Don’t mind Hopchurch, he’s a right misery, always was.’ 
 
    Guin was not sure how he managed it, but Jared was off his horse and through the door in front of her and Dover was close on her heels as they went in. She felt apprehensive, as though Jared was poised to throw her behind a sofa as he had when the firework came down the chimney. 
 
    A couple in their mid-thirties rose to their feet as they entered, a large man who looked a little like Augustus if one knew to search for a resemblance and a short, plump woman with a determined chin and the air of having a temper, tightly controlled. 
 
    ‘Welcome.’ The gentleman came forward holding out his hand in an awkward, angular manner as though his hands were bigger than he quite knew what to do with. ‘My dear Lady Northam – or may I call you Cousin? I am Julian Quenten and this is my wife, Mrs Quenten. Come, Lettie dear, and shake hands.’ 
 
    Mrs Quenten took Guin’s hand limply then snatched her own away. She must be shy, Guin thought, trying to be charitable. A noise by the window made her look across to find two boys, perhaps eight and six years old, standing staring at them. 
 
    ‘Come along boys, come and make your bows,’ Quenten urged. ‘This is Charles, named for my father.’ He put a possessive hand on the shoulder of the older lad who looked wide-eyed at Guin, bowed and then fixed his gaze on Jared. ‘And this is Hal.’ 
 
    The younger boy bobbed his head at Guin then went to stand by his brother. ‘Is that a real sword?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Jared said, his hand on the hilt. Mrs Quenten sat down abruptly on the sofa. 
 
    ‘Permit me to introduce Mr Hunt, my agent,’ Guin said, determined that Jared was not going to be expected to join Faith and Dover in the kitchen. They all settled down, Jared in an upright chair slightly out of Mrs Quenten’s eye-line. Guin caught her giving him uneasy glances and supposed that the unexpected arrival of a black-clad, armed man in one’s sitting room was enough to alarm anyone. 
 
    Strangely the armchair that she sat in was warm, as though someone had just abandoned it. Mrs Quenten had been sitting there, perhaps. 
 
    The two boys stood obediently at their father’s knee but their eyes kept straying towards that tantalising rapier. 
 
    Guin remarked brightly on how pleasant the drive had been and how well situated Cross Holme was. When she sensed a slight relaxation in the room she smiled apologetically at her hostess. ‘I hope you will forgive our unannounced arrival, only it was such a lovely day and I had an impulse to buy some of the Whitby jet jewellery I had heard about. At the moment it seems very suitable.’ She brushed one hand over her black skirts, worn especially for the visit. 
 
    ‘Of course. We were so very sorry to hear about the passing of our cousin,’ Mr Quenten said. ‘A fine gentleman.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. Yes, he was indeed.’ 
 
    There was a small silence, broken by the arrival of a maid and a footman with the tea tray and urn. 
 
    ‘You have not been long at Allerton Grange on this occasion,’ Mrs Quenten remarked as she passed Guin a cup. 
 
    ‘No, we travelled up after the funeral. London felt oppressive as I am sure you will appreciate. I felt the need to get away.’ 
 
    ‘Gossip can be so cruel. Milk, Cousin Guinevere?’ 
 
    ‘Gossip?’ Out of the corner of her eye Guin saw Jared’s head move a fraction. 
 
    ‘Oh, we receive the London papers. The new Lord Northam is much mentioned. So unpleasant and distasteful.’ 
 
    ‘It must be exceedingly trying for Theo,’ Guin said repressively. ‘For myself, it was very pleasant to be back at Allerton. Tell me, did your estate manager come with you here? Cousin Theo asked me something about the land and I was so pleased to find all the ledgers had been kept up so well – I was easily able to find what he wanted.’ 
 
    ‘Why yes.’ Mrs Quenten said. ‘Mr Foster our estate manager came too, although he is getting on and I suppose one could say he is partly retired now. Why do you ask?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no reason. Just an idle observation.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, that was pointless and rather embarrassing,’ Guin said snappishly as Jared handed her into the carriage again an hour later. ‘Will you ride inside so we can talk?’ 
 
    ‘I think not. We still have to go to Whitby.’ 
 
    ‘I have no desire to go to Whitby, you know it was merely an excuse.’ 
 
    ‘And if we do not, then word will get back to the Quentens and they will know that was what it was.’ He closed the door, swung back onto his horse and fell in behind them as the horses broke into a trot. 
 
    Guin brooded on the Quentens for the next mile or so. She had not liked them, but then why should she? They had nothing in common other than a distant relationship to Augustus and it seemed he had merely a family sense of duty towards them. 
 
    The carriage swayed as they began to go downhill sharply and Guin looked out of the window to see the jagged ruins of the abbey looming on the cliff in the distance, sombre against the blue sky. 
 
    Her mood improved a little when Jared handed her out on a broad quay beside a busy harbour. ‘This is charming.’ She sniffed. ‘If a trifle fishy. Thomas, go and see if you can find some good fresh fish for supper.’ 
 
    ‘The best jet shops are this way, Lady Northam.’ Jared offered his arm and guided her along a cobbled street. ‘This one, I recall as being good quality. The inn just beyond it will serve for luncheon.’ 
 
    He hardly sounded like the man who had made passionate love to her only twenty four hours before, Guin thought, puzzled, as Jared pushed open the door and the bell tinkled. There was a distance in both his voice and manner, almost a return to the way he had seemed when Augustus had first employed him. 
 
    The jewellery was indeed fine and the designs simple and wearable. Guin tried on a pair of ear drops mounted in gold and turned for Jared’s opinion. ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    She had expected some warmth, some small, secret sign that he had an interest in her, but Jared merely remarked, ‘They appear appropriate, my lady.’ 
 
    As though he is some dratted lady’s maid, she thought, hurt. She almost rejected them and chose one of the more ornate, facetted designs, simply to snub his tepid approval, but that was merely pettish, she told herself. 
 
    ‘I will take these and the matching pendant. If you could thread it on a silk ribbon – that narrow dove grey one – I will wear it now.’ When the shopkeeper did as she asked and handed it to her Guin turned, gave it to Jared. ‘Tie it for me, Mr Hunt, if you please.’ 
 
    He had to stand close behind her to circle her neck with the ribbon, his breath brushing her nape before the touch of his fingers, rapid, precise, as he tied a bow and stepped back without so much as a caress, a whispered word. 
 
    So, he had taken what he wanted and now was not interested? ‘Thank you, Mr Hunt.’ 
 
    The shopkeeper had wrapped the earrings and an empty box for the pendant in silver paper and tied an elaborate bow and loop on the top. Guin paid him and waved one hand towards the dainty little package. ‘If you would, Mr Hunt.’ If he wanted to behave like a lackey then he would be treated like a footman and could walk through the town with a bauble hanging from his fingers. 
 
    Guin had expected Jared to hand it to Faith but he took the box. ‘Of course, my lady.’ He untied the ribbon, wrapped it neatly into a coil around his fingers, slid that into one pocket and the little parcel into another. ‘I will retie it for you later.’ 
 
    See that you do. The words were almost out of her mouth before she bit them back. Her nerves were on edge and Jared’s coldness was giving her a pain under her breastbone, but that was no excuse for behaving badly. 
 
    ‘Luncheon, I think,’ she said with a bright smile as they emerged onto the street again. ‘It has been a very long morning.’ 
 
    Faith was staring at her, then looked away. Perhaps the smile was a little too bright. Desperate. 
 
    ‘This way. The Golden Fleece.’ Jared pointed to where a large gilded sign hung over the roadway. ‘The food has always had a good – ’ Then he stopped as suddenly as if he had been struck. Stopped speaking, stopped dead on the pavement. 
 
    In front of him a slender dark-haired woman in deep mourning black stopped too. Guin thought that it was no accident. Jared had been taken completely by surprise, but the lady in her expensive gown had not. The stranger stared intently into his face for a long moment. ‘You. It is you.’ 
 
    ‘You are in mourning.’ No greeting, no preliminaries. 
 
    For a moment Guin thought the woman was not going to reply. ‘For my husband.’ The woman caught up her skirts with one hand and swept past them, chin up. As she came level with Jared’s shoulder she hissed, ‘A sword for hire. A mercenary.’ 
 
    ‘Who was that?’ Guin demanded, looking back over her shoulder. The stranger walked away rapidly without turning, silken skirts swaying. 
 
    ‘The entrance is just here.’ Jared, tight-lipped, was holding a door for her. 
 
    Guin shot him one hard glance then swept in, up to the man who came out of a side door to greet them. ‘A private parlour, if you please. And luncheon.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, ma’am. Just step this way.’ He led them to a small antechamber, then opened a door onto a pleasant room overlooking the street. 
 
    ‘Thank you, my maid will order. Please wait in the anteroom for a few minutes, Faith.’ She closed the door almost on their faces and whirled on Jared. ‘Who was that and what the devil is going on?’ 
 
    ‘My sister-in-law and nothing is going on.’ 
 
    ‘No? When you are as cold as one of Gunter’s ices? When you won’t talk to me other than to my lady me? When you are told in the street that your brother has died and you walk on as though nothing has happened?’ 
 
    ‘I am not cold, I am concentrating on doing my job and keeping you alive.’ 
 
    ‘Yesterday you were in my bed.’ 
 
    ‘And I should not have been. You want me to be warm? You want me to flirt with you? You want my focus off whatever is attacking you?’ 
 
    ‘And you cannot be a normal, feeling human being and concentrate?’ 
 
    ‘Do you think I want to take the risk?’ He was not cold now, she thought with a shiver of something that was not quite alarm. ‘Yesterday I left my damned weapons in the study and that door was unlocked and the staircase unguarded. And my mind, what little I appear to have left of it, was entirely focused on what we were doing on that bed. I do not know what is wrong, but somehow you have turned my brain to mush.’ 
 
    ‘So it is my fault is it?’ Guin demanded. 
 
    ‘No,’ he snarled back. ‘It is mine.’ 
 
    There was such bleak despair in the amber eyes that Guin caught her breath. He has just heard that his brother is dead and I am railing at him like a Billingsgate fishwife. ‘Of course you are right.’ She kept her voice low. ‘We were careless, both of us. We will not be so again. But, Jared – your brother. I am so sorry.’ 
 
    He had his composure again, the long-fingered hands were steady. But his eyes still betrayed him. ‘I had not spoken to him in eleven years.’ 
 
    ‘And it was he who lied about you, hurt you.’ He half-shrugged one shoulder. ‘She is beautiful, your sister-in-law.’ 
 
    ‘Bella. Yes.’ 
 
    ‘And very well dressed.’ And there had been both a liveried footman and a smart maid following her, Guin realised. ‘Wealthy. Just who are you, Jared Hunt?’ 
 
    ‘The man I have made myself,’ he said and opened the door. ‘Faith, wait in here with your mistress and lock the door behind me. I am not leaving the building. Open only to me.’ 
 
    ‘Jared, come – ’ The door closed leaving Faith, bewildered, on the inside. ‘– back. Oh damn. Lock the door, Faith.’ 
 
      
 
    Jared strode into the main taproom. Several tables were occupied, a bar maid was serving and the landlord was at one end of the bar polishing glasses and keeping an eye on what was going on. He put down the cloth as Jared approached him. 
 
    ‘I hear Ravenlaw is dead. When did that happen?’ 
 
    ‘A month past, near enough. A fall from his horse – herd of bullocks spooked it, he fell, got trampled. Nasty business.’ 
 
    Nasty business. Jared slammed a brake on his imagination. William. My brother. He waited a beat until he was certain his voice would be under control. ‘And his father?’ 
 
    ‘Bearing up, they say. He’s taken it hard though, that’s for certain.’ 
 
    ‘Ravenlaw will have a son to inherit. The old man will have to take him in hand.’ He had never once yielded to the temptation to open that thick red tome, look at the list of names that would, surely, be growing beneath the entry for William and Bella, under the heading Huntingford. 
 
    ‘No.’ The man picked up the cloth and began polishing again. 
 
    ‘What do you mean, no?’ 
 
    ‘Three daughters, no sons. There was some scandal, years ago now, not that I recall the details, but there was another son of the old man’s. Dead now, I suppose, nothing’s been heard of him, so they say. They’ll find some cousins somewhere in the family tree to inherit.’ 
 
    There was a buzzing in his ears, like that time he’d been shot in India and he hadn’t realised how serious it was until Cal was shouting at him, catching him as he fell. Hell. Jared clenched his fist until the short nails cut into his palm and the pain steadied him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘The maid ordered refreshments?’ He sounded quite steady Jared noticed with the part of his brain that still seemed to be functioning normally. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. The girl will be along directly.’ 
 
    He went back to the private parlour, scratched on the door, and, when Faith opened it, waited until the servant brought a loaded tray. 
 
    Guinevere was pale, but she ate, making inconsequential conversation, apparently for her maid’s benefit, or perhaps so that she did not have to talk to him about anything that actually mattered. 
 
    They finished the meal, still both painstakingly polite to each other, then Jared enquired whether Guinevere wished to walk up the long flight of steps to the church and abbey. ‘The view is very fine.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps another day. I believe I would like to go home now.’ 
 
    They walked back to the carriage in silence to find the coachman, groom, both footmen and Dover lounging around it finishing off pies and gossiping. There was a concerted scramble to stand and brush off crumbs and generally look as befitted the escort of a titled lady, but Guinevere said nothing to them, simply got into the carriage. 
 
    ‘Ride inside,’ Jared ordered Dover and unhitched his horse from the back. On horseback he did not have to speak to anyone. 
 
    ‘Excuse me, sir, but may I stay and visit my old mother in the town?’ Thomas stood looking up at Jared, hat in hand. ‘I can catch a ride back with the carrier’s cart this evening.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you ask before?’ He felt like snapping a negative – why not make everyone’s day as bad as his was? But there would still be five men left. ‘I suppose so – ask Lady Northam’s permission first.’ 
 
    Without Thomas they trundled along the quayside and followed the River Esk to Aislaby and the bridge where they crossed. As they began to climb out of the valley on the Pickering road Jared made himself relax in the saddle, his eyes scanning before and behind them, watching for trouble even as his mind struggled with the fact that William was dead. And had left no sons. 
 
    A battered fingerpost pointed back the way they had come. Someone, aiming to save time or paint, had abbreviated the name to A’sl’by, the opposite arm read Pick’ring. 
 
    He let the surface of his mind drift over that as they traversed the flat moorland. What would a complete stranger make of A’sl’by, what might he construct from that? He had been unimaginative himself when he had adopted his new name and hardly abbreviated at all. He could have called himself Jack, for his first name, James, or Jamie, come to that. 
 
    Hell. Under him the horse snorted and sidled as his hand clenched on the reins. Abbreviations. He knew who Willoughby’s sister was. 
 
    In front of him the carriage jolted as the road dipped sharply at the beginning of the short drop to the Ellerbeck with its treacherous bend just above the stream bed. It was going too fast and that rear wheel was surely wavering – Jared spurred forward, shouting. ‘Stop! Now! Rein in, damn you.’ 
 
    The coachman pulled up to a sliding stop, the horses backing and restless on the unstable road surface. ‘The brake’s not right, not holding, sir. Johnny, get down there with the shoe – now.’ 
 
    The groom was already vaulting down, reaching to unhook the metal shoe from the side of the carriage and thrusting it under a rear wheel. Jared rode up to the carriage door. ‘Get out, all of you. Hurry.’ 
 
    Faith tumbled out, then Dover, holding up his hands to help Guinevere. She took one look at the plunging team, the sliding coach and pulled Faith up the bank out of danger. 
 
    Paul, the large, stolid footman, ran to help the groom calm the horses as Jared swung out of the saddle and began to jam stones under the wheels. At last the horses steadied, the carriage settled against the makeshift blocks and the coachman got down to look at the wheel. 
 
    ‘That’s been interfered with. The pin’s been sawn part through.’ He traced back the brake mechanism that acted from a lever by his hand to the sabotaged wheel. ‘And look here, sir. Some bugger’s slackened off half the joints then smeared dirty grease over to hide it. No wonder it wouldn’t hold.’ 
 
    Guinevere slid down the bank and came to look. ‘Another attempt. On these roads, with these steep banks and endless becks, this could have been fatal.’ 
 
    The coachman swore again. ‘Begging your pardon, my lady.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all. I quite agree.’ 
 
    ‘When has the carriage been unattended?’ Jared demanded. 
 
    ‘At the house we called at, sir. We left it in their stableyard and went in to have a drink in the kitchens. Then in Whitby Thomas stayed with it while we went to buy pies and a jug of ale.’ 
 
    Jared nodded and drew Guin aside. ‘And now we know who is behind this.’  
 
    ‘Thomas?’ 
 
    ‘He has been the agent for all the attacks on you, I assume. Lord Northam’s murder, I am not so sure about. But I know who Willoughby’s sister is.’ 
 
    ‘Who? No, we cannot talk about it here. What do we do now? Will you ride for help?’ 
 
    ‘You and I will take my horse, with Dover and Faith on one of the carriage horses. We will send help back to the coach from the next village – Lockton, if I remember rightly. I want you home, Guinevere.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you would never call me that again.’ Her smile was a sudden flash of happiness before she was serious again. 
 
    The coachman, a practical man, agreed that the best thing to do was to get the women safely off the moor. ‘We’ll need a wheelwright, and a blacksmith to fix this brake, no point in all of us sitting around here, sir. We can drive back with just the three. I’ll try leading the horses down to the bottom now they’re calm, which’ll be safer than having the carriage on the slope. It should be all right with the weight out and just at a walk.’ 
 
    They shortened the reins on the steadiest of the horses and Jared boosted Faith up behind Dover, then Paul helped Guinevere up behind him. ‘It’s the Quentens, isn’t it?’ she said as they set off. ‘Thomas has worked for them since he was a boy.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Jared agreed. ‘Hold on tight, I want to get you home fast.’ 
 
      
 
    It took them two hours, including the stop to despatch wheelwright and smith to the stricken coach. Guin was so stiff when they cantered up the drive at Allerton that she thought Jared would have to lift her down, bent into a sitting position. 
 
    As it was he threw his leg over the pommel, slid to the ground and held up his hands to her and she simply fell into his embrace and clung. 
 
    ‘I am sorry to be such a feeble creature,’ she mumbled against his shirt front. ‘All I want is to curl up in a darkened room and put my fingers in my ears and hum loudly until this all goes away.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds exceedingly tempting, with the addition of several bottles of best brandy.’ Jared sounded amused, the darkness seemed to have lifted for him, if only for a while. ‘But we must not give way to temptation, not now we have our blindfolds off and we know who it is that is our enemy.’ 
 
    ‘Ours?’ She leaned back in his embrace to study his face. 
 
    ‘I am beginning to have my suspicions – ’ 
 
    ‘My lady.’ Porrett stood on the step. ‘Lord Northam is in the drawing room.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ Guinevere blinked at him. Was this some kind of dream and Augustus was not dead at all? She must be losing her mind. 
 
    ‘What the devil is he doing here? I thought he understood that he needed to keep his distance,’ Jared said, cold anger in his voice. ‘This is the last thing we need.’ When she stared at him he snapped, ‘Theo.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Theo. Of course.’ Guin gave herself a little shake. No ghosts. ‘When did he arrive, Porrett?’ 
 
    ‘An hour since, my lady. I have prepared the Chinese rooms for him.’ 
 
    ‘He should have the master suite by rights, but I suppose he will not mind for one night. I really cannot face the upheaval of moving now.’ She stepped away from Jared and mounted the steps. ‘Ask the maids to draw us all hot baths, including for Faith and Dover. And send up tea trays. I will greet Lord Northam. Faith, you and Dover go to your rooms, bathe, rest.’ 
 
    She was conscious of Jared on her heels as she went down the hall to the drawing room door. Surely now he did not suspect Theo of anything? 
 
    Her nephew by marriage was pacing up and down the room but he turned with an audible sigh of relief when they entered. 
 
    ‘Theo, what on earth are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Escaping the law, I suspect,’ he said grimly. ‘No sooner had the funeral guests gone than that da – that confounded London magistrate turned up at Felling Hall along with our local man. He was waving an anonymous letter that had advised him to search in the clothes press in my dressing room in London. He’d bullied his way in past the staff and was unsurprised to find two empty bottles that had held my father’s medicine hidden in a pair of old boots. 
 
    ‘There was easily enough gone to have killed Uncle Augustus if boiled down to a syrup and then mixed with marchpane, apparently. I asked him why, if I was a parricide, I had not removed the bottles from there? I enquired if I appeared to be a complete idiot. He advised me not to take that tone with him.’ 
 
    Theo stopped, took a deep breath and continued rather more calmly. ‘I enquired – in much the same tone – who was supposed to have written the letter. I produced my valet, and Perkins pointed out that with the house in turmoil during my father’s last days and death half the Household Cavalry could have trooped in and out concealing bottles and not been noticed. 
 
    ‘Sir Andrew Hewson, the local magistrate, who had the benefit of hearing the tale fresh from beginning to end and having no axe to grind, pointed out that what I said had some merit. His colleague then demanded to know whether you had access to my dressing room, Guin.’ 
 
    Jared said something savage under his breath and Guin discovered that cold fury had a remarkably energising effect. ‘What did you say to that?’ she enquired. 
 
    ‘I hit him. Quite a good left hook, actually.’ Theo’s grim expression was at odds with his tone. 
 
    ‘And why are you not under arrest for assault on a magistrate, if nothing else?’ Jared enquired. ‘Lady Northam, do sit down, you must be exhausted.’ He stalked over to the sideboard, poured a glass of brandy and brought it back to her. 
 
    ‘Sir Andrew appeared to think that I had the right to defend the honour of a lady and that Spurgeon – that’s the London man – had gone too far. They retreated to consider the situation and the moment they were out of sight I left. I don’t know what, if anything, you have discovered, but I am damned if I am going to sit at Felling and wait for them to turn up and drag me off in chains.’ 
 
    Guin gulped a mouthful of brandy. ‘I have a very strong inclination to give way to hysterics,’ she said, wondering why she wasn’t. 
 
    ‘We need a council of war,’ Jared said. ‘But you and I are going to bathe and change first. It is time to take control of this situation, to turn and set the hounds on our pursuers.’ He held out his hand to Guin. ‘Lady Northam? You have had a long and difficult day but I think you have it in you to join our council.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly, Mr Hunt.’ She let him draw her to her feet, feeling his strength and his anger flowing through to her. His instinct, his duty was to protect her, but he believed in her, that she had the intelligence and the strength of will to cope with this. I could love this man, she thought as they walked up the stairs leaving Theo pacing again. Perhaps I already do. 
 
      
 
    When they assembled again, clean and refreshed, Faith and Dover appeared, both saying that they too were revived and wanted to be involved. Jared waited for the footmen to deposit plates of food by each chair, poured wine all round and then, with no protest from Theo, took control. 
 
    ‘We have two strands to this persecution. If I am correct, then both Lady Northam and the late Lord Northam – and by extension you, the new, Lord Northam – are targets.’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ Theo began, then subsided at a gesture from Jared. 
 
    ‘Lady Northam unwisely eloped with, and married, Francis Willoughby, a man in need of money and completely unscrupulous about how he earned it. He thought his new father-in-law would give him funds, either to maintain the marriage or, perhaps, to buy him off. He was sadly disappointed, almost penniless and, I suspect, desperate because moneylenders were after him. 
 
    ‘He brought his new wife here to Allerton because he expected to find help from the one person who would never let him down, however outrageously he behaved, his sister. I overheard the cook, Mrs Turner, speaking of how Master Frank had enjoyed her lemon tarts and how he had eaten them in company with the footman, Thomas Bainton, who used to work here and then, most conveniently, transferred his services to the new owner.’ 
 
    ‘And Frank is short for Francis,’ Guin said. ‘He had a habit, which very soon grated on my nerves, of saying, I will be frank with you, and then smirking at the pun.’ 
 
    ‘The headstone on his grave refers to his father Henry and his sister Elizabeth. Mr Quenten at Cross Holme called his wife Lettie, a shortening for Elizabeth, and their younger son, Hal. The older child, Charles, is named for his paternal grandfather and it seems logical that the younger is called after his mother’s father, Henry.’ 
 
    ‘So Mrs Quenten was Francis’s older sister and she blames me for his death,’ Guin said slowly. ‘Of course, she would have heard the rumours about it not being an accident, about Augustus’s intervention preventing the magistrate accusing me of causing it. She must have been in anguish when she realised that Francis had come to her for help and found none. I wonder why he did not know they had moved,’ she added, puzzled.  
 
    ‘I expect that will become clear eventually,’ Jared said. 
 
    The relief of at last finding some logical explanation for this nightmare was almost overwhelming. ‘But nothing happened for months after I married Augustus.’ 
 
    ‘You were far away and I expect, at first, she was too deep in grief. Then, with time, she must have become obsessed and vengeful. But she had no agent for her punishment of you and, I imagine, no experience of hiring ruffians or criminals. Then you and Lord Northam came up here and Thomas, who had known Francis as a young man, was sent to ask for employment, to work his way into your trust. That is how the persecution moved to London. It must have been Thomas who put the firework down the chimney.’ 
 
    ‘And he took in the sweetmeats. He could time poisoning them to fit with Theo being in the house.’ 
 
    ‘Probably the staff at our London house knew him,’ Theo put in. ‘He’ll doubtless have delivered messages for my uncle. He could have got in unremarked, stolen the medicine and hidden the empty bottles for the magistrate to find.’ 
 
    ‘But the attacks on you were not very serious, my lady,’ Faith interjected. ‘I don’t understand that.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Quenten wanted to torment Lady Northam, I suspect.’ Jared said. ‘They were trying different things, watching the effect on you. She aimed to torture, not to kill, because that would have been too final, would have ended your punishment too soon.’ 
 
    ‘But Augustus,’ Guin murmured. ‘What had he ever done to her? He even had her brother decently buried.’ 
 
    ‘I suspect the idea of inheritance had been growing in her slowly, perhaps almost unrecognised until she met Lord Northam for the first time, at her father-in-law’s funeral. It was brought home to her that Northam was an elderly man. The families had grown apart and if she had thought about it before then she would know that there were several people between her husband and sons and the title. But here was the reality, and he was a man she had no reason to love – he had, she thought, aided her brother’s killer. She must have investigated, found that his brother was elderly and ailing also. Just two old men between her family and a title, a rise to status and fortune.’ 
 
    ‘And one young man,’ Theo pointed out, indignant. ‘I am not ailing.’ 
 
    ‘So you must be suspected of killing your uncle and hastening the death of your father,’ Guin said, appalled. ‘Thomas would have reported back that you had money problems and that you ran tame in our house – and look how easily the rumours about you and me spread.’ 
 
    ‘If Theo is accused of murder and hanged then Elizabeth could have it all – a title for her husband and son and revenge on you, Lady Northam,’ Jared said. ‘She has never met Theo and I assume that by this stage she is too far gone in her obsession and her plotting to even consider what she is doing to an innocent man, one who is simply a name on a page to her.’ 
 
    ‘But can we prove it?’ Theo asked. He reached for a cake from the plate beside him, took a bite and washed it down with brandy without looking, then winced at the mixture. 
 
    ‘We need to get our hands on Thomas, sir,’ Dover said. He passed Theo a tea cup and slid the brandy glass away. ‘Try that, my lord. We could get a confession out of him and hand him over to the magistrates.’ 
 
    ‘We have only circumstantial evidence,’ Jared pointed out. ‘And he has every incentive to keep quiet – the image of a noose is powerfully motivating.’ 
 
    ‘We could beat it out of him,’ Dover muttered. When Guin looked at him, shocked that for a moment her reaction had been approval, he added, ‘I suppose the magistrates wouldn’t like that.’ 
 
    ‘But how are you involved, Jared, except that Augustus employed you?’ Guin asked, realising the moment she said it that she had used his first name in front of everyone, then discovering that she did not care. ‘How can this connect to you?’ 
 
    ‘My family comes from this area. In fact now they are close neighbours of the Quentens. When I was growing up Cross Holme was simply a farm called, I think, Crossholes. They obviously attempted to gentrify it when they had to move. I suspect that my sister-in-law and Elizabeth Quenten are friends. I cannot imagine that Bella is part of the plot to attack you, Lady Northam, let alone murder your husband, but Mrs Quenten could well have engaged her sympathies, convinced her that you had killed Francis. Thomas would have reported my name to his mistress.’ 
 
    ‘But you changed it,’ Guin pointed out. ‘You told me you had.’ 
 
    ‘Not well enough, I think.’ 
 
    ‘She was looking for you in Whitby, wasn’t she? You were taken by surprise, but she was not. She was confirming a suspicion.’ Jared stayed stubbornly silent, but Guin kept thinking, working it out aloud. ‘When I sat down in the Quenten’s parlour the chair was warm. Someone had only just left it. If it had been your sister-in-law then she could have been observing us, looking at you. She thought she recognised you, but was not certain.’ 
 
    ‘So she followed us down to Whitby to make sure, face to face,’ Dover said. 
 
    ‘So who is she?’ Theo asked. ‘Who are you, come to that?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty One 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘I am Jared Hunt and her identity is not relevant, Jared said flatly. ‘Bella has presented me with a dilemma and I suspect she will think she can put pressure on me that will divert me from my allegiance to Lady Northam.’ 
 
    Stubborn man, Guin thought. Did he really believe he could keep his identity secret from her now she had so many clues? If it were not for the situation they found themselves in then she would have to respect his privacy, but not now that Theo was in danger too. 
 
    ‘So what do we do now?’ Theo asked. ‘We’ve circumstantial evidence, we can show motives, but that is all.’ 
 
    ‘Find Thomas,’ Jared said grimly. ‘The fact that he has gone missing is damning.’ 
 
    ‘Unless the magistrate thinks I killed him too, to add verisimilitude to my story,’ Theo said gloomily. 
 
    ‘We need to tell the staff here – the ones we inherited from the Quentens – that Thomas is dangerous,’ Guin said, getting to her feet. ‘What if he comes back here and they hide him under our noses out of misplaced loyalty?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, do that, then go to bed,’ Jared said, standing as she did. ‘You must be exhausted. We need to sleep on this.’ 
 
    Guin found Cook and Mrs Mountjoy and Porrett all together taking tea in the housekeeper’s room. 
 
    ‘Please, sit down and I will join you if I may.’ At Mrs Mountjoy’s flustered agreement she closed the door and sat down at the end of the table. ‘It is about Thomas Bainton. Have any of you seen him since we left this morning?’ 
 
    All three heads shook and all three looked puzzled. They could be lying, of course, but she doubted that they were such good actors. 
 
    ‘This may be hard to believe, but we fear that Thomas has been behind those attacks on me and probably Lord Northam’s death as well. We think his mind has been turned by my first husband’s death.’ She could hardly accuse the Quentens yet, not without proof. ‘He seems to blame me for it and Lord Northam for supporting me. You heard about the way our carriage was damaged so that there was almost a very nasty accident?’ Again, a trio of nods. The arrival of the four of them on horseback would be the talk of the servants’ hall. ‘There can be no doubt that Thomas damaged the axle and the brake. He is dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘He was always a wild young man and Mr Frank led him astray with his own carryings-on, if you’ll pardon me saying so, my lady, seeing you married him.’ When Guin made a vague gesture Cook pressed on. ‘He was a charmer, Mr Frank. He was just fifteen when the mistress married Mr Quenten and she brought him with her because their parents were dead some years past. His sister doted on him and Thomas would have walked through fire for him. Spoiled rotten, that lad.’ 
 
    Mrs Mountjoy was looking uneasy. ‘It was a shock when we found out you’d been married to him, my lady. We didn’t like to talk about him, seeing how badly it ended, but perhaps we should have done, told you how Master Frank grew up here.’ She looked sharply at Guin. ‘Do you expect Thomas to come back?’ 
 
    ‘He needs friends now, shelter. He must realise we know he is behind these attacks. Would he think you would give him help?’ 
 
    ‘You were always too soft on him, Mrs T,’ Mrs Mountjoy said abruptly to the cook. ‘I never trusted him – not that I ever suspected any real harm or I’d have told your ladyship when you took him on. Just thought he was indulged because he’d been Master Frank’s friend and he led him astray. But he seemed to have sobered up. Oh Lord, if I’d said something perhaps his lordship would be alive now?’ 
 
    Guin looked at Porrett who sat shaking his head despairingly. He looked near to tears. ‘I do not think so, Mrs Mountjoy,’ she said as soothingly as she could manage. ‘We had no suspicion what would happen. But you must not let him in if he comes and we must make sure all is secure at all times.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t you worry, my lady,’ Mrs Mountjoy said. ‘You’ve been a good mistress here and his lordship was a fine man. If that rapscallion shows his face around here I’ll take Mrs T’s carving knives to him.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll load the blunderbuss,’ Porrett said. ‘The one I keep in the silver safe in case of burglaries.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, all of you. Mr Hunt is doing all he can to put a stop to this business.’ She stood up and Porrett hurried to open the door for her, shoulders back as though he was a soldier going on parade. Yes, she felt confident they would not take Thomas’s side in this. 
 
    Guin made her way slowly up the servants’ stair to the ground floor. She could hear Jared and Theo talking as they made their rounds of the doors and windows at the far end of the house. No-one was in sight and she went into the study, took down the atlas from the shelf and opened it on the desk. Cross Holme house was not marked, presumably because it was still a humble farm when the area was surveyed, but she could find Crossholes Beck which narrowed the area down somewhat. 
 
    There would be farms scattered about, and they too would not be marked, but she doubted somehow that Jared was the son of a farmer. She circled round the area with the tip of her finger. No manor houses marked, no hamlets close by, only a house called Ravenscar marked by a little black square and labelled in tiny block capitals. 
 
    Ravenscar. How did she discover who lived there? Perhaps one of the road books that were in the carriage would tell her, but it was to late to go out and find one now. Frustrated, Guin replaced the book on the shelf next to the equally battered old copy of the Peerage and opened the hidden door to the staircase leading up to her bedchamber. Jared was right, they all needed to rest, to sleep on this. 
 
    And I should stop being so inquisitive. He will tell me when he is ready, she chided herself as she reached the small landing area outside her door and let herself into the room, making Faith, who was laying out her nightgown, jump. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, Faith. Just unlace me and then you be off to your bed. I am sorry you have had such a frightening day of it.’ 
 
    Faith sniffed. ‘I’ll give that Thomas frightening if I get my hands on him. And don’t you worry, my lady, Mr Hunt will make all right, just you wait and see.’ She helped Guin out of her gown and into her nightgown and turned back the bed. ‘Shall I brush your hair, my lady? That’s very soothing.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do it myself, you get to bed now, Faith, thank you.’ 
 
    Guin settled at her dressing table, pulled out the pins and shook her hair loose. It settled around her shoulders, whispering over the silk. Jared’s hair had felt like raw wild silk when she had freed it. Freed was the word, like loosing a caged animal. The brush snagged on a small tangle and she let its weight carry her arm through the motions of brushing, calmingly repetitive. 
 
    Hair-brushing gave one time to think. Think about Augustus. She reached out her free hand and picked up the miniature that always lay on her dressing table. Dear man. Kind man. She laid it down, traced a fingertip over the strong features. He was dead now because of an act of gallantry, an act of generosity to an unknown young woman. We will avenge you, she promised, blinking away tears. 
 
    Think about Jared instead. There was that faint hint of Yorkshire in his voice, but he had admitted he had grown up somewhere near here and boys would run wild with their friends, whatever their parents might have to say about it. Leaving that aside, his accent was educated, refined, without a suspicion of the self-improved about it. Listening to him in that ballroom the night before Augustus had died, there had been nothing to distinguish him from the men around him. 
 
    Then there was that pride, verging on arrogance – although he has much to be arrogant about, she thought. He had left home at the age of seventeen because of a slight on his honour and was not prepared to let it lie now. This was not a yeoman’s son, a country gentleman’s son. This was an aristocrat who’d had pride and honour and self-assurance bred into him, fed him with mother’s milk, beaten into him by the unforgiving expectations that aristocratic fathers heaped on their sons. 
 
    But he had not been the eldest son, the heir, the privileged one. When that situation had arisen and his father had to chose which son to believe his choice had been, inevitably, his heir. Who was now dead. 
 
    She had stopped brushing some time ago, she realised. Who is he? What has Jared just become? Downstairs was the Peerage, dusty on the shelf. He did not want her to know, did not want anyone to know. Would it be a betrayal to look? 
 
    Probably he would look at it that way, Guin decided. But she felt a deep revulsion for secrets that could do so much damage. She wanted to help and so she needed to know who might be Jared’s enemies. Was she justifying her own curiosity? Yes, she admitted, putting down the brush on the dressing table and belting the sash of her robe more securely. Yes, but she was going to do it anyway. He was angry enough over the way their feelings for each other were interfering with what he saw as his role as her protector, she may as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb. 
 
    Her bare feet brushed silently through the silky pile of the Chinese rug and the staircase door swung open onto darkness on well-oiled hinges as a figure in white rose from the ground directly in front of her. Guin swung instinctively with her chamber stick, the hot wax spattering her hand before she made contact with solid flesh. 
 
    ‘What the blazes are you doing?’ Jared demanded. 
 
    ‘What am I doing? What are you doing outside my door?’ She put the chamberstick with its guttering candle down on the floor and sucked her wrist where the hot wax had burned. 
 
    ‘Guarding it. The lock on the main door into the corridor is good but Thomas knows this house. If he gets in he could well come this way to do you harm.’ 
 
    Guin looked down at the cramped landing space, the scuffed dust. ‘You were sleeping across my threshold out here?’ 
 
    ‘Attempting not to sleep.’ Did she catch just the faintest glimmer of amusement in his voice? ‘Where were you going?’ 
 
    Guin was not certain how it had happened, but she was in Jared’s arms and his question was a breath on her lips. ‘I was restless.’ 
 
    ‘The idea is that you lock yourself in your tower, my lady Guinevere, and your knight fights the battle for you.’ 
 
    ‘This is not the Middle Ages, you are not the mysterious knight Lancelot disguised behind your visor and I want to take a broadsword to the enemy myself.’ It was difficult to speak assertively about broadswords when a man was kissing his way along the line of your jaw, nibbling your ear. ‘Jared – are you listening to me? Do you know what I want?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I am, yes, I know.’ His voice was muffled in the angle of her neck and shoulder, then he looked up. ‘You want a broadsword and you want me to take you to bed.’ He was laughing at her, his eyes sparking amber fire in the candlelight, his hands sliding over her body with dangerous ease, those beautiful, mobile lips curving into a smile. 
 
    ‘Not necessarily in that order,’ Guin murmured as he walked her backwards towards the bed. When her knees hit the edge she sat down and watched as he went to lock the stair door, wedged a chair under the handle then did the same to the main door. He laid his rapier on the bedside table and then turned to look at her. 
 
    Somewhere he had shed his coat, waistcoat and neckcloth and his feet were bare. Why, when she had seen him naked, the bare feet, the vee of skin at his throat should affect her so powerfully, she could not say, but heat flooded her. ‘Not the most romantic of preparations for lovemaking,’ Guin said, more to try and stop herself dissolving into a puddle of lust than anything. 
 
    ‘This time I am going to take every precaution. You want romance too?’ Yes, he was laughing at her. Or perhaps it was with her – there was no edge, no malice in his amusement. 
 
    ‘It would be nice,’ Guin said demurely. 
 
    ‘What is this?’ Jared bent to pick up a scrap of red leather that lay by the side of her dressing table. ‘Book binding. Someone has been in here.’ 
 
    ‘No. No, that must have been on my skirts. I was looking at something in the study before I came up to bed.’ 
 
    The red leather turned again between his fingers to reveal gold tooling. 
 
    ‘The Landed Gentry. You know how battered the binding is on that old copy,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Why were you going downstairs, Guinevere?’ This time there was no sensual amusement behind the words. 
 
    She could lie. There were so many excuses she could find. ‘To look for you in the Peerage.’ 
 
    ‘I said – ’ 
 
    ‘I understand. But you cannot keep it a secret for ever. We need to know, we cannot fight this battle with some of the information missing.’ 
 
    He shrugged off her words with a slight lift of one shoulder. ‘You wanted romance? Romance is for courtship.’ The laughter had gone although the smile lingered faintly, empty now. ‘You would be justified in having expectations of that, Guinevere, because you are correct and you will find my name in the Peerage.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it matters and I should have thought of that before I came into your chamber. What we had before was an affaire, a brief flare of passion with a clear understanding that nothing could come of a liaison between a lady and a swordmaster. Now things are different, but I have nothing to offer you except an empty courtesy title, taken second-hand from my brother and the prospect of I know not what when my father is no more. At the moment I live on what I earn and that has not changed.’ 
 
    ‘So now you are Lord – Lord what?’ 
 
    ‘Viscount Ravenlaw. James Andrew Jared Forrest, son of the third Earl of Huntingford.’ 
 
    Guin stood up and dropped a curtsey. ‘My lord. And I have no expectations of you that I did not have of Jared Hunt, swordmaster.’ 
 
    ‘Then you should have. You should expect me to marry you. An honourable man would offer you his hand. An honourable man who could keep you in the manner befitting you, that is. I cannot do that because I have no expectations whatsoever and no status in Society. I would not put it past my father to disinherit me of every scrap of unentailed land – and that is what supports the house and the household.’ Now even the ghost of the smile had left him. ‘A lady may condescend to take an inferior as a lover. An impoverished viscount does not take advantage of that lady, not without honourable intentions.’ 
 
    ‘You are splitting hairs, and you did not take advantage of me.’ 
 
    ‘I lied about who I am. I thought I was safe from having to be my true self ever again.’ 
 
    ‘I wanted you and I still want you. As a lover. I have had two husbands. One was a scoundrel, the other was a good substitute for my grandfather. I am in no hurry to take a third simply because he has a title.’ 
 
    ‘Guinevere, we would be a scandal. We are a scandal, only not many people know about us.’ 
 
    ‘Augustus would have approved of us. Theo, who is head of the family now, approves of you. And you have a Duke and Duchess as close friends – they will not condemn us, surely? Besides,’ she added when that produced no response, ‘I am caricatured as a wanton widow who plotted with her lover and nephew by marriage to kill her own husband. After that a swordmaster-viscount is positively respectable.’ 
 
    He picked up his sword belt and buckled it on, the refusal as clear as if he had spoken it. 
 
    Do I have any pride left? Probably not. I can be shameless for one last throw, I suppose. ‘You do not want to be Ravenlaw. You do not believe that your family wants you. Stay as Jared Hunt, open your salle d’armes, be the man you created for yourself.’ Be my lover. 
 
    ‘Before I was the spare with a vigorous older brother who married a fertile woman. I was not needed. Now William is dead and leaves no son. I have a duty.’ 
 
    ‘To the father who would not believe you?’ she demanded. How could he be so… 
 
    ‘To the title, to the name, to the estate and its people. I have no idea how my father is. He was always a reclusive countryman, just as William was, and I have made no effort to find out. Whether he wants me or not, I have to make the effort now.’ 
 
    ‘He will only hurt you again,’ she said passionately, standing up, closing her hand over his on the pommel of the rapier. 
 
    Jared shrugged, both shoulders now, a weary, resigned thoroughly English movement, not the elegant gesture of the French-taught swordsman. ‘I am not a boy any longer and I do not care what he thinks or what he says. There is nothing he can do to wound me now and even if there was, that does not change where my duty lies.’ 
 
    ‘You will tell Theo and Dover?’ 
 
    Jared shook his head. He released his hold on the pommel and curled his fingers into hers. ‘I need to discover who I am, what I am. How my father is. He will be mourning, angry with fate, if I know him at all. He may make it easy for me to help, he may make it downright impossible, but I must find out.’ 
 
    ‘You will be walking into a place where your sister-in-law is the friend and confidante of a murderess. She wounded you unfairly, cruelly all those years ago, I do not need to have the details to know that. She will feel guilty and guilt often turns to hatred. She will fear you now.’ 
 
    ‘She has no cause.’ Jared turned until they were face to face, fingers entwined, sending messages of pressure and touch seemingly of their own accord. ‘I loved her once, so I thought.’ 
 
    ‘When will you go?’ Guin asked. She could smell the plain soap on his skin and the dust from the stairwell and, almost on the edge of her consciousness, the disturbing scent of aroused male. He still wants me. 
 
    ‘Tomorrow. Dover and Theo will be with you. You will be safe. I would leave it longer, but I may find proof there, with Bella.’ Jared bent and kissed her, his mouth warm and possessive, the pressure fleeting. ‘I should have better self-control,’ he said ruefully as he released her hand and went to move the chair away from the latch of the tower stair door. ‘Go back to bed, Guinevere, you need your sleep.’ 
 
    There was no snick of the lock on the other side when he closed the old oak behind him. He was staying there then, cramped on the cold stone, guarding her. Wanting her. Denying them both, the maddening, honourable man. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Guin climbed into bed, snuffed out the candle and lay imagining that she could hear Jared’s breathing on the other side of the door. Of course this could never be anything but an affair. How could she agree to marry him now, if that was the alternative he was offering to them remaining as lovers? She had lost two husbands in suspicious circumstances, the print shops had been full of her image. Her innocence would not weigh in those scales. Even if they managed to resolve this awful situation, neutralise Elizabeth’s venom, prove Theo innocent, scandal would still cling to her. 
 
    Scandal would cling to Jared too, the long-lost second son reappearing conveniently to claim his inheritance, the reasons for his disappearance a subject for gossip and speculation. He must marry and marry well to counter that in the eyes of Society. Sophie the Duchess would be able to find any number of well-dowered eligible young ladies of breeding for him. He did not need a twice-married, scandal-ridden wife from the obscure Lancashire gentry. 
 
    She was not going to cry, she told herself. She would go to sleep thinking of ways to expose Elizabeth and avenge Augustus, find a way to live her life when all this was over. Guin rolled over and buried her face in the pillow. The man had ears like a cat, he would probably be able to hear the most silent tear… 
 
      
 
    Ravenscar was as rugged as its name. It was bleak even in sunshine, growing out of the sandstone outcrop from where it loomed over a deep-cut ravine with a narrow torrent at the bottom. All around the landscape was more benign, green, prosperous, but Ravenscar looked what it was, a house that could withstand a siege, built in an age when your neighbours would take your stock by force of arms and your womenfolk too if they could. 
 
    But it was home. He had thought that he hated it, never wanted to see it again, but now Jared blinked hard to get the battered silhouette into focus then set about breaching its defences. 
 
    First it was necessary to get inside the high stone walls without going through the two-storey gatehouse. He had no intention of announcing his presence until he was inside and knew who was there, but the section of wall to the south, where some penny-pinching repairs in the mid eighteenth century were beginning to crumble, offered the same handholds that he had used as a schoolboy. 
 
    The turf was soft as he dropped down at the back of the shrubbery. The sense of being fourteen again almost made him grin, before the silent mass of the house sobered him as returning always had. It was the classic E-shape of the 16th century, a long range to the west with two side wings at either end of the eastern side and a massive porch forming the central stroke. He had no intention of walking in at the front door. 
 
    The grounds seemed deserted and garden room door was probably unlocked. Jared sauntered across the grass between shrubbery and house. No-one glimpsing him would see suspicious or furtive movements. 
 
    The handle turned under the pressure of his hand and he was inside, edging between benches holding pitchers and vases, a pair of shears, bundles of wire and a vast bucket full of greenery. It seemed Bella, or the housekeeper, still arranged flowers in the house. 
 
    The hall clock struck ten as he came out of the shadows under the great carved oak staircase. Unless his father had changed his habits he would be in his study now for an hour. That would be the usual time for summoning boys in disgrace. Jared recognised now that it had been deliberate in order to give the culprit – usually himself – a sleepless night and no appetite for breakfast. He wondered if some long-engrained habit had made him time his arrival for just this hour. 
 
    Voices from the front of the hall – a pair of footmen by the sound of it – brought him out of time past back to the present, sent him away, down the corridor to the study door. 
 
    The hinges were as well-oiled as they ever had been and he was inside and in front of the desk without the man sitting on the other side of it looking up. He had always found it a strange choice, that piece of frivolous French rococo furniture when something massive and oak would surely have suited his father better. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ The Earl was writing something across the bottom of what looked like an invoice, something dull and agricultural from the absence of any fancy bill-head and the closely packed lines of writing. 
 
    Jared stood, as patient and silent as the best-trained footman. The bent head in front of him had the same golden brown hair as his own, but short and thickly laced with silver now. The shoulders in their mourning black were as broad as he remembered, the handwriting as determined. 
 
    His father put the pen on its stand and looked up. ‘Yes?’ He came to his feet as he spoke, the colour draining out of cheeks weather-beaten from the hunting field and riding the estates in Yorkshire weather. ‘Who the devil are you?’ Then, ‘Jack?’ 
 
    ‘I go by Jared these days.’ 
 
    ‘Jack.’ His father seemed not to have heard him. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ 
 
    Good to see you, too, Father dear. ‘I heard about William. I am sorry.’ 
 
    For a moment his father’s face crumpled, the grief raw and brutal, then he had his formidable composure in place again. ‘You’ve come to see what you can lay your hands on now, have you?’ 
 
    Well, it wasn’t as though he had expected any other reaction, certainly no-one rushing out to kill fatted calves and open the best champagne. ‘No. I have my own life, my own concerns and my own business. This – ’ He waved a hand to encompass study, house, estate, title, ‘– This would be a damned nuisance.’ 
 
    His father sat down again with a thud. ‘My son is dead and you call it a damned nuisance.’ When Jared made a sharp gesture of denial, he added, ‘You’d turn your nose up at an earldom?’ 
 
    ‘I won’t have the choice when it comes to it, will I? Until then, I thought I had a duty to come back and see if I could help. Bella did not mention seeing me the other day, then?’ 
 
    ‘Bella? No, of course not. She knows no more about you and your whereabouts than I do.’ The colour was coming back into his face now and his breathing slowing. Jared told himself that he really did not want his father’s death by apoplexy on his conscience. 
 
    ‘She has known where I am, who I am, for nearly a month. Yesterday I encountered her in Whitby.’ It did not seem that he was going to be offered a chair so Jared took one anyway. His father simply stared at him as though he was a ghost. He supposed he was. ‘It is probably a waste of breath to say this, but I did not force myself on her all those years ago and I am not the father of her child.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    The shock kept him in the chair, knocked the breath out of his chest, the words from his mouth. He stared at his father, stared into the amber eyes just like his own and fought for some control. ‘You knew. When did you know?’ 
 
    ‘A month or so after you had gone, when William had stopped ranting and posturing and playing the little gentleman and Bella had stopped pretending to be a wronged woman and had dispensed with the crocodile tears and had got a wedding ring on her finger. Your brother never could tell a lie with any conviction, not and make it stick.’ 
 
    ‘You knew. You have known for eleven years. Did you bother to look for me?’ Pride kept his tone ironic, kept him from getting to his feet and hurling things about the room. 
 
    ‘Yes, I knew. And I searched, believe me. But by that time they were married. My son and heir was married to the daughter of some jumped-up Whitby coal merchant, they had tricked me into agreeing to a marriage William knew damn well I would forbid, and you had vanished off the face of the earth. In the end I put it about that you’d run off to join the army, at least that preserved the family name from scandal.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a relief,’ Jared drawled. ‘I was worried that I might have caused some embarrassment. Heaven forbid.’ 
 
    ‘What would you have had me do?’ his father demanded, red in the face now. 
 
    ‘Look harder? You accused me of having no honour whatsoever, you took Bella’s word against mine that I had seduced her with no intention of marrying her and you believed William when, for the first time in his life, he showed an inclination to do something involving self-sacrifice.’ 
 
    He stood up, now that he had the urge to smash the furniture under control, and began to pace up and down the room. ‘How are you? Don’t pretend with me, this must have hit you hard.’ 
 
    The Earl passed his hand over his eyes. ‘It is a nightmare. He was fit, healthy – and then he was gone.’ He shook his head, a wounded, confused bull. ‘I am Huntingford and I will not give way to this grief.’ 
 
    The defiance affected Jared as tears would not have done. He turned towards the desk, his hand held out, and his father flinched. It stopped him dead in his tracks as no word could have done. 
 
    ‘Are you frightened of me?’ 
 
    ‘You come in here with that damned sword at your side and every excuse in the world to use it.’ His father stood, suddenly every inch the Earl of Huntingford. ‘I would not blame you if you did. I thought you dead but, yes, I should have looked harder, I should not have given up and told myself that the family name and avoiding scandal was more important than my son.’ He turned, hands open, defenceless. ‘I would not blame you,’ he repeated, the words almost a whisper. ‘And I do not know you, the man you have become. My son.’ 
 
    Jared drew the rapier from its scabbard and laid it down on the desk, the hilt towards his father’s hand. ‘You wounded me more than that ever could. Hanging on to hate is not going to heal it. I do not know if I can forget, I have no idea whether anything will ever be easy between us and this is complicating my life almost more than is tolerable, just at the moment. But I am Ravenlaw now and so I suggest we try and make this work.’ 
 
    The Earl picked up the weapon, flexed his wrist and tried the balance of it. ‘A fine blade.’ He was recovering his composure again, his breathing was slowing. He handed it back to Jared. ‘Just who are you now, Jack?’ 
 
    ‘Jared Hunt the swordmaster hired by the late Viscount Northam. I am hunting his murderer.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘For one moment I believe he thought I was there to kill him.’ Jared unbuckled his sword belt, dropped the rapier on the table within reach and collapsed into the biggest, deepest chair the turret hideaway possessed. 
 
    ‘But that is ghastly.’ Guin took the chair opposite. ‘Does he understand that you forgive him now?’ 
 
    The look Jared gave her was decidedly jaundiced. ‘Do I, I wonder? I understand him and that’s the next best thing, I suppose. I was always the unsatisfactory son and he was stuck with his heir marrying beneath him, as he thought. He reasoned he couldn’t add scandal to that, conveniently assumed I had run away to join the army and tried not to think too hard about the situation. If my mother had been alive she wouldn’t have let him get away with it, of course, but she had died two years before. Now he has sent to Bow Street and to private investigators in an attempt to track down his lost heir. He has been spared that expense, at least.’ 
 
    ‘He must be devastated by William’s death.’ 
 
    Jared nodded. ‘But he is keeping it all inside. He was always good at maintaining the façade, his composure. He hasn’t lost that.’ 
 
    ‘Reminds me of someone,’ she murmured. ‘And now that he has you?’ 
 
    ‘Now he wants to give me everything William had – the allowance, the run of the London house, the hunting lodge. Thankfully the law does not permit me to marry my brother’s wife or no doubt he would like me to do that as well in order to tidy up all the loose ends.’ 
 
    ‘Surely not, if she has only borne daughters,’ Guin commented, feeling suddenly and uncharacteristically bitchy. 
 
    ‘There is that.’ Jared smiled for the first time since he had returned. 
 
    ‘Is there a Dower House?’ 
 
    ‘No. Widows were always accommodated about the place – it’s ludicrously large and there are suites in the most unlikely corners. Father says she is hinting at him buying her a house near Scarborough, which seems an excellent idea to me.’ 
 
    ‘Provided she does not find herself on trial for conspiracy to murder,’ Guin said tartly. She should be pleased that Jared’s confrontation with his father had not been as dreadful as she had feared, but her nerves were jangling and she was finding it difficult to hold on to any sense of humour. She could just imagine the Earl’s reaction to her as his next daughter-in-law: twice widowed, no family or connections to speak of, no dowry, trailing clouds of scandal – and scandalous prints – behind her. 
 
    But it seemed she could not have Jared any other way than by marriage if his determination to do the right and honourable thing persisted and he would not take her as his lover. 
 
    ‘And what does your father want from you?’ 
 
    ‘For me to cut my hair, stop this nonsense of working for my living, stop associating – ’ There was a breath of a pause ‘– with murderers and come home to live.’ 
 
    ‘He has heard about me, hasn’t he? The London papers reach Yorkshire the next day, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he agreed. He was as wary as if she was sharpening a long knife in front of him, Guin realised. ‘And he has not disinherited me of all that he might, as I had expected.’ 
 
    ‘So you are a desirable marriage prospect.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Jared’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    ‘You may relax, my lord.’ His gaze sharpened. It must be the first time anyone had addressed him so. ‘I do not want to marry you, I have not changed my opinion since we discussed this last night.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ He leaned forward, wrists on his knees, intent. 
 
    ‘We desire each other, we have from the beginning. But that is all that it is – and it is no basis for a marriage, especially an unequal one. I would like a nice conventional affaire, you apparently would not.’ She shrugged, sure she was hiding the insecurities – He does not want me any more, he has had what he wants, he has realised what a quagmire I have drawn him into… ‘Besides, if you are going to cut your hair, I may not desire you any more.’ 
 
    ‘More than likely. Good thing that I have no intention of doing so.’ 
 
    ‘You want me to desire you? You will not make love to me but your pride insists that I pant and pine, is that it?’ She bounced out of the chair, propelled by indignation. Men had all the power, all the arrogance, all the insolent nerve in the world, while women – 
 
    A pair of hands bracketed her waist. ‘Stop flouncing.’ He moved like a ghost. The ghost of a cat. 
 
    ‘I am not – What are you doing?’ She did not turn around. Did not move. Through the sensible cotton of her morning dress his hands were warm and sure and felt very permanent, anchoring her there. 
 
    ‘Being seduced.’ His hair brushed her ear as he bent and kissed the angle of neck and shoulder, the one inch of exposed flesh. ‘I am hoping you will pant and pine. Guinevere, I want to do the right thing, I want to treat you as you should be treated. I should be strong enough, but it seems I have sufficient self-control about everything else but you when you tell me you might… pant and pine.’ 
 
    ‘I would like to be treated as an adult woman who can make a decision about what is right for her.’ She tipped her head a little so it rested against his. 
 
    ‘Touché. Je cède à toi.’ I yield to you. ‘You are right and I should not presume to make your decisions for you.’ 
 
    ‘Especially when they happen to coincide with what you want, deep down,’ she said. 
 
    ‘There is that.’ 
 
    I love you, Guin thought. I love you, but this time I am not going to snatch at love or security. She had eloped with Francis without thought or restraint and she had seized the lifeline that Augustus had offered her without worrying about anything else – how it might make him an object of fun as a doting old husband, that it might cause a rift with his family. Neither had happened, but that was luck, not her own forethought. Jared might seem calm and in control but he must be in turmoil inside. That was no condition to make a decision about something as vital as marriage. 
 
    Her gown gaped suddenly and she realised those clever fingers had not been caressing her, they had been dealing with fastenings and ties. His hands came round to cup her breasts, the heat streaking down as he toyed with her nipples through the fine linen of her shift. 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t we be planning?’ 
 
    ‘Later.’ Jared said, still behind her as he dealt with her corset strings. ‘Much, much later.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘We have circumstantial evidence but no proof,’ Jared said, much, much later as they lay on the chaise and watched the sky darkening into evening through the turret window. 
 
    ‘A confession would be very handy.’ Guin played with their hair, plaiting a lock of hers and two of his together, admiring the way the black offset the golden brown. ‘But even if we can lay hands on Thomas he would not be so stupid as to put his own neck in the noose by talking. He tried to lure me out for a ride in the gig, you know. Then he accompanied Faith and me into the garden – both times armed with a club. I can’t help wondering what he would have done if the gardener hadn’t arrived just then.’ 
 
    Jared closed his eyes for a second. When he spoke his voice was harsh. ‘Don’t think about it. He is never going to be able to harm you again. What we need is a confession before witnesses. A magistrate or two, for example.’ When she relaxed he took the plait from her and used the tip of it to tease her nipples, then bent to lick the tense points. 
 
    ‘Where are we going to get two magistrates from?’ She let her hand slide down over his chest, enjoying the sensation of hair on her palms, then over his admirably flat belly, dipping her finger into his navel until he caught her hand. 
 
    ‘Witch. You should allow your poor exhausted lover to rest before making more demands on him.’ 
 
    ‘You are as exhausted as a racehorse that has been for a stroll before breakfast. Magistrates?’ 
 
    ‘My father is one. But we need more.’ He fell silent, thinking. 
 
    ‘Jared.’ Guin rolled over so that she was lying on top of him, her hands crossed on his chest to support her chin as she watched him think. Although he wasn’t brooding solely on his sister-in-law. At least, she hoped not, because there was unmistakeable evidence of a renewal of interest. She took care not to wriggle. ‘Do you think your sister-in-law realises what her friend Elizabeth has been doing?’ 
 
    ‘I hope not. I imagine she knows that Mrs Quenten has been trying to make life uncomfortable for you, playing tricks. Bella might be amused by that.’ He shrugged, an interesting experience when he was flat on his back and she was on top of him. They were both silent for a moment, very still, enjoying it. ‘I was infatuated with her when I was seventeen: she could be the reincarnation of Lucretia Borgia now for all I know.’ 
 
    ‘She has certainly proved herself capable of lies and deceit to get what she wants, even at the cost of someone else. Did you see her at Ravenscar?’ 
 
    ‘No. I went in the back way, unannounced, and left by the same door. I do not believe that anyone but my father saw me. He will tell her though. I mentioned that I had encountered her in Whitby.’ Jared smiled again, although this time it held no warmth. ‘I wonder when he will tell her that he has invited us to stay.’ 
 
    ‘Us?’ 
 
    ‘I have explained to him that I have a obligation to you, that Lord Northam was poisoned and that the murderer is still at large. I cannot leave you and you cannot leave your houseguest, the new Lord Northam. Who, as my father so rightly pointed out, you should not be entertaining without a chaperone. You shouldn’t have me in the house without one, come to that.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Guin said, mock-mournful. ‘Look where that leads.’ She wriggled experimentally and was rewarded by a growl. 
 
    ‘So we are all going to decamp to Ravenscar where you may be chaperoned by dear Bella and where Faith and Dover can insinuate themselves below stairs while Theo and I do whatever gentlemen do at house parties in the depths of Yorkshire.’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t you been to any house parties?’ 
 
    ‘Not conventional ones, no. At the only English one I have attended someone was killed by poison – an accident – and someone was shot. Also an accident of sorts, I am glad to say, and a non-lethal one.’ 
 
    ‘What a very exciting life you lead. But Theo? Aren’t we putting him in more danger?’ 
 
    ‘He’s an adult, he can look after himself and I need his help,’ Jared said, almost absently. He was off somewhere in his head, plotting and scheming, she could tell. 
 
    A woman should know when to surrender gracefully. Guin slid off the lean body and smiled to herself when his hands tightened possessively for a moment then relaxed. 
 
    ‘I will go and tell everyone to pack their bags,’ she said as she poured water into the basin and began to restore her appearance to something as unlike a woman who has spent the afternoon enjoying the passionate attentions of her lover as possible. 
 
    Jared, his eyelids at half-mast hiding the thinking process, made a noise than she recognised, that vague masculine sound that means everything from, Of course that hat looks ravishing on you to I am sure your mother knows best, dear. It begged to be answered with something outrageous, just to see if it was repeated. 
 
    ‘Did you know that there is a unicorn in the library?’ Guin asked, rolling on her stockings. 
 
    Jared opened one eye and grinned. ‘That’s nice. Be careful of the horn.’ He went back to brooding. 
 
    What am I going to do without you? She tightened her garter with a jerk. Manage just as I always have. Somehow. 
 
      
 
    Ravenscar was almost a castle, Guin thought, climbing down from the carriage four days later. For some reason the play Macbeth came to mind and she dismissed it with a shiver. 
 
    ‘Welcome, Lady Northam, Lord Northam.’ The Earl of Huntingford stood at the top of the flight of steps just outside the great oak doors that had been thrown open in welcome. Behind him, in the shadows, a figure in black waited. 
 
    He is so clearly Jared’s father. She went up the steps and shook hands, smiled, said all the proper things. He was bulkier than Jared, but with muscle that had been built by tough country sports and riding his boundaries, whereas Jared’s physique was the long, lean muscle and sinew of the athlete. His face was lined, his eyes pouched with, she guessed, recent grief, but like his son, he could conceal deep feelings. 
 
    Theo was at her side, shaking hands too, smiling at the woman in mourning. Jared had told him something in confidence about the rift with his father and he already knew that Bella might be involved with his uncle’s murder, but none of that showed on his face. He was all charm, the young gentleman he had been before the deaths in his family: cheerful, sociable and, one might think, not terribly bright except at the card table and in pursuit of a pretty woman. He was already subjecting Bella to a discreet but appreciative appraisal. 
 
    ‘My daughter-in-law, Lady Ravenlaw. Bella, Lady Northam, Lord Northam and, of course, you know Jack.’ 
 
    ‘It is so long since I answered to that name that you had best call me Jared if you want a response,’ Jared said. ‘Bella. You have grown even more beautiful with the passing of time. It hardly seems possible.’ 
 
    She was lovely, Guin admitted to herself, even though the heavy mourning black did not suit her pale skin and light brown hair. The thin line of her lips as she looked at Jared and the faint frown lines between her brows were not flattering either. Had the Earl confronted the couple when he realised that he had been tricked and Jared wrongly blamed or did she still believe she had escaped blame for the cruel deception? 
 
    Faint colour came up over her cheeks. Yes, she knew and knew that Jared was aware his father understood the truth as well. ‘You were always easily impressed as a boy,’ Bella said, with a sweet smile. 
 
    They were in the hall now, a place that seemed a cross between a medieval baronial stronghold and a comfortable entranceway. There were rather too many suits of armour in corners and animal heads on the wall for Guin’s taste, but she approved the large fire and the pile of hats on the side table and the bridle tossed over a chair-back and the paintings of landscapes and horses. 
 
    Bella took her upstairs, Faith at her heels. ‘You are all in the guest rooms in the main wing,’ she said as they climbed the first flight of stairs. The staircase rose in two stages up the height of the hallway, the panelling hung with portraits and a display of weaponry. ‘I assumed the Earl would wish to install Jack – Jared – in my late husband’s rooms, but he appears to have some delicacy about that. Or perhaps he assumed that you would want chambers close together.’ The look she slid towards Guin was slyly insinuating. 
 
    ‘Absolutely,’ Guin said earnestly. ‘As close as possible. Mr Hunt – Lord Ravenlaw, I should say – is my bodyguard.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. A servant.’ She reached one of a row of doors in a wide corridor, opened it and swept in. 
 
    ‘Lord Ravenlaw is too much a gentleman to sit around bemoaning the injustices of fate and sponging off others to live.’ Guin looked around the room with a perfectly genuine smile: it was, after all, charming. ‘He does what it takes to support himself honourably.’ She laid the faintest emphasis on the last word and saw it strike home. Yes, I know what you did. But she would not show any overt antagonism, that was not the plan that they had hammered out over three days of discussion, letter-writing and speculation. 
 
    Now she kept the smile in place, moderating it towards sympathy. ‘It must be very hard to have to entertain guests while you are in mourning. How long is it since your husband died?’ 
 
    ‘A month. I am amazed that Jac – Jared did not know of it.’ Bella moved around the room shifting the position of a vase of flowers, aligning the edges of the books on the bedside table. 
 
    ‘I doubt he scours the death notices – or any others, for news of Yorkshire,’ Guin said. ‘It must all have seemed very remote to him.’ Nor had she seen anything and she thought she would have noticed news of a death so close to Allerton, even though she did not know the family. The accidental passing of the heir to an earl who lived quietly in the country with no political ambitions was hardly something that would attract great notice. 
 
    Her conscience was troubling her, a little. If Bella and William had resorted to such an appalling subterfuge to wed, this had been a love match. ‘You must miss your husband very much.’ 
 
    Bella shrugged. ‘One becomes used to marriage, of course. One grows up and becomes oneself, not a girl anymore. One sees that it is not all rose petals and champagne, does one not?’ 
 
    She fell out of love with him and he with her. This is a woman who needs rose petals and champagne, not life on a windswept moor with a father-in-law who disapproved of her and a husband who did not deliver the fairy tale romance she had perjured herself for. 
 
    ‘Your daughters must be a comfort to you. You have three, do you not?’ 
 
    ‘They are with my mother in Whitby. I saw no reason why they should be shrouded in gloom here.’ 
 
    The gloom was within their mother, Guin thought. And within their grandfather, of course. No wonder Bella made friends with the Quentens when they arrived in the neighbourhood. Perhaps it had been almost a welcome distraction to support Elizabeth in her troubles – the family’s financial woes, her anguish over Francis. I am becoming all too sympathetic, she thought. Time for that once we have stopped these murderous games. 
 
    ‘You do not wear mourning,’ Bella observed, her hand on the door. 
 
    ‘No. Augustus did not like it.’ 
 
    Bella made no observation on that, merely observing, ‘There will be tea in the Green Parlour in a short while,’ as she closed the door behind her. 
 
    What does she know, I wonder? 
 
      
 
    ‘You want me to invite a murderer into my house?’ His father sat back in his desk chair with a grunt of disbelief. 
 
    ‘I want you to invite your neighbours the Quentens and a complete stranger to join your house party and to set a trap. When I tell you the history of this I think you will agree.’ 
 
    They would not be overheard, not with Dover taking a leisurely interest in the trophies of arms set along the passageway outside. Jared set himself to explain the history of Guin’s marriages and Theo’s inheritance. 
 
    When he finished the Earl sat up, thumped his fist on the desk. ‘The woman’s insane.’ 
 
    ‘She is certainly not in her right mind. Her servant, Thomas Bainton, is plainly in possession of all his faculties. Whether he is acting out of warped devotion to his mistress or for gain, I do not know.’ 
 
    ‘They have killed Northam, attempted to implicate his nephew and harassed Lady Northam in the most serious manner,’ his father summarised, suddenly looking like the magistrate he was. ‘These are people I have entertained in my house, neighbours my daughter-in-law is intimate with.’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea whether Quenten himself realises what is going on,’ Jared said. ‘No proof either way.’ 
 
    ‘And we need to entertain them again, offer hospitality under our roof.’ 
 
    ‘And give her the opportunity to murder.’ 
 
    ‘Is this what your life has been since you left?’ his father demanded suddenly. ‘Murder, treachery?’ 
 
    ‘Not so much. There were moments when I was travelling around the globe with Calderbrook when having one’s throat cut was a daily danger and there have been moments of some drama since, but I was settling down to perfect tranquillity as a swordmaster with my own salle d’armes and a prospect of peaceful respectability.’ 
 
    There was a snort from across the desk. Jared found that he was beginning to like the man, which was a surprise. ‘To be accurate about these invitations – the complete stranger is already on his way and should be here tomorrow along with the Quentens.’ 
 
    His father waved a hand in acceptance. ‘This is your home, invite who you wish.’ Then his gaze sharpened. ‘Am I making assumptions? Are you going to stay or are you leaving again, back to London and your alias and your swords?’ 
 
    It was the question Jared had been avoiding asking himself, but he knew the answer. ‘I am staying.’ Not that he liked that answer but there was one thing he could not walk away from and that was a title that would always follow him and an estate full of people who relied on him for their livelihoods. And generations of history that were strangely compelling now the responsibility of carrying them was in his hands. 
 
    ‘I’ll keep the salle d’armes as an investment and because I am interested. I’ll find a swordmaster to run it.’ And move my big carved bed and my copper bath into the Huntingford London house. He pushed away the worry that he was never going to see Guinevere in that bed. ‘I’ll use the Town house if I may, move between there and here.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ There was the sort of pause that, with an English gentleman of a certain stamp signalled an outpouring of emotion, then his father cleared his throat. ‘Will the Quentens accept the invitation?’ the Earl asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t see how they can resist – Guinevere and Theo under one roof.’ He found his fingers were on the hilt of his rapier and smiled. 
 
      
 
    Bella poured tea, Theo and Jared ferried cups around, Guin smiled brightly. They were all on their best behaviour and the tension was crackling like static electricity. Or perhaps she was the only one who could sense it. Jared seemed utterly relaxed, his father was being bluff and hearty, Bella chilly and Theo seemed determined to charm his cousin by marriage, Elizabeth Quenten. 
 
    Elizabeth sat next to her husband Julian, a polite social smile on her lips. Guin searched for some resemblance to Francis and found it only in her eyes, her one fine feature, blue and long-lashed in her oval face. 
 
    The more she saw of Julian, the more she could see the family resemblance to Augustus in looks. Intellectually he appeared rather dull, the kind of man of no great intellect or enterprise who was swept along on life’s currents. When things went wrong, as they apparently had with their finances, he would have no resolution and drive to get the family out of trouble, allowing them to sink in a welter of ineffectual lamentations. 
 
    He was a gentleman, therefore he could not work, but as a landowner he had no enterprise. Elizabeth, his Lettie, had that, clearly. Why not apply yourself to rescuing the family fortunes by some honest means, you foolish woman? Guin thought, accepting a biscuit from the plate Theo offered and nodding earnestly at the tale of how young Master Charles Quenten had mastered his latest Latin text. 
 
    ‘His tutor must be an excellent instructor,’ she remarked. 
 
    ‘He studies with the Vicar,’ Mr Quenten said. His wife cleared her throat. ‘A notable scholar in his time,’ he added hastily. 
 
    Beside Lord Huntingford sat the latest arrival, Sir Andrew Hewson. He had been introduced as an old friend of the Earl’s, travelling from Nottinghamshire to some business in Newcastle and breaking his journey for a few days. They were, Guin thought, most convincing with their occasional mentions of student life at Oxford and mutual acquaintances. 
 
    Sir Andrew seemed a trifle vague in manner, but the sleepy grey eyes showed some amusement when they settled on Theo and Guin found them uncomfortably assessing when she met his gaze for a few moment. 
 
    They had got through dinner the night before, and the day so far before the arrival of the Quentens, and then Sir Andrew, by the simple expedient of rigorously formal good manners with the widowed Lady Ravenlaw. No-one made any attempt to overcome Bella’s antipathy and now Guin watched for signs that she knew what was in her friend’s mind. There seemed nothing, no covert exchange of glances, no attempts to go off and talk more privately. 
 
    ‘I understand that condolences are owing to both you ladies,’ Sir Andrew said suddenly. ‘I had heard, of course, of my friend’s tragic loss.’ He inclined his head towards Bella’s elegant black draperies. ‘But I understand from the newspapers that you too are recently bereaved, Lady Northam.’ 
 
    Guin, who was wearing deep blue lustring with blonde lace and paler blue ribbons, guessed that this lack of tact was all part of the plan. Jared had been sparing with detail. ‘My late husband disliked ladies wearing mourning. I choose to follow his wishes.’ 
 
    ‘Lady Northam was hardly out of mourning for her first husband when she married Northam,’ Lord Huntingford remarked. 
 
    ‘Lady Northam has been most unfortunate,’ Bella remarked. ‘I do feel for her.’ 
 
    But what is it that you feel? Guin wondered, inclining her head in acknowledgment. ‘As we are amongst friends,’ she said with a complete disregard for the reality, ‘I can admit that my first marriage was a disaster from start to finish. I allowed myself to be seduced away from home by a scoundrel, made a Scottish marriage and then lost him to an accident.’ 
 
    ‘Dashed bad show,’ the Earl said, taking a large bite from a macaron. ‘But all for the best, eh? If he was such a shady cove, that is.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely,’ Theo said, cheerfully heaping coals on the blaze. ‘The man sounds a complete wastrel, one of those charming types who prey on innocent young ladies. But if it hadn’t been for him then I would never have acquired such a delightful aunt, would I?’ 
 
    Guin saw Jared shift in his chair as though to adjust the cushion at his back. He was looking at Mrs Quenten, she realised, and risked a glace in that direction. 
 
    Her former sister-in-law sat perfectly still, the picture of rather stolid respectability pretending to ignore the somewhat tactless comments of the gentlemen. Her eyes were blank, expressionless, and fixed on Guin. 
 
    Guin put down her cup and saucer before the instinctive recoil sent tea everywhere. That had not even been hate in those blue depths, only a nothingness, a horror of emptiness. Augustus had told her that he had once been on a ship when the sailors had caught a shark and hauled it up onto deck still alive. He had said its eyes had held nothing but the utter blankness of something devoid of conscience, devoid of anything but the instinct to kill. It had given him nightmares for a long time, he had said with a shudder. 
 
    This woman, so close she could touch her, had willed Augustus’s death, had harassed and frightened Guin, had schemed to see Theo hang for her crimes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Excuse me,’ Guin said to Theo who was sitting next to her. ‘I have a slight headache. I must step outside for some fresh air, I think.’ She gestured to the gentlemen to resume their seats and stopped beside Bella’s chair. ‘Would you be so kind as to show me how to get out onto the terrace, Lady Ravenlaw? Perhaps we could stroll for a few minutes.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Bella stood and went to the door. ‘We can go out this way.’ 
 
    They paced along the terrace side by side for a while, then Guin said, ‘Is Mrs Quenten quite well, do you think? She seems strangely subdued to me.’ 
 
    ‘She lost her brother some time ago. It affected her deeply.’ Bella did not look at Guin. 
 
    ‘How sad.’ 
 
    ‘I think you would describe him as somewhat of a loose screw,’ Bella added drily. ‘I never met him.’ 
 
    They reached the edge of the terrace and turned. ‘But they lost their parents young and Lettie was more a mother to him than anything and she doted on him,’ Bella continued. The amusement had gone now. ‘She is a fiercely loyal woman. Her brother, her sons – I think she would do anything for them.’ 
 
    Does she suspect? Is she afraid that her friend has stepped over the boundary into obsession and murder? ‘That can be admirable, if not carried to extremes.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ They walked on a few more steps. ‘It is very lonely here,’ Bella said abruptly. ‘Sometimes it gives me the shivers. One makes friends where one can.’ 
 
    ‘Allerton Grange belongs to Theo now. I have to admit to being quite pleased that I can retreat to London and leave it to him to decide whether to come up here in the winter.’ 
 
    ‘They say… Forgive me, but the rumours… They say he – ’ 
 
    ‘Murdered my husband and is having an affaire with me? No, neither of those things are true. If they were I would not need a bodyguard,’ she added, watching to see what the reaction to that would be. 
 
    ‘But I thought my father-in-law said the problems you had been having were not serious, that they are more like practical jokes than attacks.’ 
 
    ‘The kind of practical jokes that could go seriously wrong very easily, jokes involving firearms and explosives,’ Guin said drily. ‘And then when we were coming back from Whitby, that day when you and Jared met, there was a serious attempt to kill all of us.’ 
 
    ‘Surely not?’ Bella stopped short of the balustrade and took Guin by the forearm. ‘Surely not.’ 
 
    ‘I do not know how else you would categorise weakening the axle and damaging the brakes on a carriage about to travel fully loaded over that road.’ 
 
    ‘But that is…’ 
 
    ‘Not a practical joke, no. Difficult to know who would have reason to dislike me so much. Although I suppose this latest attack may have been aimed at Lord Ravenlaw.’ 
 
    ‘Why would anyone want to attack Jared?’ Bella released her arm and went lean on the balustrade and look out over the moorland beyond the walls. 
 
    ‘Hard to say. Of course, sometimes when people do something despicable to another person then they grow to hate the victim as a way of managing their own guilt.’ 
 
    ‘That is directed at me, is it not?’ Bella still did not turn. She gave a twist of her shoulders, a kind of shrug. ‘You are quite right of course. I was young and selfish and so very angry that I could not have what I thought I wanted because the Earl looked down on my family.’ 
 
    ‘Were you happy when you had it?’ 
 
    ‘Not very.’ Bella did turn then. 
 
    Perhaps she is talking to me because I am showing no hostility, simply a cool curiosity, Guin thought. And perhaps she really is lonely. If her only friend is a bitter and grieving woman obsessed with her dead brother, then who will help Bella? 
 
    ‘William was just as young and just as selfish as I was. And then I could not give him sons, so both he and his father despised me. And Jack, Jared, hates me, doesn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘You would have to ask him. He was very badly hurt by both his father and his brother, I can tell that. But I do not know if you were important enough to him for what you did to hurt enough for hate.’ 
 
    ‘You do not need to carry a rapier, do you?’ The lovely curve of Bella’s mouth twisted into an ugly line. ‘That was as good a stab wound as Jared could inflict.’ 
 
    ‘I am not sure whether Jared is capable of hate. I think he has had long enough to come to terms with what happened, but you could apologise and see what happens,’ Guin suggested. 
 
    Bella raised her eyebrows. ‘Apologise? For something as bad as that?’ 
 
    ‘Why not? You have the nerve, I imagine, and you aren’t happy now, it might help.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you being so kind to me?’ Bella’s mouth trembled, became beautiful again, vulnerable. She bit down on it and the familiar expression of bored disdain returned. 
 
    ‘Because I know what it is to be young and foolish and alone. To be full of regrets. To be lonely.’ 
 
    ‘Will you be my friend when you are mistress here? When you marry Jared?’ 
 
    ‘When I – I am not going to marry him. I am quite unsuitable for the heir to an earldom.’ And that was tactless, Guin. 
 
    ‘After me? The Earl will accept you and be thankful. Besides, I doubt anyone says no to Jared these days. The way he looks at you makes what he wants quite clear.’ 
 
    ‘He looks at me because he is guarding me.’ 
 
    ‘He is in love with you. If I am right, will you be my friend or will you take his side?’ 
 
    ‘If – I am your friend now if you make your peace with him.’ Could she trust the other woman or was this sudden display of trust a way of putting Guin off her guard, allowing Elizabeth’s ally close access? 
 
    ‘I will try. Lady Northam – ’ 
 
    ‘Guin.’ 
 
    ‘Guin, be careful. You know who is behind these attacks on you, don’t you? No.’ She held up a hand. ‘Don’t say anything. Why should you trust me? Just be careful and I will try to return the friendship you have offered me.’ She turned before Guin could reply, walked rapidly across the terrace, the wind tossing the ends of her hair and the ribbons of her dress, her arms tight around her body as though she was holding in her unhappiness by sheer force. 
 
    The door opened as Bella approached and Jared stepped out. He had been watching them, Guin realised. Watching her. Bella stopped dead, half turned as though to push past him and then hesitated, raised her head to look him full in the face. Guin saw her lips move, but she could not hear what she said. Jared shook his head, then smiled, nodded and said something. 
 
    Bella covered her face with one hand for a second then turned, wrenched open the door before Jared could reach it and vanished inside. 
 
    He walked slowly across the terrace to Guin. ‘What did she say to you?’ she asked as soon as he reached her side. 
 
    ‘Do you hate me?’ 
 
    ‘What did you say?’ 
 
    ‘No. Then she asked me if I could forgive her and I said yes. It was not a complicated exchange and I presume I can owe it to you?’ 
 
    She could not tell whether he was glad or whether he resented her interference. ‘She needs a friend. Whether she would be repentant and want forgiveness if her marriage had been happy, who can tell? Perhaps she would be a different woman if that had happened. I hope we can trust her, because she seems to be suspicious and uneasy about Elizabeth Quenten and if that is not part of a subtle plot, then she may be a great help to us.’ 
 
    ‘You are right. And thank you for trying, whether or not she is sincere. It does neither of us any good to have that cloud from the past.’ He looked down at her, his eyes dark with thoughts that did not seem pleasant. ‘She was unhappy with Will, you say?’ 
 
    ‘He was the sort of man who betrays his own brother. How do you think he would be as a husband?’ 
 
    ‘Hell.’ Jared linked his arm through hers and strolled to the end of the terrace and the view. ‘All that to secure a love match and they end up trapped together by the marriage they thought they wanted.’ 
 
    ‘I did not know you are a romantic about marriage.’ 
 
    ‘Did you not?’ He spoke absently, his gaze seemingly fixed on the horizon. 
 
    And yet he proposes that I marry him and does not speak of love. Why not? Because he does not love me, I suppose. If I tell him how I feel about him, what will he do? Tell me the truth or lie? 
 
      
 
    ‘What do we do now?’ Guinevere asked briskly, as though they had been speaking of nothing other than practicalities. When this business was over he would woo her seriously if she would allow him to. He had never felt like this about a lover before but then he had never had a countess in his bed and he could not tell whether it was the thought of Society’s pressures that made him so certain that they should marry, or something else. 
 
    Romance. Love? What do I know about that? What I observe, which is Cal and Sophie. Cal has changed, his whole focus has shifted. So has mine, but then so has my life. Guinevere – 
 
    ‘Are you in a trance?’ 
 
    That was sharp enough to cure unconsciousness. ‘No. Thinking.’ 
 
    ‘What is the plan for this evening?’ Guinevere was unhappy about something, he knew her well enough by now to tell that. There was plenty of reasons for her to be so, but Jared had an uncomfortable feeling that it was his fault, whatever it was. He had thought he had enough experience of women to understand them, but he was learning he was wrong. Or rather, when it came to the woman he was beginning to care deeply about, he was. 
 
    ‘This evening.’ He wrenched his mind back to the problem in hand: keeping this woman alive, which was rather more urgent than wondering what was going on in her head or what he felt about her. 
 
    ‘We need to bring up the subject of Thomas Bainton, drive a wedge of suspicion in between him and his real employer,’ he said. ‘I do not believe he is far away and this house is easy enough to get into – I doubt anyone has improved the locks since the seventeenth century but with a bit of work we can secure most of them and leave a vulnerable point we can watch. We need him and Mrs Quenten together, talking in front of witnesses, and the more agitated she is – if that woman ever does get agitated – the better. 
 
    ‘Theo is doing an excellent job of appearing to have rather more enthusiasm than tact or wit. We’ll get him to start the ball rolling.’ But he was going to keep Theo out of this as much as possible. As a suspect the less he was involved the better and, if Jared was wrong about him, then the more he knew the more dangerous he was. He only hoped that faint nagging suspicion would go away, it would cause Guinevere huge distress if Theo proved treacherous. It was one hell of a balancing act. 
 
      
 
    ‘May I carve you some beef, Mrs Quenten? It looks excellent.’ Theo laid slices of sirloin on his neighbour’s plate and looked round the table. ‘Anyone else? Oh yes, thank you, Ravenlaw, I will take some of the capon. You’ve a fine cook, Huntingford.’ He accepted the bowl of peas, helped Mrs Quenten to some and passed them along. ‘Difficult business, finding good staff. I’ve inherited a mixed lot from my father, I must say. The most useless set of footmen in creation.’ 
 
    Jared watched Elizabeth Quenten under the pretext of paying close attention to Theo. ‘I was fortunate when I wanted a gentleman’s gentleman, but he was a recommendation from Calderbrook’s man.’ 
 
    ‘The famous Flynn, the valet every gentleman in Town wants to poach! Not that I need a valet, just some reliable footmen.’ 
 
    ‘Reliable is the word,’ Guinevere put in rather tartly as she nodded her thanks to Jared for a slice of the capon he had carved. ‘We had been very pleased with that footman who came to us from you, Mrs Quenten – Thomas Bainton, if you recall him – but the wretched man has disappeared.’ 
 
    ‘A better offer perhaps,’ Mrs Quenten said, her tone colourless. 
 
    ‘But why not offer his notice and receive his pay owing? I think there is something shady about it. I must check the silver again when we get back to Allerton,’ Guinevere added darkly. 
 
    ‘I think there’s more to it than that.’ Jared said. ‘I find it too coincidental that he vanishes the day the carriage wheel and brake were interfered with.’ 
 
    ‘What? You don’t think he’s the person behind the attacks, do you?’ Theo put down his wine glass with a thump, apparently ignoring Jared’s gestures to be quiet. ‘My God – I beg your pardon ladies – you’ve had the killer under your roof all this time!’ 
 
    ‘What killer?’ Sir Andrew, set down his knife and fork and stared around the table. ‘What is this?’ 
 
    Guinevere explained. Bella, Jared noticed, became even paler, Mr Quenten showed every sign of interest, shock and animation and his wife looked as though they were discussing the price of mackerel. 
 
    ‘The man will talk once you get your hands on him,’ Sir Andrew said. ‘Unless he’s a maniac there will be someone behind him, that’s for sure. Catch him, put him in the hands of a man with the knack for interrogation and between fear of a beating and the inducement of transportation rather than the noose, he’ll spill the lot. I’ve a friend amongst the magistrates in Westminster and he knows a Runner or two who have skill in extracting information.’ 
 
    ‘We are alarming the ladies,’ Jared said. ‘They can have no idea how brutal and effective such questionings can be. But that aside, once we find him the evidence will follow. We have dates, we have places and a mountain of circumstantial evidence to bury him under. Since the incident with the carriage I have been putting the pieces together. All we have to do is lay our hands on Bainton.’ He glanced around the table. ‘I have already put measures in place to hunt him.’ 
 
    ‘Confoundedly distressing for you, Mrs Quenten,’ his father observed. ‘Old family servant of yours and so on. Any indications that he was unreliable?’ 
 
    ‘None,’ she said coldly. ‘I have always found him most loyal.’ 
 
    I’ll wager you have, Jared thought. ‘But let us speak of more pleasant subjects. I understand you have a racehorse that is favoured for the next York meeting, Sir Andrew.’ 
 
    The conversation turned to racing and to horses in general. Quenten looked quite at his ease, Jared thought, more and more convinced that the man had no idea what his wife was about. 
 
    With dessert finished Bella rose from her seat at the foot of the table and the other ladies followed her out. There was an immediate air of relaxation, as though the five men had all freed several waistcoat buttons. Even Quenten seemed to relax in the absence of his wife. The butler placed the decanters and nuts on the table and, obedient to a wave of the Earl’s hand, ushered out the footmen. 
 
    Jared sat back, poured himself a glass of port as the decanter passed and did his best not to worry that Guinevere was alone with Lettie Quenten and Bella with her uncertain loyalties. Dover was helping to bring in the tea tray and he would lurk discreetly, but even so he was glad when his father got to his feet after only two glasses. 
 
    ‘Shall we rejoin the ladies?’ 
 
      
 
    Time for the next little nudge. Jared nodded to his father and the Earl and Sir Andrew strolled across the drawing room until they were behind, but at a little distance, from the sofa where Mrs Quenten sat silent beside Bella. 
 
    Sir Andrew gave an exclamation and turned towards the Earl. ‘I’ll forget my own name one of these days. Huntingford, I’ve a confession – I‘ve done something to the lock on that little sitting room door – the one out onto the terrace. Don’t know what, must have leaned on the handle too hard. Meant to mention it to you earlier and it’s a bit late for a locksmith now.’ He was speaking quietly, but his voice had a certain penetrating clarity. 
 
    ‘Oh, that door is always a problem, I meant to have the entire lock changed. It’s stiff enough to hold closed for the moment, I’ve no doubt.’ The Earl beckoned for a footman. ‘Durrant, make sure you turn the key on the corridor side of the small sitting room door tonight, that’ll be safe enough. There’s nothing of any value in there,’ he added to Sir Andrew. 
 
    His father’s mutterings were never exactly discreet, Jared thought appreciatively. He had not heard what was said, only read it on the Earl’s lips but he was sure Mrs Quenten would have been able to hear. He just hoped they were not being too obvious setting up their trap, but he suspected she was too obsessed to be wary. He kept on talking to Theo whom he had manoeuvred round so that he had his back to the room. 
 
    Bella poured tea, Sir Andrew seated himself beside Mrs Quenten and made valiant attempts at conversation. Theo wandered over and kept up a stream of superficial chatter about sporting matters with the Earl while Jared leaned over the back of his father’s chair, dropped in the occasional comment and watched the room. Guinevere was left to talk to Mr Quenten who darted nervous glances at his wife whenever Guinevere laughed or leaned closer to him. 
 
    Under the cat’s paw, Jared thought. Poor devil. Either he has no idea what his Lettie’s about, and he seems dull enough for that to be possible, or he has been dragooned into at least complacence, if not actual involvement. 
 
    Mrs Quenten stood up. ‘I shall retire, if you will excuse me. Bella dear, how may I go out onto the terrace? I cannot sleep unless I have taken a short stroll in the fresh air.’ 
 
    ‘This way.’ Bella stood up and led the way. ‘I will go up myself when I have shown you. Good night, everyone.’ 
 
    Dover opened the door then slipped through behind them carrying a tray of dirty cups. He was followed shortly afterward by Theo, yawning and apologetic. 
 
    Dover was back ten minutes later with a jug of hot water to refresh the tea urn and Jared strolled casually across the room to speak to him under cover of handing over his own cup. 
 
    ‘She sent her ladyship away, said she would only be a minute and she was. I pretended to just come along as she came back in and went to lock the door but I had a look outside once she was clear. There’s a small cairn of white pebbles by that sitting room door.’ 
 
    Jared released a breath he had not been aware he was holding. ‘Hooked.’ 
 
    ‘I’d say so, sir. My lord, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘Sir will do.’ It was taking getting used to. So far Jared had failed to respond to at least three members of staff using his title until they repeated themselves. ‘I’ll be up within half an hour. Tell Sir Andrew.’ 
 
    Dover took himself off, holding the door for Sir Andrew to leave. Mr Quenten announced that he would be to his rest and within minutes Jared was alone with his father and Guinevere. ‘My bed chamber, sir. Guinevere, I suggest you go to your room, keep Faith with you and lock the door.’ 
 
    ‘You may suggest what you like, but I am joining your council of war, Jared.’ She smiled at his father who beamed back at her. The old devil approved of Lady Northam, it seemed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    His assorted troops distributed themselves around Jared’s bedchamber leaving an armchair for Guinevere. ‘There is a jib door concealed in the panelling on each side of the small sitting room,’ he said without preliminaries. ‘In daylight they are obvious once you look, but at night they are not. Dover has arranged screens in front of each. Dover and I will be behind the door to the library, my father and Sir Andrew behind the other into the garden room. We will keep them locked until we hear someone in there and then open them slightly. Dover has oiled the locks.’ 
 
    ‘You are expecting Bainton to come to meet Mrs Quenten there?’ Sir Andrew asked. 
 
    ‘I am, sir. I cannot believe that they will not say enough for an arrest. I will show myself the moment I feel we have reached that point but if you feel, as a magistrate, that you have heard sufficient, then you will emerge. Dover will go to block the outside door, my father, the inside one. I will take Bainton if you will deal with Mrs Quenten.’ 
 
    ‘You are Theo’s magistrate, the one who convinced the London Justice not to arrest him,’ Guinevere said. ‘I thought I recognised your name.’ 
 
    Sir Andrew bowed slightly. 
 
    ‘Why is Theo not here?’ 
 
    ‘We do not wish to compromise his position,’ the magistrate said. ‘Given the rumours and accusations, the less he has to do with this, the better.’ 
 
    ‘We had best go down now.’ Jared buckled on his sword belt, feeling comfortable for the first time since he had taken it off for dinner. He slid a long knife up the sleeve of his coat. ‘Lady Northam, do not forget to lock your door.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Lord Ravenlaw.’ She spoke so meekly he looked at her, suspicious, but she said only, ‘Do take care, all of you.’ 
 
    The house was falling silent around them as they filed downstairs and took up their positions in the dark. Voices floated up faintly from below stairs, then those ceased. Then there was Durrant’s heavy tread as he walked the corridors, stopping to turn the key in the sitting room door and pass on to his hooded chair in the front hall where he would pass the night, dozing. 
 
    Jared made himself relax, letting his shoulders drop, steadying his breathing. Beside him he heard Dover ease one shoulder against the wall, his ear close to the crack of the jib door. There would be nothing for a while. 
 
    The soft creak of a floorboard behind him sent him spinning round, the knife from his sleeve already in his hand before he saw the faint outline against the uncurtained window and smelled the drift of jasmine fragrance. ‘Guinevere?’ 
 
    She came closer, her feet silent on the boards, and he realised she was without shoes and dressed in something simple and black. 
 
    ‘Go away,’ he breathed. ‘Dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘Where you go, I go,’ she murmured. 
 
    He had her in his arms kissing her before he realised what he was doing. She clung, moulding herself against him even as he heard the faint rustle as Dover turned away and he got himself under control. ‘Guinevere – ’ 
 
    She came up on tiptoe, her lips warm against his ear. ‘Always.’ 
 
    His heart was thudding so loud that it took Dover’s elbow in his ribs to steady him. Then he heard it, the sound of the key in the sitting room door. Jared unlocked the jib door silently but left it closed. Light flooded across their feet then faded. Someone had brought a candle around the screen to check it. Inside the room he could just make out the sound of movement, then the rasp of the faulty lock on the outside door. He eased open the jib door by six inches at the same time and then stood listening. Beside him Guinevere and Dover were silent, still. 
 
    She loves me. I’m sure of it. He made himself concentrate, smelling the fresh moorland air coming into the room, hearing the cry of a barn owl, the creaks of the old house settling for the night, the soft-footed pacing of the woman in the room beyond. 
 
    ‘Miss Lettie?’ 
 
    Beside him Dover twitched, then steadied himself. 
 
    ‘Come in.’ Mrs Quenten was speaking quietly but not whispering, she must feel safe. ‘How could you make such a mull of it, you fool? They should have been killed.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, they should and I don’t know why not, I wasn’t there, was I?’ Bainton sounded aggrieved. ‘That Hunt is a sharp bugger, he must have spotted something. What do we do now?’ 
 
    ‘Kill all three of them.’ She might have been giving orders to cull some chickens for dinner, Jared thought. Behind him he felt, rather than heard, Guinevere’s gasp. ‘Hunt’s in love with the bitch, or in lust with her, doesn’t matter which. He’ll be jealous if he thinks Master Theo’s getting between her legs. We need to kill her, then get Northam to her chamber, kill him with one of Hunt’s swords.’ 
 
    ‘What about Hunt?’ Thomas sounded incredulous. 
 
    As you should be, Jared thought grimly. 
 
    ‘I’ll bang on his door in a panic, I’ll have heard something that alarmed me. He’ll be off like a dog after a bitch in heat. You hit him as he comes through the door, stab him in the chest.’ 
 
    ‘But, Miss Lettie – ’ He broke off at the sound of the door to the hall opening. 
 
    ‘Ah, thought I’d find you in here. Good evening again, Mrs Quenten. And Thomas.’ 
 
    ‘Theo.’ Guinevere’s voice was a thread of sound holding pain and betrayal and anger all in two syllables. 
 
    ‘’What are you doing here?’ Mrs Quenten demanded. There was a tremor under the harsh question. 
 
    ‘Came to thank you.’ The door closed and Theo’s voice became clearer as he walked into the room. ‘My father was on the way out anyway, but dear Uncle Augustus was revolting healthy, I could see the old devil going on another twenty years, breeding sons, and he was cutting off my funds. You did me a favour, Cousin Elizabeth.’ 
 
    ‘How did you find out?’ She had moved closer to him. 
 
    Jared tried to read the amused drawl. Was Theo acting or was this real? Were his suspicions about him right after all? The tension coming off Guinevere was almost palpable. He made himself ignore it. 
 
    ‘I’m not as stupid as people think. I worked it out. Still in a muddle over what you’ve got against Guinnie though, nice creature, would be good in bed, I’m thinking. Grateful after months of an old man. But never mind her. I know you killed Uncle Augustus and I know you’ve been trying to get me hanged for it. I’ll keep quiet if you stop trying to frame me.’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re not stupid, of course I had Thomas kill him. Julian will make a perfectly good earl, but my son Charles, he will be a great man. A very great man. As for your dear Guinnie, she killed her first husband, my brother. She’ll pay for that, keep on paying.’ 
 
    Jared eased the door open, stepped out behind the screen as he heard her move again. The long knife was in his hand, beside him Dover moved too, a glint of metal betraying that he too had drawn a weapon. 
 
    ‘But you are foolish, even so, Cousin. You forget you are still in my way. Kill him, Thomas.’ 
 
    ‘Not so foolish that I don’t have witnesses.’ Theo was laughing, even as he gave a grunt of effort and there was the sound of a blow, fist on flesh. 
 
    Jared pushed the screen over, Dover went for the outside door, there was a thud and light flared up as the draft of the falling screen fanned the candle flame. Across the room two large figures burst in and his father strode to the hall door, his back against it, a pistol raised. 
 
    On the floor was a tangle of limbs. Jared heaved aside the screen, rolled away Theo’s limp body and hauled Thomas Bainton to his feet. With a scream of fury Lettie Quenten launched herself at him, past him, and he realised she had seen Guinevere. The wildly flaring light caught the gleam of steel in her hand. Thomas cut at him, the pain sharp and hot down his forearm and he parried instinctively, followed through with a kick in the groin that sent the man falling into Sir Andrew’s arms. Behind him the jib door slammed closed on Guinevere and a madwoman with a knife. 
 
      
 
    There was no light except for star-glow from the window. Guin backed away rapidly, her bare feet finding the edge of the carpet. How far to the library table and a paper-knife? 
 
    She groped behind her with her hand as she edged back from the hissed obscenities. At least I can hear her. Can she hear me? Lettie had been in a room with a light, her night vision must be worse than Guin’s, which was some comfort. Not a lot. There was a thud as something hit the door to the sitting room but the woman must have locked it behind her. How long before Jared could get there? 
 
    Guin hit the edge of the table and bit back a cry of pain. She threw out her hands for balance and found the paperknife. It skidded away across the polished surface and fell with a clatter on the far side. She swept her hand across again and found something else, something heavy. Her hands closed round it and the contents shifted. 
 
    The sand-sifter for blotting ink. Lettie was almost on her now, she could see her shape, solid and black, menacing, and the movement of the knife as she reached out in front with it, sweeping it back and forth. There was a bang as the door to the hallway flew open, crashed back against a bookcase and the top of the pewter sifter shifted in her twisting hands, unscrewed. 
 
    Lettie lunged for her as the room seemed to fill with light. She heard Jared swear at someone as she blinked, dazed in the glare, then threw the sifter straight at the blade. 
 
    There was a scream and she saw Lettie Quenten flail her arms, scrub at her eyes one-handed. Jared moved towards her, rapier out, blood running down over his sword hand. As Lettie went for him he reversed the weapon, brought the pommel in his clenched fist up under her chin and hit her, sending her backwards into a sprawling fall. 
 
    Guin scrambled after the knife the other woman dropped but Jared was already rolling the limp body over, tying Lettie’s hands with some of the red document tape from the library table. 
 
    She went down on her knees beside him. 
 
    ‘Did she touch you?’ He let Lettie fall back onto her back without ceremony and caught Guin by the shoulders. ‘Guinevere, my heart. Hell, you frightened me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m all right. Theo?’ 
 
    ‘Bruised jaw and a bang on the head from where I pushed the screen on top of him.’ 
 
    ‘He was acting, wasn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. He caught Sir Andrew on his way down here, told him what he intended. Apparently he is quite capable of lip-reading enough in a mirror to have an idea of what we were planning to do about the sitting room door.’ 
 
    ‘Thank goodness. I believed in him, but that gave me a nasty moment.’ 
 
    ‘My evening has been a series of nasty moments,’ Jared said with feeling. ‘Finding you behind me when I thought you safe in your chamber, hearing Theo’s heroics, seeing that door slam on you and this creature.’ 
 
    ‘You are hurt. Take off your coat, let me see your arm.’ 
 
    ‘It’s nothing, a clean cut.’ Jared sat back on his heels and let her pull off the coat, rip the tear in his shirt until she could look at his forearm. Guin swallowed. Hard. 
 
    ‘See? A nice tidy slash.’ Jared pushed the edges of the slice together with thumb and forefinger of the opposite hand. ‘That will stitch up easily enough. Guinevere?’ 
 
    He caught her as she slumped inelegantly towards the floor. ‘I almost fainted,’ she said as she was pulled to her feet and planted unceremoniously in a chair. ‘I never faint.’ 
 
    ‘It is almost a relief to discover that you are not perfect after all,’ Jared said as Dover came through the door at a run, stopped dead and huffed out a breath. ‘Are you hurt, my lady?’ 
 
    ‘No, but Lord Ravenlaw is. His arm is slashed’ 
 
    ‘The Earl has sent for the doctor already, my lady. What with Lord Northam seeing double and Bainton’s broken nose – Lord Northam has a punishing left – and Sir Andrew getting hit on the shoulder by the screen falling it’s like a battlefield hospital in there.’ 
 
    ‘Is my father all right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir. If you’ll excuse me saying so, he’s having the time of his life.’ 
 
    ‘What on earth is going on?’ Bella stood in the doorway, a robe covering her nightgown and her hair in a plait over one shoulder. ‘Is that Lettie tied up on the floor? And Jared, your arm. You are bleeding all over the rug.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone is all right,’ Guin said. ‘But Lettie had Bainton murder Augustus and she was behind the attacks on me because my first husband was her brother. Sir Andrew is a Justice of the Peace and so is the Earl, of course, so they are arresting them both.’ She held out her hand to Bella. ‘I know she is your friend, and this is all going to be horrible now, with a trial. I’m sorry, Bella.’ 
 
    ‘You are sorry?’ Bella came into the room and sat down on a chair next to Guin. ‘I’ve known her for almost two years and I never realised. Those poor children. And her husband. He isn’t the brightest of men, but he was devoted to her.’ 
 
    ‘I know. We will have to help them somehow.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Eventually, after the doctor had stitched and bandaged the wounded and the constables had come and taken the two prisoners off to the village lock-up and Julian Quenten was sedated and sleeping, the house party assembled in the drawing room with brandy and hot chocolate and pots of tea. 
 
    ‘All Lettie and I had in common was that we weren’t happy,’ Bella said, her hands curled around a glass of brandy as though for warmth. ‘I was lonely and I wanted someone to be miserable with, I can see that now.’ 
 
    ‘That Thomas is besotted with Mrs Quenten.’ Dover was treating his brandy in a more straightforward manner. ‘He’d been with her and her brother since they were youngsters, so they say in the servants’ hall here. He’d do anything for her. Looks like he’ll hang for her too.’ 
 
    ‘Will they hang Lettie?’ Guinevere asked. Her hands were clasping hot chocolate that Jared had laced with brandy. He was watching her closely, but she seemed to be coping remarkably well. 
 
    ‘Conspiracy to murder?’ Sir Andrew said. ‘It will all depend on whether they find her fit to plead. If she is not in her right mind she will be confined. If she is fit to plead she may be transported. It will depend on the judge.’ 
 
    ‘Poor woman,’ Guinevere said. When they all stared at her she shook her head. ‘She was so unhappy, so angry, so obsessed. There must have been some point, somewhere, when she could have been stopped, could have been saved. And those little boys. One day they will find out what their mother did, what became of her.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll do what I can for them,’ Theo said. He was restricted to tea on doctor’s orders after the blow to the head and was not happy about it. ‘Until I have children of my own, their father is my heir. We have to get this back to being a normal relationship, somehow.’ 
 
    ‘Are we sure he didn’t know?’ Jared queried. 
 
    ‘He is trying to blame himself,’ Sir Andrew answered. ‘I had a few words before the sedative took effect. He forbade Lettie sending any more money to her brother – that had been one of the contributing factors in the Quentens’ financial crisis – and he did his best to stop her writing to him. He says he made her desperate. I genuinely believe he had no notion of what she was doing.’ 
 
    ‘At least that solves the mystery of why Francis thought he would find his sister at Allerton Grange,’ Guinevere said. ‘He was not receiving letters from Elizabeth.’ 
 
    They talked on, unwinding from the tension and danger. Jared realised Guinevere had fallen silent. He wanted to go and take her in his arms, carry her off to bed, but that wasn’t what either of them really needed now. 
 
    She was looking from face to face, a slight smile on her lips, quite clearly thinking about something more pleasant than what had just happened. I almost lost her. If she hadn’t been strong and brave and determined, he might have done. Wherever you go, I go, she had whispered and she had meant it. Lord, but he’d been a fool, proposing marriage because it was the honourable thing, because she was a lady. That wasn’t what Guinevere needed to hear, it wasn’t the truth that had finally bludgeoned its way into his thick skull. Tomorrow, he promised himself. 
 
      
 
    Guinevere woke with the dawn and lay there watching the thin, cool light gather and strengthen until the shadows began to fade and the colours of the hangings in her bed chamber became clear. 
 
    Somehow she had slept last night, what remained of it. Now she was awake again, however much her body protested that it really would like another six hours, at least. 
 
    She climbed out of bed, her bruises complaining, and went to the window. Jared was down below, half-sitting on the wall that edged the steepest drop, looking out over the landscape as the sun rose, shaping and colouring the hills. That was what had woken her, she realised, his presence out there, calling to her. She had reached a decision last night, now she had to discover whether his thoughts had changed also. As she watched him he looked round, up, and saw her. Strange how a look can be a touch. I feel it too, when he watches me. 
 
    Jared lifted a hand and she nodded. Wait for me. 
 
    Guin picked her way through the wreckage of the little sitting room and out into the terrace, slippers on her bare feet, a warm cloak over her nightgown, her hair loose down her back. Quite shocking, she thought, smiling as she saw Jared’s expression. 
 
    ‘Are you well?’ he asked. Being Jared he was dressed, his rapier at his side, no sign that his left arm was stitched and bandaged. 
 
    ‘Stiff, shocked still. Almost empty inside now all that suspicion and fear has gone. You?’ 
 
    ‘The same, I suppose.’ He flexed his left hand. ‘And feeling a fool.’ 
 
    ‘A – No, that is ridiculous. What do you have to feel foolish about?’ 
 
    ‘The way I kept proposing marriage to you.’ The rising sun caught the right side of his face, gilding it, sparking amber lights in his eyes, in his hair. The other side of his face was shadowed. It made it hard to read his expression. 
 
    Oh. Well. That answers the question I was asking myself. She kept her chin up, her lips firm. I am not going to weep about it. 
 
    ‘What I should have said was that I love you,’ Jared said as though she was not standing in front of him as speechless and responsive as a gatepost. 
 
    ‘You – ’ He was speaking English, why couldn’t she understand him? 
 
    ‘I love you,’ Jared repeated patiently. ‘You do not seem very happy about that.’ 
 
    ‘You never said it before.’ Guin picked her way through the words that were tumbling into her mouth, clogging her tongue. 
 
    ‘I told you I was a fool. I didn’t realise. I haven’t been in love before, you see. It takes some getting used to.’ This was not a joke. He was perfectly serious and, she realised, nervous. The tension ran through him, shivering under his skin, sending the pulse at his throat beating hard where his shirt lay open. ‘Will you marry me, Guinevere? Not because you should, not because I think it is honourable to ask you, but because I cannot imagine living without you now.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she said and reached out to put her hands on his, feeling the beat of his pulse, feeling the moment of stillness, of shock, before his fingers closed around hers. ‘Yes. I love you. Yes, I want to marry you, Jared.’ 
 
    ‘Before, you said no.’ 
 
    ‘Before I thought it would be an unequal match, that you were proposing out of duty because you thought it was right, that what had been between us had somehow changed when you became the heir to an earldom. Last night I looked around that room and I saw not an earl and his heir but two men. One I loved, both I liked. 
 
    ‘I looked in the mirror over the fireplace and I saw a woman who had thought she was not worthy of a title, on whom Society had looked down for marrying a nobleman for protection,’ she said, the words coming easily now. ‘And she looked back at me and I saw someone else, a woman who had fought back, a woman who had stood up with you. I saw a woman who loved you and I remembered your voice when you held me and called me my heart. And I resolved to say yes when you asked me again.’ 
 
    She was in his arms then and he was kissing her, lifting her, carrying her across the terrace. ‘Your arm,’ she managed. 
 
    ‘I can carry you up to bed, my love. I could carry you to York and the Archbishop and a licence, if I had to.’ 
 
    There was a muffled shriek as he shouldered through the door into the hall, then a giggle and a flap of skirts, the crash of a dropped dustpan, the sound of servants scattering before the sight of the new-found heir carrying Lady Northam up stairs with obvious, wicked, intent. 
 
    Jared stopped kissing her only when he dropped her on his bed. She looked up at him standing over her, possessive, frowning. 
 
    ‘What is wrong?’ 
 
    ‘Damn it. We will cause a scandal if we marry so soon after Northam’s death.’ 
 
    ‘There is going to be a monumental scandal once the trial begins. You will be marrying me to protect me, everyone will believe it. Augustus…’ Guin blinked. She was not going to start weeping now. She knew what the poor, darling man would have said. Don’t be a goose, Guinnie. Marry the man. ‘Augustus would have given us his blessing, you know that.’ 
 
    ‘In that case I will ride to York for a special licence tomorrow. I would go today.’ 
 
    ‘But your father needs you here, I know. I need you here, just for one more day, Jared.’ She untied the strings of her cloak, the ribbons at the neck of her nightgown. 
 
    ‘I won’t be long.’ His sword belt and scabbard hit the floor with a clatter and he pulled his shirt over his head. ‘Two days, perhaps three. Then we can be married here, Theo can give you away,’ he added as he unfastened his falls, pushed off his breeches. 
 
    ‘Theo can believe that, but I gave myself away to you a long time ago.’ 
 
    ‘Twenty one days, to be precise,’ Jared said as he knelt on the bed and dealt with her nightgown by the simple expedient of tearing it from neck to hem. 
 
    It was an outrageous thing to do, as bad as carrying her upstairs in front of half the staff, and they were both ridiculously romantic things and she loved them for it. 
 
    ‘Three weeks? Is that all?’ 
 
    ‘That is all,’ he said as he came down over her, his body warm and hard and demanding. 
 
    Guin curled her legs around the narrow hips and her arms around the strong shoulders. ‘I need you inside me now, fast,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Fast,’ Jared agreed as he slid home, his forehead resting against hers. ‘And then slow. We have the rest of our lives, Guinevere. Thousands of days, who knows how many thousands of minutes, of seconds, of breaths to share. And a million kisses, my love.’ 
 
    And then there was no more need for words. 
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    Loving the Lost Duke 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Mama is a positive menace to impressionable young ladies.’ Sophie Wilmott leaned on the balcony rail and sighed. Below her the ballroom floor swirled with colour and movement and, right in the centre, a handsome middle-aged couple gazed into each other’s eyes as they danced far too close for decency.  
 
     ‘It is romantic, their being so unfashionably in love.’ Toby, her dear friend since childhood, leaned on the polished walnut balcony rail, his elbow nudging companionably against hers. ‘Everyone knows the story of how Lord Elmham came back to England after eighteen years abroad and tumbled into love all over again with his childhood sweetheart.’ 
 
    ‘They weren’t childhood sweethearts. They met when Mama was making her come-out and it was all terribly proper and repressed – secret glances, heavy sighing, soulful yearnings, I imagine, from what Mama has let slip. And then she did the dutiful thing and married a man old enough to be her father and had me and never stopped loving Lucas Randall. And Step Papa did what all impoverished younger sons are supposed to do, he went abroad and made his fortune and pined for her. Then he came back with a title and wealth and found Mama was a widow and swept her off her feet and now even the starchiest old dowager whips out a handkerchief and sheds sentimental tears over them.’ 
 
    ‘Whichever it was, they have been a bye-word for romantic love for, what? Six years? What is so wrong with that?’ 
 
    ‘Because they are the exception that proves the rule. Why do you think people sigh and smile over them? Because true love like that is as rare as hens’ teeth. But seeing them makes every foolish girl believe that a young man who gazes deep into her eyes and whispers sweet nothings in the moonlight loves her heart and soul, when in fact all they want to do is get under their petticoats or into their trust funds.’ 
 
    She had certainly fallen for that fairy tale. Head over heels into the romance woman-trap with eyes blinded by star dust, until the reality of male desire blew away every glimmer of magic. Foolish, innocent, gullible girl that she had been. 
 
    Most men wanted one thing, and one thing only. Power. They wanted money and sex too, but those were so intimately tied up with power in the male psyche it was hard to separate them, as far as she could see. Step Papa was a notable exception, a man of honour and decency. Toby, when he grew up a trifle, would be one too, she earnestly hoped.  
 
    The waltz came to an end, couples bowed and curtseyed, the floor emptied and the volume of chatter rose. 
 
    ‘That’s pretty harsh, Sophie.’ Toby straightened up and tugged down his waistcoat, the picture of wounded male feelings. ‘Not all of us are rakes or fortune hunters, you know. Some of us have the purest of intentions.’ 
 
    ‘Your intentions, my darling Toby, are very pure and very obvious – to stay as far from Parson’s Mousetrap as you can get.’ He grinned and settled back at the rail with her. ‘You run screaming if a respectable young lady comes within five yards of you.’ 
 
    ‘They scare the daylights out of me,’ he admitted with a shudder. ‘They are all done up like the prettiest of presents just begging to be unwrapped. I’m no saint, I’m tempted. But you know you mustn’t so much as tug on a ribbon or you’ll have compromised the chit and be leg-shackled before you can blink. And even at a respectable distance they giggle and blush and look at a fellow with those great big eyes and I haven’t a clue what to say to them.’ 
 
    ‘You have no trouble talking to me.’ Sophie tweaked her amber silk skirts and batted her eyelashes at him. Blushing to order was beyond her and she certainly was not going to giggle, not even to tease Toby. 
 
    He grinned and bumped elbows. ‘I’ve known you ever since you pushed me in the duck pond aged six and you don’t expect me to come the pretty with you, Soph.’ She could feel his eyes on her. He was about to say something typically tactless. ‘But what about you? You’re twenty five.’ He flinched as she glared at him. ‘Twenty four, then. You’ll be on the shelf if you don’t start doing some flirting yourself.’ 
 
    ‘When I am good and ready. I have a system intended to save me making an idiot of myself with giggles and blushes. And it weeds out the rakes and the fortune hunters for me. I call it WWIGG.’ 
 
    ‘Whig? You’re taking an interest in politics? Are you set on not marrying a Tory, then?’ Toby swivelled round to face her and, as always when faced with Sir Tobias Greenwich’s earnest bafflement, she smiled.  
 
    ‘No, not the political party. It is an mnemonic to help me remember all the important characteristics of the ideal husband. W, W, I, G and G. I think about it if I find myself falling for someone with broad shoulders but no brains, or an indecent amount of charm but dubious antecedents. W and W stand for – ’ 
 
    ‘Weasely? Wobbly? Weak-minded? There’s Dunsford and Pilling, they’d fit all of those, especially when Dunsford’s forgotten his corset.’ 
 
    ‘Idiot. Well-bred and well-endowed.’ 
 
    ‘Well-endowed? You brazen hussy, you.’ Toby’s grin was positively evil. 
 
    ‘Well-off, I mean. It’s the same thing isn’t it?’ He was smirking. ‘What is so amusing about well-endowed?’ She had better find out, it was probably something that no-one told young ladies. 
 
    ‘Er, well…’ Toby had gone red now. Definitely something risqué then. ‘You know.’ He made a sweeping gesture at the front of his black silk evening breeches. ‘In the trouser department.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Wedding tackle. Large. As in well-hung.’ 
 
    ‘Wedding – ? Toby, honestly, of all the expressions! And how is a lady supposed to judge that, might I enquire?’ She came over hot and cold just thinking about it. And impossible, surely, without careful inspection and that was out of the question. She hadn’t even had a good look when Jonathan… Stop it.  
 
    ‘You can’t. I mean, breeches are pretty tight these days, but it doesn’t follow that what it’s like at rest is the same as when a fellow is…’ His brain appeared to catch up with his tongue and he went red. ‘Oh, hell, Sophie, stop asking questions a gentleman can’t possibly answer. This paragon has got to be rich and well-bred. What else?’ 
 
    ‘I for intelligent.’ She would ponder on the issue of well-endowed males later in the privacy of her own bed chamber. 
 
    ‘That rules me out.’ Toby was unashamedly not bookish. 
 
    ‘So does well-off.’ He had just inherited a very modest estate. ‘Anyway, we don’t want to get married to each other so it is academic. G for good-looking and also good-humoured, as in having a sense of humour, not being some blustering buffoon.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t want much, Sophie,’ Toby observed. ‘Virtually every man you will encounter socially is well-bred, but as for the rest of the list, it’s a tall order to find them all in the same package.’ 
 
     ‘I know, but it is very handy. I find myself becoming interested in a handsome face, or a witty or intelligent conversationalist and then I apply WWIGG and can cross the gentleman off because he doesn’t meet all five criteria.’ And even if he did, she would have to add the secret requirements – U for Understanding and F for Forgiving. 
 
    She thought she might have found the ideal candidate – pleasant, good-looking, a duke’s grandson, intelligent company – but he seemed no more eager to advance the matter than she did. Love she did not expect or need – friendship and reliability were what were important – but some enthusiasm would be welcome. 
 
    ‘It almost sounds as though you enjoy crossing them all off, Soph. Don’t you want a husband?’ There was a screech of tuning violins. ‘Oh hell’s teeth they are going out for the next set and I’m promised to that Harrison beanpole. At least she’s yearning after Adrian Haye, so I’m safe.’ Toby fled towards the stairs and emerged just below her a minute later, running a hand through his unruly curls as he made his way to his partner. 
 
    She should go down soon herself. Lord Heaton had claimed the supper dance set and she was almost certain he was a WWIGG, although she had doubts about his sense of humour. But he might just be on his best behaviour which was making him somewhat solemn. But was he any better than Ralph Thorne, her exceptionally reticent leading candidate? 
 
    ‘Tell me, Sophie,’ enquired a deep voice from the shadows behind her. ‘Do you want to cross them all off the list?’ 
 
    She spun round, staggered, grasped the balcony rail. A complete stranger. A tall, dark stranger who had heard all of that. Even the well-endowed wedding-tackle part. ‘Oh, my Lord.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Your Grace, actually,’ he remarked, emerging fully into the light cast by the great central chandelier. 
 
    ‘You are a duke?’ 
 
    Good looking, well bred, certain to be rich. Tick, tick, tick went an out-of-control internal scorekeeper. Pull yourself together, her brain snapped. You are unchaperoned in a deserted gallery with a strange man and you have just been overheard in an outrageously improper conversation. He might very well be making assumptions and intending to act on them. Which might be wickedly wonderful… Stop it, Sophie! 
 
    ‘I am.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t be. I know all the dukes and you are not one of them.’ He looked like dukes ought to look according to fairy tales and, disappointingly, never did. Twenty seven? Over six feet tall, broad shoulders, patrician nose, grey, beautiful eyes, exquisitely cut evening suit, flat stomach. Her gaze began to shift downwards and she wrenched it back with an effort and met an amused smile. He wasn’t a mind reader, was he? ‘They are all too old. Unless you are the Lost Duke.’ 
 
    ‘I am not at all lost,’ he said. ‘I know exactly where I am. In the gallery at Lady Radlett’s May Ball.’ 
 
    Oh yes, her internal scorekeeper added, that voice. Deep, warm, drawling. You should have added SS for Staggeringly Sexy.  
 
    ‘You are the Duke of Calderbrook?’ He nodded. ‘Well, you might not be lost now, but why did you go away for so long? You’ve been gone for almost more years than I’ve been out.’ Not lost exactly. Apparently he had written letters home from time to time, but all those did was track where the errant nobleman had been, never where he was going. Or what he was doing, come to that. Or why. 
 
    ‘Away, not lost. My nearest and… dearest knew where I was all the time. More or less.’ He strolled forward until he could put his hands on the rail beside her and look down. The hooded eyes scanned the dance floor, but Sophie noticed he took care not to lean so far forward as to be seen himself. ‘You’ve been out that long?’  
 
    ‘You have been eavesdropping.’ He might at least have had the gallantry to observe that she didn’t look old enough for what his calculations told him. ‘And I came out when I was seventeen.’ Seven years ago. 
 
    ‘You and your young friend intruded into my eyrie. Naturally, expecting that an amorous encounter was about to ensue, I retreated discretely into the shadows.’ 
 
    ‘But neither closed your eyes nor put your fingers in your ears, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘No, not that,’ he admitted. ‘It was potentially entertaining.’ Shameless man. ‘I congratulate you on finding this hideaway.’ 
 
    ‘We came up from the door near the library and locked it behind us, so I suppose you used the rear corridor entrance.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know every trysting place in every ballroom in London, Sophie?’ 
 
     ‘As you so ungallantly reminded me, Your Grace, I have been out for years and years so yes, I know every nook and corner that rakes use to lure their victims into their webs, usually so I can take care to avoid them. And it is Miss Wilmott, if you please.’ 
 
    ‘Gareth Thorne, Duke of Calderbrook. At your service, Miss Wilmott.’ He lifted her hand in his own ungloved one and kissed her fingertips, then carefully replaced her hand on the rail. Sophie stared at the fine embroidery on the backs of her gloves and attempted to get her breathing under control. 
 
    ‘I am not spinning webs for innocents this evening, rest assured. No, not for innocents,’ he added, almost under his breath. 
 
    Which is a good thing, under the circumstances, given that every iota of common sense I possess appears to be lying on its back, wagging its tail and asking for its tummy to be tickled. Her nostrils flared, catching a clean, faintly spicy, sharp note over the muddle of scents and smells rising in the heat from the ballroom. ‘What are you doing, Your Grace, all alone up here? There has been no whisper of your return. Ralph… I mean, your cousin Mr Thorne, told me nothing of it and last time he mentioned you it was to say you were in the South Seas.’ 
 
    His eyebrows lifted at the mention of Ralph’s name, but he said nothing about him. ‘I am carrying out a reconnoitre of the battlefield, Miss Wilmott.’ He turned from his contemplation of the dancers and leaned back against the balcony rail to study her face. Sophie stiffened her spine and gave him back stare for stare. She was not going to blush and get into a flutter. ‘You are Arthur Wilmott’s daughter, are you not?’ 
 
    ‘I am. My father died some years ago.’ 
 
    ‘Your mother must be a beauty in that case.’ He reached out and tucked a stray curl back behind her ear. His fingers were cold. ‘You did not get your guinea-gold tresses from him. Or those lovely blue eyes.’ He leaned closer. ‘Not sapphire. No, not the hardness of a stone. A flower. Delphinium? Not quite…’ 
 
    ‘Most gentlemen compare them to the summer sky, or forget-me-nots. It becomes rather tiresome,’ she said, knowing she sounded like a spoiled beauty. But at least he moved back a trifle. She did not need to know that his eyes were a light and unsettling silver-grey with a darker ring around the iris. And she did not need to be so close to observe the indecently long eyelashes or that he had a small mole by the corner of his left eye. If, fifty years before, a beau had placed a patch there it would have been called ‘the roguish’, she recalled from her grandmother’s tales. 
 
    ‘I have inherited my mother’s colouring, yes.’ She did have some air in her lungs after all. ‘She is married to Viscount Elmham now.’ The duke was still altogether too close for comfort, even though he was staring out over the ballroom again, his eyes narrowed. Then he smiled and she shivered. ‘I must go down now. I am engaged for the supper dance. Welcome back to London, Your Grace.’  
 
    ‘Allow me to escort you to the dance floor, Miss Wilmott.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ Goodness knows why she was thanking him, he obviously intended to leave the gallery anyway, because he had seen what, or who, he was looking for. She was very glad she was not his quarry. That smile had been positively wolfish. Sophie led the way to the left-hand spiral staircase and, when they were out in the corridor, locked the door and slipped the key back into its hiding place. ‘This way to the ballroom.’  
 
    ‘I must return the key that I used.’ He tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow and strolled off in the opposite direction. 
 
    Struggling was undignified. He would release her once they reached the other door, she told herself. Dukes did not abduct young ladies in the middle of balls. Unfortunately, said the wicked voice in her head. Stop it! common-sense ordered. But when he returned the key to its lock he kept walking in the same direction. 
 
    He was a duke but he had spent years living in the most uncivilised places, according to his cousin Ralph. He might have had his brain turned by the tropical sun, or have been indoctrinated into strange rites by some South Pacific tribe. Perhaps she was being abducted… 
 
    Sophie kept her voice steady, as much to calm her own wild imaginings as to bring him to order. ‘We need to go back now. This leads only to the head of the stairs and the main entrance.’ His side was hard and warm against the back of her hand. She shifted nervously and felt the silk of his coat lining slide over the silk of his waistcoat. Layers and layers over bare skin… 
 
    ‘Where better to enter?’ 
 
    ‘But I have already been announced.’  
 
    ‘I have not.’ 
 
    So how did you get in?  
 
    The receiving line had gone when they reached the famous double staircase with its gilded flambeaux holders, but a footman was still in attendance to announce the late arrivals. 
 
    ‘The Duke of Calderbrook,’ her abductor said. ‘Miss Wilmott has already been announced.’ 
 
    The man threw open the double doors, Sophie gave a determined wriggle and found herself swept along regardless.  
 
    ‘People will think I have been outside with you,’ she hissed between stiff lips.  
 
    ‘But you have. It is quite all right, you do not have a hair out of place and you certainly do not look as though we have been disporting in some retiring room. Don’t get into a pother, Sophie.’ 
 
    Disporting indeed! Was he trying to reduce her to strong hysterics? ‘I am not in a pother.’ I am being kidnapped by a man with deliciously strong arms and swept into a scandal and if he was sweeping me anywhere else I would be delighted. Terrified, but delighted. I am obviously in the grip of a brain fever. ‘It is Miss Wilmott and I am exceedingly cross with you. Oh, I could hit you!’ she stormed in a whisper as he took no notice whatsoever. 
 
    ‘Take first place in the queue, Sophie. I am certain there will be a long tail behind you wanting to do just that in a minute. Now, here we go.’ 
 
    The music had stopped. The footman cleared his throat. She was going to be late for the next set. 
 
    ‘His Grace the Duke of Calderbrook!’ 
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