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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2 May 1813 London 
 
    Theo Quenten, Viscount Northam, opened one eye, closed it again and contemplated death, either his own or that of the person currently working on his brain with a pickaxe. 
 
    Someone was moving stealthily about his bedchamber. He hoped it was his own chamber because the way he felt, if it belonged to a lady, he could not have put up much of a performance the night before, let alone recall her name now. Then he remembered that deliciously wicked ladies, and their more professional sisters, were out of bounds now. 
 
    His birthday. That was what had caused the torture that was resolving itself into an almighty hangover. He was twenty six, he’d been Lord Northam for thirteen months, and had celebrated last night with the determination to put a year of sober, responsible living, and what it had just led to, behind him. For a few hours he’d wanted the old hedonistic, spendthrift existence he had enjoyed before, when the title had been a distant prospect and he had floated through life, borne aloft by his own optimistic nature and his indulgent uncle’s money with his father’s poor health the only blight. 
 
    Then his uncle was murdered, his father survived just a month as Viscount Northam, and Theo had been catapulted into what should have been wealth and responsibility and was in fact the horror of being a prime suspect for homicide. 
 
    He shuddered at the memory and opened both eyes with a wince and an oath, muffled by a mouthful of bedclothes. Some idiot had drawn the drapes back. 
 
    ‘My lord?’ That was Pitkin, his exceedingly nervous valet, which meant he was, at least, in his own bed. 
 
    ‘Devil of a hangover,’ Theo muttered. 
 
    ‘I thought… that is, I asked Cook for a remedy. If you would like that, my lord? Or – ’ 
 
    ‘Give it here.’ Theo lurched up from the pillows, took the glass held out to him and gulped the contents, eyes closed, trying not to breathe. Only the Devil knew what Cook put in her corpse revivers, but they worked after a few moments of anguish.  
 
    ‘Breakfast, my lord?’ 
 
    ‘Coffee. Black. Hot. Now. Do not mention food.’ 
 
    Pitkin tiptoed out so softly that it was as distracting as a troop of cavalry passing through – a considerable achievement for someone so slight and short. 
 
    Theo opened both eyes and wondered whether today was the day when he finally lost patience and gave the man his notice, even though he was competent, hard-working, had good taste and was discreet. 
 
    All these things had been promised by Michael Flynn, the Duke of Calderbrook’s red-haired henchman cum valet, when he had recommended Pitkin to Theo. ‘He’s perfect, except that he can’t say boo to a goose, is a terrible worrier and may drive you to drink,’ Flynn had warned. ‘But he deserves a chance. His first two employers sacked him within weeks because he’s so nervous, although why he is, I have no idea.’ 
 
    Flynn had found him Pitkin as a favour to Jared, Viscount Ravenlaw, best friend of Calderbrook and the third husband of Theo’s aunt-by-marriage, Guin. Viscounts needed proper valets, Jared had said. Firmly. An untrained manservant hired on the cheap to look after a carefree bachelor would no longer pass muster. 
 
    It had been three months now but Theo decided to restrain his impatience for another day. He owed them all for exposing the true murderer of his uncle and at least employing a valet was one thing he could do like a proper viscount – and even that felt as though he was pretending. 
 
    Pitkin sidled in with the coffee, put it down and then fled to the dressing room. Theo sipped and waited for his head to reconnect to his spine. Either he was out of practice at carousing, or he was getting old, because the evening had been nowhere near as enjoyable as those he nostalgically recalled. 
 
    The Season was in full swing, the weather was balmy and the Marriage Mart had opened its arms wide to a young viscount unencumbered by debt and with a reputation for wildness now, apparently, behind him. And he knew that what was expected of him was to make the appropriate marriage to a well-bred virgin with good child-bearing hips and a hefty dowry. 
 
    He was trying hard to do all this right, so he had. Or, at least, he had identified the well-bred virgin – without, naturally, inspecting her hips too closely – and had put the question the day before. Her father, the Earl of Prestwich, had been delighted at the prospect of acquiring Theo as a son-in-law. The bride, Lady Penelope Haddon, had seemed less rapturous, but perhaps that was either her strict upbringing or a naturally bland personality. He did not know her well enough to tell. 
 
    She had regarded him solemnly with her serious hazel eyes, appeared to take a deep breath and then said, ‘I would be happy to accept, my lord, but with one condition. I would like to wait until October to be married and I would prefer to keep the matter private between us until then.’ 
 
    The explanation for this seemed more than reasonable to a bridegroom who was not exactly desperate to get to the altar: she was assisting her sister with her own wedding preparations and then she had promised to visit her elderly grandmother in Somerset and then, of course, there was her trousseau to assemble. Her father had pulled a long face when informed of her wishes but, to Theo surprise, he had not pressed her, nor insisted when she said that she did not want the betrothal bruited abroad yet. He had just seemed relieved to have her future settled. 
 
    ‘There is such a fuss when a betrothal is announced,’ Lady Penelope had murmured. ‘And I do not want attention taken away from dear Carola. She has not made such a good match,’ she added demurely. 
 
    Theo could only agree and accept what the lady wanted. 
 
    So he had gone out and thrown himself into his birthday celebrations with the result that he now felt queasy from both drink and looming matrimony. Almost six months before it happens, he comforted himself. And his betrothed did not appear to expect him to dance attendance on her. Probably she was welcoming the last months of freedom as much as he was. 
 
    ‘I need a holiday from London, Pitkin.’ 
 
    The valet, sidling in with a pile of neck cloths, blinked and placed them precisely in the centre of the dresser. His glossy dark brown curls, surely the envy of every female who saw him, caught the sun from the window and Theo shut his eyes with a wince. ‘There is the invitation to Lord Manners’ Norfolk home, my lord. But that is not for – ’ 
 
    Theo consulted his returning memory. ‘A week. But Perry won’t mind if I go down a few days early. Excellent idea, Pitkin. Well done.’ Perhaps some positive encouragement would help the valet’s nerves. 
 
    ‘But, my lord. It is not – ’ 
 
    ‘Stop fussing, man. When I’m dressed, pack for a month. Usual country gear, mostly sporting, but I expect there’ll be some local social life, and I’m not sure how long I’ll stay – What?’ 
 
    ‘But, my lord, you will be early.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I know.’ Theo drained his cup and poured another. Humanity was beginning to return. ‘A few days. I have just said, Perry won’t mind.’ 
 
    ‘But – ’ 
 
    ‘Pitkin, if you do not stop if-ing and but-ing and get on with fetching my shaving water then I may well have to consider whether you are suited to be my valet.’ And be damned to what Flynn will say. 
 
    ‘My lord – ’ 
 
    ‘You are an excellent valet, Pitkin, but I will not be dithered at, is that understood? Do not mention being early again. Is that clear?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my lord. I am sorry, my lord.’ 
 
    Theo made a Forget it gesture with one hand and got out of bed. The floor and ceiling remained in their correct alignment with each other: the day was improving. 
 
      
 
    4 May 1813. Mannerton Grange, the coast of Norfolk 
 
    ‘Of course you can stay, Miss Laura. With Lord Manners away who’d think of looking for you here?’ Mrs Bishop flipped a sheet of pastry over her rolling pin and draped it across the empty pie dish in front of her. ‘Shocking, I call it. Shouldn’t be allowed.’ She banged the pin down on the table. Flour flew up and three eggs rolled towards the edge. ‘And don’t you worry about the rest of the staff, neither. They all know you of old, and how things are. They’ll keep their mouths shut.’ 
 
    Laura caught the eggs and sat cradling them in her hands. When she had been a child and visiting her aunt and uncle, the kitchen at Mannerton had been a favourite place. Then the widowed Lady Manners had died and Peregrine Wilshire, the very youthful Baron Manners, had been packed off to live with his maternal grandparents. Eighteen months ago her parents had drowned on the long sea voyage back from India and she had come to live permanently at Swinburn Manor with her guardian, Sir Walter Swinburn, her aunt and their two unmarried sons. By then Perry was home again.  
 
    She would visit whenever she could find an excuse to come westwards along the coast but six months ago the visits had been forbidden. It was unsuitable for Laura to visit her friend Perry, it was deemed. She should not be running about the countryside unchaperoned at her age. At first she had accepted the criticism and had tried to be a conformable young lady in readiness for a London Season delayed by mourning, but it had not been long before she had realised what lay behind that prohibition. 
 
    ‘I am not marrying my cousin Charles,’ she said flatly now. ‘They seem to think that discouraging me from meeting any unmarried men and putting off my come-out would make me accept him without argument. I can only assume they do not know me at all.’ 
 
    From the scullery Rosie, the undersized maid of all work, made a noise somewhere between a snort and a laugh and carried on scouring pans. 
 
    ‘I always wondered why they didn’t want you visiting here. Did they think you’d go and fall for Master Perry, then? But he’s a good match.’ 
 
    Laura shrugged. ‘It didn’t matter who it was. I have a lot of money, they want it and they’ve got control of it until I am twenty four or marry with my uncle’s consent.’ 
 
    ‘Give us those eggs, ducky.’ Cook put the pastry case in the oven and began to whisk up a savoury sauce. ‘That Charles is a strange lad, not quite twelve eggs to the dozen, if you ask me. But that brother of his… Expensive young man, Master Giles, by all accounts.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed he is – yet somehow Uncle Walter keeps finding the money to pay off his debts time and again. And I can guess where it is coming from,’ Laura said grimly. ‘He can’t get away with it forever, so they need to push me into marrying Charles as soon as possible and certainly before my birthday when I get control of my inheritance.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. I don’t hold with wilful girls, but neither do I hold with shutting them up until they marry foolish young men with less wit than chin.’ Mrs Bishop pounded peppercorns in a mortar with considerable emphasis. ‘And threatening you with bread and water! Medieval, I call it.’ 
 
    ‘A good thing the lock on my chamber door was so cheap. I never really believed that a bent hairpin would work, but it seems novels are right after all.’ Laura felt cheered by the success of her escape. Her relatives clearly had no idea that she had the resolution or the competence to plan and carry out such a scheme – and all without having to involve any of the servants at the Manor. 
 
    ‘When is Perry expected home, Mrs Bishop?’ 
 
    ‘A month, near enough, although he’s up to his usual tricks of gadding about and driving his man of business mad trying to keep track of him. No point in writing to him, I’d say. Do you think he’ll be able to help you?’ 
 
    ‘I hope so. I daren’t trust any local lawyer not to tell my uncle and even if I did, I can’t lay my hands on my own money to pay fees. But Perry can lend me some and act for me. He is sure to know how to find a good London man who’ll be able to deal with my uncle’s lawyer. My birthday is in three months time, so there’s not long to hide.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll stand by you. A good man, the master. Chop that ham for me, there’s a love. We’ll have a nice savoury pie for our supper and – Sir?’ 
 
    The man stood at the open door to the yard, blond hair bright in the morning sunshine, and smiled. ‘I beg your pardon. I did ring the front door bell, to no effect, then I saw the smoke from the kitchen chimney. Mrs Bishop, is it not? I recall your game pie with much affection. Is Manners at home?’ 
 
    Mrs Bishop wiped her hands on her apron, moving in front of Laura as she did so. ‘His lordship’s not here, sir. That’s why there was no-one to answer the door. Both the footmen have gone into Holt to pick up the beer because Mr Hempstead’s wagon’s broken an axle and the girls are at market…  Why, it’s Mr Quenten, isn’t it? We weren’t expecting you for a while.’ 
 
    Quenten? Theo Quenten? Laura’s memory presented her with the image of a gangly young man with beautiful blue eyes and a smile that had been more than enough to give a impressionable girl a severe attack of calf love for an entire month. 
 
    ‘I know I’m early, but Town was becoming tiresome. I’m Northam now, for my sins,’ he added. 
 
    ‘Oh. My lord. I’m sorry, I’m sure.’ For once Mrs Bishop seemed at a loss. ‘But we weren’t expecting you until next month, you see, and I’ve no idea where the master is just now.’ 
 
    ‘Next month?’ He turned. ‘Pitkin!’ 
 
    Laura, her view obstructed by Mrs Bishop’s substantial form, glimpsed a thin, painfully neat young man with anxious eyes and curling hair, standing just behind Theo. Lord Northam. He won’t recognise me, he never knew I existed… 
 
    ‘My lord?’ 
 
    ‘You knew I was not due here until next month and you tried to tell me?’ 
 
    There was a mumble of agreement. 
 
    ‘And I told you to shut up or be sacked. Not good of me. Not good at all. Apologies, Pitkin.’ 
 
    Well, that’s a novelty for a lord, apologising to his valet or secretary or whoever that nervous wisp is, Laura thought, as the man dissolved into more anxious murmurings. Rosie peeped out of the scullery, stared at the newcomer, fanned herself with one hand and vanished back to her sink with a wink at Laura. 
 
    ‘Well, here’s a pickle.’ Lord Northam strolled into the kitchen, his man trailing behind. ‘I could turn right round and go back to Town, which would be a bore, or I could stay. Now you tell me truly, Mrs Bishop – would I be a nuisance? I confess I’ll eat all the pies you can make and I’ll add to the laundry and I’ll drink Manners’ port. But I will restock his cellar and Pitkin here will look after me. And I’ve brought my own groom and coachman.’ 
 
    The smile faded and he managed to look as pathetic as about six foot something of healthy, well-dressed aristocrat could, in Laura’s opinion. Theo Quenten had grown up and this was no longer Perry’s wild young friend. 
 
    ‘I’m sick of London, I need fresh country air and a rest, Mrs Bishop.’ 
 
    ‘Well, seeing as you were so often here when you and his lordship were at university together and you’re a friend of the family, I don’t see as… But – ’ She glanced back at Laura, then away quickly, realising her mistake. 
 
    ‘I beg your pardon. I did not see you there.’ Lord Northam moved so he could look at Laura directly. She stood and saw his eyes narrow as he took in her plain, but good, morning dress, the small gold earrings and the pendant at her neck. He hadn’t recognised her, of course: the one and only time they had met it had been fleeting, she had been almost two years younger and in mourning. But she was not dressed like a servant and at any moment he was going to ask to be introduced. 
 
    ‘This is, er…’ 
 
    ‘I am the new housekeeper, my lord,’ Laura said, and bobbed a very correct curtsy on shaky knees.  
 
    ‘So, will you pronounce my fate, Mrs – ?’ 
 
    Name? Laura, Laurel… ‘Myrtle. Mrs…’ Darke, Light… ‘Albright. Mrs Myrtle Albright, my lord. And of course Lord Manners would want us to make you welcome.’ What else could she say? 
 
    ‘The girls finished freshening up the Blue Bedchamber before they went out, did they not, Mrs Albright?’ Mrs Bishop said. ‘I’m sure his lordship’s man can manage his baggage, seeing as it is only one flight up and the first door on the left,’ she added helpfully. 
 
    ‘Yes, of course. If there is anything too awkward, Pitkin, just leave it in the hall and the footmen will take it up just as soon as they return. If you would care to come through to the drawing room, my lord? I am sure some refreshments would be welcome while water is heated for you. A tray of tea and biscuits for Lord Northam, if you please, Cook.’ 
 
    What have I done? she thought as she led the way through to the drawing room. But what else could I have done? I cannot stay here with no reason and I can’t pretend to be a maid, not dressed like this.  
 
    ‘Good thing I got the lads to light the fire under the copper before they went out,’ Mrs Bishop said as Laura hurried back to the kitchen, shut the door and leaned on it with a feeling that she was holding the hordes at bay. ‘He’s turned out well, that young man. Wilder than the master, he was then and hadn’t grown into himself. Did you ever come across him when he visited last? Must have been two years ago.’ 
 
    ‘I think I might have glimpsed him,’ Laura said vaguely. ‘I need an apron and the keys if I am to look the part.’ 
 
    ‘The housekeeper’s room has been shut up since Mrs Gaunt left to live with her sister in Brighton last month.’ Mrs Bishop took a key from a hook on the dresser. ‘I meant to get the girls to turn it out ready for when his lordship took on a new housekeeper but I haven’t got around to it yet. Let’s see what she left.’ 
 
    The room was under Holland covers, the curtains drawn, but the sun flooded in when Laura drew them back. My room now, I suppose. She began to pull off covers and found a chest of drawers. ‘Look, aprons.’ There was a stack of small white aprons, all with a narrow trim of lace to indicate the housekeeper’s status as someone who did not work with their hands. ‘And caps.’ She tried one on, her reflection blurred in the dusty mirror. ‘Perfect.’ It slid towards her nose. ‘But a bit on the large side.’ 
 
    ‘And here’s her chatelaine.’ Mrs Bishop held up the clasp with its bright steel chains, one with a pair of scissors, one with a needle case, another with a closing hook to take the bunch of keys that were a housekeeper’s badge of office. ‘We’ll have the girls give the room a thorough turn-out when they get back. You’ll be snug in here once we get that mattress aired. I can hear that kettle singing.’ 
 
    She led the way back to the kitchen and Laura set out the tray with napkin and a plate of shortbread biscuits, tea cup, milk jug and sugar basin. ‘Oh, Pitkin, you made me jump.’ The man moved like a ghost, she thought, glancing at him as he stood hesitating in the doorway. ‘If you take the tray, I will bring the teapot in a moment. Did you find everything you need in his lordship’s chamber?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mrs Albright, thank you. I will take the hot water up when it’s ready.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no rush. Sit yourself down and have a bite to eat when you’ve taken the tray in,’ Mrs Bishop said comfortably. ‘The water can wait until his lordship has finished his tea.’ 
 
    She sent Laura a quizzical look as she poured the hot water on the tea leaves and gave a jerk of her head towards the valet as he went out, carefully balancing his load. ‘Odd one that,’ she murmured. She raised her voice, ‘Rosie – you make sure you keep mum about Miss Laura, now. Remember she’s Mrs Albright the housekeeper.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mrs Bishop.’ The girl came out of the scullery wiping her hands on a cloth. ‘I won’t say a word. His lordship’s a lovely-looking gentleman, isn’t he?’ 
 
    Laura left Mrs Bishop, hands on substantial hips, delivering a lecture on not ogling gentlemen guests and took the teapot through. That’s two of us who had best heed that message. Lord Northam was wandering around the room, looking at the pictures, a biscuit in one hand. 
 
    ‘Shall I pour, my lord?’  
 
    ‘Yes please.’ He turned, smiled. ‘Am I making a great deal of unexpected work for you, Mrs Albright?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all, my lord. It is good to have the house occupied and the staff busy.’ 
 
    ‘And you have no idea where Lord Manners is or when he will return?’ 
 
    ‘No, my lord. The master dislikes being tied down to routine.’ 
 
    As she closed the door behind her she thought she heard him say, ‘Lucky devil.’ 
 
    Laura stood in the hallway and studied her reflection in the mirror. She couldn’t say that a large white cap exactly enhanced her features, but looking like a floppy mushroom was the least of her worries. She certainly didn’t look like a miserable seventeen year-old swathed in unflattering black which is how Lord Northam would have remembered her, if he had ever given her a thought. But she had hoped for a hiding place until Perry came home and could help her and now she was pretending to be a housekeeper with no idea for how long she had to keep up the charade.  
 
    At least he’s polite, sober, seems to know how to behave himself around female staff and is an old friend of Perry’s. Perry had remained close to Theo Quenten, she knew, but they always seemed meet elsewhere of recent years. But what if he goes calling in the neighbourhood? What if the Swinburns return a call… Stop it. She was borrowing trouble. Even if her uncle or one of her cousins did call on Lord Northam, there was no need for the housekeeper to make an appearance. Reassured, she tweaked at the cap and went to see what they could discover from the valet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Theo ate another biscuit, drank some tea, shook his head over Perry’s choice of rather wooden still life paintings of dead game birds and finally settled into a chair, the better to wonder about the housekeeper. When he’d last visited there had been a formidable old dame, very appropriately named Gaunt. He supposed she’d retired, because it was a good two years since he’d been here. More recently he’d visited Perry at his hunting lodge in the Shires or at his Town house. 
 
    It should be no surprise to find a housekeeper he did not recognise, but this one was exceedingly young for such a responsible position. She couldn’t be more than three and twenty, he decided, although with that cap on it was hard to be certain. It swamped her delicate, heart-shaped features and almost hid her black hair. On the other hand, those big green eyes and the long dark lashes showed all the better for it.  
 
    And she was a lady, not someone who had painfully perfected her accent through elocution classes in order to rise through the ranks of the servants. Perhaps she was a widow, come down in the world and forced to earn her living. An officer’s widow, perhaps: there were enough of those around, sadly. Perry might have taken her on as a favour to a friend who had known the dead man. 
 
    On the other hand, she had worn no wedding ring, he recalled. He’d watched her pouring his tea and she had steadied the cup with her left hand as she’d done so. Long, slender fingers and no rings. All housekeepers and cooks, married, widowed or single were Mrs, as a mark of their status in the household, but surely a widow would retain her ring? 
 
    It was a mystery, even if a very small one that could be answered by a question to Mrs Bishop. Theo enjoyed mysteries, although he had only ever been involved personally in one, when his uncle had been poisoned and he and Guinevere, the widow, had been cast as murderous, guilty lovers. That experience had not been enjoyable – the scurrilous cartoons were the least of it – but he had found being involved in the investigation and the dramatic dénouement, fascinating. 
 
    That was what he needed now – a mystery to solve. 
 
    Be careful what you wish for, Theo. He must be getting old, he decided with a grin, snagging a final shortbread biscuit from the plate and settling back in the armchair. He was positively looking forward to rusticating in the depths of the country, even though the only prospects of entertainment were fishing, swimming in the freezing sea, solving the puzzle of a youthful housekeeper or exploring the countryside on foot or horseback. 
 
    He should not be here at all, of course. There were plenty of properties of his own to chose from if he wanted to immerse himself in country life. He had inherited estates in the West Country, in Yorkshire and some smaller farms in Hertfordshire, but somehow he still did not feel like Lord Northam, the man who owned those lands. He didn’t know what he wanted, what he wanted to be. 
 
    A good landowner, of course. Progressive, fair to his tenants, good for the land he would one day hand on in his turn. But it did not feel like him. Guin had said that when he married and started a family then he would find that sense of belonging, of having a purpose – yet here he was, fleeing from London with still weeks of the Season ahead. Leaving his pretty fiancée…  
 
    Theo got up, opened the long window onto the back garden and stepped out. The land rose before it met the coast a mile distant, so he could not see the sea, although he could smell it on the brisk breeze. He began to walk across the lawn to where a ha-ha kept a flock of sheep safely away from the pleasure grounds. He ought to learn about sheep as well as everything else, he supposed, becoming exasperated now with his own lack of purpose. The sheep lifted their heads, stared at him with what he interpreted as scorn for his ignorance and went back to munching thistles. 
 
    He had thought that taking the plunge about marriage was the solution to his restlessness. He plucked a long seeding grass stem and began to chew it as he leaned on a hurdle at the edge of the ha-ha. It felt like an appropriately agricultural thing to be doing. He had assumed that by proposing marriage he would convince himself that he was now the sober, responsible Viscount Northam and somehow he would find himself settling down as a result. And yet he felt anything but settled. 
 
    He was quite clear in his own mind that there was nothing in his natural inclinations that would make him reluctant to wed. He liked women. He liked sex – with women. He just could not envisage life with a wife, even though he now knew her – or as much as a young lady who as clearly not in love was prepared to reveal of her true self in the course of a few formal conversations. 
 
    It was not a question of sowing his wild oats before settling down. He had sown several acres of the things up until last year and he’d no desire to go down that path again. Theo shrugged, flicked away the grass stem and walked back to the house. It was probably his birthday and the passing of time that made the future seem dull, flat and… 
 
    And stop feeling sorry for yourself. You’ve got money, position, security, privilege, your health. A charming fiancée. Enjoy it. 
 
    Theo rounded the corner of the house, uneasily contemplating rustic pleasures, and crunched across the gravel at the front towards the stable block. He’d see how his team was settling down after the journey. He’d left his groom to hack up from London, leading two riding horses, and they’d not arrive until tomorrow, so, unless his team was recovered, or Perry had left any beasts that suited him, he was confined to exploring the grounds on foot. 
 
     ‘Good day to you, sir.’ A horseman on a rangy black gelding appeared through the tall gates from the carriage drive through the park. ‘Am I addressing Lord Manners?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid not. Manners is not at home just now. I’m Lord Northam, a guest.’ 
 
    ‘My lord.’ The man raised his hand to his hat in a gesture that was almost a military salute. Theo realised he was, indeed, wearing uniform of sorts, although an unfamiliar one, as if someone had rigged out a naval lieutenant as a horseman. 
 
    ‘You’re a Riding Officer?’ He had never met any, but he knew the Board of Customs had established them along the coast in a desperate attempt to prevent smuggling. 
 
    ‘I am, my lord. Lieutenant Thomas Morefleet, newly appointed and based at Sheringham.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what, ten miles away, is it not?’  
 
    ‘Aye, we’re thinly spread. I’ve three Light Dragoons to assist me.’ 
 
    ‘Have you a message for Lord Manners? I fear I cannot be exact as to when he will receive it.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve questions for the household, my lord. And I would like to look at the cellars.’ 
 
    ‘Have you a warrant?’ Theo asked automatically, even though he wanted to be co-operative. His friend would certainly not hesitate. 
 
    Perry had spoken against smuggling on the only occasion Theo could recall when they had discussed it. He’d become angry when a dinner companion had dismissed the free trade as trivial and all the government’s fault for introducing high tariffs on wines, lace and tobacco. 
 
    ‘It breeds violence, leaks gold and information to the French and harms fair traders in this country,’ Perry had said, thumping on the table to emphasise his point and sending a glass of his host’s – doubtless smuggled – brandy slopping over. ‘And if all the duties were abolished I suppose you’d like to pay the higher taxes as a result?’ 
 
    The mounted man looked resigned, as though he expected a refusal. ‘I have no warrant, my lord. I am surveying the countryside, seeing which landowners we may rely upon to help us fight this scourge.’ There was passion in the man’s voice, but weariness too. It was probably a thankless, if not downright dangerous, task he had. 
 
    ‘Manners is no advocate for free trading. Take your horse round to the stables,’ Theo said. ‘Then come to the back door and I’ll find the housekeeper. With Manners away I suppose it is up to her, but I’ll encourage her to co-operate.’ 
 
    He went in the kitchen door himself, making a business of treading loudly and clearing his throat. Domestic staff did not welcome their masters intruding on their work areas, he knew, and he had already given the women a start when he’d appeared that morning. 
 
    They were both there, along with one of the footmen who was polishing candlesticks. Mrs Bishop stood jointing a chicken, Mrs Albright bent over a large ledger at the other end of the long table and a pair of maids laden with bedlinen scurried out to the hall as he walked in. The absent staff had clearly all returned home. 
 
    ‘Excuse me, but I thought I had best warn you that there’s a Customs Riding Officer about to arrive and he wants to look at the cellars, Mrs Albright.’ 
 
    Their reaction was interesting, Theo thought. Mrs Bishop did not appear at all put out, but Mrs Albright dropped her pen, gave a little start of surprise and covered it by pushing ineffectually at her over-large cap. 
 
    ‘I’ll tell him to take himself off and get a warrant if that is what you want, but I know Manners is opposed to smuggling, so I do not imagine you have anything to hide.’ 
 
    ‘Duty paid on everything in this household,’ Mrs Bishop said. ‘That’s assuming you and Edward came by your tobacco legal-like, young Terence.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, we did that.’ The footman looked up from a fiddly piece of moulding on the base of the candlestick. ‘The master’s set agin it and it ain’t worth losing a good place over a few pennies on baccy.’ 
 
    ‘Well, there you are then.’ She sliced through a joint and waved the resulting leg at Theo by way of emphasis. ‘Duty paid on the spirits, his lordship doesn’t smoke and I’m not one for Frenchie laces and silks, as you can see.’ 
 
    There was a tap on the open door and Morefleet stood on the threshold, hat in hand. ‘Good day, ladies. May I come in?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, of course.’ Mrs Albright seemed to have recovered her equilibrium. Theo thought again that she was poised for such a young housekeeper. And attractive: dangerously so in some circumstances. She was fortunate to have Perry as an employer; he was not a man to take advantage of his female staff like many would. ‘Take this seat by the hearth. What can we do for you, sir? Lord Manners would wish us to co-operate with Excise and Customs officers.’ 
 
    ‘A refreshing change, hereabouts, ma’am,’ Morefleet remarked, taking the chair, a high-backed Windsor, and pulling a notebook from his pocket. ‘I’m patrolling my stretch of coast, asking landowners and people in authority what they know of the free trading in their areas and checking on what cellars there are. You’d be surprised how often a respectable householder hasn’t been into their own cellars for a month or so and has a nasty surprise when we open the doors.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you are welcome to the run of these,’ Mrs Bishop said. ‘Terence, show the officer both of them.’ 
 
    ‘This way, sir.’ The footman lit a lantern from the range, then moved to a door almost hidden besides the long dresser laden with dishes. 
 
    ‘Don’t forget the front cellar,’ Mrs Bishop called after them as they vanished into the gloom. ‘That’s damp with an earth floor, so no use for anything much,’ she added to Theo as the light wavered down the whitewashed walls, throwing long shadows before it vanished. ‘Still, doesn’t do to seem we’re hiding anything, does it?’ 
 
    ‘Front and back? Don’t they connect?’ Theo helped himself to a jam tart cooling on a rack and hitched one hip on a tall stool. 
 
    ‘The front’s the old part of the house – they do say it goes back to Queen Bess’s time. The back was built last century. You can see if you go outside and look at the house from the side – the front and back roofs are parallel and meet in a gutter.’ 
 
    ‘You find it a lot in this part of the world.’ The sudden contribution from Mrs Albright almost made him jump, she had been so quiet. 
 
    ‘You are from around here, then?’ Her voice held no trace of a Norfolk accent and he wondered yet again just what her background was.  
 
    ‘Oh no, I’m considered a foreigner,’ she said with a smile that made him blink before she was serious again. 
 
    ‘From what I recall of attitudes hereabout, that could mean you’re from the next parish,’ he said, half-teasing, but she was bent over her ledger again and the top of the cap was exceedingly uncommunicative. 
 
    Theo was still brooding on quite why that smile had made him want to sit there for the rest of the day attempting to tease another one from the housekeeper when the Riding Officer clumped back up the brick steps in his heavy boots. 
 
    ‘A well-kept cellar,’ he said, with a nod to Mrs Bishop. ‘Wish mine was as dry and well-stocked.’ 
 
    ‘Come and see the old one, then.’ Terence took a key from a hook on the wall. ‘We don’t use that.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve set out the decanters in the drawing room, my lord. Will dinner at half past seven suit?’ 
 
    Mrs Albright looked up from her ledger. ‘Mrs Bishop has a fine mutton pie removed with roast chicken and there’s crab fritters with samphire and curd tarts.’  
 
    ‘That all sounds excellent,’ Theo said, knowing it was a heavy hint to take himself off from the kitchen to the other side of the green baize door where he belonged. ‘Send Morefleet in to me when he’s finished traipsing about, will you?’ 
 
      
 
    Theo finished his dinner in leisurely style, wrote a note to remind himself of exactly what was said by Morefleet and where he had been, so he could get the details right when Perry came home, then settled himself with a book of blood-curdling local legends and folk tales, accompanied by a glass of Perry’s exceptional, duty-paid, brandy. 
 
    He nodded off over the tale of Black Shuck, the great hound from hell that prowled the Norfolk coast, only to wake with a start when the book slid from his knee and hit the floor with a crash. 
 
    With his mind still fogged by a dream of red eyes pursuing him through a clinging sea-mist, Theo picked it up and smoothed down the pages as the clock stuck midnight. 
 
    Someone had been in, banked up the fire, set a guard around the hearth and removed all but the branch of candles at his side. Yawning, he tucked the book under one arm, picked up the candles and took himself up to bed. 
 
    Pitkin was dozing in the only uncomfortable chair in the room but he leapt to his feet as Theo wandered in. 
 
    ‘What the devil are you still doing up?’ Theo demanded, knowing he was being unreasonable. He had given the valet no instructions – in fact, he had managed to forget the man entirely, he realised guiltily. ‘Have they given you a decent room and fed you?’  
 
    ‘Yes, my lord, thank you. I’m very comfortable, my lord.’ He hovered, driving Theo quietly distracted as he flapped a clean nightshirt, pressed a nightcap on him – something Theo had told him more than once he wouldn’t be seen dead in – worried that he should get fresh hot water as that in the ewer was now luke warm, and produced the hideous slippers that Theo’s Aunt Emeline had embroidered and which Theo had hidden in the back of the wardrobe with a shudder. 
 
    Finally, Theo managed to get him out of the door and promptly stripped off the nightshirt, kicked the slippers under the bed, splashed his face in the cool water and discovered that he was wide awake. Feeling faintly guilty – and what was he doing with a valet who made him feel guilty twice in one day? – Theo picked up the nightshirt and draped it over a chair. Pitkin had turned scarlet when Theo had refused to sleep in one so, normally completely blasé about nakedness, he had saved the man’s blushes. As a result, every night they went through the farce of Theo removing the thing the moment Pitkin was out of the door. 
 
    It was a complete waste of laundry and probably an indictment on Theo as a feeble employer for not putting his foot down and wearing, or not wearing, what he damn well pleased, but being harsh with Pitkin was like kicking a dog and he just did not have it in him. 
 
    His heavy silk banyan went on with a pleasantly sensual shiver for its cool slide over his skin. Theo lit a single chamberstick, blew out the rest of the candles and took his book of tales to the window seat. The flickering light, the waxing moon and the tossing branches of the trees just the other side of the glass would make a pleasantly atmospheric setting for another ghostly story. 
 
    It took a while to settle comfortably with his feet up on the bench seat, a pillow jammed in the small of his back and the candle illuminating the crude woodcuts that gave the book much of its charm. He had just begun The Legend of the Headless Smugglers when a bar of light fell across the grass beneath his window. Someone else was as sleepless as he was. Someone sleeping on the ground floor. 
 
    The servants were all up in the attic rooms and Mrs Bishop had a sitting room and bed chamber leading off the kitchen passage he remembered from a previous visit when Perry and he, playing cricket on the lawn, had put a ball through her window. Which only left Mrs Albright. Myrtle. An ugly name, in his opinion and a dull shrub, except when it was in flower. 
 
    Theo watched the light as a shadow crossed it, stopped, moved. The housekeeper was brushing her hair, the movement of her arm as she swept the brush down the length of it was quite clear, as was the fact that it must fall well below her shoulders. 
 
    The book hit the floor again with a thud and Theo jerked upright, feeling ashamed of himself, as though he had been watching her secretly through a window. Which was ridiculous, he told himself, smoothing out the pages. He was going to have to buy Perry another copy of the ghostly tales if he didn’t stop dropping the confounded thing. 
 
    Voyeur, his conscience scolded him. It wasn’t like that, he retorted. But he was uncomfortably aware that the sight had been arousing, even though all he had seen was a formless shadow and the movement of one arm. It had been a private, intimate moment and that was why it had seemed erotic, he told himself, tossing the banyan on top of the nightshirt and getting into bed. Nothing whatsoever to do with the young woman half-hidden under her oversized cap. 
 
    And any member of staff ought to be safe from the attentions of a gentleman, even if those attentions were confined to a desire to remove that cap and several hairpins. Theo reminded himself that he was engaged to be married to a lovely young lady, punched the pillow releasing a waft of lavender scent, and blew out the candle. It had been a long day. 
 
      
 
    It had been a long day, one that had begun well and now… Laura put down her brush and began to braid her hair. Now the house was full of men. One man, she corrected herself. Pitkin hardly counted as a shadow, the footmen were part of the household and Lord Northam’s coachman kept to the stables most of the time. It was remarkable how much room a perfectly well-mannered, pleasant male took up, not in physical space, but in her head. 
 
    She was safe enough, he would behave like a gentleman, she could tell that, even though she could sense his awareness of her as a woman. He’d not act on that, she’d been certain, even as she locked her bedchamber door. But that was habit, more than any concerns about this household. It was a relief to be here, even though she had to put on an act for Lord Northam and they had Riding Officers traipsing through the cellars. Lieutenant Morefleet had given her a nasty start until she realised who he was and that her uncle was unlikely to have called out local officialdom to search for her. Not yet. 
 
    Her uncle had been determined to get her, and her money, married off to his eldest son and heir and Laura had felt no confidence at all that he’d stop at any ploy, including sending one of his sons to her bedchamber at night. Here she felt no need to drag any furniture in front of the door to be doubly certain. 
 
    So, really, all she had to worry about was convincingly pretending to be a housekeeper for however long it was before Perry came home, Laura told herself as she blew out her candle. That would be easy enough with Mrs Bishop to help, bless her. The rest of the staff knew her of old and had nodded sympathetic understanding when she had confessed to being afraid of her uncle and his schemes. They had heard about him from the local servants’ network of gossip, but she believed them when they promised not to say a word outside these walls about her presence. 
 
     It would all be as she had planned and it could only be a month at most because Perry would be home for his house party, the one Lord Northam had been expecting to arrive for. Even Perry was not scatter-brained enough to forget that. Surely… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Good day, gentlemen!’ Theo stood and waited for the three riders to come abreast of him. This morning, with his riding horses not yet arrived and the carriage horses resting, he had set out on foot and taken the cliff path – or what passed for cliffs in this part of Norfolk – and was keeping a wary yard or so back from the crumbling edge.  
 
    ‘Good day.’ The older of the three and probably, from the likeness between them all, the father, raised his whip to the brim of his hat. Then Theo recognised him from an earlier visit – Sir William Swinburn, if he was not mistaken. No, Walter. He recalled Perry dodging a dinner invitation and couldn’t recall why. 
 
    ‘A fine day for a walk. But beware of the edge, sir, it is treacherous.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for the warning, but I had recalled these cliffs are not to be trusted from the last time I visited. They must be a risk to your livestock as well as not offering safe caves for your local smugglers to hide their booty.’ 
 
    ‘Smugglers?’ It was the younger of the two brothers – Giles? – and he spoke sharply. 
 
    ‘I assume you have them. We were visited by a Riding Officer yesterday who inspected the cellars to no avail. I could have told him as much without the need to check, but of course he was hardly likely to take a visitor’s word for it.’ 
 
    ‘You are staying hereabouts, sir?’ That was Sir Walter again. The older brother merely sat and stared woodenly. 
 
    A real slow-top, Theo thought, trying, and failing, to recall his name. ‘Yes. At Mannerton. I am Northam, an old friend of Manners.’ 
 
    ‘Sir Walter Swinburn. You are a temporary neighbour of ours, Lord Northam. My sons, Charles and Giles.’ 
 
    ‘I thought Manners was away,’ Giles Swinburn said, steadying his flashy chestnut as it sidled and fretted. 
 
    ‘He is. I mistook the date by an entire month. If I thought I needed a rest and to get away from London that error convinced me as nothing else would!’ 
 
    Sir Walter laughed, a harsh bark. ‘But you are staying nonetheless?’  
 
    ‘Yes. The staff know me and Perry won’t mind.’ 
 
    ‘You must come and dine,’ Sir Walter said. ‘My wife has made an engagement for one day this week, damned if I can recall which evening it is off the top of my head, but I’ll send a note. Good day to you.’ 
 
    The three cantered off, sending a pair of oyster catchers piping in alarm as they wheeled into the sky and leaving Theo looking after them, vaguely puzzled. That had been a very abrupt reaction to the mention of smugglers. Perhaps Morefleet had not called on them yet and therefore the topic was far from their minds.  
 
    Not an attractive trio, he thought as he began to walk again, following the path as it rose and fell. The oldest son, Charles, looked stolid to the point of stupidity, the younger, Giles, had an aggressive edge to him that Theo disliked as much as he had the spurs the man had been using on his horse. Their father looked like a bad man to cross. 
 
    Theo shrugged. A change of company would do him good, even if they were not the most congenial of associates, and it would be tactful to let the staff have an evening off following his unexpected arrival. Sea birds screamed overhead and he stopped to breathe in the fresh salty air and watch the waves crash hypnotically on the beach. 
 
    After a mile the rabbit-cropped turf sloped down and gave way to shingle and Theo turned towards the sea through the gap in the low cliffs. On the landward side was a marsh he recalled shooting over one autumn on a visit years before and, somewhere beneath his feet, he deduced, a stream made its way to the sea under the stones of the beach. 
 
    The pebbles proved hard walking so he went directly down to the high-water mark where sand was exposed, littered with shells, driftwood and scraps of fishing net and floats. And there, just in line with the gap in the cliffs and the causeway across the marsh, were the marks where a boat had been pulled up, clear of the surf. 
 
    It could be a perfectly innocent fisherman, landing with his pots laden with the small, sweet, brown crabs this coast was renowned for. But if that was the case, why not land at a beach near a village? There were few good harbours along this coast and the villages were away from it, across the marshes where the land began to rise to the fields and they were clear of flooding. But each had its beach with a causeway leading across the wetland down to where the boats were hauled up by horse or man-power.  
 
    Theo trudged back to the gap and looked. There to the west was the huddle of poor cottages known as Smoker’s Hole and to the east he could see the sails of the windmill at Fellingham village. So why land a boat here? The only building close was a church: flint-built, round-towered, ancient and humble. It must have belonged to some small fishing hamlet that had long ceased to exist, lost to the sea or the encroaching marsh, perhaps. 
 
    Exploring that and then walking back by the coast road was a more enticing prospect than labouring back through shingle and loose sand on the beach or retracing his steps along the clifftop and Theo strode forward without a backwards glance. The view across the marshes as he walked along the causeway was invigorating, with the wide sky of the East Anglian coast stretching above him and the shimmering water and mud of the marsh, dotted with reeds and pools, merging gradually into the browns and greens of the fields beyond. 
 
    Was he alone in the world? It seemed so, except for the faint smudges rising from the chimneys of the village and from the smokehouses that gave the hamlet its name. The causeway was well-made and maintained, surprisingly so, he thought, if all it was for was to serve the needs of a few crabbers. The surface was marked by cart wheels and there was the evidence that several horses or mules had used it recently. Smugglers? He was beginning to think so and the church ahead of him immediately assumed an enticing air of mystery. 
 
    Theo reached the coast road – although road seemed a lofty description for the collection of ruts, potholes and puddles that it consisted of. Still, it was wide enough for a good-sized wagon or a herd of cows, which was probably all that travelled it regularly. Another trackway rose up to his left towards the church and he took that, searching for signs of recent use. It was well-trodden, but that could be church-goers, he supposed. 
 
    The rusty iron gate to the churchyard opened so silently that he hardly noticed it and was half a dozen steps up the path to the South door before the improbability of that struck him. He walked back and looked at the hinges – clean of rust and recently oiled. That wasn’t due to a fastidious churchwarden, not judging by the overgrown state of most of the graves, so why take such care to silence the gate? 
 
    Theo studied the churchyard with more interest. There were a few recent graves that were being tended, some narrow paths through the long grass and wild flowers, but no sign of anything substantial being carried through. Possibly there was a crypt. Or possibly I am letting my imagination run away with me, he thought as he made for the door again. Even if this was simply a romantic fantasy he was chasing, he did not much care, looking for clues was enjoyable.  
 
    The sight of the table tomb next to the path and about nine feet from the porch brought him up short. It was the kind of thing one saw outside the larger city churches, or those associated with great families, not modest little country churches that looked as though their most wealthy communicant was a yeoman farmer. 
 
    The rectangle of greyish white stone was almost chest-high, its corners supported by fat, scowling cherubs and slightly crooked twisting columns, its sides covered by what looked like coats of arms and mythical animals. Theo leaned over, brushed at the lichen and tried to read the flowing script on the top. 
 
    Sir Brandon Flyte, Kt. 1673 – 1767 was clear enough, but the rest was in Latin and hard to read unless one was actually kneeling on the slab that was the size of a small dining table and probably a sight heavier. Whoever the knight had been, someone had held him in high esteem. Probably himself, Theo thought with a grin as he turned from the tomb and tried the door into the porch. He could imagine the aged Sir Brandon sketching out his grandiose monument and confounding the limited skills of the local stonemason who had done his level best to realise the ideal. 
 
    He was not surprised that the door to the church opened when he turned the twisted iron ring: somewhere as remote and simple as this probably had no valuable plate to steal. The interior was a cobwebbed white space lit by large windows of plain, greenish glass, letting the sunlight flood over old oak benches and a half dozen high-walled box pews, and Theo’s grin became a smile of simple pleasure. The old church had a calm and a rightness despite its poverty and he sat on one of the back benches to absorb the atmosphere.  
 
    He was not a religious man, but he had rarely found somewhere so conducive to meditation. What am I doing with my life? he mused, watching the dust motes swirl in a shaft of light. What is my purpose? He had friends in plenty, money sufficient and more to his comfort and his indulgences. He had occupations that gave him pleasure but… 
 
    ‘Forgive me, but may I help you in any way?’ 
 
    Theo shot bolt upright, then relaxed when he saw the figure standing at the end of the bench. 
 
    The man, in his mid-twenties, thin, dressed in slightly shabby clerical black with white bands at his neck, pressed his hands together. ‘Forgive me, I have interrupted you at prayer – ’ 
 
    ‘Not at all, I was merely deep in thought. This place is well suited to that, Vicar.’ 
 
    ‘It is indeed, sir. But we have a Rector and I am merely the curate, William Thwaite. We do not often see strangers here – I feared you had, perhaps, lost your way.’ 
 
    Very true. ‘Perhaps I have,’ Theo admitted. 
 
    ‘If it would help to talk?’ Thwaite sat down at the end of the bench. ‘I promise not to pray at you,’ he added, and Theo caught an attractive trace of humour in his voice. 
 
    He grinned. ‘If I say I am probably past praying for, then I am sure that is enough to provoke any cleric. No, what you see is a reformed man finding facing up to his responsibilities extraordinarily dull. And I am annoyed with myself because those responsibilities give me status and a very comfortable living, so I have no right to be disgruntled,’ he added with a shrug. 
 
    ‘Then I would say you are halfway to finding your way back. You know what the problem is, you only have to work out what will give you an interest that enlivens you.’ 
 
    ‘A mystery is what I need. I enjoy mysteries, even very small ones, like what on earth was Sir Brandon Flyte thinking of, having that grandiose and slightly inept tomb erected here?’ 
 
    He expected a shrug, but the curate nodded. ‘I know. It puzzles me also. I have searched the parish records and can find no references to the Flyte family, let alone that particular burial. There is no old manor in the parish that might have belonged to them – I even scoured ancient maps to see if something was demolished many years ago. There are some old documents and notebooks I found recently in a cupboard behind rotten boards in the vestry, but the writing is hard to read and I confess I have yet to persist with them. My predecessors did not appear to have much respect for paperwork and there are certainly entries that should have been transcribed into the registers. They might hold a clue.’ 
 
     The Curate leaned forward and with his forefinger traced the outline of a sailing ship that some bored churchgoer had scored into the wood of the pew. ‘I did wonder if perhaps he had been drowned off the coast here, his body brought to this church and then his family decided to have him buried at this spot,’ he continued. ‘But then one would expect a reference to that on the inscription and there is none, although it is hard to read and I might have missed something.’ 
 
    ‘What about the coats of arms?’ Theo stood up. ‘Let’s go and take a closer look.’ 
 
    Outside, they hunkered down beside the tomb and squinted at the incised designs but could identify nothing in particular. ‘If I bring some strong paper and some black wax I can make a rubbing of them, then we can study them more closely and with books of reference at hand.’ Thwaite sat back on his heels and bit his lip. ‘But I am presuming, sir.’ 
 
    ‘You most certainly are not and it is an excellent idea.’ Theo stopped tracing the outline of what looked suspiciously like a fat domestic pig, but was probably meant to be a wild boar, and decided that he liked William Thwaite. ‘I should have introduced myself. I am Theo Quenten, Viscount Northam, and I am staying at the house of my absent friend, Lord Manners.’ 
 
    ‘My lord.’ Thwaite got to his feet. 
 
    ‘Theo.’ He stood too and held out his hand. ‘Cambridge man, William?’ 
 
    ‘Oxford. And I go by Will to my friends. My father is Sir Charles Thwaite and I’m the youngest of four. We’re a Suffolk family.’  
 
    ‘So, your place is in the church.’ Heir, army, navy, church was the usual order of career for the sons of the gentry. ‘How did you come to be in Norfolk?’ 
 
    ‘No family influence in the church,’ Will admitted, leaning one hip against the tomb. ‘I had hoped for a town parish, if I am to be honest, not three remote rural ones, but I found there is much to be done and that is satisfying.’ 
 
    ‘Three parishes?’ 
 
    ‘The Reverend Aldous Finch holds the livings – Fellingham, Hempbourne, where he lives, and Hempbourne Marish. This is Hempbourne Marish. The village vanished long ago, it seems, but there’s the folk at Smoker’s Hole and scattered farms all over the parish. I am his curate.’ 
 
    ‘And do all the work,’ Theo guessed. 
 
    Will shrugged ruefully. ‘That’s the way of it with well-connected rectors and vicars.’ 
 
    ‘And is there a Mrs Thwaite?’ He assumed not, or Will would look as though he had a square meal on a regular basis and his cuffs would not be fraying. 
 
    ‘No, I have a way to go before I can look for a wife. Is there a Lady Northam?’ 
 
    Theo shook his head. ‘Not yet. Look, Manners won’t mind me inviting guests – why not dine with me one evening? You can bring your rubbings of the tomb and your mouldering papers and we’ll ransack Perry’s library for armorial references. I’d suggest a date now, but I’m waiting to hear from Swinburn – he invited me to dinner when I met him and his sons this morning and he wasn’t certain of his wife’s commitments.’ 
 
    ‘You are a friend of Sir Walter?’ Was it his imagination or had Will withdrawn slightly? 
 
    ‘Not at all. Only met him this morning. They were out riding, we introduced ourselves and I suppose he felt an obligation to a friend of a neighbour. Like an idiot I’d mixed my dates up and Perry’s away from home, but as I said, he’ll be happy to give me the run of the place. The Swinburns are not friends of yours then?’ 
 
    ‘Humble curates are not amongst their social circle,’ Will said, a trifle stiffly. ‘The Reverend Finch is Sir Walter’s brother-in-law. Mrs Finch was Annemarie Swinburn, by his father’s first wife.’ 
 
    ‘In that case I can confess that I did not warm to them, but it would not do to snub Perry’s neighbours. If you give me your direction I will send as soon as I know what dates are free, in the hope you can join me.’ 
 
    ‘I would like that a great deal.’ Will dug into his pocket and passed Theo a card. ‘I lodge with the Fellingham churchwarden and his wife. They are good people and need the rent, but Mrs Lubbock’s not the best of cooks, poor lady, not with her bad eyes.’ 
 
    Which also explains the fraying cuffs, Theo deduced. ‘The other mystery around here is the smuggling,’ he said, as he strolled down to the gate, Will companionably at his side. ‘Does that still go on much hereabouts? We were invaded by the local Riding Officer yesterday. He gave our cellars a thorough inspection while he was at it.’  
 
    They’d reached the gate. Will held it open for Theo, closed it behind him, then leaned on it. ‘There are smuggling parsons and then there are curates who are regarded as in-comers, if not foreigners, from Suffolk. If I fell over a pony-train of brandy casks outside my front door they’d swear I had a brain fever rather than admit to it. But yes, it goes on and it’s a messy business – gold paid to the French, endless snippets of intelligence leaking out, huge profits in some pockets – and violence to protect the business.’ He put on the hat he’d been holding. ‘I would not hand one of my parishioners over to the law for it, but I would do my best to stop them, if I could put names to the smugglers. I preach against it, for what good that does with the local gentry supporting it.’ 
 
    ‘Then take care. I’ll send as soon as I know when I’ll be free.’ Theo shook hands and took the path down to the coast road again, his boot heels skidding on the loose pebbles, sending a cock pheasant flapping into the hedge with a cry of alarm. He thought he had just made a friend and that was a good feeling. 
 
    He took the coast road back towards Mannerton Grange. The sun was well up now, he’d been walking since breakfast and the thought of a pint of ale was powerfully attractive, even if he had to walk all the way to Fellingham to find an inn. 
 
    The road wound along, hugging the contours, a high hedge on the landward side and a drain and then the flat marshes spreading out towards the shingle sea bank on the other. Theo was so deep in contemplation of the mysterious tomb that the appearance around the next bend of a whitewashed, sprawling building took him by surprise. The walls, rising one storey, were made of the local flints, the roof with a few haphazard dormer windows, was of the typical red pantiles of the district and smoke curled from the chimneys. 
 
    A weathered sign on the other side of the road creaked in the wind, displaying a double-tailed mermaid with long hair admiring herself in a hand mirror. Theo looked up at her and shivered. This was no seaside seductress, this was a creature of the deep with an expression that boded ill for any sailor washed into her scaly embrace. 
 
    But the inn looked inviting enough and the thought of that ale was tempting. Theo pushed open the door and walked in to receive exactly the kind of reception he would have expected.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The tap room fell silent as Theo entered the inn and seven pairs of eyes turned to survey him. Four of those pairs belonged to men sitting around a long table playing dominoes. They looked – and smelt – like fishermen. One spat into the sawdust that covered the worn boards at his feet, then they all turned back to their game. 
 
    A man was propping the bar up and, from his gaiters, sturdy coat and the spaniel curled up at his feet, Theo guessed he was a gamekeeper. He gave the newcomer an unsmiling, but civil, nod and returned his attention to his tankard. Another man, tall, dark and dressed in plain but good riding clothes, stared, put down his mug and walked out without a word. Theo felt as though the dark, steady gaze had stripped him down to the skin in a few unsmiling seconds. 
 
    The final pair of eyes stayed fixed on Theo as he strolled across to the bar. The landlord was a big man, arm muscles straining his shirt beneath a leather waistcoat. He was sandy-haired, blue-eyed and looked to Theo as though he had Dutch, or perhaps Danish, blood in him. 
 
    ‘What can I do for you, sir?’ He spoke pleasantly enough, politely moderating his Norfolk burr to a stranger, but his eyes were watchful. 
 
    Theo settled an elbow on the smooth old wood, glanced down at the spaniel as it gave his boots an exploratory snuffle, and smiled. ‘A pint of your best please, landlord. I’ve been walking and it has given me a thirst.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, sir. It would that.’ The man turned to the barrels propped up behind the bar and began to fill a pint pot. ‘Not from around here, sir?’ 
 
    ‘I’m staying with Lord Manners at the Grange.’ Theo lifted the tankard as it was slid along to him, admired the fine head on the brew for a moment, then took a deep draught. ‘You make a fine ale.’ 
 
    The landlord unbent enough to give a grunt of acknowledgment and the gamekeeper remarked, ‘He does that, does Jerry Harris.’ 
 
    ‘His lordship’s back then?’ The landlord went back to polishing pewter mugs. 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’ 
 
    This was standard, Theo knew. He was a stranger, a nob and not to be trusted, but no-one was actively hostile. He observed the etiquette of such places by staying silent for five minutes before venturing another remark. ‘Just met your curate along at Hempbourne Marish.’ 
 
    ‘Oh aye?’ 
 
    ‘Good man, I thought.’ 
 
    ‘Means well. The women and little ’uns like him.’ 
 
    ‘Not the men?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t hold with do-gooding clergy,’ a voice behind Theo said. ‘Rector’s more our stamp.’ There was a faint ripple of amusement. ‘Don’t interfere in what don’t concern him.’ 
 
    The landlord shifted slightly, looked across at the speaker and silence fell again. 
 
    Smuggling, Theo thought. Either the Rector turned a blind eye or he was a good customer, whereas Thwaite disapproved and tried and influence his parishioners against the free trade from the pulpit. He might as well stand on the beach like Canute and tell the sea to stay put. 
 
    Theo drank some more, scratched the spaniel behind its ears, complimented the keeper on the dog and enquired of the taproom at large what the weather prospects were. 
 
    ‘Set fair,’ was the general agreement. 
 
    ‘Interesting church along at Hempbourne Marish. That fine great chest tomb by the porch caught my eye. Local family is it? Curate didn’t seem to know, said he was going to look into it for me.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t know, sir.’ The healthy freckled face on the other side of the bar was quite expressionless. ‘Another pint, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Not just now, thank you.’ Theo decided to push a little, the atmosphere was intriguing him. ‘You couldn’t put me in the way of some decent brandy, could you? Or geneva? I hear this part of the world is a good place to find both.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t know about that either,’ the landlord said. He put down the mug he was holding with a certain emphasis and the dog looked up alertly. ‘I get ours from Lynn, all stamped and certified by the Excise down there, as is right and proper.’ 
 
    This time the ripple of amusement from behind Theo was unmistakeable and the landlord’s warning glance, revealing. 
 
    ‘Ah well, never mind. I’ll be on my way. Good day to you all.’ 
 
    Oh yes, he thought, as he found a lane leading off inland in the direction of the Grange. Smuggling is alive and well and flourishing in this part of the world. 
 
      
 
    ‘Pitkin, do you like working for Lord Northam?’ 
 
    The valet stared at Laura, wide-eyed. ‘Like? Well, yes, Mrs Albright. He’s a very kind gentleman, very rewarding to dress with that fine figure, and it’s a good position.’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t hit you or threaten you or make unreasonable demands?’ 
 
    ‘No, ma’am! No, indeed. Lord Northam is most considerate.’ 
 
    ‘Then why, Pitkin, are you so nervous?’ 
 
    She couldn’t stand it another moment. The valet was almost in tears because of a stubborn stain on a pair of breeches and he had been fussing over Lord Northam’s breakfast eggs as though it was a hanging offence to overcook them. 
 
     ‘Pitkin, sit down and do not mumble, I can’t hear you.’ Laura pressed him into a chair in the scullery and perched on the table. ‘I won’t bite you. Tell me.’ 
 
    The story emerged in fits and starts. Pitkin’s father thought him a useless weakling, accused him of being effeminate because he had wanted to be a valet, not a gardener like his parent. He’d found a good place with a younger son of a family where the valet to the master had unbent enough to train him up, but he could not conquer his nerves and had been handed his notice 
 
     When Michael Flynn – Laura was obviously supposed to have heard of the great Duke of Calderbrook’s valet – had found him nursing a black eye in the gardens of a house His Grace had been visiting, Flynn had taken him under his wing and persuaded the Duke to let him accompany them back to London. Pitkin was reticent, but it seemed his second employer had been a violent drunk and had lashed out at anyone who did not stand up to him. 
 
    He was certainly a pretty young man and one too slight for the heavy physical work of gardener, but Laura would not have called him effeminate and, having observed his gaze shyly following Nell, one of the maids, she did not think his sexual inclinations were towards men. His father’s bigotry was not even founded on fact. 
 
    ‘But what if I let Flynn down? Let his lordship down? They took such a risk on me and were so kind. But my father was right and I am clumsy and useless and his lordship’s engaged to be married now and what if his wife takes against me?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t talk like that,’ Laura said. Theo is betrothed. Of course he is. What difference does that make to you, you fool? The fact that she cared made her snappish. ‘Don’t you dare weep at me. This is sheer self-indulgence.’ Pitkin gaped at her and she felt a brute, but she pressed on. ‘You are simply preparing for the worst, which is a very good way to make certain that it happens. Flynn would not have risked his reputation and Lord Northam would not risk appearing less than perfectly turned-out, so they must have confidence in you.’ 
 
    ‘They have?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Neither of them are a charitable institution. And you will perform much better if you believe that and don’t dither about. Now, on your feet. Shoulders back, head up and repeat after me: I am an excellent valet and my lord is very pleased with me.’ 
 
    ‘I… I am an excellent valet and my lord… I hope he is…’ 
 
    ‘And my lord is very pleased with me. Go on.’ She stuck at it for almost quarter of an hour by which time Pitkin looked three inches taller, revealed that he actually did have a chin and could repeat, I am highly skilled and very competent, without more than a token protest. 
 
    ‘Now, before you next go in to Lord Northam take a moment to check your posture and say one of those phrases we have been rehearsing and everything will gradually become easier.’ 
 
    And I know this because it is what I had to learn. She had enjoyed staying with her father’s sister and his family for occasional holidays, but once she was living there permanently and once her uncle had discovered just how much she had inherited, everything had changed. I am not afraid of my uncle, I am capable of winning against him. I am going to secure my rights – and if I say it often enough I might come to believe it. 
 
    But she had escaped, she had a plan. I am not afraid. 
 
    ‘Is that someone in the front hall, Mrs Albright? I think both Terence and Edward are out at the back fixing the new washing line that Cook wanted put up and the maids are in the wash house.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go.’ Laura tweaked her cap into place, went through and opened the baize door from the servants’ area. ‘My lord?’ There was Lord Northam. The very much betrothed Lord Northam who still, for some reason, made her feel like a giddy seventeen year-old. 
 
    ‘The front door was open.’ He stood there windblown and a trifle muddy around the ankles and shrugged apologetically. ‘I rang.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ And there was no-one to answer the door as they should in a gentleman’s house. Which was why she was feeling so flustered, of course. It was absolutely nothing to do with the proximity of a large man with that disarming half-smile. Betrothed, she reminded herself again. 
 
    ‘I do apologise, my lord. The footmen are both at the rear of the house, which should not happen. I fear things have become rather slack with the master away. And as for the door, you are in residence here and must come and go as you please, not wait on the front step like a caller.’ 
 
    ‘Speaking of which,’ he said, turning to look through the half-open door, ‘here comes a genuine one.’ He opened the door wide as the sound of hooves on the drive grew louder. ‘Giles Swinburn, I recognise the horse. He has a dinner invitation for –’ 
 
    Laura did not wait for him to finish. She picked up her skirts, ran for the kitchen, flung open the cellar door and, wrenching the key out as she closed it, locked herself in. 
 
      
 
    ‘Mrs Albright!’ 
 
    How long had she been standing there in the dark, her back pressed against the door panels? Five minutes? Ten? Laura told herself that Lord Northam was not going to invite Giles Swinburn into the kitchen in search of an errant housekeeper.  But just that one glimpse of Giles’s nervy chestnut cantering towards her had knocked all her courage and resolution into a pile of spillikins. I must do better if I am going to win this fight. 
 
    She unlocked the door. ‘My lord?’ 
 
    ‘He has gone.’ Lord Northam stood by the table, arms crossed, eyeing her as though she was a skittish mare in the training ring and he was not certain whether she was going to bolt or kick him. ‘Do you want to tell me what that was about?’ 
 
    ‘Um.’ Laura studied a chipped blue and white jug on the dresser just behind his left shoulder. His very broad left shoulder. ‘No, not really.’ That was the honest answer. She did not want to tell him, had no idea how he would react to the truth. 
 
    ‘I see.’ He did not sound angry at her refusal, merely puzzled. ‘Then it is nothing I can help with?’ 
 
    ‘No. Thank you, my lord.’ 
 
    ‘But you would rather Giles Swinburn was not in the house? Is he a problem around women?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ That was true, although not why she had run, but it would do as an excuse. 
 
    ‘Then you may be quite sure that if he, or anyone else for that matter, troubles you, I will deal with them.’ His shoulders shifted slightly and she glanced down to see that his fist was clenched. 
 
    ‘Thank you, my lord.’ Why should he care about her? But he doesn’t, she realised. He’s a gentleman with decent chivalrous instincts and he would protect any woman. 
 
    ‘It would be my pleasure,’ the chivalrous gentleman was saying. ‘We have a slight problem, however. He brought an invitation to dinner tomorrow night, which I have accepted, which means that I should return the hospitality and there does not appear to be an inn suitable for a respectable dinner party within several miles. Can you tolerate him in the house if I issued an invitation but no female member of staff has to appear?’ 
 
    ‘That would be perfectly acceptable, my lord.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, and before that, I intend inviting Mr Thwaite the curate to dine in three days’ time. I hope you will feel more comfortable with him in the house?’  
 
    ‘Yes, very much more so, thank you.’ For a bachelor party she would not be expected to appear, so she was quite safe from recognition by Mr Thwaite who knew her well. Where on earth has Lord Northam encountered the Curate? Somewhere on his muddy travels, presumably. ‘I will ring for Pitkin, my lord, so he can remove your boots in the hall.’ 
 
    He looked down and then back up with a grin that did dreadful things to her insides. ‘I am justly reproved – and do not look the innocent, Mrs Albright, I know a tactful scolding when I hear one.’ 
 
    And I know a charmer when I see one, Laura thought grimly. She should feel perfectly safe with him – his manners, and manner, were impeccable, but the threat was from her own foolish fancies and that smile that was so hard to resist. He’s a viscount, my girl, and spoken for, and don’t you forget it. You are just an East India Company man’s daughter with a tidy inheritance. Gentry certainly – trade, almost – and currently in the devil of a pickle. He was delicious for a youthful romantic tendresse, he is positively dangerous to your heart now. 
 
      
 
    Sir Walter and Lady Swinburn clearly enjoyed entertaining Theo decided as he followed the butler into the crowded drawing room. Or perhaps, he guessed, it would be more accurate to say they enjoyed the social cachet of entertaining. The flower arrangements were imposing, dozens of candles blazed and the footmen were elaborately formal. 
 
    ‘Lord Northam, my lady.’ 
 
    ‘Delighted you could make it, Northam.’ Sir Walter bore down on him, his handsome wife at his side. ‘Lady Swinburn, Lord Northam. You’ve already met our boys, of course.’ 
 
    Giles removed his gaze from the neckline of a young lady’s gown, looked across from where he stood by the fireplace and raised a hand in a gesture that was almost mocking. 
 
    ‘Charles,’ Lady Swinburn said, with some emphasis. Theo revised his opinion of her looks. Close-to he could see how an air of steely determination had hardened the fine lines of her face and primmed up her lips. 
 
    ‘Oh. Ah, yes, Mama. Lord Northam, good evening.’ Charles Swinburn got up from his seat on a sofa where he had been staring blankly in front of him and ignoring the middle-aged lady at his side. 
 
    ‘Good evening.’ Theo produced a social smile and concentrated on names as his hostess began to guide him around the room, beginning with the lady on the sofa. She was tall and heavily-built, not through fat but because, he suspected, she had always been so. Her frame must have been a trial for a young girl forced into pastels and frills, but she dressed for it now, tailored and corseted into a statuesque elegance that was positively chic. 
 
    ‘My sister-in-law, Mrs Finch, Sir Walter’s half-sister and wife to our dear Rector.’  
 
    Mrs Finch had escaped her brother’s beak of a nose, he observed. Intelligent brown eyes surveyed him shrewdly from an unremarkable face set off by the exquisitely fine lace of her fichu.  
 
    ‘Mrs Finch.’ He bowed. ‘Surely that is Alençon work? Exquisite.’ 
 
    ‘Very close, my lord. You know your lace,’ she said with a smile. ‘It is Valenciennes.’ Her accent was precise, he had clearly found an enthusiast. 
 
    ‘Only enough to know high quality work when I see it. I understand it is difficult to obtain now and that the manufacture of both types is in decline since the Revolution.’ 
 
    Her smile thinned. ‘I was fortunate in a bequest.’ 
 
    Lady Swinburn swept him on. ‘And my brother-in-law and our Rector, the Reverend Aldous Finch.’ 
 
    They shook hands and Theo found he could envisage Mr Finch in a bishop’s mitre. It would suit him, he had a far more distinguished face than Mrs Finch, but the cold, assessing eyes were off-putting. The Rector was also somewhat younger than his wife, unless Theo was much mistaken. He recalled Will Thwaite, thin, shabby, overworked, doing this man’s duty and had no difficulty in responding with merely formal politeness. 
 
    ‘Have you held this living long, Reverend?’ 
 
    ‘Eight years. I had a Norwich parish previously.’ 
 
    Time to be climbing on up the ladder of preferment, Theo thought. Perhaps this was an easy post and the man had few aspirations, although he rather doubted Mrs Finch was without ambition. 
 
    They moved to the Jenners: Mr Jenner the red-faced squire of the parish of Saltings just along the coast and almost a caricature of the beef-eating English country gentleman, his wife who was unable to hide her delight at dining with a viscount and their two daughters who helped balance the sexes, possibly the only reason the family had been invited, he thought, judging by the lack of warmth with which Lady Swinburn introduced them.  
 
    Theo revised his opinion by the time they had completed their circuit of the room: no-one appeared to spark warmth from his hostess except her younger son, Giles. A plump lady in black was introduced as, ‘Mrs Gilpin, widow of our late Rector,’ and the handsome man in his forties she had been conversing with as, ‘Mr Hogget. Mrs Hogget does not accompany him,’ she added, with no further explanation. 
 
    Deciding to be awkward, Theo resisted the onward movement of Lady Swinburn and stuck to Mrs Gilpin and her companion who looked to him like the most amiable people in the room. Besides, he disliked the way they had almost been snubbed. 
 
    ‘You both live in Fellingham?’ He broke the ice with the tale of his muddle over the dates and was pleased to hear them speak warmly of his friend Perry. 
 
    ‘You have not visited here before then, Lord Northam?’ Mrs Gilpin asked. She seemed to have the knack most clergy wives acquired of making amiable conversation. 
 
    ‘Not for two years and I have to confess that in those days we were a harum-scarum pair, Manners and I, more interested in wildfowling, hunting and sampling the contents of his cellars than enjoying the civilised company of his neighbours.’ 
 
    ‘You have become a staid gentleman in the intervening period then?’ Hogget asked with a sly smile. 
 
    ‘I inherited the title when my uncle and father died within weeks of each other. It had a sobering effect.’ 
 
    ‘I imagine it would,’ the other man said, and steered the conversation towards the latest London news. 
 
    At table Theo was on Lady Swinburn’s right hand with the elder Miss Jenner beside him. She was the young lady whose bosom had been the focus of Giles Swinburn’s interest and it soon became apparent that she was quite well aware of her own attractions. In addition to a well-formed figure she had a good complexion, glossy brown hair and a lively manner and was clearly delighted to engage in polite flirtation with a viscount.  
 
    Her other partner was Charles Swinburn, who was more engaged by neats’ tongues in pastry, a sallet, a loin of pork and some lamb cutlets, all of which he had heaped on his plate. She turned her shoulder on him and her attention on Theo. 
 
    Giles was separated from his brother by Miss Miranda Jenner, a more serious young lady than her elder sister and, from what Theo could hear, he was behaving himself, although the presence next to him of his Aunt Finch might have had something to do with that. 
 
    Lady Swinburn had resisted the temptation to deck the centre of the table with large flower arrangements, epergnes or piles of fruit which meant that Theo could watch the guests on the other side of the table as well as hear them. 
 
    The Rector was opposite him with Mrs Gilpin next and Mr Jenner as her partner. Mr Hogget and Mrs Jenner made up the rest of that side. 
 
    By the time the second course was removed and the desserts, fruit and an ambitious iced confection appeared, enough wine had been drunk for the formality to have broken down and talk to have become general across the table. Theo had decided that he did not take to the Rector, although he suspended judgment on his wife who was too far away for him to be able to hear her conversation clearly. Mr Jenner struck him as having no great intelligence, but of being very fond of his own voice and opinions. Mr Hogget was clearly far brighter, although his dry, sarcastic manner grated after a while. 
 
    It was not an enticing prospect to realise that he was going to have to invite this same group when he held his own dinner in return. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘I hope you are finding enough in our quiet little part of the world to entertain you, Lord Northam,’ Mrs Gilpin remarked when they had all dutifully admired the iced pudding. 
 
    ‘Other than being interviewed by the Riding Officer and having the cellars invaded?’ Theo asked with a wry smile. 
 
    ‘Goodness! How alarming,’ Miss Jenner gasped. ‘The same thing happened to us last week and the Riding Officer is dreadfully sinister, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘Less so than a gang of smugglers, I’d have thought,’ Theo said. ‘I got the distinct impression in the local hostelry, the Mermaid, that if one knew the correct password, French brandy could be had. I, of course, did not possess the magic phrase.’ 
 
    His attempt at lightness was greeted with a grunt from Squire Jenner. ‘Damned un-British I call it, sending busybodies in uniform into a man’s home. Nothing sinister about the free traders. Local men, local tradition. What would we do for our baccy and brandy without them?’ 
 
    ‘Buy from the local merchants who have paid duty, perhaps?’ Mr Hogget enquired drily and earned himself a glare from the Squire. 
 
    ‘Hah, shabby genteel ideas of morality,’ Jenner muttered, not quite low enough. The colour rose over the other man’s cheekbones, but he affected not to hear. 
 
    ‘That confounded curate of yours preaching about the trade is tiresome, Finch. The rates of duty are deplorable – ’ Sir Walter began and was interrupted smoothly by his sister. 
 
    ‘So, Lord Northam, what else have you found to entertain yourself, when you are not showing officers of the Revenue around the Grange?’ Mrs Finch asked. ‘Are you not finding our country ways a little dull?’ 
 
    ‘I have not been here long enough to become bored, ma’am. However, I have taken a long walk along the coast and found myself intrigued by that extraordinary chest tomb at Hempbourne Marish church. I am no antiquary, but it seems decidedly out of place in such a remote spot. And it is a charmingly naïve piece of work, for all its size and pretension.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. I always thought it strange,’ Mrs Gilpin remarked. 
 
    ‘I enjoy a mystery,’ Theo confessed. ‘And so, it seems, does your curate, Mr Thwaite.’ Swinburn glowered at the name. ‘We discussed it at length and he tells me there are no records he can find of Sir Brandon Flyte, whose tomb it is. We agreed to do some more research – or, rather, Mr Thwaite has, as he knows all the sources and furthermore has a pile of old records he unearthed in some recess or another to look through. I intend to help him, although I am no scholar.’ 
 
    Beside him Miss Jenner, clearly bored with the topic, sighed. Mrs Gilpin nodded encouragingly but there was a silence, oddly strained, before Mrs Finch knocked over her wine and, as footmen bustled about with cloths and a fresh glass, Lady Swinburn directed Charles to pass the spiced fruit to Miss Miranda. 
 
    That was strange. Theo was still puzzling over the moment as his hostess rose and led out the ladies, leaving the men to their port and nuts. What was equally peculiar was how tense the gathering seemed. Normally the departure of the ladies was the cue for unbuttoning – literal and metaphorical as the men took advantage of the chamber pot behind the screen and allowed themselves to converse on all the topics that actually interested them – politics, sport, horses, the more risqué scandals. 
 
    Now there was an uncomfortable silence until Hogget asked about a horse that Giles Swinburn had recently bought and the conversation creaked into life again. 
 
    It was the smuggling, he assumed. He had raised the subject, it had divided the company and Lady Swinburn was obviously uncomfortable having it discussed with young ladies present, especially as he would have wagered fifty guineas that the brandy they were drinking had landed on a beach by moonlight. But the women had left them now and he would have expected someone to have returned to the topic, even if it was Giles, a natural trouble-maker. A sore topic, best avoided, apparently. 
 
    Sir Walter, wisely, did not prolong matters. The decanters circulated once, the subject of horses ground to a halt and they rose to rejoin the ladies. The tea tray was being carried into the drawing room behind them as they entered. 
 
    The Swinburn sons did not appear to feel they had a duty to hand around tea cups and Theo found himself being beamed at by Mrs Gilpin when he carried one to her. 
 
    ‘Milk or lemon, ma’am?’ 
 
    ‘Neither, I thank you. Now, secure your own cup, Lord Northam, and come and sit by me and tell me all the London gossip. The guest of honour should not be acting the waiter.’ As he came back with a cup of tea he did not want she moved the chair beside her for him and gave a ‘Tsk!’ of exasperation as it stuck on something. ‘Now what is wedged – Oh!’ 
 
    A sewing basket rolled out from under the chair, losing its lid in the process and spilling silks, a thimble and a piece of half-worked canvas at her feet.  
 
    Theo dropped to his knees and began to gather it up. ‘You do very fine work, Lady Swinburn,’ he remarked, twisting round, the delicate petit point strip in his hands. ‘This will form part of a bell pull, I imagine.’ 
 
    ‘That is not my work,’ she said after one dismissive glance. ‘Our niece Laura embroiders. She must have forgotten it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes, you said the other day that she has gone to Bath to care for an elderly relative who is unwell, I recall,’ Mrs Gilpin said comfortably. ‘Such a good, dutiful thing to do. She is a dear girl.’ 
 
    From the expressions on the Swinburn family’s faces – except for Charles who was buried in his tea cup – good, dutiful and dear were not the adjectives they would have used for the absent Laura. For a moment Lady Swinburn looked as though she had eaten a wasp and Sir Walter glowered and then they were smiling again. 
 
    ‘Yes, a dear girl indeed,’ Lady Swinburn agreed tepidly. 
 
    Theo guessed that Miss Laura had been sent off in disgrace following a family disagreement, perhaps something as serious as a dangerous flirtation with a footman. Or even the consequences of that flirtation going too far, in which case the ailing relative was not going to recover for about nine months, he predicted. 
 
    The sewing basket was put to rights, Theo took his seat, sipped his cooling tea and waited a polite half hour before making his farewells and escaping with a feeling of relief to the carriage for the moonlit drive back to the Grange. 
 
    At the stables he found that Jed Tucker his groom had arrived with the riding horses. The man looked weary but the horses seemed to have travelled well. Jed was a man of few words and rather more grunts, but Theo knew how to interpret them and was reassured. 
 
    There was light from the kitchen windows, he saw, and took the shorter way across the back yard rather than walk round to the front door. He tapped and opened it and found Mrs Bishop reading the Norwich Intelligencer on one side of the range, Mrs Albright hemming a sheet on the other and the footmen playing cards at the table end. 
 
    ‘Sorry to disturb you.’ He waved them all back to their seats. ‘I was too lazy to walk round to the front door from the stables.’ 
 
    ‘You had a pleasant evening, I hope?’ Mrs Albright said. 
 
    ‘Very, thank you.’ Theo had no intention of trusting the footmen – Edward and Terence, if he recalled rightly – not to gossip to all the neighbouring servants if he made any disparaging remark about the Swinburn party. 
 
    ‘I persuaded Pitkin to go to his bed half an hour since when he confessed that you had told him not to wait up for you, my lord. Terence, take a jug of hot water to his lordship’s chamber, if you please.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mrs Albright.’ The man tossed down his cards, raked the pile of farthing stakes from the centre of the table towards himself with a grin for his opponent, and went into the scullery. 
 
    ‘You will strain your eyes, sewing at this time of night, Mrs Albright,’ Theo observed. 
 
    ‘This sort of plain hemming I can do with hardly a glance,’ she said, looking at him as she spoke, her needle still pricking in and out of the seam. 
 
    You will make those lovely green eyes sore, was the kind of thing he would say to a lady at this point, but one did not flirt with the staff, it was unfair. She had dropped her scissors on the rag rug under her feet and Theo knelt to pick them up and drop them back into her sewing basket, thinking of the one he had already righted that evening. 
 
    And there, under his fingers, was the weave of fine canvas and the satin slide of silk threads. ‘This is lovely work,’ he said as he lifted it from the basket, unable to resist the intricacy of the entwined foliage and flowers. 
 
    Ivy and roses, ferns and lilies – a match for the bell-pull at Swinburn Manor. A perfect match. Identical, in fact. 
 
    He laid it back carefully, not looking into her face until he was certain she would not read speculation on his. ‘Exquisite. You must need very good light for that. Do you work from a pattern book?’ 
 
    ‘Oh no.’ She was blushing slightly from the praise, or perhaps it was the heat of the fire. ‘I design my own patterns. You see?’ She bent towards the basket, a tendril of her hair brushing against his cheek like a lover’s breath, then she was holding out a paper. 
 
    Theo sat back on his heels and opened it out. His hand shook a little and he took a moment to steady it before he studied the grid of tiny squares, each coloured to show a twisting design along a strip about six inches wide. ‘A bell-pull.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, that is just the bottom twelve inches, of course.’ She was looking at her hemming now and he had the impression that he had disturbed her.  
 
    But not as much as I am disturbed. He needed to talk to her, but not here, not now with Mrs Bishop folding away her newspaper and the footmen setting the kitchen to order. And he needed to think, because something very strange was going on here and if he was not careful this young woman was going to run, just as he suspected she had done once before. He touched his fingers to the spot where her hair had brushed the skin and shivered. 
 
      
 
    Lord Northam rose to his feet. ‘I am for my bed. Good night, all.’ 
 
    There was a chorus of responses, including, Laura supposed, her own. What was it about the man? He was well-looking, but then so were many gentlemen. He was considerate and good-humoured, but then so was Perry and he had never provoked so much as a fluttering of the pulse in her. There were those broad shoulders and the powerful thighs as he pushed himself upright, of course. They were enough to cause fluttering in any female with a pulse. 
 
    Theo Quenten. Try as she might, she could not think about him by his title any longer, although it was a dangerous indulgence. Why did she feel like this? Was it because he was attracted to her and so very carefully hiding the fact? There was a warmth in his eyes when she caught him looking, something in his voice that touched a feminine recognition and response in her that was very different from that first girlish fancy – but he was at pains not to do anything to make her uncomfortable. He was a gentleman and gentlemen did not flirt with their staff.  
 
    It had been as much as she could do, not to reach out and touch her fingertips to his hair as he had knelt at her feet, head bent over her sewing box. Theo. His hair had been cut short but it was growing out now, with just a hint of curl at the ends and a blur of soft hairs at the nape. Did he realise the effect he had on her? She thought she had hidden it well – she had become skilled at disguising her emotions recently, although she had never had to hide desire before. Fear, revulsion, anger, despair – yes, those she had become an expert at concealing.  
 
    ‘Don’t you sit there all night, my love.’ Mrs Bishop, bless her, jerked her out of her thoughts.  
 
    ‘No, I won’t.  I am just wool-gathering. I’ll take my hot water and be off, unless there is anything I can help you with.’ 
 
    ‘Not a thing, my dear. The lads are locking up, the meat safe is secure, the oatmeal is soaking for the morning. Nothing to do but bank up the fire and snuff the candles.’ 
 
    The end of another day in a pleasant, well-ordered household, Laura thought as she checked that the fire under the copper was out and carried her water jug back to her room. A household of decent, hard-working people with a decent guest to look after. 
 
    And to dream about, bother the man. At least disturbing, but pleasant, dreams were a small price to pay for sanctuary away from danger and deceit. Life would be uneventful here until Perry returned; all she had to do was not to let that very decent gentleman see that he brought colour to her cheeks and yearning to her foolish heart.   
 
      
 
    ‘Mrs Albright. Might I have a word with you in the study?’ Lord Northam stood in the doorway into the hall. 
 
    ‘Certainly, my lord.’ There was nothing like a brisk morning’s work inventorying the linen cupboard to banish the after-effects of a restless night’s dreaming. 
 
    He held the door for her and politely let her precede him into the room. Petals had dropped from the vase of peonies on the desk and she went to gather them up, a handful of tissue-thin crinkled crimson. 
 
    ‘Laura?’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ She turned, her hands cupped around the petals, smiling before she realised what he had said, how she had reacted. There was no point in pretending, trying to bluff. He knew, how she had no idea, but he knew her name. Her gaze dropped before the intense blue of his and she watched the crimson fragments flutter to the floor, bruised by her fingers. 
 
    ‘I am not going to betray you, I swear. Are you hiding from Giles Swinburn? Has he tried to assault you?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Laura sat down with an inelegant bump on the nearest chair. ‘He looks, he passes remarks, his hands are always just a little too… No, it is not that. Not yet, at any rate. My Aunt Swinburn is my father’s sister and my uncle is the trustee for my affairs. There is quite a lot of money, I think. And I suspect that he has been spending it,’ she added bleakly. ‘And now they are pressing me to marry Charles.’ 
 
    ‘That block!’ 
 
    ‘He is the heir,’ she said simply. ‘But he does not have to father the next in line after him.’ She said it fast, that nightmare idea that had taken hold, the product of hints and whispers and snatches of overheard conversations.  
 
    Theo sat down too and stared at her. ‘You mean – ’ 
 
    ‘I mean that Giles is the favoured one, the one with the brains and no scruples. The son who has no desire to settle down and be a dutiful spare to his hopeless brother. He wants to be free and he needs money for that.’ 
 
    ‘You can refuse to marry Charles. Good grief, this is 1813, not the Middle Ages. They can hardly drag you to the altar.’ 
 
    ‘Giles tried to get into my room at night, a week ago. That was when I knew I had to run. If he forces me they must think I would be only too glad to marry anyone. But they will be getting desperate, because it is my birthday in three months time and then I have control of my money and may marry as I please.’ The words came tumbling out, the effect, she supposed, of finding someone she trusted. 
 
    ‘So you came here. To Mrs Bishop?’ 
 
    ‘To Perry. He will help me. And all his staff know me and I know that none of them will betray me. I hope he can get me to London and can find a good lawyer who will be able to challenge my uncle’s management of my money.’ 
 
    ‘Perry. I see. You are confident he will risk the scandal for you?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘We have been friends for ever. But six months ago Uncle forbade me to come here. I suspect he thought we were becoming too close and that might be why I was refusing Charles. As though any woman in her right mind would not prefer Perry!’ 
 
    ‘Quite,’ Theo said. ‘So Perry has no idea you are in so much trouble?’ 
 
    ‘No, or he would never have left and gone off wandering. He can be the most infuriating creature sometimes.’ She smiled fondly, then bit her lip when Theo’s expression darkened. He would not like her making fun of his close friend. 
 
    ‘Which leaves us needing to conceal you here until he returns.’ Theo got up and began to pace between desk and window.  
 
    She had hoped, for a fleeting moment, that he would offer to take her to London himself. He must know as many good lawyers as Perry did. But, of course, he had a fiancée in London who would be decidedly unhappy if it came out that he was helping a runaway female. 
 
    Laura gave herself a brisk mental shake. So much for dreams and fluttering pulses. ‘You do not mind me being here? I mean, I am asking you to engage in a deception, perhaps even to tell untruths.’ 
 
    ‘I think my duty to protect a lady outweighs any amount of lying I might have to do.’ He was sounding sardonic again, which probably meant that by questioning his willingness to help she had insulted his male honour, always a touchy and mysterious thing to deal with, in her experience. Not that her uncle or Giles appeared to possess any. 
 
    ‘Thank you. How did you discover who I was?’ 
 
    ‘Last night at the Manor, a sewing basket was knocked over and I helped pick it up. The work inside matched what you were doing when I came back, although I was told it belonged to Laura, a niece who is away tending an elderly relative in Bath. When I saw your embroidery it seemed to me improbable that two such fine pieces of work with an identical pattern were by different hands.’ He sat down behind the desk and looked at her. ‘You had best tell me your full name.’ 
 
    ‘Laura Darke.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Miss Darke – ’ 
 
    ‘Call me Laura, please.’ 
 
    ‘Very well.’ He grinned, a sudden flash of white teeth. ‘This is hardly a normal social situation after all. I am Theo.’ 
 
    I know. 
 
    ‘Do you trust Will Thwaite, the curate? Only it occurs to me that another conspirator might help, if only to discuss plans with.’ 
 
    ‘Why yes, I like him very well. But would it be fair to involve him?’ 
 
    ‘I had it in mind to offer him one of the livings at my disposal – there is at least one free. I was going to wait before mentioning it so I could make certain I was not mistaken in his character, but if you vouch for him, then I am very inclined to trust him. If he runs foul of the Reverend Finch over this, then he will not be out of a position. Besides, Perry might be happier if he knows you have the chaperonage of a clergyman, as it were.’ 
 
    ‘Why would Perry – ’ 
 
    She broke off as the door was flung wide to reveal Mrs Bishop. ‘Oh, my lord! Such awful news – Mr Thwaite has been taken up for dead in the churchyard!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Dead? Are you certain? Which churchyard?’ Theo was on his feet and Laura found she was too. 
 
    ‘They say he was alive when they found him but he is not expected to live, there was so much blood. It was Fellingham church, so they have taken him to his lodgings at the churchwarden’s house. Doctor Sinclair has been sent for, but it sounds terrible bad, my lord. Blood everywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Blood is no guarantee of a fatal wound and head wounds always bleed badly. It might look worse than it is. But I have no confidence in the churchwarden or his wife to look after a badly injured man, not judging by how thin Thwaite is on her cooking. Mrs Bishop, tell my groom to harness up my travelling coach and put blankets and a pillow in it. Laura, if you can prepare a room – ’ 
 
    ‘Laura?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mrs Bishop, he knows.’ Laura pushed the cook in front of her towards the kitchen when she stopped to gape at them. ‘I will do that immediately, one of the ground floor rooms will be best. We’ll light a fire – hurry, Theo.’ 
 
      
 
    Laura set the maids to make up a bed in a small chamber off the hallway, filled the warming pan with coals from the kitchen range and ran it between the sheets, then told Terence to light the fire in the room while Mrs Bishop began to make beef tea. She could only pray they were not making preparations in vain and that that such a good man would survive. 
 
    ‘How did he know?’ Mrs Bishop demanded when they finally sat at the kitchen table and began to check over the contents of the medical cabinet. 
 
    Laura did not have to ask who he was. ‘He saw my embroidery at the Manor and then here last night and realised it was the same design. I told him everything and he was very… understanding.’ And I had obviously misunderstood the warmth I thought I had seen in his eyes. He is just as friendly and distant as he was when he believed I was the housekeeper. And that will teach me to dream about an unobtainable man. I’m no longer a giddy girl just out of the schoolroom who has read too many romances.  
 
    ‘Fine young man that,’ Mrs Bishop observed, peering at the faded label on a dark brown bottle. ‘Nice manners and a pleasant way with him. Good-looking, too.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Laura agreed. She thought she managed to sound quite dispassionate. ‘I am sure his betrothed thinks so too. This bascilicum powder looks fresh and there is a supply of willow bark for a pain-killing tea.’  
 
    ‘You’ll be safe until Master Perry is home, then.’ Mrs Bishop was not to be diverted. ‘He doesn’t seem to want to rush back to his young lady.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. Quite. I am not at all worried.’ 
 
    ‘No, I didn’t think you were.’ 
 
    Laura shot her a suspicious glance, but Mrs Bishop was back at the range stirring the simmering beef stock without the slightest suspicion of a smile on her lips. ‘Listen – is that the front door?’ 
 
    The front door – and the sound of voices, of urgent orders and some brisk, responses from the footmen. ‘They must have brought him, which means he is alive, thank goodness.’ Laura ran out to the hall in time to see Terence manoeuvring the end of a makeshift stretcher through the chamber door. 
 
    ‘How is he?’ she asked as she entered on his heels to pull down the bedcoverings so the men could lift the unconscious curate, clad in a thin nightshirt, on to the mattress. 
 
    ‘He’ll live, I think.’ Theo straightened as she pulled the blankets up and ran one hand over the bandages to make sure nothing had slipped. ‘He was hit over the head with a heavy object and then stabbed in the back when he was on the ground, poor devil. The head wound bled badly as they always do, but the doctor thinks the knife hit his shoulder blade, which deflected it from his heart. We’ve to keep him warm and get liquids down him once he regains consciousness.’ 
 
    ‘Terence, please ask Mrs Bishop to heat some bricks, would you?’ When he had gone to do that, Edward had left carrying the stretcher and Pitkin had taken away Theo’s coat and hat, Laura sat down and took Will Thwaite’s hand in hers. Under her fingers his pulse beat faintly, but it was regular. ‘Poor man, who would do such a thing? He works so hard and does so much good, no-one could bear him a grudge. And surely he had too little to tempt a robber?’ 
 
    ‘Not a robber. This was an unlucky assassin.’ Theo pulled up a chair to the other side of the bed. ‘I believe this attack was intended to kill. His pockets were turned out, but he still had money on him. It wasn’t much, but enough to be worth taking, yet the coins and a banknote in his wallet were still there.’ He lifted the limp left hand. ‘And he has a decent gold signet ring and a watch – that’s old and worn, but still gold. Both family pieces, I imagine.’ 
 
    ‘This was attempted murder?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. The blow to the head might not have been intended to kill, but no-one sticks a knife in an unconscious man’s back simply to rob him. And it is my fault.’ Theo’s expression was grim. ‘The conversation last night at dinner turned to smuggling, which produced a distinct chill amongst the company, and then, in an effort to change the subject, I told them that I had been talking to Thwaite about a tomb in Hempbourne Marish churchyard and that he was going to investigate the old records he had found. This strikes me as rather too much of a coincidence.’ 
 
    ‘You mean that monstrous chest tomb with the fat, cross cherubs? Why should anyone object to some antiquarian research about that?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea. The atmosphere became very strange, most uncomfortable. There was obviously a difference of opinion about the rights and wrongs of free trading and that might have been what caused the tension. But I definitely felt I had put my foot in it when I mentioned the tomb and that Thwaite and I were investigating it, although no-one actually said anything. You would think that it might provoke a few comments, but other than Mrs Gilpin saying that she recalled the tomb, no-one else said anything.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose the Rector might have objected to his curate being distracted from his duties, but the poor man is entitled to some spare time to pursue his own interests, surely? And a word of reproof to him would be all that was called for, even if he did disapprove.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it is hardly cause for a clergyman to run amok with a bludgeon and knife.’ 
 
    Laura shivered. ‘Don’t, Theo. That is a horrible idea. Might it just be coincidence? A passing lunatic, perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘I suspect a homicidal stranger might be somewhat visible in a community of this size. It could be someone in the smuggling community, I suppose – he preaches against the free trade, apparently.’ Theo laid the back of his hand against Thwaite’s forehead. ‘He seems warm enough, but not feverish. I wish he would wake, though.’ 
 
    I do like you, Laura thought, noticing the concern with which he looked at the curate. You really care about a man you hardly know. ‘Is it not better that his body rests?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps. But if he is conscious we can get some liquid into him – and see if he knows who hit him. I brought all his stuff from the Sexton’s house.’ Theo nodded towards a small collection of valises that the footmen had heaped in a corner. ‘He doesn’t have much, poor devil and I did not want to risk leaving something he needs.’ 
 
    They sat in silence for a moment, both frowning at the man on the bed, as though willing him to wake and give them answers. 
 
    ‘How well can you trust the two footmen here?’ Theo said. ‘I think I recall them from last time I was here staying with Perry, so they have been with him some long time. I do not like the thought of leaving Thwaite unguarded.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. If someone was desperate enough to try and kill him once, they are desperate enough to keep trying. And yes, Edward and Terence have been with the family for an age. I think they are cousins and Terence was a boot boy here. They would not betray Perry’s trust, I’m certain. They have kept my secret and they must know my uncle would pay well for news of my whereabouts.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. Then we have Jed Tucker and Tom Waggett, my groom and coachman. And Pitkin of course. We’ll set guards and I’ll get them to spell me at the bedside throughout the night – we need to stay fresh and alert.’ 
 
    ‘I can sit with him too,’ she suggested. ‘If you and I alternate in this chamber and the men take shifts as guards patrolling inside and out, he will be well protected.’ 
 
    Theo stood up and moved restlessly away from the bedside. ‘I should not have brought him here, Miss Darke. I should have realised it would put you at risk also.’ 
 
    So, I am no longer Laura, am I? I had best take the hint. ‘And where else would you have taken poor Mr Thwaite? By your own admission, we cannot trust any of the gentry houses hereabouts – everyone of any note was at that dinner party. Besides, I am not some poor little female to be sheltered and protected, my lord.’ 
 
    ‘You are certainly not that.’ Her tone seemed to nettle him. ‘And I have sunk so low in your estimation that I am back to being my lord, am I?’ 
 
    ‘You called me Miss Darke. I thought I was being reproved for my forwardness.’ We are squabbling like children, she thought, biting her lip to repress a smile. 
 
    ‘Are you laughing at me, Miss Darke?’ he enquired. The answering smile was back in his eyes, she saw, with a little flip of the heart. 
 
    ‘I am laughing at both of us, all stiff-backed over what we call each other. I am Laura, you are Theo and we have more important things to be worrying about than social niceties.’ 
 
    ‘Very true.’ Theo came back and sat down. ‘Such as why they turned out his pockets but took no valuables.’ 
 
    ‘They were disturbed? But even so, they seem to be very disorganised.’ She got up, mimed lifting a weapon and bringing it down on a head. ‘I hit him, I stab him for good measure.’ She knelt down, pretended to examine a body. ‘If I want to rob him I look first at his wallet, because that is where the bank notes will be. I take those, then I turn out his pockets, take the coin and pull off his ring and remove his watch. But the banknotes and coin had not been taken, yet his pockets had been searched, you say. So, they were definitely after something other than money or they would have taken the notes, at least.’ 
 
    ‘They were looking for the results of his researches into the tomb,’ Theo suggested. ‘And when they found nothing, they decided to prevent him from carrying any out.’ 
 
    ‘That is foolish – what is to stop you from investigating the same sources? You are an educated man and a landowner – you must be used to estate papers and old maps and documents.’ 
 
    ‘Delaying tactics,’ Theo said, speculatively. ‘And I don’t have the papers.’ 
 
    ‘Delaying – until they can get their hands on you,’ she said with a little shiver. 
 
    ‘Interesting if they try,’ Theo said slowly and with relish, and Laura felt her nerve snap. 
 
    ‘Oh, you infuriating man!’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    For a second Laura thought Theo was mumbling an apology at her, then she saw Will Thwaite was stirring restlessly. 
 
    ‘It is all right, Mr Thwaite.’ She took his hand and stroked it, hoping to calm him. ‘Lie still, you have been hurt. You have nothing to apologise for.’ 
 
    ‘Neither have I, come to that,’ Theo muttered. ‘Unless it is simply being male that is the crime. You are safe now, Will,’ he added firmly. 
 
    ‘You men are all the same,’ Laura said, still cross with him. ‘Danger is amusing, risk is sport, murder is an adventure. Perhaps you think someone trying to stab you would be fun? Lift Mr Thwaite’s head a little so I can give him a drink. Mrs Bishop found an old pap boat for feeding babies, but I don’t want to strain the wound in his back.’  
 
    The water seemed to revive the curate because he took several long sips and then opened his eyes. ‘Where am I?’ he asked as they laid him back down. 
 
    ‘I always wondered whether people really did say that,’ Theo remarked and earned himself a glare from Laura. 
 
    ‘You are at Mannerton Grange, Mr Thwaite,’ she said. ‘You were attacked in the churchyard and brought here. The doctor has seen you and you will be quite all right in time, but you must rest.’ 
 
    ‘Attacked? Me? No, no. I must have tripped and fallen.’ He blinked at her. ‘Miss Darke? I thought you were in Bath.’ 
 
    ‘No, that was a… mistake. I’m sorry, but it cannot have been an accident – someone stuck a knife in your back.’ 
 
    ‘Good gracious,’ he said mildly as his eyelids fluttered closed. ‘Good grac…’ 
 
    ‘He’s asleep again.’ Theo sounded frustrated. 
 
    ‘If he had seen who it was then he would have known he had been attacked,’ Laura pointed out. ‘So, there is no point in trying to rouse him. He might recall something later. Meanwhile, we need a plan.’ 
 
    ‘What do you propose?’ he asked, surprising her by not announcing that he would decide what to do. 
 
    ‘First we inform the household of our fears and get them on the alert. Then we have luncheon. After that we organise the timings for tonight – who sleeps first and so forth. When our defences are in place then we ransack Perry’s library for local histories, antiquarian works, armorials and old maps – anything that might refer to the tomb. It has coats of arms on it, I think, but I never looked at them closely.’ 
 
    ‘Will was going to take rubbings of them so we could look in detail,’ said Theo. ‘I can’t recall much about them, other than a fat beast that looked like a pig.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you do that this afternoon, I think we’ve some black wax. You could have your groom as a bodyguard – don’t poker up at me, there is no point in taking unnecessary risks.’ 
 
    ‘True. Let us call everyone together and brief them on the situation. We had best do it in the hallway, because I do not want to leave Thwaite alone.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Rum do, this, my lord.’ Jed scrubbed at the moss and lichen on top of the tomb while Theo warmed the ball of cobbler’s wax in his hands to make it a little softer. ‘Who’d kill a curate over this old thing?’ He brushed his hands on the seat of his breeches and moved to hold the first sheet of paper for Theo. ‘Ugly bit of work.’ He pulled a face at a podgy, blank-eyed cherub. 
 
    ‘We might be mistaken and it is only a coincidence,’ Theo said as they spread the paper over the inscription on the top and he began to rub. ‘Still, at least this is coming up surprisingly clearly and it will be interesting to translate it.’ 
 
    Jed’s grunt expressed clearly how interesting he thought the idea of translating funerary inscriptions from the Latin might be. ‘I don’t suppose this slab lifts?’ 
 
    ‘What, the lid?’ Theo squinted at the edges. ‘Looks far too heavy, but we’ll give it a try.’ They strained and heaved for a bit, then both flopped over the top and panted. ‘If I’m as red in the face as you are, Jed, then we’ll both be having seizures if we keep this up.’ 
 
    ‘Whoever’s in there ain’t coming out in a hurry, anyways,’ the groom said and hunkered down to brush at the carvings on the sides of the great box. ‘Rum old coats of arms. Is that a pig?’ 
 
    ‘Wild boar perhaps?’ Theo rubbed vigorously at the panel and looked at the result. ‘The local stone mason wasn’t much of an expert on carving, I’d say. More used to plain stone buildings, probably.’ 
 
    They finished the four side panels and Theo rolled up the results. ‘These will strap on the back of the saddle.’ 
 
    Jed gave the tomb a parting kick with his heavy boot. ‘Is that my imagination, my lord, or did that echo?’ 
 
    ‘Your imagination,’ Theo said firmly. ‘I don’t want nightmares about echoing vaults, thank you very much.’ Or to have to remember Jed’s remark about the heavy lid keeping the occupant in. ‘We must get back. I don’t like leaving Miss… Mrs Albright, even with two footmen.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, best to be cautious in naming the young lady. That’s a tricky old bugger, her uncle, by all accounts.’ Jed swung up into the saddle and brought his horse alongside Theo’s. ‘Still, I reckon she’ll be safe enough, at least while Mrs Bishop’s about with her shotgun.’ 
 
    ‘Shotgun?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yes. And she can handle it too, by all accounts, according to those footmen. Fine female that,’ he added meditatively. 
 
    ‘Jed.’ 
 
    ‘She’s a grown woman, knows her way around. She’s put one husband in the ground so she’s no blushing village maiden. No harm in trying.’ 
 
    ‘You behave yourself. A groom with his breeches full of buckshot is no use to me and a cook in a temper is no help to Mrs Albright,’ Theo said severely. Which was hypocritical of him, he knew. He was thinking about Laura in that way – and she was a respectable virgin. And one who appeared to be attached to his good friend, which only made it worse. Leaving aside the fact that he was engaged to be married. He must write to Lady Penelope, let her know where he was, make polite enquiries about her health… 
 
    ‘I’ll behave myself, don’t you be worrying, my lord.’ 
 
    Theo rolled his eyes and urged his horse into a canter. Trying to get the better of his groom was impossible, he had learned that long ago. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How long does it take to scrub some wax over some paper? Laura wondered irritably. She was tired, anxious and puzzled. Not a good combination and made worse by the suspicion that she was making a fool of herself over a handsome face and a pair of blue eyes. Stop it. What kind of woman yearns for a man who is spoken for? Theo’s an honourable man and you should be just as principled. 
 
    Mr Thwaite was in and out of what seemed to her to be more a restless sleep than unconsciousness now. It was only natural that he should be feverish, she told herself and Mrs Bishop agreed, but there was no denying that she would feel a lot calmer if he was awake, rational, free of infection and able to produce some answers. What had he found out about the tomb? Who had attacked him? When, exactly? 
 
    They had worked out that it must have been late last night, because the churchwarden reported that the curate had gone over to the church after supper for some reason. That was not unusual and he had his own door key, so the fact that the couple had gone to their bed before he came back did not worry them. It seemed that Mrs Lubbock, as well as being a bad cook, was not a fussy housekeeper, and she had not gone up to her lodger’s chamber to make the bed until well past nine the next morning. When she found it unslept in she had told her husband who had set out to search and had found Will sprawled across the threshold of the church porch in a welter of blood. 
 
    If the attack really was a result of Theo’s conversation at her uncle’s house, then whoever attacked the Curate either knew he was likely to be found in the church late in the evening or it had been a lucky sighting – for them, that was. 
 
    Which doesn’t get me any further forward, Laura thought, calling Edward to help her give Mr Thwaite a drink before he lost consciousness again.  
 
    He blinked up at her. ‘Miss Darke.’ That was encouraging, at least he recognised faces. ‘Where am I?’ And that was not. He had asked the same question six times at least and had been answered every time. She was beginning to worry that he might never regain his right mind. 
 
    That could be a good story to put about, one that might make the attacker feel there was no need to risk breaking into the house to try again. 
 
    ‘Excuse me, Mrs Albright.’ Pitkin stood in the doorway, managing to look her in the eye and sound confident, she was glad to see. ‘Mrs Bishop says to tell you that his lordship has returned and that she has luncheon ready. I can sit with Mr Thwaite while you eat, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Pitkin. He has just been awake for a few moments and has had a drink. If he is restless, bathe his brow with the vinegar water and call me if you are worried.’ 
 
    Laura had expected to eat in the kitchen, but Mrs Bishop shooed her though to the dining room. ‘His lordship said so.’ 
 
    It was a novelty to have a man stand the moment she entered the room, to pull out her chair before Terence the footman could get there. Her uncle and cousins had been careless about such courtesies to her and now she felt flustered by the attention. 
 
    ‘Mr Thwaite still only wakes for a few minutes at a time and he is no more coherent,’ she said abruptly, the moment she was seated. ‘And he is feverish. I did wonder whether to send for the doctor, but Mrs Bishop says there is no cause.’ 
 
    ‘It is very soon after a blow to the head, I imagine this is only to be expected. May I serve you some soup?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, please.’ She managed a smile. ‘I confess to feeling a trifle out of sorts.’ 
 
    ‘To be expected, I would say. Bread and butter?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ The normal civilities of life were a useful shield, she realised. They gave her something to say, an excuse for watching Theo’s hands as he dealt with ladle and bowls. ‘Did you manage to take the impressions?’ 
 
    ‘We did. And we tried to remove the lid of the tomb, but of course it was far to heavy. Even the two of us could not get it to shift by a fraction, which rather quashes my vague idea that it might be a hiding place.’ 
 
    ‘Ugh, what a horrid idea. I much prefer to think of tombs staying firmly closed with their lids on tightly.’ 
 
    ‘So do I! You are not a reader of Gothick tales then?’ he asked with a grimace that made her laugh. 
 
    ‘Definitely not the frightening ones. Will you study the inscriptions this afternoon?’ 
 
    ‘I thought we both might, if you are still minded to help – I think it needs at least two pairs of eyes. Pitkin can sit with Thwaite for a while. He says he has eaten.’ Theo demolished a slice of cold game pie, then sent her a quizzical look. ‘Have you been advising young Pitkin, Laura?’ 
 
    ‘Whatever can you mean?’ Laura asked, all innocence. She would rather that the valet seemed to have found his confidence by his own exertions.  
 
    ‘I mean that he appears to have acquired a backbone – and a chin – and has almost stopped apologising every third word. I cannot quite see Mrs Bishop having a motherly word with him.’ 
 
    ‘It is clearly your example. And your encouragement.’ Theo raised his eyebrows in disbelief. ‘Oh very well, I did have a few words with him and offered some advice,’ she admitted, flapping her napkin into her lap, embarrassed that she had been found out. ‘His father seems to have left him full of self-doubt and he needs his confidence boosting. I certainly was not motherly, in fact I gave him what I hope was a bracing talk. He is very worried about letting you down and disappointing the Duke and his terrifying valet, Flynn.’ She hesitated, then could not resist adding, ‘And he worries that when you marry that your wife will not take to him and he will be dismissed.’ 
 
    Theo went very still. ‘That is nonsense. I will not be marrying before October and besides, my wife will have no say in the employment of my valet. I cannot imagine that she would be remotely interested. It was kind of you to spare time for Pitkin when you have worries of your own.’ 
 
    ‘I know what it is to feel inadequate and afraid,’ she said simply, then, when Theo looked as though he was going to respond, said hurriedly, ‘Is the inscription in Latin?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Can you read that?’ 
 
    ‘No. I have had the usual education for girls – my languages are French, Italian and some little German. But I am used to working out involved patterns for embroidery, so perhaps I can help with the details, even if I cannot read them.’ 
 
      
 
    They settled in the library with the rubbings spread out and weighted at the corners with books of sermons which, as Theo remarked, looked as though they could do with taking down for an airing. 
 
    ‘Hic jacet, Brandon Flyte, armiger,’ Laura read, brushing away a dead moth that fluttered out of one of the sermons. ‘I can manage that – Here lies Brandon Flyte, knight.’ 
 
    Theo peered at the rest of the inscription, took pen and paper and began to write down what he could decipher, leaving gaps where he could make no sense of it. 
 
    Laura studied the shields from the sides and started to draw what she could in the hope it might make it easier when they compared the coats of arms with the books of heraldry. From time to time she glanced over at Theo whose hair had fallen into his eyes with the constant rake of his fingers through it. He had a smudge of ink on his cheek. The lack of perfection was oddly endearing. Once he looked up, met her gaze, grinned and went back to peering between the lettering and two Latin dictionaries.  
 
    Strange that he did not refer to his betrothed by her name, she thought. Or say anything about her at all. Surely he misses her? 
 
    Eventually he sat up, put down his pen and announced, ‘Sir Brandon Flyte was an unmitigated bore with a wildly inflated sense of his own importance, even though there is not a single example of what exactly he did do to deserve being memorialised as Prudent, Gallant, Charitable, Noble and Loyal. No clues there.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot find anything like these coats of arms in the Heraldry either.’ 
 
    ‘I am beginning to think that Flyte never existed. But why such an ostentatious tomb for a fiction?’ 
 
    ‘Might the inscription be a code? Perhaps treasure is buried in the churchyard.’ 
 
    ‘A memorial plaque in the church might be a less expensive option,’ Theo grumbled. ‘I know nothing about codes.’ 
 
    ‘Neither do I.’ Laura shut the weighty Heraldry with a bang that sent up clouds of dust. ‘Oh, I’ve just had an idea. When did this tomb appear in the churchyard? Because if Sir Brandon is fictitious, surely everyone in the parish knew it, so, if we know when, we at least know who might have been involved.’ 
 
    ‘He is supposed to have died in 1767, less than fifty years ago. I suppose we should allow for a year or two for the tomb to be created – if he was real, that is. We could start looking in books of architecture, church histories and antiquarian surveys of the county.’ Theo got up and, hands on hips, began to scan the shelves. 
 
     ‘Perry’s sure to have got that kind of thing somewhere – although his father was the one who bought all the books, as you can tell by the dust.’ Laura told herself to concentrate on the work in hand and not on admiring the tall figure against the leather bindings. ‘Dear Perry is not one of life’s great readers,’ she said fondly. 
 
    ‘No.’ Theo sounded somewhat crisp.  
 
    Perhaps he is frustrated at not finding answers. Giles would have been throwing books around by this point, but somehow she thought Theo had more self control. Besides, he was scanning the shelves with what looked like unflagging interest. 
 
    ‘Here we are. Augustus Humbleton. A Survey of the County Of Norfolk: comprising a compete review of all features of historical, artistic and antiquarian interest comprised within the boundaries… Etcetera, etcetera. In five volumes, no less and written in 1790. It can’t have taken all that long since 1767 to have the tomb made, so it ought to be mentioned.’ 
 
    He hauled all five books off the shelves and laid them out. ‘Too much to hope there will be an index – and they are arranged by Hundred.’ He flicked through the first volume, turned to the second. ‘Ah, here’s Holt, we must be close. Yes, Hempbourne Marish.’ 
 
    Laura came to read over his shoulder and pointed. ‘There’s the church.’ 
 
    They read in silence then looked at each other. ‘No tomb,’ Theo said. ‘He lists every tiny monument, half the gravestones, each and every carved stone – but not that great tomb. Even if it had been overgrown, he couldn’t have missed it, it is right by the porch.’ 
 
    ‘Which means we are right – there is a mystery. Someone put up that tomb after 1790. Or, to be on the safe side, let’s say 1785, if Mr Humbleton toured the area a few years before publication.’ 
 
    ‘Who was the Rector at that time? The churchwardens? The Squire, come to that? The local people must have known what was going on, but it is hardly a church that people from surrounding parishes would have made an effort to visit.’ 
 
    ‘The Reverend Gilpin was Rector before Mr Finch and he died eight years ago, I think,’ Laura said. ‘I don’t know when he was appointed.’ 
 
    ‘Last night, Mrs Gilpin remarked on the tomb, saying she always thought it strange, so either she is being disingenuous or it predates her husband’s installation to the living.’ 
 
    ‘That will be easy enough to find out once Mr Thwaite recovers consciousness. I had best go and see how he does and relieve Pitkin.’ She paused at the door and looked back. ‘This is exciting, don’t you think? I love a mystery.’ 
 
    ‘So do I.’ Theo smiled back at her enthusiasm. ‘And I enjoy having someone to share the chase with.’  
 
    Something inside her did a little flip. The same something that she was aware of when she was looking at him, when she fought not to reach out and touch him. Oh dear, and all he wants is to be the perfect gentleman and enjoy having a companion in this quest to solve a mystery. She told herself firmly that it was simply having someone to talk to, someone who did not dismiss her as a foolish female not worth bothering with, that felt so good. 
 
    When she entered the chamber Pitkin was sitting by the curate’s bedside, alert and, to her surprise, chatting away. 
 
    ‘Has he recovered consciousness?’ She went to the other side of the bed and took the limp wrist in her fingers. The pulse was strong, but there was no response. 
 
    ‘He did for a few minutes and he seemed to react when I spoke to him, so I thought that if I kept talking, it might stimulate him to wake.’ 
 
    ‘That was a good idea, Pitkin. I will take over now, thank you.’ 
 
    The afternoon passed slowly into evening. A message arrived in the early afternoon from the Rectory, thanking Lord Northam for his kindness and offering to take Mr Thwaite in. 
 
    Theo wrote a polite note back to say that it was probably better if the curate was not disturbed and that he was no trouble to the household as he was still unconscious. ‘Either they have finally found some Christian charity in their souls,’ he remarked acidly, ‘Or they want to get their hands on him.’ 
 
    ‘Or they think it will make them look bad in the eyes of their neighbours if they do not offer, which I suspect is the most likely explanation,’ Laura suggested. 
 
    Theo nodded. ‘Yes, that would matter to them, I agree. I am seeing conspiracies and sinister motives where there are none. I think I will ride over to call on Mrs Gilpin. She seems the obvious person to ask about her husband’s predecessors.’ 
 
    After he had gone Laura chatted to the unresponsive Thwaite, did some embroidery, tried to make plans for the future and endeavoured not to think about Theo Quenten. Pitkin and Mrs Bishop spent some time at the bedside to relieve her, time she spent fruitlessly studying the rubbings of the tomb. 
 
    When Theo sent a message to say he had accepted an invitation to dine with the widow she decided to have her own meal in the sickroom. Mr Thwaite had begun to waken at more regular intervals and to take more water and broth, but the visits by one of the menservants to assist him with his physical needs left him so exhausted that she did not like to push him to answer questions. 
 
    As evening drew on the household began to settle to its new state of siege, reporting to Laura, she thought with a weary amusement, as though she was the commander of the garrison. The patrols inside and outside were set, the locks and windows secured and those not on duty retired to sleep. She wondered whether  they were being overdramatic. No-one had called other than the groom with the note from Theo, no-one had been seen loitering or behaving suspiciously anywhere near the house.   
 
    She told Mrs Bishop she would wait up for Theo. She wanted to let Pitkin rest for his turn at the bedside later and she knew she could not even lie down on the sofa and doze until Theo was home safely. A nagging worry was beginning to gnaw at her. Elderly widows did not normally entertain well into the evening and the clocks had struck eleven already. What if someone had waylaid Theo and, even now, he had the same knife stuck between his ribs that had almost killed poor Will Thwaite? 
 
    Theo is not a slight, peace-loving curate, on foot and unarmed, she reassured herself. He is tough and fit and probably has pistols on his saddle and he is riding a good horse and on the alert. 
 
    It was tiring worrying with nothing to distract her. Thwaite was deep in sleep, the Grange was dark and quiet except for the usual creaks and groans of an old house settling from the warmth of the day into the cool of the night. She dared not light the chamber with anything more than a shielded single candle in a dark lantern in case that disturbed the invalid, so sewing or reading were impossible and her mind was going round and round like a rat in a trap. 
 
    Why that one particular creak should jerk her out of her thoughts she did not know, but Laura sat up, suddenly alert. It had not been so very loud, but it had come from the direction of the kitchen and, now she thought about it, there were no floorboards in there, only flagstones. The only things that might creak were the doors and windows. 
 
    Edward, the footman on guard in the house, had gone upstairs only five minutes before, she had heard his quiet tread on the stairs as he went to check that the doors into all the unoccupied rooms on the upper floors were locked. Theo’s groom was on duty outside, but he could not cover all four sides at once… 
 
    Laura picked up the candle, turned the metal shield so that only a thin ray of light came out and tiptoed to the door, eased it open and stepped out into the hallway. 
 
    It was only her imagination, of course, she told herself, but best to set her mind at rest because otherwise she’d be starting at every little sound. But the kitchen door was open – she could see the glow of the banked fire in the range. 
 
    It came at her suddenly, a large dark mass that loomed out of the shadows, cutting off the glimpse of the fire, flapping great wings of blackness as it swooped. 
 
    Laura screamed, threw the lantern and found herself flying backwards to hit the doorframe behind her with a sickening thump. Stars spun against the blackness and she tried to scream again as she staggered to her feet to block the doorway with her body. Then the hand found her throat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Gawd, I’m glad to see you, my lord. We thought you’d been attacked too.’ Jed Tucker put down the shotgun he’d raised to cover the horseman riding into the yard out of the darkness.  
 
    ‘Who has been attacked?’ Theo swung down out of the saddle and realised that the house was a blaze of lights on the ground floor. ‘Laura – is she unharmed?’ 
 
    ‘She says so, says it’s just bruises.’ As Theo turned and ran towards the house he called after him. ‘She’s got guts, that lass.’ 
 
    Mrs Bishop was in the kitchen talking to Edward who had a nasty red lump coming up on his forehead and was clutching a cup of what smelt like hot milk and brandy. ‘There you are!’ She turned on him like an anxious mother with an errant schoolboy. ‘Where have you been, my lord? We thought they’d got you too. I’ve been that worried – ’ There was a shotgun here too, lying on the table. 
 
    ‘Dinner with Mrs Gilpin, then my horse went lame on the way back. What happened, damn it?’ 
 
    ‘Edward had just gone upstairs to check on the doors and windows. Miss Laura was sitting with Mr Thwaite and she said she heard a sound from the kitchen, so she went to look and this…thing rushed at her, threw her back against the door and went for her throat. But she fought it off – ’ 
 
    ‘And screamed blue murder, my lord,’ Edward interjected. ‘And I came running down and your man Jed came in through the front door waving his shotgun and whoever it was got out through the kitchen door before we could hold him. He’d forced the lock to get in.’ 
 
    ‘Who is hurt?’ Theo demanded, fighting the instinct to rush about checking on everyone, but Laura most of all. 
 
    ‘I got a thump on the head, but it’s not so bad.’ Edward gestured to the darkening mark. ‘Had worse down the Mermaid on a Saturday night afore now.’  
 
    ‘Mr Thwaite hardly woke,’ Mrs Bishop said. ‘Miss Laura was bruised on her back and her shoulder and she says it… he… had hold of her throat but let go when he heard Edward yelling.’ 
 
    ‘Where is she?’ The wave of relief made him queasy, but he managed to keep his voice steady.  
 
    ‘Still with Mr Thwaite. We was waiting for you, my lord, then I was going to nail a board or two across the kitchen door and Terence is taking up the rest of the watch inside,’ Edward said. 
 
    ‘Very well. I’ll send Miss Darke to her bed and sit with the Curate. Goodnight.’ 
 
    Theo eased open the sickroom door and, for a moment felt a kick of fear – there was the still, shrouded body of the injured man and no Laura. Then he saw the hunched form at the foot of the bed and realised she had fallen asleep and drooped forwards, her cheek cradled against one hand that lay on the coverlet. 
 
     He checked on Will, who stirred and was able to sit up a little, eyes closed, to take a drink, but he fell back into sleep as soon as Theo laid him down. 
 
    ‘Laura.’  
 
    She stirred at the whisper and swayed upright on her hard chair. Her hair was down in a thick braid and she was dressed in a modest, warm dressing robe, her slippered feet peeping out below the hem. ‘Um?’ She blinked at him, looking young and vulnerable and the sickness came back in a wave. 
 
    She could have been killed. 
 
    ‘Theo. Good. Was worried.’ She peered at him, almost nose to nose in the gloom. 
 
    ‘Ssh. You fell asleep.’ And was nine-tenths so still, he thought. ‘Come on, off to bed and I will sit with Will Thwaite.’ 
 
    ‘Where were you?’ She came completely awake suddenly, angrily. ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, I should have been here – ’ 
 
    ‘I was worried about you,’ she said fiercely. 
 
    ‘About me?’ He had thought she was angry because he had left her and she had been hurt and frightened. But it seemed all she was concerned about was his safety. ‘I was delayed, it was nothing. But you have been hurt.’ 
 
    ‘’m all right,’ she murmured, her lids fluttering closed again. ‘Just so sleepy…’ 
 
    Shock, Theo thought. He put one hand under her arm and urged her to stand and she did, obediently, then subsided against his chest with a soft sigh and held on. ‘Laura.’ 
 
    ‘Nice,’ she murmured, snuggling against him, her body so limp it was pulling him down towards the bed. 
 
    Damn. What now? He could shake her awake, he supposed, but truth be told, he was enjoying the feel of her so close and trusting. It felt right. Too right. Trusting, he reminded himself. Don’t let her down again. There was a chaise against the wall so he got both arms around her and walked her to it, lowered her down and started to disentangle himself. 
 
    ‘No.’ Laura was not even half-awake now, but her grip was definite and he did not want to let go either. She had been attacked, violently, and he had not been there to protect her. Instinct told him not to leave her now. 
 
    Theo sank down on the chaise beside her, trying to work out how to disentangle the two of them. It was like attempting to free a kitten from a ball of yarn. Adorable, he thought. Dangerous. Oh what the hell. He was weary, but not as weary as he had been when he had ridden into the stableyard. Someone had to stay with Will Thwaite and the presence of a curate – even if he was unconscious – was as good a chaperon as one could hope for. Not that one was needed, of course. All he was going to do was hold Laura while she slept. They were both fully clothed, he was awake and alert to the dangers….  
 
      
 
    The lips pressed to his were warm and soft and yielding. Everything pressed to him was warm and soft and yielding and smelt of lavender and roses and woman. As dreams went, this was superlative and the nagging feeling that he was about to wake up was exceedingly unwelcome. Theo concentrated on staying asleep. 
 
    ‘Theo,’ the dream woman was murmuring against his mouth. ‘Theo.’ 
 
    ‘Er… Excuse me.’ There was the sound of someone clearing their throat. Their male throat. 
 
    Theo opened his eyes, discovered that he was awake, that he was entangled on a couch with Laura Darke, that their clothing was in a state of disarray and that he was in a state of painful arousal. And that a curate was lying eight feet away, head averted, exuding waves of embarrassment. 
 
    He sat up abruptly. Laura slid from his lap to the couch, opened her eyes, and made a sound of protest as Theo shot to his feet and found that at least his flapping shirt tails made a screen for the deplorable state he was in.  
 
    ‘We fell asleep,’ he said, convinced he was gibbering. ‘I thought I was dreaming.’ He reached the far side of the bed and Will Thwaite opened his eyes, studied his doubtless red face, and grinned. 
 
    ‘I am sure you did,’ he agreed, suddenly serious again. ‘Could someone please tell me what is going on?’ 
 
    Somehow Theo did not think Will meant that he wanted an explanation of what had been happening on the couch. A rapid glance showed that Laura was already halfway out of the door, her hair loose on her shoulders. He could just glimpse one very pink ear before she made good her escape. 
 
    ‘Someone tried to kill you,’ he said. ‘Do you want to sit up a little and have a drink?’ 
 
    ‘Kill me?’ Will said faintly. ‘I had no idea my sermons were that bad. Yes, please. Actually, what I really want is the chamber pot and then a drink and then to know exactly what has happened.’ 
 
    ‘You were found yesterday morning in Fellingham churchyard,’ Theo explained a few minutes later as he helped him back into bed and poured a glass of what looked like barley water from the jug on the nightstand. ‘It appears as though you had lain there all night. Someone had clubbed you on the head and then stuck a knife in your back – luckily hitting your shoulder blade and not your heart. We brought you here because I thought it safest and you have been drifting in and out of consciousness ever since. The doctor thinks that, provided there is no infection, you should make a complete recovery. I’ll send for him now you are awake again.’ 
 
    Will looked as though he was trying to swallow a large lump of gristle. ‘The Rector?’ he asked after a minute. 
 
    ‘We sent to tell him what had happened and where you were. The Finchs replied with a message asking what they could do to help and offering to take you in at the Rectory. I refused on the grounds that the doctor advised against moving you. No doubt they will make enquiries again today.’  
 
    There was nothing wrong with Will’s intelligence, it seemed. ‘You refused on the grounds that I should not be moved. What was the real reason?’ 
 
    ‘That it might have been the Rector who tried to kill you.’ 
 
    That did appear to knock the breath out of him. Will stared at Theo. ‘I assumed it was footpads or some starving, desperate vagrant.’ 
 
    ‘You were not robbed.’ 
 
    ‘I see. Or rather, I do not. And, forgive me, but was that not Miss Darke, just now? I tried not to stare, but…’ 
 
    Well, that cat is out of the bag. ‘It was Laura Darke.’ Theo sat down and told the Curate Laura’s tale and the story of the dinner party and the reaction to his remarks about smuggling and the tomb. ‘It seems highly coincidental that you are attacked immediately after I tell the neighbourhood gentry that we are investigating Sir Brandon Flyte – who is completely fictitious, by the way.’ 
 
    ‘Something happened last night… I cannot quite recollect, it was dark and there was shouting.’ 
 
    Theo recounted the story of the intruder. ‘And I find it significant that they attacked Miss Darke who was trying to block this door. They are still out to harm you, that seems clear.’ 
 
    ‘I am appalled to hear about Miss Darke – both that she was attacked and that her uncle should behave so. You have my assurance that I will not mention her presence. If there is anything I can do to assist, obviously I will, although how helpful I am going to be at the moment...’ He shifted as he spoke and winced. ‘As for the tomb, I do not understand why I pose a threat to whoever is behind this. I know less than you do now – ’ 
 
    There was a tap on the door and Pitkin looked in. ‘Excuse me, my lord, Mr Thwaite. I came to see if I could assist. Mrs Albright thought you would want to rest, my lord.’ 
 
    ‘Send up hot water for me, Pitkin, and lay out a change of clothes then come down and see what assistance you can render Mr Thwaite. A wash and a shave might be welcome. Then when I rejoin him, have breakfast brought in and ask Mrs Albright to send to the doctor to tell him our patient has regained consciousness.’ 
 
      
 
    After breakfast Theo found Laura hunting through some old editions of clerical directories in the library. ‘I can’t find any that cover the period in question,’ she said, not quite meeting his eye. ‘I ought to recall who the last but one rector was, but I was very young when I visited in those days.’ 
 
    ‘I apologise,’ he said abruptly, ignoring her words. ‘You were asleep on your feet when I got back last night and so I picked you up to put you on the couch and we became… entangled. It seemed easiest to wait a while and then I fell asleep too. I had no intention of taking liberties – ’  
 
    ‘You did not,’ she said abruptly. ‘We both seem to have been somewhat, um, carried away in our sleep. You are, after all, a betrothed man. And an honourable one. Therefore it was not intentional. I do not regard it in the slightest.’ 
 
    The colour in her cheeks gave her the lie about that, but Theo pretended to not notice. Things were embarrassing enough. And confusing. An honourable man? He had not behaved like one and being half-asleep was no excuse. He might have sown his wild oats in the past but he was not a rake and he he’d never had any trouble controlling himself around tempting, but virtuous, young ladies – so why did that embrace feel so overwhelmingly right and why had his instincts not woken him? 
 
     ‘Will Thwaite saw you, so I had to tell him why you were here. He also understands that you were taken advantage of this morning – ’ 
 
    ‘Poppycock!’ The pink in Laura’s cheeks was anger now, he realised. ‘I was not taken advantage of. I was enjoying myself very much, thank you. Admittedly I thought it was a dream, but as I completely believe that you did too, no-one has taken advantage of anyone. I am quite capable of slapping your face when, and if, it is called for, my lord. I am sure you had no intention of betraying your betrothed. What is her name, by the way?’ 
 
    Lady Penelope Haddon. My betrothed. Why am I having so much trouble remembering her name, let alone her face? 
 
     ‘Lady Penelope Haddon,’ Theo said. If he said it often enough she might seem real. He held up both hands, palm out, in the fencer’s sign of surrender. ‘If I am back to being my lord, then I am truly in disgrace.’ 
 
    She shook her head at him, but the colour had ebbed. ‘We must forget it. Is Mr Thwaite on the mend, do you think, Theo?’ 
 
    ‘He looks – and sounds – very much better, although we cannot be certain until the doctor sees him again. But he is agitated by the whole situation and I think talking about it will help keep him calm and in bed. But should you not be in bed yourself? Mrs Bishop said you were bruised and knocked about; that the attacker had you by the throat.’ 
 
    ‘It is only bruises and moving about will stop them stiffening up.’ She tipped up her chin and he could see faint discolouration on her neck. ‘And my throat is hardly sore at all, he did not manage to get a firm grip.’ 
 
    ‘May I?’ Theo put out his right hand to cover the marks and lifted her hair away with the other. ‘A hand definitely larger than yours, not quite as big as mine, I think. It is hard to tell, the traces are very faint.’ 
 
    ‘I will let him get a better grip next time so we have clearer evidence,’ Laura said, her head averted while he studied the side of her neck. ‘You have long fingers,’ she added. 
 
    He lifted them away from her skin and let her hair fall, his breath coming short. ‘Yes, I suppose I have. Come, let us confer with our conscious Curate.’ 
 
      
 
    Will Thwaite was clean shaven, had finished a substantial breakfast and was looking, to Theo’s eye, considerably improved.  
 
    ‘I have been thinking as hard as I can, but I have no idea who attacked me. It is my custom to take a walk before retiring and I thought of looking at the tithe records in case there was any mention of the Flyte family in those. The old volumes are kept in the Fellingham vestry for all three parishes. It was a fine night, quite clear and although the moon is waning, the starlight was good enough to see by, so I was hardly using my lantern.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone who knows you would be aware of your evening walks, I imagine,’ Laura commented. 
 
    ‘Oh yes, the parishioners think me quite eccentric.’ He sighed. ‘I suppose my regular habits made it easy for anyone wishing me harm to know they only had to wait and then follow me. I saw no-one, heard nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Did you smell anything?’ Theo asked. ‘Tobacco, or horses or sweat?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing I’m afraid.’ He shook his head, winced and lay back. ‘Or… Christmas? That makes no sense. I can’t recall even hearing something or being afraid.’ 
 
    ‘Smell…’ Laura said. ‘I knew there was something odd about the man who attacked me. I couldn’t see his face and he was shrouded in that black cloak that flapped like great wings but I smelt something odd. Or rather I didn’t…’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Theo asked but she shook her head, frustrated. ‘Let me try something. Come and stand in the doorway as you did when he attacked you. Now close your eyes and let it all come back to you.’ 
 
    She pulled a dubious face, but did as he suggested while he and Will watched silently. After several minutes she said, ‘The smell of hot wax from the candle in my dark lantern. Cooking smells – the kitchen door was open. Pot pourri from the bowl on the hall table. When he came close I could smell saddle leather and horse – he must have ridden. Then the cloak flapped open as he came at me and I smelled… nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Laura opened her eyes and came back into the room. ‘Normally people smell of something – sweat or perfume or baking or wine. But I was so close to him that my nose must have been almost against his skin and there was nothing.’ She shivered. ‘As though there was no-one inside that cloak.’ 
 
    ‘Incorporeal beings do not leave fingerprints on throats,’ Theo said bracingly. ‘A pity he was not wearing some expensive and exclusive cologne.’ 
 
    ‘But there was… As I wrenched back from him, he must have opened his mouth. What Will said, something spicy on his breath?’ 
 
     ‘A perambulating, murderous Christmas pudding? As it is, it could be anyone for hire.’ Theo switched his attention back to Will. ‘Nobody had any reason to attack you because of smuggling, unless there is something you haven’t told us,’ he said, thinking it through. ‘I only mentioned you in relation to the Flyte tomb. And why not both of us? I made it clear we were both investigating.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know who was the Rector before Mr Gilpin, Mr Thwaite?’ Laura asked when Will merely looked puzzled. ‘I can’t recall. I wasn’t living here then, just visiting, and I was far too young to know the name of the Rector. He must have known about the false tomb, whoever he was. I was hoping you would tell me last night, Theo, but you were so very late returning.’ 
 
    ‘My horse went lame, there was a stone wedged in one shoe,’ he said. ‘I came back slowly so as not to hurt the bruised foot.’ 
 
    ‘So what about the Rector?’ Laura asked. 
 
    ‘Giles Swinburn,’ Theo and Will said in chorus. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Who? Giles?  But he’s alive, kicking and most definitely not a clergyman,’ Laura said, startled. 
 
    ‘His great uncle, the late Sir Hugh Swinburn’s younger brother,’ Will explained. ‘It was a great mystery apparently – he vanished one night in ’95 and was never seen again. The countryside around was searched and enquiries made but in the end it was assumed that either he had been set upon and his body concealed or he had somehow fallen into the sea and been drowned. The living was given to Mr Gilpin after several months had passed.’ 
 
    ‘And it was during Swinburn’s tenure that the tomb must have been erected,’ Theo said. ‘Mrs Gilpin recalls enquiring about it soon after they arrived. She said it was in such good condition that she was surprised, given the date on it, but the parishioners all seemed ignorant about it and she found nothing out.’ 
 
    ‘I can just imagine,’ Laura said bitterly. ‘They played the country yokel and pretended to know nothing when, in fact, they knew all about it. They do it now with the Riding Officers or anyone in authority. No wonder poor Mr Morefleet’s having such difficulties.’ 
 
    ‘Did the Rector’s disappearance have anything to do with the tomb?’ Theo mused. ‘It seems a coincidence that he connives over the erection of a spurious funerary monument in the churchyard – and he must have known it was a fake – and then mysteriously vanishes.’ 
 
    ‘And I still cannot imagine what the point of it is. It is an impressive monument, but only a large box, when all is said and done – far too small to hide more than a few casks in. I suppose packages of tobacco and lace take less room, but even so, it seems like a lot of work when there would be much more space in the crypt,’ Laura said, discouraged. 
 
    ‘There is no crypt at Hempbourne Marish because – ’  Will stopped abruptly as Pitkin flung open the door. 
 
    ‘Someone is coming. A rider I do not recognise.’ 
 
    ‘The doctor, I expect,’ Theo said. ‘Laura, you had best remove yourself.’ 
 
    She got up and peeped cautiously around the curtain. ‘No, that isn’t Doctor Sinclair. Oh! Oh, thank goodness!’ 
 
    She reached the front steps as the rider swung out of the saddle at the front steps and a light travelling chariot turned into the driveway between the distant gateposts. 
 
    ‘Perry! Where have you been, you infuriating man?’ she cried and threw herself into his embrace. 
 
    ‘Laura? Watch out, wench, you’ll have my hat off.’ He gave her a resounding kiss on the cheek as he hugged her tight. ‘What are you doing here? Don’t tell me your aunt and uncle have finally relented and decided I’m safe to associate with?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’ve run away. It was ghastly, they want to force me to marry Charles. I’m your new housekeeper, Mrs Albright, but no-one outside the household knows who I really am. And someone tried to murder Mr Thwaite the curate and Theo – ’ 
 
    ‘Theo?’ Perry released her, jammed his hat back level on his head, tossed his reins to the groom who jumped down from the back of the travelling coach and slung one arm around her shoulders. ‘Here?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. There he is – Oh.’ Theo, who had come out onto the steps behind her, had vanished again. ‘That’s odd. Anyway, he wanted to get away from London but had a dreadful hangover and got the dates of your house party wrong, even though his valet tried to tell him. He arrived thinking he was a few days early and found me here. Then he was invited to the Manor for dinner and saw some of my embroidery and they said I was in Bath but then when he got back here I was sewing and he guessed who I was – ’ 
 
    ‘Slow down!’ Perry released her as they came to the front door. ‘Murdered curates, wicked uncles, hungover friends and false housekeepers – my head is spinning.’ 
 
    ‘He isn’t murdered, only almost.’ Theo emerged from the shadows of the hall. ‘Good to see you, Perry.’ He held out a hand and Perry pulled him into the shoulder-bumping almost-embrace that always seemed to Laura to be the nearest thing to an outpouring of affection amongst male friends. ‘Damn it, but you’re an elusive fellow – even your staff didn’t know where you’d gone.’ 
 
    ‘Ireland,’ Perry said, releasing him with a slap on the back as the footmen hurried past to unload the carriage. 
 
    ‘Ireland?’ Theo and Laura chorused. 
 
    ‘I bought a horse. Best hunter I’ve ever owned. Friend of mine – you recall Tristan Marsh, Theo? – put me onto this stud near Dublin. Took the boat over, spent a few days – damn it, but they grow good horses. Ah, there you are, Mrs Bishop. Yes, I’m home and I could eat an ox right this minute, send something up, would you?’ He turned back to Theo, took him by the arm and steered him into the study, ignoring the cook rolling her eyes at Laura. 
 
    ‘Anyway, bought one, been regretting not making it six ever since I got on the boat to come back. We’ll have to go over together, Theo. Buy a string, bring ’em back. We’d turn a tidy profit.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a thought.’ Theo was nodding agreement. ‘My best hunter, Juno, is getting a bit long in the tooth and my second string isn’t as sound as I’d like. We could – ’ 
 
    ‘You could stop talking horseflesh, the pair of you, and start worrying about murderous attacks, vanishing rectors and mysterious tombs,’ Laura snapped, marching into the study behind them. 
 
    ‘Don’t nag, Laura my darling. I haven’t seen this rogue since he inherited his title and now that he’s swimming in money he can afford to buy – What did you say about rectors? Don’t tell me that stuffed shirt Finch has vanished on top of all the rest of it? I’m sorry to hear about Thwaite, good chap that.’ 
 
    ‘The rector before last,’ Laura said crisply. ‘Sir Walter’s uncle. He vanished years ago, you must have heard about it. And Will Thwaite was attacked, but not killed, thank goodness, and he’s in the downstairs bedchamber where we can keep an eye on him because we don’t know who wants to murder him. Someone broke in last night and tried again and it might be anyone at the dinner party behind it all.’ 
 
    ‘What dinner party?’ 
 
    A footman came in with a tray of food and, with Perry’s mouth occupied, Laura managed to get him to attend to a coherent explanation of her escape from her uncle’s schemes and of Theo’s adventures. 
 
    ‘Nothing for it, we will have to open the tomb,’ Perry announced, waving a cutlet bone by way of emphasis. ‘If there’s something in it that’s worth murdering for, we need to know.’  
 
    ‘Don’t we need all kinds of permissions from the bishop to go digging up graves?’ Laura objected. 
 
    ‘We’re not digging anything. We’ll just take it to pieces – all above ground, as it were. Anyway, those livings are in my gift and I’m a magistrate.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure either entitle you to go grave robbing,’ Theo said, snagging the last cutlet from the dish. ‘Why did you appoint Finch in any case if you don’t like him? I didn’t take to him at all.’ 
 
    ‘Sheer idleness,’ Perry confessed, moving the claret bottle out of Theo’s reach. ‘Gilpin died, Swinburn puffed off his brother-in-law as the ideal man, I said yes to get some peace. We need a plan of campaign.’ 
 
    ‘We should involve Will Thwaite,’ Theo said, getting to his feet. ‘Good man that – I intend offering him a living once this is all over. Finch is exploiting him.’ 
 
    They trooped into the sickroom, Perry clutching the wine bottle and pouring a glass for Mr Thwaite despite Laura’s warnings about provoking fevers. 
 
    ‘Now,’ he said, pulling up a chair and swinging his booted feet on to the end of the bed. ‘Let us plan our campaign.’ 
 
      
 
    Another bottle of claret appeared and they were all slightly well-to-go, as Perry put it, by the time Laura gave a faint shriek and pointed at the clock. ‘Look at the hour. Will should be resting before dinner and the rest of us must get changed.’ 
 
    ‘We should confirm our plan, we can’t leave it for another night. We’ll have dinner in here, shall we? Will, what do you say? Can you stand it?’  
 
    They were all comfortably on first name terms by that time, not, Theo thought bitterly, that Laura and Perry needed any encouragement. Theirs was obviously an old attachment, thwarted by her uncle’s machinations. Now she was free of his control there was nothing to stop her making her own choices. And her choice was Perry. The attraction between Laura and himself that he’d allowed himself to enjoy was, clearly, simply the result of proximity and her need for some comfort and support. And he felt decidedly out of sorts about it. 
 
    Arrogant devil, he chided himself. What’s the matter with you? You think that because you’re a viscount and Perry’s only a baron that you’re entitled to be more attractive to a woman than Perry because of it? 
 
    And then the recollection of why he had no right to be even thinking of another woman like that hit him again, a blow in the gut. He had to face the fact that he wanted Laura, and not as a friend. But that was impossible, because he was engaged to be married and she was no lightskirt, willing to have a brief amorous interlude.  
 
     She was intelligent and courageous and quick-thinking. She was lovely to look at and felt even better when she was in his arms. The way he felt was damnably confusing because she was a respectable lady and the last thing he would have wanted, even if he was free, was to ruin her, which was where things had been heading before Perry came on the scene. 
 
    Laura was sophisticated enough – or perhaps simply honest enough – to admit that she had enjoyed that incident on the chaise, even if she had assumed they were asleep at the time, but she was no wanton. She would expect marriage from any man who wanted her. 
 
    ‘And there’s three things against that,’ Theo said out loud as he closed his bedchamber door behind him. 
 
    ‘My lord?’ 
 
     Theo bit back a reluctant smile at the sight of Pitkin. With his newly-found courage he was standing a good two inches taller, his jaw was set firmly and his frequents ers and ums had almost ceased. On the other hand, the tumble of cherubic curls and his slender frame made his efforts to look dignified faintly amusing. 
 
    ‘Just talking to myself, Pitkin.’ And I wish I had someone more intelligent to converse with… ‘I’m ready to bathe and change for dinner now.’ 
 
    He returned to his musings over Laura as he wallowed in the tub. Three objections –  One: He was betrothed even though he was having grave doubts about his suitability as husband material. Two: Even if he had not been betrothed, when he did marry he needed a wife who knew how to be a viscountess – as Lady Penelope did – because he was damned if he had much idea yet how to be a viscount and one of them ought to know what they were doing. Which left Three and there was no arguing with Three: Laura wanted Perry, not him. He thought he had seen a look of pity in Will’s eyes as he’d taken a seat as far away from Laura as possible and that was the last straw. 
 
    ‘End of argument,’ he muttered as Pitkin came in with a pitcher of hot water and poured it over his head. This time the valet had more sense than to assume he was being addressed. And the truly damning thing was that it was argument three that weighed most heavily, not, as it should have been, the first. ‘Bring cold water, Pitkin.’ It was desire, impure and simple and the way to deal with that was straightforward self-control. And cold water. 
 
      
 
    The doctor had decreed that Will Thwaite was well enough to get up for dinner and Pitkin had outfitted him in an assortment of Perry and Theo’s garments that hung on his lean frame, giving him the air of a well-dressed scarecrow. His initial diffidence at finding himself in this company was gradually being replaced with the natural ease and good manners of his upbringing and Theo was more than ever convinced that if he could be extracted from the Rector’s servitude he would blossom as a vicar. 
 
    ‘How do we dismantle a chest tomb?’ Perry demanded once the soup had been served. ‘Where are the joints?’ 
 
    ‘Probably once we have the lid off it becomes more obvious – but if we have it off then we don’t need to dismantle the entire thing, we just look in,’ Theo pointed out. ‘But two of us couldn’t shift it, the thing weighs a ton.’ 
 
    ‘What do we think is inside?’ Laura queried as she passed the butter. ‘What is worth killing for?’  
 
    ‘Either something worth a great deal of money or someone’s guilty secret,’ Will said.  
 
    ‘A murdered rector?’ Perry suggested, with an exaggerated shudder. ‘What if the one who vanished was killed and his body put in the tomb? If it is so hard to open then anyone who knew the secret would feel confident that it would never be discovered. Therefore when you start showing an interest you have to be stopped.’ 
 
    ‘But after over twenty years, what would it matter if he was found? Unless the murderer buried a confession with him or stabbed him with a unique family jewelled dagger or something, how could anyone tell who the killer was?’ 
 
    ‘You, Laura, are too logical by half,’ Perry protested. ‘Theo, what do you think? You’re very quiet.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, just brooding.’ Theo gave himself a mental shake. The prospect of anyone guessing that he was jealous of Perry or moping over Laura was appalling. He told himself he had imagined Will’s pitying look earlier, took a gulp of wine and tried for his old frivolous manner. ‘My vote is for some fabulous treasure. The Rector was in league with a pirate, they hid the treasure in the tomb, then one dark night they met to divide the spoils, fell out and managed to kill one another. The pirate crew removed the bodies but did not know where the treasure was hidden and it has stayed there ever since.’ 
 
    ‘And Squire Jenner is actually the cabin boy grown up and trying to retrieve the loot, I suppose?’ Perry enquired sarcastically. ‘He’s taken his time about it.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure there is no crypt?’ Laura asked Will once they had run out of improbable fantasies and the joint had been carved. 
 
    ‘There was one once, but the entrance has been blocked – you can raise a slab in the south aisle and there are steps, but at the bottom you meet a solid stone wall,’ he said. ‘I asked the verger about it and he said it has been like that time out of mind because of flooding or subsidence, he was not sure which. I have to admit I was dubious – he seemed shifty so I thought it was a ruse to hide smuggled casks and had a close look. But it really is solid, there is no sign of anything being moveable, or marks on the floor or steps.’ 
 
    ‘The tomb it is, then,’ Perry said. ‘Are you fit enough to come with us, Will?’ 
 
    ‘Better if he does not, surely?’ Laura protested. ‘He could be in all kinds of trouble if the Rector discovers he had anything to do with it.’ 
 
    ‘If he objects, I resign.’ The once-diffident curate jutted his chin. 
 
    ‘If you resign, I’ve a living for you,’ Theo said as Perry began to protest. ‘I was going to suggest it in any case.’ 
 
    ‘My lord, you do not know my qualifications – ’  
 
    Theo waved the objections away as the footmen came in to clear for dessert. ‘We will discuss it later, but I am serious. You’ll not be out of employment over this, I promise you. Now, let us talk of something else – anything other than smugglers, treasure, rectors or tombs. Perry, we must hear about your Irish adventure.’ 
 
      
 
    Laura had gone off to bed yawning at ten o’clock, leaving the men to their brandy. Theo managed not to fuss over her, or to take any notice of the affectionate goodnight she gave Perry. He thought, when she turned in the doorway and looked back, that there was something meaningful in her eyes as she met his gaze. A warning perhaps not to speak of that awakening on the chaise in each other’s arms. 
 
    It hurt to feel the strange understanding that he had felt between them as they had worked in the study absent now. Perhaps he had imagined it. Perhaps he was  the only one who had felt it.  
 
    The three of them had settled back to discussing what equipment one required for dismantling tombs and how many men they would need for the job when there was the sound of the front door knocker and Terence came in. 
 
    ‘Mr Hogget has called to enquire about Mr Thwaite, my lord.’ 
 
    ‘Show him in,’ Perry said, with a slightly tipsy wave of the hand. ‘Fetch another glass.’ He squinted at the decanter. ‘And another bottle.’ 
 
    Hogget brought the scent of cool night air with him. ‘Northam, good evening. I am glad to see you up and out of bed, Thwaite. And to see you safely home, Manners. Bad business this assault.’ 
 
    ‘Evening, Hogget. Pull up a chair, take a glass.’ Perry waited until his neighbour was seated and lifting the glass to his lips before he added, ‘Gets worse. Someone broke in here last night and attacked my housekeeper.’ 
 
    Hogget spluttered into his brandy, coughed and put down the glass. ‘Good God! Is she unhurt?’ 
 
    ‘Shocked and bruised but it could have been a lot worse.’ 
 
    ‘What the devil is going on? We never had any violent crime that I can think of, barring the usual tavern brawls and the occasional problem with poachers. Not before – ’ He shot Theo a rapid look and fell silent. 
 
    ‘Before I arrived?’ Theo asked mildly. ‘But all I did before this began was to take one walk, visit the Mermaid tavern and attend a dinner party. Hardly provocative behaviour, surely?’ When Hogget did not answer he prompted, ‘We discussed smuggling, which did produce a certain constraint, as I recall. That and a mysterious tomb in Hempbourne Marish churchyard.’ 
 
    ‘Smuggling is a sensitive issue in these parts,’ Perry said easily. ‘Not all of us agree on its… virtues and that makes for a certain froideur. We have never come to blows about it though.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt it was the free traders that stirred the hornets’ nest,’ Hogget said. He appeared to have recovered his composure and was staring down into the golden depths of his glass. ‘There has always been a mystery about Hempbourne Marish, ever since Rector Swinburn disappeared in 1795, or so my father told me, with much tapping of the side of his nose and knowing looks.’ 
 
    ‘He knew something?’ Will asked. 
 
    ‘My father liked to pretend he knew all manner of secrets and to hug his knowledge, or his imaginings, to himself to excite interest and speculation,’ Hogget said. ‘The last time he mentioned it was at Gilpin’s funeral – the last Rector, that is. Talking about how at least this one had died honestly in his bed or some such thing. Then he started the nudging and the heavy hints about some people who weren’t as dead as everyone thought and that someone who held themselves up so high would be taken down a peg or two if the dead came back. 
 
    ‘He could tell a tale or two if he was so minded, he boasted, but no-one took any notice, he was notorious for heavy hints and provocative suggestions. He died soon afterwards and I closed down the house and lived in London for a while. I’ve only been back the past few months, as you know, Manners.’ 
 
    ‘Er, yes.’ 
 
    What the devil is Perry looking uncomfortable about now? ‘Your father can’t have been any great age,’ Theo observed. Hogget was perhaps forty one or two, in his estimation. 
 
    ‘Sixty two. I’d have said he was good for another twenty years, but the doctor said it must have been his heart.’  
 
    ‘How soon after Reverend Gilpin’s funeral did he die?’ Will asked suddenly. 
 
    Hogget raised an eyebrow, but answered readily enough. ‘Can’t have been more than a week.’ He hesitated, as though looking back through time. ‘I can remember noticing that the weeds had not even had time to germinate on the mound of earth over Gilpin’s grave.’ 
 
    His cool grey gaze lingered on Will’s face until the curate began to shift uncomfortably in his chair. ‘You’re looking shifty, Reverend. Have you been uncovering embarrassing secrets in the registers, Thwaite? Changes of birth dates? Marriages squeezed into the record, written in slightly different ink.’ His smile was sly now. ‘I can think of all kinds of reasons to attempt to silence you if that is the case.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly not,’ Will said, looking outraged. ‘I am unaware of any irregularities and if I was, I would immediately report them to the Bishop,’ he said stiffly. 
 
    ‘Ah well, I shall take myself off before it gets any blacker out here. Such a fine still night and only the stars to see by.’ Hogget rose to his feet and put down his glass. ‘Take care, Mr Thwaite, won’t you?’ 
 
    Perry tugged on the bell pull and Terence came to show out the visitor. 
 
    ‘What the blazes was all that about?’ Theo demanded.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Perry and Will exchanged glances as they heard the front door close. ‘Hogget has a wife.’ 
 
    ‘I gathered that. Lady Swinburn referred her in passing at the dinner party.’ 
 
    ‘A somewhat mysterious woman,’ Will said. ‘There have been rumours and Hogget is understandably sensitive about them. As a result he hits back in ways which are not always… wise.’ 
 
    ‘Hogget’s first wife died a while ago.’ Perry slumped back comfortably into his armchair. ‘The unfortunate woman was not right in her mind, he took her up to Town eighteen months ago and she never came back. Then he returned a year later with a new, young, Mrs Hogget who promptly fell out with the Swinburns who tried to patronise her. The trouble is, she is not gently-born and I suspect her father may be some tradesman, or a small merchant perhaps. She has good manners which are almost too perfect, if you know what I mean, and her accent slips from time to time.’ 
 
    ‘Not like you to turn up your nose at the smell of trade, Perry,’ Theo said mildly. ‘Not unless the lady is not quite respectable. An actress, was she?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t turn my nose up at her,’ Perry protested. ‘She appears perfectly virtuous and decent, if somewhat strong willed, from what little I’ve seen of her. But I’m hardly on such terms with Hogget that I’d be inviting him and his lady to dinner by themselves – he’s a good ten years older than I am. If I meet her I’m perfectly amiable, I assure you.’ 
 
    ‘And she is very intelligent,’ Will put in. ‘But after her falling-out with Lady Swinburn she refuses invitations when the Swinburns are also expected to be guests which must be a trifle limiting in close country society. The lady behaves with perfect circumspection, but it cannot be easy for her.’ 
 
    ‘Makes you wonder why Hogget stays around here,’ Perry said. ‘Let alone accepts dinner invitations from the Swinburns,’ Theo said. ‘I’d have thought it would be much easier to make a fresh start somewhere else and avoid all this unpleasantness.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, odd that. Perhaps he is too attached to the family home. I suppose he tolerates the Swinburns or he’d have no social life at all.’  
 
    ‘Not very loyal to his wife.’ Theo gazed into the mesmerising depths of his brandy. He’d had one too many, trying to drown out the thoughts of Laura, and now he felt his lids begin to droop as he tried to chase the tails of two or three wisps of thought that vanished like the fumes of the spirit even as he reached for them. ‘Rotten for Mrs Hogget. She must be lonely.’ 
 
    ‘She does not appear to let it lower her spirits – a very independent lady, that one,’ Will said. He too looked as though he should be in bed. ‘I often see her riding about, usually without a groom. Or she drives herself. She doesn’t attend church and she always seems to be not at home when I call, but apparently she does much good amongst the poorer families – shoes for children, that kind of thing.’ He smothered an enormous yawn. 
 
    ‘We have kept you up too late – and you look ready to drop as well, Theo, which is what you get for late night dinners with respectable widows.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Your appetite is improving, Will.’ Laura smiled at the curate as he accepted a plate of bacon and eggs and began to spread butter on a slice of toast with a lavish hand. 
 
    ‘I feel very much better in myself,’ he explained. ‘My head and my back still hurt, of course, and I certainly do not feel up to walking far or even standing for long – but my brain appears to be functioning a lot better, my body feels as though it needs the food to heal faster and I’m impatient to be up and about.’ 
 
    ‘If not delivering a lengthy sermon,’ Perry said with a grin. 
 
    ‘Who was that who called last night after I had retired?’ Laura asked. She had pulled the blankets over her head and refused to let herself be curious when she had heard the door knocker. The men had wanted to talk together without female interference, she’s suspected. Theo certainly no longer seemed so anxious to involve her, to be with her. Which was for the best, of course. If it was anything urgent someone would tell her soon enough. 
 
    Now she listened attentively as the men recounted as much of the previous evening’s visit as they could recall through the lingering brandy fumes. ‘So Mr Hogget changed the subject and attacked Will verbally immediately after you started asking questions about his father’s death?’  
 
    ‘Damn it, so he did,’ Perry said. ‘Er, sorry, Laura.’ 
 
    She flapped a hand, dismissing his swearing. ‘So was his father murdered, do you think? And had he suspected it, or was it your questioning that made it occur to him for the first time? If it was your questions, then he could have tried to divert you all from the subject while he thought it over – It would be a dreadful shock to suddenly suspect something like that.’ 
 
    ‘And if he was murdered then, from what Hogget was saying, it was because of a local secret that he knew,’ Theo said. He smiled at her and suddenly that warm feeling of a shared puzzle, of two minds working together, was back. ‘But if this secret was so dangerous, why the devil didn’t Hogget senior tell his son, or write it down or act on it?’ 
 
    ‘Because it was so dangerous?’ Will suggested. ‘Or he enjoyed the power of hugging the knowledge to himself.’ 
 
     ‘Could well be the case, but I don’t know if it gets us any further forward,’ Perry said. ‘When are we going to look at the tomb and who is coming with us?’ 
 
    ‘You, me, Jed and Tom Waggett,’ Theo said. ‘Hopefully that’s enough to raise the top if we take crowbars and ropes. I don’t want to use servants of yours, Perry. If there’s trouble as a result, they are local parishioners and shouldn’t have to be involved.’ 
 
    ‘And me,’ Will said firmly. ‘I am not going to have you disturbing tombs in my churchyard in my absence. If there is nothing wrong with it and someone is buried inside, then I want to ensure it is resealed reverently.’ 
 
    ‘And me,’ Laura said. The men all turned to look at her as though she had declared the intention of flying. ‘I will go mad if I’m cooped up here much longer. I’ll wear male clothing then if anyone sees me from a distance they won’t recognise me.’ 
 
    ‘Male clothing?’ Perry said faintly. 
 
    ‘I’m sure Pitkin can find me something to fit.’ 
 
    ‘You will reduce him to hysterics,’ Theo said with a grin that said quite clearly that he supported her, that she should be involved, whereas Perry, bless his conventional soul, was shocked. ‘He gets embarrassed when I don’t wear a nightshirt. Er, sorry, shouldn’t mention such things to a lady.’ 
 
      
 
    In the end, they set out with Laura, in a hastily-modified suit of Pitkin’s own clothing, sitting on the floor of the curricle under the rug that was draped over Will’s knees. Two crowbars, several coils of rope, some wooden blocks and two lanterns were wedged uncomfortably around her.  
 
    Tom Waggett drove and the other three men rode. It would have been more comfortable all round to take the carriage, but Perry thought that the curricle would attract less attention. It also meant, Laura suspected, that she was shrouded under the rug and he did not have to look at her until he had quite come to terms with seeing female legs on display. 
 
    Although, she mused as they bumped and rattled along the coast road, he has probably seen and appreciated a considerable number of pairs in his time. Just not those belonging to a female friend. Theo, too, had managed to look almost anywhere but at her as she scrambled under the rug but she had not missed how he had glanced at her when she walked into the hall, how his lips had parted and how he had turned sharply away. He desired her. She should be shocked, but somehow she could not summon up any emotion other than a reciprocal yearning. 
 
    The two servants had politely averted their eyes and Pitkin had handed her the garments with his closed, of course, but to her surprise it was Will, who could normally blush with the best of them, who showed no reaction at all to having a scandalously-clad female wrapped around his legs.  
 
    ‘Aren’t you shocked, Will?’ she asked after one particularly bad rut had wrested a curse from Waggett and had thrown Laura hard against Will’s knees. 
 
    ‘You are decently, if unconventionally, clad,’ he replied. As far as she could tell under her blanket, he was vaguely amused. ‘In fact it seems a very rational type of clothing for females.’ 
 
    ‘It is wonderful,’ Laura agreed. ‘I have never tried breeches before, but all I can say is that women would be far better able to look after themselves without the handicap of skirts and er… Other garments.’ She’d been about to say corsets, but the sound of Waggett clearing his throat ominously made her think again. 
 
    She poked her head out from under the covers as the curricle turned sharply, halted for a moment and then drove up the coffin path to the porch. ‘Is it safe to come out?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t seen a soul the entire way,’ Perry said, swinging down from the saddle. He seemed to have overcome his reluctance to so much as glance at her, Laura noted, but he still kept his gaze rather fixedly on her face. 
 
    ‘The five-bar gate is as well oiled as the wicket gate,’ Theo remarked. ‘Is that usual?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never noticed.’ Will frowned in concentration. ‘We do not spend much on maintaining the churchyard here, as you can see. There are not the funds for it. I let the churchwardens get on with the routine maintenance and they employ the gravedigger to scythe the grass and cut the hedges back twice a year. He doesn’t get much work just digging, because if we get one funeral every six months, that would be the most I would expect. Some families tidy up around their own plots, of course, but so long as the path to the porch and vestry doors are clear, and there’s a rough path right round the church, that’s all I ask.’  
 
    ‘Oh, this is one of the main smugglers’ routes up from the beach,’ Laura said as Waggett helped Will down from the curricle and offered his arm. 
 
    ‘Where do you want to be, Reverend?’ 
 
    ‘In the porch, if you please. I can sit there and watch what you are all doing at the tomb. But how do you know about the smugglers’ route, Laura?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, how do you?’ Theo demanded. 
 
    She shrugged. ‘I thought everyone did, it is common knowledge. Certainly the brandy that Uncle Swinburn acquires comes this way. I heard him talking about it to Giles once. The path goes up past the church.’ She gestured vaguely. 
 
    ‘That probably explains why Swinburn is so prickly about me asking questions,’ Theo said. ‘Jed, you go and stand watch on the north side, there’s the best view of the surrounding country from there. Let us know immediately if you see anyone.’ He prowled around the tomb, peering under the overhang of the lid as the groom disappeared around the west end of the church. ‘No wonder we couldn’t shift this. It has some kind of iron bolts securing it. The ends show here and here.’ Perry came and crouched down beside him to look. ‘And they are all rusted solid. See?’ 
 
    Perry said something short and vehement under his breath. 
 
    ‘Quite. So if there is any way into this, it must be from the side.’ 
 
    ‘With that wide stone plinth under it there would be no marks of stones being dragged back over the turf.’ Laura joined them and knelt at one end. ‘Have you noticed how close the turf is scythed all round the tomb, not just on the side nearest the path?’ 
 
    ‘Which means that someone wanted to get at the back.’ Theo got up and moved round. ‘And the plinth slopes slightly away from the tomb on this side. Again, no drag-marks would be left if the side panel was pulled out.’ 
 
    ‘Seems as though someone was thinking this out carefully,’ Perry remarked. ‘Unless it is all a fairy tale we’re telling ourselves.’ Despite his dubious tone he removed his hat and coat and laid them on top of the tomb then stood back, cracking his knuckles. ‘Pity we can’t just hit it with a sledgehammer.’ 
 
    Theo was crawling along the sloping plinth, tapping at the side with his gloved knuckles. ‘It sounds hollow, but then it would, even if it was perfectly genuine.’ 
 
    The irritable fat cherubs on the corner seemed to glower at Laura and she stuck out her tongue in childish retaliation, then leaned in closer, her attention caught by a detail. ‘The cherub at the top has eyes, but this one only has holes.’ She pushed one finger into the staring eye socket and then the other. ‘Perry, see if it is the same your end and if it is, put your fingers in the holes. Something shifted when I pushed.’ 
 
    He bent down. ‘Yes, holes here. I’ll just… Watch out!’ 
 
    There was a grating sound and the entire long back panel of the tomb tilted out. Theo gave a startled yell, rolled away from underneath but managed to twist around to get both hands to it as Perry grabbed for the other end. 
 
    They laid it down on the grass and there was a jostling rush to peer inside, followed by Will who had the sense to fetch a lantern before walking cautiously down to join them. 
 
    ‘It is empty,’ Laura said. ‘Thank goodness.’ She had not been looking forward to seeing a skull grinning back at them.  
 
    Then Will lit the lantern and handed it to Theo who held it at arm’s length into the cobwebbed interior. ‘It might not be unoccupied.’ A line of stone slabs edged the floor of the tomb, but in the centre was a grave-sized hole vanishing down into the darkness. ‘A vault,’ he said, his voice echoing back as he leaned in. 
 
    ‘Riders coming,’ Jed called, coming round the corner of the church at a run. ‘Six of ’em and one’s Sir Walter.’ He skidded to a halt, panting. ‘They’re almost here, came up from some track I couldn’t see on the side of the hill.’ 
 
    ‘Hell, that must be the smugglers’ path,’ Theo said. They could hear voices, quite close now. He caught her by the shoulders, looked around. ‘Laura, inside the tomb, quickly.’ 
 
    She scrambled in, too anxious about being seen to think about what she was doing, where she was going. The slab went back into place with a muffled thud at either end and she was alone in the dark with only four little circles of light from the cherubs’ empty eyes. 
 
    I won’t suffocate, she told herself as the realisation dawned that she was actually entombed, overtaking the panic at the thought of her uncle laying hands on her again. Entombed. With what? 
 
    All around her the dead of centuries mouldered peacefully under the turf. They can’t hurt you, she told herself. It was not much help, not with a yawning open grave right beside her. Laura shifted a little so she was lying flat on her back. The edging slabs were just wide enough to support her if she crossed her arms over her chest. Like a copse. Stop it. Theo’s out there, he’ll get me out as soon as it is safe. I can breathe, five capable men know exactly where I am. 
 
    She made herself relax, let her shoulders lie flat, her legs go limp. Breathing became easier and she could hear a little of what was happening outside. There was the heavy tread of hooves, the exchange of greetings. Two new voices, her uncle and Giles. No, three and that one a woman, her voice deeper than her Aunt Swinburn. It must be Aunt Finch, she realised. 
 
    That was Perry’s voice, then Theo’s. She couldn’t hear what they were saying beyond the odd word, but they seemed to be explaining that they were taking Will out for some fresh air and a change of scene and that they were still intrigued by the inscriptions on the tomb. 
 
    It all seemed to be going well and the tone, if not the words, sounded casual and friendly. Laura relaxed a little more: they’d be gone in a moment and meanwhile her right foot was going to sleep. She gave it an experimental wiggle just as something scuttled across her nose, making her jump. With the change in weight the stone under her left shoulder blade shifted, the slab tilted. Laura jerked upright and two more moved under her hips, then she was sliding, tipped sideways into the blackness of the vault below. 
 
    Somehow she managed not to scream as she landed in total darkness on a flat, hard surface, the breath almost knocked out of her. Nothing shifted, no stones followed her down. Tentatively she put out a hand, her fingertips brushed something that was not earth or stone and she closed her hand around it. Something slightly rough, but not rock. Something slender and long and – Bone.  
 
    Laura dropped it, recoiling backwards in the narrow slot, fighting the urge to shriek. Her scrabbling hand closed around something hard and round and she flailed out wildly, then froze. Somewhere close at hand there was a soft trickle, tiny clinks, a rustle of dried soil. Earth and stones were falling.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Just go away! Theo wanted to yell it at the riders. Laura was in that tomb along with goodness knows what and he and Perry were lounging about up here in the light and air making fatuous conversation about parish history and Will’s health. 
 
    Sir Walter and Giles were out checking their coverts with their head gamekeeper, they said. The rider on the neat brown cob, keeping a respectful distance, raised his hat to Theo when he looked across and he recognised him as the man with the spaniel in the Mermaid inn. Beside him another rider waited, the dark, silent man who had walked out of the inn when he’d entered. His gaze was on Mrs Finch. Her groom perhaps. 
 
    ‘Ran across Jenner here, he’s having the same problems with the scoundrels,’ Sir Walter said, gesturing towards the Squire. ‘You losing much game, Manners?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I’m aware of, but I have to admit to not keeping a close eye on it for the last month or so,’ Perry admitted. ‘My keeper’s been laid up with a broken leg, which doesn’t help.’ 
 
    ‘We should set man traps,’ Jenner blustered. ‘Then hang the scum.’ 
 
    Mrs Finch turned her head to regard him. She cut an imposing figure, mounted on a strapping Roman-nosed grey and Theo thought she had the gravitas and self-control that her brother Sir Walter sadly lacked. ‘If the common people were better fed we would not have a problem with poaching,’ she pronounced. ‘The government should look to the Corn Laws if they truly have the interests of the people at heart.’ 
 
    ‘Hah! You’re bound to say that, being a clergyman’s wife,’ Jenner retorted. ‘You just have to look across the Channel to see what that kind of softness leads to – bloody revolution, that’s what!’ 
 
    Mrs Finch’s nostrils flared and the horse shifted uneasily as though she had jabbed the reins. ‘A warning, certainly,’ was all the response that she gave him. After a moment she turned back to look down at Perry who was leaning against the tomb. ‘I see you are assisting Lord Northam with his antiquarian interests, Lord Manners.’ 
 
    Perry grinned. ‘Got to keep my guest happy, ma’am. Besides, I have to admit to being intrigued as to who this Flyte fellow was.’ 
 
    ‘You’d do better getting a new keeper and harrying these confounded poachers, Manners,’ Sir Walter snapped. ‘Good day to you.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, I must see how Mr Thwaite does.’ Mrs Finch turned her horse and rode up to the porch where Will, supported by Jed, was just standing up. The groom turned his horse’s head and moved up, keeping the same distance behind her. 
 
    ‘Should you be out of your bed, Mr Thwaite?’ 
 
    ‘The doctor recommended light exercise to prevent muscle stiffness, Mrs Finch. But I must confess, sitting is about all I feel able to manage at the moment. Even standing for more than a few minutes is exhausting. The change of scene, however, is refreshing. I must thank you for your offer to take me in after the incident.’ 
 
    ‘The least we can do. The Rector will not hear of you exerting yourself about your duties for at least another week.’ She nodded majestically and rode back. ‘Come, Walter.’ 
 
    At least another week! Very generous, Theo thought as the riding party made its way down to the gate Waggett was holding open for them. 
 
    Jed strolled after them and vanished into the lane. He reappeared a few minutes later. ‘They are all cantering across that pasture towards Smoker’s Hole.’ 
 
    Theo and Perry were already on their knees, triggering the release on the tomb. The side fell away to reveal empty space and misplaced slabs. 
 
    ‘Laura!’ 
 
    Perry handed him the lighted lantern and he held it inside. There was a scuffling noise and Laura stood up, the top of her head just below the edge  of the shelf around the inside of the tomb. 
 
    ‘Oh, thank goodness.’ Her face as she tipped it up to look at him was white and her eyes wide. He reached in and she took his hand and clung for a long moment before she let go. ‘It is horrible in here. There are bones.’ 
 
    Theo leaned over. ‘No there aren’t.’ 
 
    Laura looked down. ‘So there aren’t – it’s a ladder! Oh, how foolish, I put out my hand and it closed over a rung and it felt just like a long bone must do.’ She shivered. ‘I could hear earth and stones falling, but they’ve stopped now.’ 
 
    Theo leaned over further. ‘That ladder looks sound. Quite new, in fact. If you set it upright, can you climb out?’ She had cobwebs in her hair and a dusty smudge across her nose and he just wanted to reach in and haul her up into his arms. 
 
    ‘You climb down,’ she said. ‘Now I can see and I know I’m not sharing this with a skeleton, I want to explore.’ 
 
    ‘If you go down, Theo, then so do I,’ Perry announced. When they were all three in the trench he peered into the darkness. ‘You first, Theo, then Laura – if you must,’ he added darkly. ‘If Waggett keeps watch and Jed stays here with one end of the rope and we take the other, then he can haul us out if there’s any problem.’ 
 
    ‘What about me?’ Will had made his way painfully down the path and was on his knees looking into the tomb. 
 
    ‘You stay there,’ Theo said. ‘And offer up prayers that no-one else sees Laura in this rig-out.’ 
 
    As he hoped, that startled an indignant laugh out of her. He hadn’t liked the paleness of her face when he had looked down at her in that grave cut. He tied one end of the rope around his waist and wriggled past her. It was a tight fit and the feeling of her body in its male clothing was both strange and disturbing. ‘Keep at least two feet behind me,’ he ordered brusquely to cover up his reaction. ‘If more earth starts to fall, turn round and get out immediately, do you understand?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Theo,’ she said with a meekness that was clearly meant to mock. ‘You had better have the lantern, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Pressing past her had put the damned thing out of his mind. He took it from her and held it up. ‘There’s definitely a tunnel.’ 
 
    ‘How far does it go?’ Perry asked from behind Laura. 
 
    ‘Not very far at all. Three or four yards, perhaps. I think I can see stone.’ He bent and edged forward, listening every few steps for the sound of the walls or roof giving way. Then the earth around him became cut stonework and the edge of the tunnel finished abruptly. One step ahead was nothing but a dark, echoing space. 
 
    ‘I’ve found the crypt,’ he called back as he swung the lantern out into the void. ‘The tunnel cuts through the wall of the church.’ 
 
    ‘Can you get down?’ Laura asked. 
 
    ‘There’s another ladder. I’ll try it if you stop pushing me and I don’t go in head first.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t help it,’ Laura protested. ‘It’s Perry treading on my heels.’ 
 
    ‘Change places then.’ Theo knelt down and gave the head of the ladder a firm shake. It seemed sound enough. 
 
    Behind him he heard a spirited argument going on, then scuffling, then Perry spoke right behind him. ‘Is it safe?’ 
 
    ‘I think so. You hold the top, I’ll go down.’ The ladder was solid under his feet and he landed safely about eight feet down on a stone floor. ‘Pass me the lantern.’ 
 
    Perry handed it down and he looked around. 
 
    ‘Nothing here – some broken wood here by my feet – looks like an old ladder, a damaged cask over there. That newer stonework must be what blocks the steps up to the aisle. No coffins, thank goodness. The air smells fairly fresh which seems strange.’ 
 
    ‘There’ll be pierced stones somewhere to ventilate it,’ Perry said, surprising him with his knowledge. ‘There was a problem with them getting blocked by earth at Fellingham church and we had to get stonemasons in because of the damp. Does the crypt go right under the church? I can’t see.’ 
 
    ‘I think so.’ Theo peered past some pillars. ‘Yes, it is the same plan as the church above, I think. Nothing exciting – just more rubbish in one corner.’ 
 
    ‘I’m coming down. Laura wants to see and she’ll push me off in a moment.’ He joined Theo and Laura appeared at the edge, knelt down and pulled a face. 
 
    ‘I was expecting piles of casks or chests of gold. How disappointing.’ 
 
    Theo walked over and kicked the scattered cask staves. ‘This looks like a brandy cask, it was small. But there are no marks on it. What’s under that old tarpaulin, Perry?’ 
 
    It covered a low mound about six feet in length that ran away from the wall just below the opening they had come through. Perry took hold of a corner, flipped it back and swore, one violent, vehement word. 
 
      
 
    Laura tried to scream but no sound came out. She tried to look away, but found she could not. The body lay staring up at her, the skin yellow and tight to the skull, the mouth open in an obscene laugh, greyish hair straggling from the peeling scalp. What made it almost worse was that this was clearly a clergyman. His dusty black garments still clung in tatters to the skeletal limbs, a grey wig of the style of half a century before had fallen to one side and once-white clerical neckbands lay on his chest. 
 
    Theo shot up the ladder, pulled her to her feet and away from the entrance and pushed her unceremoniously back along the tunnel, into the cut beneath the tomb. Somehow, she found herself out in the light and the air, secure in Theo’s arms as he knelt on the grass, holding her tight. She clutched him, too shaken to try and be brave. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ Will was on his knees beside them, his voice cracking. ‘Are you hurt?’ 
 
    ‘We found the missing Rector,’ Theo said grimly. ‘It… he… is not a pleasant sight.’ 
 
    ‘Dear Lord.’ Will rocked back on his heels as Perry scrambled out of the side of the tomb. 
 
    ‘Laura?’ He frowned at her in Theo’s arms and Theo made a sound surprisingly like a growl. Perry blinked, then said mildly, ‘I suspect you have the wrong pig by the tail, my friend.’ 
 
    ‘Are you calling me a – ’ 
 
    ‘I must go down there,’ Will said. 
 
    ‘But – ’ Perry began, then shrugged. ‘Don’t tear your stitches when you bend. I’ll go down first and give you a hand.’ 
 
    ‘You go too,’ Laura said as she wriggled out of Theo’s embrace. It was far too safe in his arms, she could pretend nothing was wrong. But everything was wrong and there was real life to be faced. ‘Perry needs help to make certain Will doesn’t hurt himself.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ Theo knelt beside her, watching her face with a peculiar intensity.  
 
    He is looking at me so strangely. I must be white as a sheet where I’m not filthy dirty and covered in cobwebs. ‘Go, I will be fine here with Jed and Tom Waggett.’ 
 
    She sat there staring rather blankly at the cherubs until Jed offered her a flask containing something apparently concocted from fire, pepper and lamp oil. Two swigs of it left her feeling warmer and less shaky, even if the churchyard did have a tendency to swim in and out of focus. 
 
    The men emerged eventually, all looking rather grim and, in Will’s case, distressed. Perry and Theo closed the tomb and loaded the tools back into the curricle and helped Will up to the seat. 
 
    Laura made to climb in too, but Theo took her arm. ‘You ride back with me,’ he said and, before she could protest, tossed her up into the saddle of his hack, then swung up behind her. 
 
    ‘I’m – ’  
 
    ‘Shocked and shivering and I’m not having you jolted all the way under a rug on the floor of the curricle,’ he finished as he guided the big gelding down to the gate. 
 
    ‘But – ’ 
 
    ‘We’ll talk about it when we get back to the Grange.’ 
 
    ‘You – ’ 
 
    ‘What have you been drinking?’ he asked as the breeze blew her breath back to him. 
 
    ‘Something Jed gave me. Goodness, you allowed me to finish a sentence, I feel quite faint.’ 
 
    One strong arm lashed around her midriff as Theo urged the horse into a canter. ‘I worry about you. No lady should have to see sights like that.’ 
 
    ‘No-one should have to,’ she said with a shudder and let her head drop back against his shoulder. ‘He was murdered, wasn’t he? Killed and covered up and left in the dark.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not certain. Wait until we can all discuss it together. This may be more complicated than we think.’ 
 
      
 
    Theo told himself not to fuss, not to over-protect Laura. She told him she’d fret herself to flinders if she was sent off to bed while the men discussed their grisly find – not, she assured him, that she’d allow herself to be sent in any case. He had to accept that she knew what was best for her, even though it ran exactly counter to his desire to wrap her up in cotton wool and put his body between hers and the entire hostile world. And kiss her until that look of horror was replaced by something else. Something he had no right to put there. 
 
    He and Perry were down first after bathing. They suggested to Mrs Bishop that a very light luncheon might be all anyone could face and then found themselves in wary confrontation in the drawing room. 
 
    ‘I appear to have allowed my feelings to become apparent,’ Theo said when it seemed that Perry was not immediately going to punch him in the face. 
 
    ’Yes, you have, rather,’ Perry agreed, with an amiability that could only be false and dangerous. 
 
    ‘Naturally Laura’s state of shock accounts for the fact that she did not repulse my… attentions.’ Hell, but this was difficult. And why was Perry being so confoundedly calm about it? 
 
    ‘I doubt it.’ Perry strolled over to the decanters. ‘A dry sherry?’ 
 
    ‘The devil with sherry! Manners, I am trying to tell you that I seem to have developed… feelings for your intended and that I can only apologise and if you wish me to leave, I will of course do so, although under the circumstances – ’ 
 
    ‘Laura is not my intended. She is an old friend, one I care about deeply and if you break her heart, or cause her pain in any way, then I’ll remove your toenails by way of your nostrils, but otherwise, for what it’s worth, you have my blessing. If and when you do sort out exactly what you feel for her.’ He stood, decanter in hand and demanded, ‘Now, do you want a sherry or not?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ He sat down in an inelegant sprawl on the sofa. ‘Damn it, I don’t want to fall for a woman, any woman. I have just got myself betrothed.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve what? And you haven’t said anything? To whom?’ 
 
    ‘Lady Penelope Haddon, Prestwich’s eldest daughter.’ 
 
    ‘Good match. Well done.’ 
 
    ‘Is it? I’m just getting to terms with being a viscount and all that involves and I’ve not the slightest idea how to be a husband. With my history, I wouldn’t have blamed her father for turning me down, but he seemed pleased with the match.’ 
 
    ‘He would be,’ Perry said drily. ‘You’ve a title, money and have shown every sign of being a reformed character. And I heard something – she was involved with an artillery officer – or was it a naval lieutenant? – anyway, father put a stop to it on the grounds of no family and no money, so you’ll be a gift from the gods to a harassed parent. But you’ll know all about that, of course.’ 
 
    ‘No.’ Theo shook his head. ‘I didn’t trouble to look into her life much. Good family, healthy dowry, pleasant young  woman.’ He grimaced. ‘I should have cared more, shouldn’t I?’ 
 
    ‘If you intend to spend the rest of your life with her, yes.’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing I can do about it now. I’ve just got to stop thinking about Laura in that way.’ Like turning over the page in a book? Erasing a line of writing in black ink? So easy to say… 
 
    ‘Are you in love with her?’ Perry dropped onto the other end of the sofa. ‘You positively growled at me back in the churchyard.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Theo confessed. ‘I’ve never been in love, I daren’t think about it with Laura. I know I want to protect her. And kiss her… More than kiss her. I know I shouldn’t even notice another woman now I’m betrothed, but I want her. I like her, damn it.’ 
 
    ‘Has it occurred to you that you made a serious error in proposing to Lady Penelope?’ 
 
    ‘Of course it has. And there is nothing I can do about it except try my best to be a decent husband to her.’ 
 
    ‘How does Laura feel about you?’ Perry asked. 
 
    ‘How would I know? I can hardly ask, can I? I’m not that much of a blackguard. But I know perfectly well that she could care passionately about me and it still shouldn’t make any difference.’  
 
    ‘It shouldn’t, but I think it would. You don’t want me to ask her then?’ Perry ducked as Theo hurled a cushion at him. 
 
    ‘This is not a laughing matter. Listen – they’re coming.’ 
 
    The sound of Laura and Will bickering gently over who should be supporting who, was audible through the half-open door. Theo got to his feet and went to open it wider as the two came in. 
 
    Will had changed his clothes and was looking pale and anxious. Laura, in a simple sprigged cotton day dress, had some of her colour back, but her smile seemed forced to Theo. My guilty conscience, he told himself, trying not to look at the way her hair curled damply around her ears. He reached out a hand to touch it and then snatched it back. 
 
    Without asking, Perry gave them both sherry and they all sat down in a silence that Will finally broke. 
 
    ‘We must inform Sir Walter that his uncle has been found so that a funeral can be held as soon as possible. The Rector must be decently buried.’ 
 
    ‘He’s been in the crypt for eighteen years,’ Theo objected. ‘On holy ground. I do not think we should tell anyone about this until we have some idea what happened.’ 
 
    ‘It was murder, surely?’ Laura said.  
 
    ‘Not necessarily.’ Perry unfolded a handkerchief to reveal four short metal rods that he placed on the low table that stood between them. ‘He had these in his pocket. I tried them as we closed the tomb. It took two of us to open it when we first discovered how it worked. But with these he could have opened it by himself. They are not some makeshift, they seem to have been cut to length specifically for the purpose, so he must have entered the tomb knowing how it worked.’ 
 
    ‘And he must have been involved in its construction,’ Will said slowly. ‘When I saw the crypt from the inside it was evident there was no reason why it should have been blocked up and that could not have been done without the knowledge of the Rector.’ 
 
    ‘So he was a smuggling parson and made an elaborate store for the contraband. They are common enough from what one hears,’ Laura said. ‘The church has always been on the smugglers’ route inland. It still does not mean he died by accident.’ 
 
    ‘We examined the body. A bit.’ Perry took a reviving gulp of sherry, got up and brought the decanter over to top up all the glasses. ‘Too early for brandy I suppose.’ He sat down again, cleared his throat. ‘Anyway, the ladder that was pushed to the side next to the body had a break in one of the uprights and it looked natural. There was a large knot in the wood that must have weakened it. There was no sign that the ladder had been interfered with.’ 
 
    ‘But he was a tall man,’ Laura protested. ‘At least, he seemed to have been…’ Her voice trailed away and she gave a little shiver. ‘Surely he could have improvised something?’ 
 
    ‘Not with a badly broken leg,’ Theo said. ‘That was apparent even without having to move the, er, remains. It looks as though he entered the crypt alone, closing the tomb behind him, the ladder collapsed causing him to fall and break his leg and perhaps creating other injuries. He could not get out, no-one knew he was there. If this happened early in the week he could have lain there for days before the church was opened for the next service, by which time he was either dead or too weak to make his voice heard.’ 
 
    ‘Poor man. All alone in the dark waiting for a rescue that never came.’ Theo heard the shake in Laura’s voice but Will took her hand in his and she turned to him, not the other way towards Theo. 
 
    As if it matters, so long as she is comforted, he told himself. And I am the one recounting all the ghastly details. Why would she turn to me? 
 
    ‘But we have not thought this through,’ Perry said. ‘He cannot have been the only person who knew about the crypt and the tomb. The sole reason for having such a large secret storage space is for a considerable amount of contraband – casks and bales of stuff. He could not possibly have managed that by himself.’ 
 
    ‘And we are not the first people to find him,’ Laura said, her voice strengthening. She let go of Will’s hand and sat up straighter. ‘Someone covered the body with that tarpaulin.’ 
 
    ‘There would have been a gang of smugglers working with Swinburn,’ Theo said, working it out as he went along. ‘They used the crypt, but the day he disappeared he must have gone there alone for some reason. He had the accident and was trapped. A hue and cry was sent up and the area must have been swarming with searchers looking for him, so the gang would have lain low, not knowing he was there. Even if they had casks down in the crypt that was not the time to be shifting them. By the time it felt safe to open the tomb it was already too late and they found him dead.’ 
 
    ‘So they took away their goods, closed the tomb and stayed clear. Without the connivance of the Rector it would be risky to keep using the crypt and the Reverend Gilpin who succeeded him was no supporter of free trade. I would guess they found alternative hiding places,’ Perry mused. ‘There are barns further inland along that track on Swinburn land.’ 
 
    ‘So we have solved the mystery of the tomb, but we still do not know why anyone should have attacked Will,’ Laura said. ‘If no-one is using the crypt for illegal purposes nowadays then why should whoever it is fear some antiquarian research?’ 
 
    ‘It is the Swinburns and they do not want a scandal about the Rector, their relative?’ Perry suggested. 
 
    ‘If they knew about his body being there then I would have expected them to take the initiative and remove it one dark night,’ Will said as he leant forward to set his empty glass on the table. ‘Then, whatever is found down there, nothing links it to the family. And anyway, an old scandal like that is surely not reason for murder?’ 
 
    The door opened behind them. ‘Excuse me, my lord.’ It was Pitkin holding something wrapped in handkerchief. ‘I thought this might be important. I was brushing the, er, garments Miss Darke used this morning and I found this in one pocket of the coat.’ He walked forward and, with rather more theatre than Theo would have expected of him, set the cloth on the table, just where a shaft of sunlight hit it 
 
    Pitkin flipped back the cloth and there was a collective gasp as they stared at the disc of bright gold nestling in the linen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Laura?’ 
 
    She realised that they were all staring at her. Where had that coin come from? Then she realised. ‘It was on the floor of the cut under the tomb. I landed on it when I fell in. I was groping around and my fingers found that just after I felt what I thought was a human bone with my other hand. I must have pushed it into my pocket while I was flapping about panicking.’ 
 
    ‘A profitable business, smuggling,’ Perry remarked as Theo picked up the gleaming object. 
 
    ‘I am sure it is.’ Theo brushed away a crumb of dirt and lifted the coin to eye level. ‘But this cannot be part of the Reverend Swinburn’s ill-gotten gains. This is a fifty franc Napoléon minted in the Revolutionary year An 12, which, if memory serves me right, is more or less equivalent to 1803. That is eight years after Swinburn died.’  
 
    He passed the coin to Laura and she bent over it. On one side was the profile of a young Napoleon with the words Bonaparte Premier Consol. On the other side, a laurel wreath with 50 Francs inside, surrounded by Republique Français, An. 12, a tiny cockerel and the letter A. 
 
    ‘That is the mint mark for Paris,’ Will said when she passed it to him. ‘There was an article about the French currency in the Gentleman’s Magazine a while ago.’ 
 
    Finally Perry put the coin back on the table. ‘So the crypt has been used since at least 1803.’ 
 
    ‘Wait a moment.’ Theo got to his feet and began to pace. ‘This is all wrong. Smugglers are importing goods into this country, yes? We no longer smuggle goods out, the days of illegal, untaxed wool exports is long past – ’ He stopped and stared at them expectantly. ‘Yes?’ When they nodded he began to pace again. ‘So the smugglers would be buying things in France – brandy, lace, tobacco and so forth, spending English money. That is one of the objections to smuggling – the flow of English gold into France, into the pockets of the regime we are at war with. So in that case, what is a high-denomination French coin doing over here?’ 
 
    ‘Picked up as a souvenir and dropped?’ Will hazarded. 
 
    ‘Fifty francs? In gold? That is not going to change anyone’s life, but I’d be irritated if I lost it and a working man is going to be downright annoyed. He’d search for it, I’d have thought,’ Theo said. 
 
    ‘So either he could not go back to look for it or whoever dropped it had so many that they did not notice one lost,’ Laura said. ‘But many French francs, in gold? Here? Someone has been selling something valuable to the enemy if that is the case.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s a wonderful motive for attempted murder,’ Perry said triumphantly. 
 
    ‘What a relief to know why I was attacked,’ Will said faintly. ‘I feel quite relaxed about it now.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ Perry said ruefully. 
 
    ‘But all we need to do to make you safe is to announce our find,’ Theo said, coming to a sudden halt in front of the fireplace. ‘We tell the Swinburns and make certain the news is passed far and wide, even if they want to keep it quiet to save the family reputation. We don’t tell anyone about the coin. As far as we are concerned the story ends with the Rector’s death.’ 
 
    ‘So it wasn’t necessarily Sir Walter or Giles who tried to kill Will?’ Perry looked as though he was finding it hard to keep up. 
 
    ‘If we could work out the secret of the tomb – and doesn’t that sound like the title of a truly gruesome Gothick novel? – then anyone else could have done so at any point between the Rector’s death and now,’ Theo pointed out. ‘It might be local smugglers who started using it again and the coin was just accidentally dropped by someone who had it in their pocket. Or it could be treason or something we haven’t thought of yet.’ 
 
    There was a depressed silence. Perry absent-mindedly poured himself another glass of sherry and tossed it back in one. Will closed his eyes as though in prayer, Theo scuffed the hearthrug with his toe and Laura stared at her worn shoes and tried very hard not to think about the horror that lay in the crypt. 
 
    ‘I want to go to Norwich,’ she said, startling the men. Perry dropped the stopper of the decanter with a crack.  
 
    ‘You think the answer is there?’ Theo asked. 
 
    ‘You want to consult the Bishop?’ Will suggested. 
 
    ‘I want to go shopping. I’ve got two gowns to my name, both of them looking the worse for wear. I’ve one pair of shoes…’ To say nothing of only two changes of linen. She was too tactful to mention underwear in front of the men. ‘And I am tired of being inside here all the time.’ 
 
    ‘You went out this morning,’ Perry pointed out. 
 
    ‘Yes, wasn’t that a delightful outing? No, I intend to go to Norwich.’ 
 
    ‘You might be recognised,’ Theo objected. 
 
    ‘I am certain Mrs Bishop has a suitably voluminous veil I can borrow. There is no need for any of you to disturb yourselves, if I may borrow Edward or Terence, Perry.’ 
 
    ‘What would disturb me would be for you to be in Norwich when we have no idea of who, or what, we are dealing with,’ Theo snapped. ‘Other than the fact that they are a killer, that is.’ 
 
    ‘Are you forbidding me to go?’ This was the man who had held her as she reeled from the shock of seeing that gruesome body, the man in whose arms she had dreamt of being… And, now I come to think about it, the man who tosses me onto his horse like Lochinvar without a by-your leave, orders me about, doesn’t let me finish a sentence. Oh yes, and the man with a fiancée in London. Never forget that. ‘You have no right whatsoever.’ 
 
    Theo looked at her, lips compressed, brows drawn together and she scowled back. Then he gave huff of laughter and looked across at Perry. ‘You see? I have absolutely no idea.’ 
 
    ‘No idea about what?’ she demanded. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter. Would you allow me to escort you to Norwich, Miss Darke?’ 
 
    It was a flag of truce. ‘Very well. If you can spare the time. Thank you.’ And that was not very gracious, but it was the best she could do with her hackles still up. And why did Perry look as though he was about to choke on suppressed mirth? She switched the glower to him and he subsided. 
 
    ‘I ought to come too,’ Will said, emerging from his long silence. ‘I really should speak to the Bishop.’ 
 
    ‘Before we break the news about their relative to the Swinburns?’ Theo queried. 
 
    ‘We opened a tomb in a churchyard without authority,’ Will said, looking miserable. ‘And we have no absolute proof that that is the Reverend Swinburn down there.’ 
 
    ‘But it was not a genuine tomb,’ Theo protested. ‘And we did absolutely no digging, nor did we damage the tomb itself. In fact we discovered the secret catches by accident while we were studying the thing. He cannot blame you.’ 
 
    ‘And how many missing clergymen have there been in this area in the past fifty years?’ Perry added. ‘It has to be Swinburn.’ 
 
    ‘It is not a question of my behaviour,’ Will began. 
 
    ‘I think it is a good idea,’ Laura said, cutting across him. ‘If we tell the Bishop first then there will have to be a proper, official, investigation and the re-opening of the crypt. If my uncle, or anyone else, has an illicit interest in it then they will have less chance of covering up any evidence that we have not yet found.’ 
 
    ‘True,’ Perry conceded. 
 
    ‘I think we should all go to Norwich,’ Theo said. ‘Perry and I can support Will’s account to the Bishop, Laura can do her shopping and I want to write to Cal. We have no idea what the situation is about French gold and smuggling. This coin might be nothing out of the ordinary or it might be important. If anyone can find out from government sources it’s a duke, and I daren’t entrust a letter addressed to one to the local receiving office. You never know who is involved in this.’ 
 
    ‘Luncheon, my lord.’ Mrs Bishop looked round the door. ‘I’ve laid it out in the dining room, but if you want it in here – ’  
 
    ‘No, that’s fine, Mrs Bishop, we’ll come through now.’ Perry stood up. ‘Tomorrow morning, then? We will need the carriage.’ 
 
    ‘Tomorrow is Sunday,’ Will said as they sat down at table. ‘I should be taking services in all three churches.’ 
 
    ‘And quite clearly you are in no fit state,’ Perry said firmly. 
 
    ‘But – ’  
 
    ‘I shall send a message to the Rector to tell him that we misjudged your recovery and that taking you out for a drive this morning has made you feverish.’ 
 
    ‘You cannot lie on my behalf like that.’ Will sounded as though he was pronouncing from the pulpit. 
 
    ‘It is no such thing,’ Perry said, passing cold ham to Laura. ‘You are clearly feverish to even consider it.’ He narrowed his eyes at the protesting curate. ‘In fact you are exceedingly flushed.’ 
 
    ‘He will just have to make the effort and take the services himself,’ Laura said with some satisfaction. Will still looked about to protest. ‘Agree, or I will ask Pitkin to remove all your nether garments and hide them.’  
 
    As Will was considerably thinner than any of the men in the household with the exception of the valet himself, that proved to be the deciding argument. 
 
      
 
    The afternoon felt like a complete anti-climax to Laura after the excitements and horrors of the morning. Perry wrote to the Rector, then immersed himself in long-overdue estate business. Theo spent an age shut away in the library writing his London letter and then retired behind a succession of the newspapers that had been piling up in Perry’s absence. 
 
    Will admitted that his back was hurting him and retired to bed. Pitkin could be found in the scullery labouring and lamenting over the clothes they had all worn in the crypt and the tunnel and Mrs Bishop, finding her kitchen invaded by Laura fidgeting about, remarked that if she was in want of occupation, there was a heap of sheets that needed minor repairs. 
 
    Hemming, darning and patching might result in a stiff back and pricked fingers but they were not particularly tiring tasks and left far too much time for thinking. And yearning. And reproaching herself for it. No-one seemed very talkative over dinner except for agreeing that the guard on the house should be kept up. 
 
    Laura looked in on Will who had taken his meal in bed, left Pitkin on first watch in the bedchamber and retired to her own room with the book that she had seen Theo return to the shelves earlier that day. 
 
    An hour later, wide awake and bolt upright in bed, Laura admitted that it had been a serious mistake to take it without looking carefully first. What she had at first thought would be a volume of charming Norfolk folk tales and legends turned out to consist of one gruesome or spine-tingling story after another. Her senses seemed unnaturally alert and she realised that she was listening intently. Around her the house was already still, except for the groans and creaks that she ought to be familiar with by now.  
 
    Something scratched at the window and she twisted sharply to stare at the thick curtains that obscured it, suddenly very aware that she was on the ground floor. The sound came again, like a fingernail running over the pane. 
 
    A twig against the glass, that is all it is. But the image of the bony yellow fingers of the dried-out corpse would not leave her now she had thought of it. Don’t be foolish. You do not believe in ghosts. You do not believe that the dead walk. And besides, he was a man of God, even if he was a criminal too. I should snuff out my candle and go to sleep. 
 
    The clock struck the quarter, making her jump. When it chimed the half hour she was still sitting there, book clutched on one hand, her gaze fixed on the curtains and their faintly swaying hems. Just a draught, that’s all it is. 
 
    When a noise like the rattle of dried bones being dropped sounded right outside she was out of bed and halfway across the room before she was conscious of moving. The doorknob slipped under her hand, then it opened and she was in the passageway between hall and kitchen. 
 
    The body she ran into was solid and warm and blissfully familiar. It was also unmistakeably, marvellously, alive. ‘Theo.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ He wrapped both arms around her and hauled her against his chest, swinging her around away from her bedchamber door. ‘Is someone in your room?’ 
 
    ‘No. No, I am just being foolish. There was a sound like some… something scratching on the window glass and then a terrible rattle like a heap of falling bones and – ’ 
 
    ‘Sorry I was so long, my lord, but I dropped the whole bloody armful halfway back from the woodpile.’ Terence’s voice came closer. ‘Oh, I beg pardon, Miss Darke, I mean Mrs Albright.  I didn’t see you. I mean, I haven’t seen you. Er…’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Terence. Just put that wood in Mr Thwaite’s room and then go out again and check that there isn’t something scratching on Mrs Albright’s window, would you? That, and you dropping the wood, alarmed her.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, my lord.’ Terence hurried past, eyes averted and Laura realised that she was clad only in her nightgown, her feet bare, her hair coming out of its plait. 
 
    ‘Laura.’ The way Theo said it was a caress and she clung to him. 
 
    ‘I was reading ghost stories, you see. I mean, I didn’t intend to, but I picked up the book and before I realised that it wasn’t just charming legends…’ 
 
    ‘Poor darling. And on top of a morning like we’ve had, that was more than enough to ruin your sleep,’ Theo said. He showed no sign of letting her go. 
 
    Darling? ‘If you could just put me down?’ she suggested, desperately reaching for the prosaic, the safe, response. ‘Only my feet are dangling in mid-air.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ Theo lowered her to the ground, adjusted his grip. ‘Laura – ’ 
 
    ‘Right you are, my lord. Fire’s banked up and the wood stacked. I’ll just go and check that window.’ Terence went past again, his gaze fixed firmly on the far corner of the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Laura.’ 
 
    He is going to kiss me. The temptation was simply melt into his arms, tip up her face and surrender to all that potent masculine desire was considerable. But where’s it going to end? He’s a viscount with the reputation of a rake and a strong desire to order everything to his liking. I’m just gentry, almost trade, and I want my independence. And he is spoken for. There is another woman, waiting for him. Wanting him. This is so wrong of me. 
 
    Theo desired her, she was not so innocent that she could not tell. If truth be told, it was hard to miss the fact, given that she was plastered against his body. But that meant he had only one thing in mind. Seduction. She was not going to be any man’s mistress, however desirable he was. If she escaped from this coil with her uncle and retrieved her money without causing a scandal and ruining her good name, then that would be a miracle. But if she achieved it, then she could be both independent and respectable. 
 
    ‘You are thinking,’ Theo said accusingly. ‘I was hoping to kiss you.’ 
 
    ‘And I was thinking that would be a very bad idea,’ Laura retorted. Anger helped. ‘Just because I kissed you when I was virtually asleep you should not presume –’  
 
    ‘I am not presuming anything,’ he said indignantly. ‘Laura, I’ve been such a – ’ 
 
    ‘You presume all the time. You presume to know what is best for me, you pick me up bodily and now you presume to think I want to kiss you. Well, I do not, my lord. Most of female creation might suffer softening of the brain at the sight of a viscount, but I do not. And let me make one thing very clear – I do not intend to allow you to seduce me or to make me your mistress.’ 
 
    The kitchen door banged loudly, Theo let her go and stepped back so sharply that he collided with the opposite wall of the passageway as Terence came in again bringing another gust of cold night air with him. 
 
    ‘Just a long leafy twig caught in the edge of the frame. Blown across from that fallen elm, I reckon,’ he said. ‘Nothing to keep you awake now, ma’am.’ 
 
    No, not much. ‘Thank you, Terence,’ Laura said with as much dignity as bare feet and an unflattering flannel nightgown would allow. ‘Good night.’ 
 
    She closed the door with a finality just short of a slam and hesitated, her hand on the key. No. The house was full of men on guard against intruders and she was in no danger from Theo, she knew with absolute certainty. He might expect her to fall into his arms but he would respect her wishes if she refused, and she just had. 
 
    As she stood there she heard the sound of his retreating footsteps. Thank heavens I didn’t turn the key, she thought. He would have been so insulted. Although why she was concerned about the feelings of a man who was clearly ready to take whatever was offered, she had no idea. 
 
    She lit a fresh candle It was an extravagance given that the old one was only three quarters used, but this would burn for some time and she did not feel quite brave enough to face a completely dark room. The bed was chilly and she curled up in the middle, pulled the blankets up to cover her nose and told herself firmly that she was very, very weary. 
 
      
 
    Laura woke on Sunday morning with no recollection of having lain awake for long, but with vivid and confused memories of her dreams. The dead Rector had been pursuing her through all the rooms of the house, bony arms outstretched as she fled before him, and then she had rounded a corner and run straight into Theo’s broad chest. He had carried her into the bedchamber and had begun to make love to her and it had been wonderful until she had opened her eyes and seen empty sockets staring down at her and felt the scrape of long nails on her skin. 
 
    She had woken to the light of dawn and a guttering stub of a candle. Why she had not been screaming the house down, she had no idea. Laura looked at Theo across the breakfast table and decided that the deeper recesses of her mind had conjured up that nightmare. Probably her conscience had decided to reinforce her determination not to allow her attraction to the man to overcome her common sense. Because I do want you, she thought. I really do. I want what you want, to make love. But I desire so much more than you can give, my lord and I will not give you what you want. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘I have been thinking,’ Perry announced after his second cup of breakfast coffee. 
 
    ‘Not you too,’ Theo muttered. Everyone was thinking, it seemed, and they all appeared to find it easier to come to definite conclusions than he did.  
 
    Laura must have heard him, or perhaps she could lip-read, because she shot him a repressive look from the other side of the table where she was buttering toast as though it was giving her an argument. When she seemed satisfied that it had surrendered she sliced it in half with one swift stroke. 
 
    Theo winced. 
 
    ‘What have you been thinking, Perry?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘That Gerard Redfern has set up his legal practice in Norwich. He wrote to me about it a couple of months ago and I’ve been meaning to ask him to come over for a couple of days. You remember him, Theo? Yes, of course you do. And I’m pretty certain he is specialising in inheritance law and trusts. He’d be just the man to advise Laura.’ 
 
    ‘If you know him, then it seems ideal,’ she agreed. ‘And saves us from having to go to London.’ 
 
    ‘He may know Swinburn,’ Theo cautioned. 
 
    ‘I will write to him after breakfast, tell him I want to consult with him tomorrow about a trust and ask him, en passant, if he’s acquainted with my neighbour Sir Walter. No need to link the two things.’ 
 
    ‘It is Sunday today,’ Laura pointed out. 
 
    ‘I’ll send Terence on one of the hacks. And don’t look disapproving at me! If you can succeed in getting him to attend services then I take my hat off to you. He’s a free thinker of some kind – that or an unrepentant heathen, I’ve never cared to probe too deeply.’ 
 
      
 
    Terence brought back the reply from their old acquaintance in the late afternoon. Yes, Gerard Redfern would be available on Monday and would be delighted to advise Perry and no, he had not yet had the pleasure of meeting his neighbour, Sir Walter. 
 
    Both Perry and Theo were shifty when Laura asked about their shared past with Mr Redfern so she assumed they had sowed their wild oats together at university or when they first were out on the Town. Teasing Perry about it was the one entertainment of the day, the rest of the time Laura read or embroidered, Perry went off grumbling to catch up with neglected estate business and Theo wrote letters, went for a long walk and avoided her. 
 
    She could not attend church without being recognised, so had to have the morning service described by Perry. He had supported Will, swathed in rugs, who had no need to pretend to seem pale and shaky after his experiences the day before and was helped into a pew and tottered out again with the aid of a cane. 
 
    ‘That cane was probably a trifle superfluous,’ Perry said over luncheon. ‘But it seemed to convince the Rector that he was unfit to carry out his duties. Mrs Finch was all for having him stay at the Rectory, but I argued against agitating him with a move. The last thing we want is having to provide bodyguards while Will preaches sermons and baptises infants.’ 
 
      
 
    By Monday morning, when Theo climbed into the somewhat crowded carriage, all any of them wanted was to get to Norwich. Laura wanted to talk to the lawyer and to look at anything other than the view from the Grange’s windows, Will wanted to stop worrying about what the Bishop was going to say to him, Perry seemed filled with boundless, undirected energy to be doing something and he wanted… 
 
    He wanted Laura but she, of course, did not want him, sensible creature. She knew he was betrothed and she was no wanton.  
 
    For himself, he wanted to understand why he wanted her – other than the obvious, primal reasons – and how he could square any of those wants and needs with his conscience and his honour. It had been a profound mistake to rush towards matrimony but he recognised now why he had done it. A wife might have made him feel like the responsible, real, Viscount Northam, not some imposter. 
 
    And, of course, he wanted to solve this mystery of the gold coin in the tomb, of why Will had been attacked, of why –  
 
    ‘My lord. The door,’ Laura said, and he realised he had sat down and left it ajar. 
 
    Laura was sitting on the forward-facing seat sandwiched between Nell the maid on one side and Perry on the other. Theo and Will faced them. Perry’s groom Wimblett was on the box with Terence the footman next to him. That had left Jed, Waggett, Edward and Pitkin at the house, although Mrs Bishop had nodded at the shotgun propped by the kitchen range when Perry had asked her if she was comfortable with only four guards. Theo rather thought that anyone attempting foul play was likely to receive both barrels long before any of the men got to the intruder. 
 
    Theo slammed the door, settled into a corner to leave Will as much room to get comfortable as possible, and closed his eyes the better to think without having to look at the woman opposite him. 
 
      
 
    He woke as the carriage clattered into the yard of the Maid’s Head, the venerable inn in the shadow of the cathedral close’s walls. If he had managed to have a single constructive thought before he had fallen asleep it evaded him now. 
 
    Laura lowered her veil and climbed down with Perry, Nell and Terence. Ten minutes later Perry returned alone, having settled her in a private sitting room where she would be safely out of sight while the rest of them went to call on the Bishop. 
 
    ‘We might well have to wait,’ Will cautioned as the carriage drove out of the inn yard, into the street called Tombland and almost immediately through the Erpingham Gate into the Cathedral close. ‘I know he is in residence, but I have no idea of his commitments.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll wait,’ Perry said firmly. 
 
    Will seemed to become paler by the minute as they wended their way decorously around the towering cathedral to the Bishop’s House at the eastern end. 
 
    ‘What’s he like, Bishop Bathurst?’ Theo asked. 
 
    ‘He’s about seventy,’ Will said. ‘Quite the liberal – supports Catholic emancipation, surprisingly, and he’s prepared to go against the norm when approving candidates for ordination. But I don’t think the poor man ever recovered from his second son disappearing like that near Berlin.’ 
 
    ‘I remember that,’ Theo said. ‘Diplomat, wasn’t he? When was it? ’08?’ 
 
    ‘’09,’ Will corrected. ‘Great mystery – he walked out of his room at the inn and vanished between that and his chaise. There was talk he had been a spy.’ 
 
    ‘I suspect all diplomats are,’ Perry remarked as they drew up in front of the imposing mansion. ‘There’s all this nonsense about it being un-English to carry out intelligence work, but I ask you, how else are we going to beat Boney without undercover intelligence work? I’ll wager we are running all kinds of espionage over there.’ 
 
    The Bishop was in conference, they were informed, but his secretary, an earnest young cleric in an immaculate wig, assured them that Bishop Bathurst could give them some time in an hour or so. 
 
    By the time they were summoned Will looked ready to faint and even Perry’s exuberance was somewhat dimmed by the room where they had been waiting, its walls lined with heavy theological tomes. 
 
    The Bishop struck Theo as intelligent and likely to be prepared to listen to their improbable tale. He had a mournful face with deep pouches under his eyes and a wide, unsmiling mouth, although he seemed more weary than annoyed. 
 
    He greeted Will kindly, expressed dismay to hear that he had been injured in an assault and urged them to sit and take sherry. ‘You have not all come to report an attack, I believe,’ he said. ‘Mr Thwaite would be better in his bed and your lordships must have a pressing reason for escorting him.’ 
 
    ‘My lord, we have a disturbing story to report to you,’ Will said after a reviving swallow of sherry. 
 
    Half an hour later the Bishop sat silently as Will reached the end of the tale, leaving out only the discovery of the gold coin and their conclusion that the attack on him was linked to the tomb.  
 
    ‘I hope I need not emphasise, my lord, that Mr Thwaite warned us most strongly about disturbing the tomb during our antiquarian researches and that its opening was mere chance,’ Perry added. 
 
    Will looked faintly pained at this bending of the truth but the Bishop nodded. ‘I can see that this must have come as a great shock to all of you. You have said nothing to the Rector or to Sir Walter’s family?’ 
 
    ‘We thought it best to consult you first, my lord. And the Reverend Finch’s wife is Sir Walter’s half-sister which makes it even more sensitive,’ Theo said. 
 
    ‘And the crypt had been blocked off? I recall nothing of that.’ The Bishop reached out and rang the bell on his desk. When the secretary appeared he was sent off to check the ledgers for any faculty concerning the church of Hempbourne Marish. 
 
    ‘Faculty?’ Theo whispered to Will. 
 
    ‘Permission to change something in a church. More complicated than that but –’  
 
    He broke off as the secretary came back with an open ledger in his hands. ‘Nothing remotely relating to the crypt or the churchyard in over fifty years, my lord.’ 
 
    ‘I see. This is most worrying and it seems that you gentlemen have acted very correctly in coming to me first. It must have been a difficult decision for you, William, not to inform the Rector, but I will ensure that he understands that this course of action meets with my full approval. Something very wrong has occurred at Hempbourne Marish, albeit some twenty years in the past. One can only hope that time has softened the grief of the family for their missing uncle, although this discovery can only be exceedingly painful.’ 
 
     ‘My lord, how do you wish us to proceed?’ Theo asked. 
 
    The Bishop steepled his fingers and tapped them against his lips for a few seconds then spoke decisively. ‘I think you, my lords, should do nothing further at present. This is now a church matter although later, as a magistrate for the district, Lord Manners will doubtless have an involvement. 
 
    ‘William, you will stay here overnight. You should rest and we will speak further, pray together for guidance in this matter. Tomorrow I will send the Archdeacon with you to view the church and this tomb. You will then both call upon the Rector, break the news to him and to Mrs Finch and then proceed, as a group, to call upon Sir Walter. Thank you, gentlemen.’ 
 
    ‘That was a fairly crisp dismissal,’ Theo said to Perry as they climbed back into the coach. ‘I worry about leaving Will there – did you see how he seemed to sag into his chair?’ 
 
    ‘That was relief at having handed a difficult moral decision over to a higher power,’ Perry said as he rapped on the roof and sat down. ‘Don’t look so anxious – we have hardly left him in the hands of the Spanish Inquisition. And Bishop Bathurst’s a wily old bird, in my opinion.’ 
 
    ‘So now we had best have luncheon and then go and look up a wily younger bird,’ Theo said. ‘I am keeping my fingers crossed that Gerard does not see fit to regale Laura with tales of our mutual misspent youth.’ 
 
    ‘Lord, yes.’ Perry’s face was a picture of dismay. ‘Crow – I mean Gerard – will have calmed down a lot though, surely? Like we have. I mean, a lawyer has to be a sober-sides, doesn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘I can only hope so,’ Theo said gloomily. 
 
      
 
    Laura took the seat opposite the wide desk and threw back her veil, blinking in relief at actually being able to see more than a grey blur. Then she blinked again at the sight of the man lowering himself into the seat opposite.  
 
    Goodness me. She hadn’t quite known what to expect from a lawyer who had been a friend of Perry and Theo and who must, therefore, be about their age. The only men of law she’d come across so far had been middle aged or elderly, portly or thin, and all of them dry as dust. 
 
    The Honourable Gerard Redfern was the second son of the Earl of Charnbrook, an eccentric and reclusive nobleman, according to Perry. He was tall and slim and dark and if he had come swinging down from the rigging of a ship with a cutlass between his teeth she would hardly have been surprised. He looked as out of place in a law office as a raven on a wedding cake. 
 
    It was not that he was good looking, exactly. With that assertive nose and those black eyes and that thick hair he was no pretty gentleman of fashion, although his clothes were, if anything, more expensive than either Perry’s or Theo’s, if she was any judge. She wondered if he ever prosecuted in court, because surely anyone giving evidence would instantly tell the truth, all the truth and nothing but the truth after just one glance from under those severe brows. 
 
    ‘This is Miss Darke,’ Perry said. ‘Miss Darke, Mr Redfern. Her circumstances are those that I sketched out in my letter.’ 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, Miss Darke.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I mean, good afternoon, Mr Redfern.’ 
 
    ‘I understand that you have a problem with an embezzling uncle and trustee who is also attempting to marry you off to his son by decidedly underhand methods. Is that correct?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Stop shaking. You aren’t the one at fault… 
 
    ‘Then it will be my pleasure to see that he gets everything that is due to him.’ Mr Redfern put his elbows on the desk, clasped his hands together and leaned towards her. 
 
    Laura felt herself swaying forwards as though drawn by a magnet. And then he smiled. Oh my word… 
 
    ‘Crow,’ Theo said sharply from behind her. ‘Stop it.’ 
 
    ‘Stop what?’ Mr Redfern – Crow? – said, the smile quite gone. He raised one eyebrow and was back to being the Inquisitor General. 
 
    ‘You know perfectly well what,’ Theo snapped. ‘Listen to Miss Darke’s story and tell her what’s to be done.’ 
 
    The lawyer leaned back in his chair. ‘Please recount the history of your family and situation, the trust and your uncle’s behaviour. Omit nothing. I would rather have to winnow out the grain from a ton of chaff than to have some vital detail missed.’ 
 
    It look almost two hours, with Mr Redfern interrupting for clarification after almost every statement. From the extensive notes he was making, the winnowing was already in progress. 
 
    ‘And your birthday is just over two months away? I see.’ He absent-mindedly stuck a black quill pen in his hair, increasing the likeness to the crow Theo had named him. ‘We need to keep you out of Swinburn’s hands until then. He must have no hint that you are taking legal advice because we do not want to give him time to falsify the books any more than he probably already has. Fortunately he sounds like an all too familiar type who believe that females have nothing between their ears but fluff. I doubt that it would ever occur to him that you would to go to a lawyer. 
 
    ‘On your birthday we serve papers demanding a full payment and accounting, in detail, of all his management of your affairs. We will either receive immediate compliance or we will drag him through the courts by his ears.’ The smile this time was not in the least magnetic. 
 
    Laura swallowed. ‘The problem is, Mr Redfern, until I receive my inheritance I have no money to pay you.’ 
 
    ‘And receiving it and seeing it all swallowed up in legal fees rather defeats the purpose,’ Theo said. ‘Miss Darke is entitled to the independence that money will give her.’ 
 
    ‘I would not dream of charging a penny piece in fees.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot take charity,’ Laura said hotly. 
 
    ‘This is for old times’ sake,’ said Redfern, smiling wickedly at the men behind her. ‘And for my own enjoyment. There will be expenses – will those salve your tender pride, Miss Darke?’ 
 
    ‘It is not pride, I simply have no wish to take advantage of you and your loyalty to your old friends, Mr Redfern.’ 
 
    ‘No-one takes advantage of me, Miss Darke. You may be sure of that. You will all dine with me tonight, I hope?’ 
 
    ‘We were returning to Fellingham this evening,’ Perry said. ‘We have not booked rooms at the Maid’s Head.’ 
 
    ‘What? Drag Miss Darke from the shops of Norwich or subject her to a tiring night-time drive back? The Maid’s Head will have rooms, I have no doubt. Besides, we have so much to catch up on.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly my point,’ Theo said. ‘Desperately boring for Miss Darke, us reminiscing about university days.’ 
 
    ‘I promise not to bore Miss Darke,’ Redfern said, in a voice like warm honey. 
 
    Laura could almost feel Theo’s hackles rising, which was interesting. ‘I would so much enjoy that, Mr Redfern. And you are quite correct, I would not relish the journey back in the dark, which means I would have to cut short my shopping.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Perry said. I will go back to the inn and see what can be done about rooms and Theo can escort you, Laura. And if rooms are not available at the Maid’s Head we will have to return home, whatever the hour. I’m not easy about risking you being recognised in one of the smaller, more crowded inns.’  
 
    ‘Yes, Perry,’ Laura said meekly. Having got her own way she was not going to provoke him. 
 
    ‘Very masterful,’ Redfern murmured, not quite quietly enough. ‘Excellent. I will expect you at about seven then? Unless I hear to the contrary.’ 
 
    As they rose to leave he added, ‘I assume you have a maid with you, Miss Darke?’ 
 
    ‘And a footman, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Who are, presumably, known to the Swinburns? I suggest you borrow one of my clerks as escort and find a veil for your maid, otherwise it might cause speculation about who the shy lady Northam is squiring about could be.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea,’ Theo acknowledged. 
 
    ‘I do have them occasionally.’ 
 
    ‘He always has to have the last word,’ Perry grumbled as they set out again. Nell had a veil with her, thanks to Mrs Bishop’s foresight, and the clerk Redfern sent with them was a strapping youth clearly delighted to have the afternoon away from his desk. 
 
    ‘I’ll follow you at a safe distance,’ Theo said. ‘Do you know where you want to go or are you browsing?’ 
 
    ‘Both. And I believe Mrs Bishop has given Nell a list. We will start at the market.’ 
 
      
 
    They arrived back at the Maid’s Head three hours later, the smile wiped off the young clerk’s face by the load of parcels he was carrying, but with Laura and Nell buoyed up with the success of their expedition. 
 
    ‘There’s just time to furbish up your dark blue gown with that new gold ribbon,’ Nell said as they dropped the smaller packages they had been carrying onto Laura’s bed. ‘And that shawl you bought with that lovely pale blue and gold pattern will set it off a treat.’ 
 
    ‘And the new evening slippers.’ Laura lifted them out of the box and caressed the soft kid. ‘It was fortunate they had just the right shade of blue already in stock.’  
 
    ‘You’ll look so fine Mr Redfern won’t be able to take his eyes off you and that’ll make Lord Northam green as grass.’   
 
    ‘Nell!’ 
 
    ‘Well? Do him good to feel a bit jealous and that lawyer’s a handsome piece of work, don’t you think? Scary though. You’ll do better with Lord Northam in the long run.’ 
 
    ‘Nell.’ Laura tried to find the right words of reproof and failed. ‘Nell, Lord Northam is a viscount and already betrothed. And even if he was not, I am not a good match for him – and before you say whatever is on the tip of your tongue, it is marriage or nothing so far as I am concerned! Even if I wanted him, that is.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Miss Laura,’ Nell said brightly without the slightest hint that she felt herself reproved. ‘It’s a good thing Lord Manners thought it best if we all brought a bag each in case we had to spend the night.’ She already had already taken out the one dress Laura had run away with that might conceivably be considered an evening gown and was smoothing the skirts. ‘If we remove that old braid and I pleat the ribbon…’


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Laura emerged, veil in place, at a few minutes to seven and the men hustled her down to the yard where the carriage waited. She was still brooding on Nell’s comments, too absorbed to complain that they were treating her like an urgent package for delivery. 
 
    ‘There are too many people about this evening for my liking, and some of them I recognise,’ Perry said, as he virtually bundled her up the step into the vehicle. He gave the most cursory of nods in the direction of some gentlemen who had raised their hands in greeting 
 
    Laura sat down with a bump as he began pulling down the blinds. ‘Why are you two looking so gloomy this evening? Don’t you want to spend time with your old friend?’ 
 
    ‘And watch him flirt with you while he torments us with hilarious anecdotes of our misspent youth?’ Theo said. 
 
    ‘Theo! Did you really have a misspent youth?’ 
 
    ‘All men have,’ Theo said. ‘We had the misfortune to spend our university days with Redfern at his wildest.’ 
 
    ‘I will wager you enjoyed it at the time,’ Laura said. 
 
    ‘Parts of it,’ Perry said darkly. 
 
      
 
    The meal proved to be superb, not over-elaborate but well-cooked and interesting and accompanied by excellent wines. Taken with what she had seen of Mr Redfern’s wardrobe, Laura concluded that his legal practice must be a flourishing one. She felt slightly less guilty about accepting his decision not to charge her fees. 
 
    To her surprise he did not twit her companions about their university days until Perry said something about his sea-crossing to Ireland and how alarmed he had been to see the sailors taking in sail so high overhead. 
 
    ‘And you such a good climber, Perry!’ 
 
    ‘Perry? What do you climb?’ 
 
    ‘We used to have a night-time climbing club at university,’ Theo said reluctantly. ‘We would take bets on which buildings we’d scale.’ 
 
    ‘You too? What was the worst thing?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, the Senate House pediment,’ Perry said. ‘I ended up dangling from that with the Watch just underneath. Of course, Theo had the most traumatic experience of all of us.’ 
 
    ‘Do not remind me.’ Theo shuddered. 
 
    ‘The Master’s Lodge,’ Redfern said with a crack of laughter. ‘A dreadful old building, Miss Darke, all turrets and crennelations and crumbling balconies. We wagered that Theo could not climb up to the Master’s bedchamber window, steal one of his wigs and then put it on the statue of Academic Virtue in the quadrangle.’ 
 
    ‘And did you?’ 
 
    ‘I got up there after a pretty hair-raising climb,’ Theo said with a wry grin. ‘There was one of those false balconies outside the window – you know, about six inches wide, just there for show – and I had just landed on it when the foothold I had stepped from fell away. My only route to safety was through the window, but as I was reaching for it, it swung open.’ 
 
    ‘The Master was inside?’ 
 
    ‘With his mistress. And they proceeded to be exceedingly friendly for all of half an hour while I clung to the ledge unable to put my fingers in my ears. She shrieked with, I assume, joy throughout. He sounded like a wild boar in agony. These two,’ he waved one hand at his grinning friends, ‘and the rest of the group were doubled up with hysterics below. When the lovebirds finally left the room I was almost too shaken to climb in and sneak down to safety.’ 
 
    ‘Did you get the wig?’ Laura wanted to know. 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘So if Mr Redfern was Crow, what were you two called?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Perry was Pigeon. He would flap about, land on things with a thud, but was as fast as lightening when the authorities came into sight, like a pigeon with a sparrow hawk on its tail,’ said Theo with a grin for Perry’s red face. 
 
    ‘And Theo was Cat. He could climb like one when he wanted to, was devilish stubborn about anything he didn’t want to do, could sit staring into space for minutes at a time but would then come up with just the way around something tricky,’ Redfern explained. 
 
    ‘I like problems,’ Theo said mildly and promptly fell silent with an abstracted look on his face. 
 
    Now what is he brooding about, she wondered. The tomb, the gold coin? Me? Some problems you cannot solve by wishing. 
 
      
 
    They arrived back at the Grange on Tuesday in time for a late luncheon and then spent the day in suspense waiting, as Perry put it, for the explosion from either the Rectory or Swinburn Manor. 
 
    ‘But where’s Will?’ Laura wondered when there was still no word by dinner time. 
 
    ‘The Rector won’t have much choice but to put him and the Archdeacon up at the Rectory, I’d have thought,’ Perry said, passing her a slice of roast beef. ‘We will hear something in the morning, I’ve no doubt.’ 
 
    ‘He’s got the sense to lock his door at night, I imagine,’ Theo said. ‘You are rather fond of our tame curate aren’t you, Laura?’ 
 
    There was an edge to the question that made her look sharply at him. Jealousy? Surely not. What had he, the betrothed man, to be jealous of? She caught a momentary glimpse of his expression, of his eyes unguarded, and caught her breath. 
 
    ‘Yes, I am. I like him a lot, he is a good man and good company,’ she said lightly. But her breath felt tight in her chest. She had thought that what Theo felt for her was desire, liking… But that look? There had been need and pain in those blue eyes. She was beginning to fear that she was in love with Theo Quenten and now she was afraid that he felt the same way. And there was nothing but pain ahead if that was in case. 
 
    ‘Pass the gravy,’ Perry said and the moment was gone. 
 
      
 
    The day passed with no news. Theo found excuses to work in the library and avoid Laura. Avoid any more revealing slips like that irrational outburst about Will. It had been pure jealousy and the realisation that if Will did want to court Laura he was free to do so, unlike a certain viscount who had blundered into a betrothal without the slightest thought that might fall in love one day. Because I have, he admitted finally as he thought once more about the look he had seen on her face the day before. She had not been happy. 
 
    Wednesday’s luncheon had just been cleared away when Laura announced impatiently that if they did not hear something soon she was going to put on breeches and a false beard and go and find out for herself what was happening. She was only partly placated when Perry promised he would ride over to the Rectory later that afternoon. 
 
    Theo lounged over to the drawing room window to look at the weather. ‘Nice day. I might join – Hell and damnation! Laura, run, hide, it’s Sir Walter and Giles Swinburn coming up the drive on horseback, along with a carriage.’ 
 
    To his relief she didn’t argue, simply turned and whisked out into the hall. He heard the service door to the kitchen wing slam closed as, with a jerk of his head to the other fireside chair, he sat down into the nearest one and unfolded the newspaper. The door knocker rattled before he had opened it. 
 
    ‘They’re in the devil of a hurry,’ Perry said. 
 
    The knocker pounded again as they heard one of the footmen making his unhurried way to the door. Theo cocked his head and listened. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, Sir Walter, Mr Swinburn. Oh, Sir Alfred, I’m sorry, I did not see you there.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ He mouthed at Perry. 
 
    ‘Only Alfred I know is Sir Alfred Potter, Chief Magistrate for the district,’ Perry said, low-voiced. 
 
    ‘I will ascertain whether his lordship is at home.’ 
 
    ‘He had better be.’ 
 
    ‘Sir Walter, please – If you gentlemen would just wait in the –’ 
 
    ‘Wait, be damned! Get Manners and his friend Northam out here now.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t pay Terence enough for this,’ Perry said, getting to his feet. He strode to the door, opened it and stepped out. ‘Sir Walter. Is something on fire or have the French invaded?’ 
 
    Theo followed him into the hall. Terence had backed up and was effectively blocking the way to the service door, so he strolled round to cover the foot of the stairs. 
 
    ‘Where’s my niece, you blackguard?’ Sir Walter was white with anger and the riding crop he held between both clenched fists looked ready to snap. At his shoulder Giles was set-faced and clearly spoiling for a fight and the slight grey-haired man behind him making futile gestures for calm must be the Chief Magistrate. 
 
    ‘Miss Darke is missing?’ Perry asked, concern edging into the anger in his voice. Theo felt a fleeting admiration for his acting. 
 
    ‘Of course Miss Darke. I don’t have any other nieces. Do not try and tell me you don’t know where she is.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I know.’ That produced a stunned silence, then Perry added impatiently, ‘She is in Bath with an old aunt or cousin, I don’t recall which. When I got home from Ireland Northam said that Lady Swinburn had told him – when was it, Northam?’ 
 
    ‘When I had dinner at the Manor, Sir Walter. Surely you recall it coming up in conversation?’ Theo said. ‘Never tell me something has happened to her?’ 
 
    ‘She’s not in Bath – and the pair of you know it.’ 
 
    Sir Alfred burrowed his way to Sir Walter’s side. ‘Gentlemen, please moderate your tone, this aggression will not assist matters.’ 
 
    ‘My tone is perfectly moderate, Sir Alfred,’ Perry said coldly. ‘Which is a miracle considering that you and my neighbours here have forced your way into my house and Sir Walter appears to be making accusations against me.’ 
 
    ‘A misunderstanding, I am sure, but Miss Darke is missing and – ’ 
 
    ‘And that damned interfering Revenue man called this morning to pry about the place and said your housekeeper allowed him into your cellars when he called and I know perfectly well that you have no housekeeper,’ Giles Swinburn said. ‘The old one was pensioned off a month or more ago.’ 
 
    ‘I have a new one, not that it is any of your business, Swinburn.’  
 
    ‘And you and Northam were seen on Monday evening bundling a heavily veiled woman into a carriage at the Maid’s Head in Norwich. Do you deny that?’ 
 
    ‘No, I do not, although I fail to see why I have any obligation to account to you for my actions.’ Perry was beginning to sound heated now. 
 
    Theo decided it was time to take a hand before Perry forgot that he needed to act a part, not simply lose his temper with the invaders. ‘Not that it is any of your business, but we were doing a favour for an old friend, a most reputable Norwich lawyer who was being visited by the lady in question. His carriage was out of commission that evening and the lady… Shall we say it was necessary to deliver her as discreetly as possible?’ 
 
    ‘Who is this mysterious friend? I doubt he even exists.’ Swinburn was becoming red in the face now. 
 
    ‘I have no intention of telling you. However, I understand that this gentleman is the Chief Magistrate for the district? I have no objection to giving him the name in strict confidence.’ It would do Crow’s reputation no harm, Theo decided as he stepped forward and murmured, ‘Gerard Redfern,’ in Sir Alfred’s ear. ‘You are welcome to check with him whether we performed such a favour, sir,’ he added, raising his voice to normal levels again. 
 
    ‘I’m sure that will not be necessary, my lord, the gentleman in question is well known to me. Sir Walter, I really believe that this veiled lady is merely a red herring, an error – ’ 
 
    ‘Where is your housekeeper?’ Sir Walter demanded, ignoring him. 
 
    ‘I have no idea – ’ 
 
    He broke off as the service door opened and a woman in Laura’s simple cotton gown, with a lace-trimmed apron over it and a cap on her head, stepped out into the hallway and curtseyed. 
 
    ‘I do apologise, my lord,’ she said in a soft, somewhat husky voice. ‘I did not realise you had guests. Should I have refreshments sent to the drawing room?’ 
 
    Theo was nearest, but even so it took him a moment to recognise his own valet. A white cap covered Pitkin’s head but revealed his irrepressible dark curls at the front, combed into a feminine style. A few strands of long hair had somehow been contrived to escape from the sides of the cap and Theo suspected the use of lamp-black on his lashes and some kind of rouge on his lips. There was certainly very effective padding in the bodice of his gown and possibly in his cheeks, rounding out his face. 
 
    The slight and delicate young man made a perfectly acceptable young woman, Theo thought – provided no-one got too close. 
 
    ‘Who the devil is that?’ Sir Walter demanded. 
 
    ‘I’ll thank you not to use bad language in front of my female staff, Sir Walter. This, of course, is Mrs Albright, my housekeeper. Thank you, Mrs Albright, but the gentlemen will not be staying.’ 
 
    ‘My lord, gentlemen.’ She – Pitkin – bobbed a curtsy and stepped back into the shadows. 
 
    ‘Sir Walter, enough of this.’ Sir Alfred put a restraining hand on the other man’s arm. ‘It is clear you have been misled and are mistaken. For the sake of the record, Lord Manners, Lord Northam, I must ask you, do you know where Miss Darke is?’ 
 
    ‘Upon my honour, I do not know where Miss Darke is,’ Perry said. 
 
    And neither do I, Theo realised. She could be in the house, in the grounds, the stables… ‘You also have my word of honour,’ Sir Alfred,’ he said. ‘I do not know the whereabouts of Miss Darke.’ 
 
    ‘I am not satisfied. I want a closer look at that housekeeper.’ Giles Swinburn pushed past Perry who swung round just as Theo stepped in front of them, barring Giles’s way to the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Are you doubting my word?’ Theo snarled. If he started a fight it would give Laura longer to hide or escape. 
 
    Behind him, as he braced for the expected blow, the door opened and a slender, red-headed young man in the plain black of a gentleman’s gentleman stepped out. ‘Do forgive me, my lords, gentlemen.’ The soft voice with its hint of Ireland took them all by surprise.  
 
    ‘Flynn?’ Theo said, staring. 
 
    The Duke of Calderbrook’s valet smiled faintly. ‘Yes, my lord. His Grace has asked me to accompany Viscount Ravenlaw as his own man is indisposed.’ 
 
    ‘Ravenlaw’s here?’ Perry said. 
 
    ‘Indeed, my lord. In response to the letter of invitation, I believe. Do excuse me wandering in, but the door was ajar. I appear to have interrupted a reception.’ 
 
    ‘You have interrupted an ill-advised invasion,’ Perry snapped. ‘Mrs Albright, please retire before your ears are sullied with any more bad language.’ 
 
    ‘I did knock,’ a voice behind the Swinburns remarked, ‘but no-one appeared to hear me. Do excuse me, gentlemen.’ 
 
    The other men parted immediately. Theo thought with a twinge of admiration that they always did for James Andrew Jared Forrest, Viscount Ravenlaw, son of the third Earl of Huntingford, otherwise known as Jared Hunt, swordmaster. Jared was wearing his usual severe black, his dark hair was tied back at his nape and a rapier hung at his side. Darkness has come to call. 
 
    Theo heard the click of the latch and saw that Pitkin had made his escape. 
 
     ‘Am I interrupting something? Do introduce me, Theo.’ 
 
    ‘Jared. Sir Alfred Potter, chief magistrate of the district. Perry’s neighbour Sir Walter Swinburn and his son Giles. You know Manners, of course. Gentlemen, the Viscount Ravenlaw. My step-uncle by marriage.’ 
 
    His friend looked pained, which was reasonable, considering that he was only a few years older than Theo. ‘I married Theo’s late uncle’s second wife,’ he said by way of explanation. 
 
    ‘You have arrived at an interesting moment, Jared. Sir Walter is labouring under the delusion that we are hiding his niece in the house disguised as Mrs Albright the housekeeper.’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Albright?’ Jared frowned. 
 
    Playing for time while he works out what’s going on, Theo thought. 
 
    ‘Precisely, my lord,’ Flynn interjected. ‘I too was surprised, but I can vouch for the fact that the person you asked me to recommend to his lordship’s service is in the kitchen now.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent, I was going to enquire whether they proved satisfactory.’ 
 
    ‘Is that true?’ Giles Swinburn demanded. ‘Are you vouching for this housekeeper?’ 
 
    Jared turned on his heel so that he was facing Giles. ‘Yes, Mr Swinburn. Why, do you doubt my word?’ His right hand was resting lightly on the hilt of his rapier and Theo saw Giles’s eyes widen at the sight. It was exceedingly rare to see a blade worn in daytime by a man out of uniform. 
 
    ‘You are wearing a sword,’ Giles blurted, suddenly seeming years younger than the sophisticated man of the world he tried to portray. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Jared smiled. ‘And I use it too. But you were about to throw doubt on my statement that I recommended a senior servant to his lordship?’ 
 
    ‘I… No, of course not.’ Somehow he was controlling himself, although the fact that he was faced by a group of noblemen, all giving their word that they did not know where his cousin was and that they vouched for the housekeeper, was clearly straining his sense of self-preservation to the limit. But Theo thought Giles Swinburn was a bully and facing three large, irritated gentlemen, one of them armed with a lethal weapon, was enough to stop his blustering, even though he clearly did not believe a word they said. 
 
    Jared’s intervention had clearly given Perry time to collect himself. ‘But enough of this – how long has Miss Darke been missing? What searches have you put in hand?’ 
 
    ‘She has been gone from home since just before he – before Northam arrived,’ Sir Walter said between gritted teeth. ‘We had no clue what might have happened until that confounded Riding Officer was gossiping.’ 
 
    Theo doubted very much that Morefleet was ever given to gossiping. The man had probably remarked, on receiving some resistance to his search at the Manor, that the housekeeper at the Grange had co-operated fully. The Swinburns had put two and two together and had, very correctly, made four. 
 
    ‘Most distressing for you,’ Theo remarked. ‘Some young man involved, no doubt.’ 
 
    ‘No doubt.’ The fulminating glance that Swinburn sent Perry left no doubt which young man he suspected.  
 
    Perry kept an admirable hold on his temper. ‘And we should offer our condolences on the sad news confirming your uncle’s fate, Swinburn. Although perhaps it is a relief, after so many years, to know what happened to him.’ 
 
    The baronet made a dismissive gesture. ‘That’s another thing – what in blazes were you doing in the churchyard, breaking into tombs?’ 
 
    ‘Did the Archdeacon not explain? As we told the Bishop, it was complete chance.’ Theo shook his head gravely, then wondered if he had overdone it when Giles Swinburn made a sound verging on a snarl. 
 
    ‘I think, gentlemen, that we have tried the patience of Lord Manners long enough,’ Sir Alfred said into the dangerous silence. 
 
    The Swinburns pushed past him without a word and were spurring their horses down the drive before Sir Alfred had wound himself to the end of his complex apology, explanation and self-justification. 
 
    ‘No need to apologise.’ Perry took his arm and walked with him to the carriage. The sound of his voice assuring the older man that he quite understood the difficult position he was in floated back to the three left in the hallway. 
 
    ‘What the devil is going on?’ Jared demanded. ‘I come here on Cal’s behalf because you write to him urgently about gold Napoléons, smuggling and murder and find you accused of abducting maidens and tomb robbing – and what, exactly, is Pitkin doing en travestie?’ 
 
    ‘Not that it doesn’t suit him,’ Flynn remarked, coming out of the shadows and joining the others. ‘But I didn’t think it was quite that kind of household. Cal’s going to be mad as fire missing this.’ 
 
    They had travelled the world together – Cal, the Duke of Calderbrook who had gone abroad under threat of his life; Viscount Ravenlaw, then simply Jared Hunt, swordmaster and bodyguard and Michael Flynn, the valet they had rescued from a beating in the alleyways of New York. Between themselves they remained on first name terms, as close as brothers. Even the marriages of Cal and Jared had not broken the bond. Flynn’s romantic interests lay elsewhere and, the last time Theo had heard, he had been involved in a tempestuous relationship with Cal’s French chef.  
 
    ‘I’ll tell you later about Pitkin. I’ve got to find Laura Darke.’ 
 
    ‘I thought I heard you give your word you didn’t know where she was,’ Flynn remarked, his tone curious rather than accusing. 
 
    ‘I don’t. Attic, cellar, hayloft, garden… Could be anywhere.’ He let the service door swing closed behind him with a bang. Wherever she was she would be frightened – anyone would be with that man in their trail. Theo tried to get the image of that riding crop bent between two powerful fists out of his mind and could not. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Pitkin was still in his female attire and Mrs Bishop was standing at the kitchen door talking urgently to Jed as Theo burst into the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Just telling him to make doubly sure those confounded Swinburns really have gone,’ she said, coming back in and shutting the door. ‘You stay as you are, young Robert. Just in case Jed misses them and they come snooping back at the windows.’  
 
    His valet’s name was Robert? Theo gave himself a mental kick for not remembering. ‘That was exceedingly well done, Pitkin. We’d have been lost without you. Whose idea was it?’ 
 
    ‘His, my lord,’ Mrs Bishop said when the valet merely went pink. 
 
    ‘Where is Laura?’ 
 
    ‘Cellar. Someone give me a hand to move this clothes rack, will you?’ 
 
    Theo realised she had upturned the clothes horse, a wooden drying frame that normally stood on legs like a waist-height folding screen. Now it was propped on end against the wall like a ladder, draped in sheets and towels that completely covered the cellar door. ‘If those Swinburns managed to get past you and demanded to know where the cellar was, I was going to point them to the front one off the hall,’ she said, rescuing the tumbling laundry as Theo yanked the frame away and reached for the key. 
 
    ‘Laura, it’s me,’ he called ungrammatically as he ran down the steps. The door closed behind him, plunging the cellar into darkness as instinct made him dodge and something whistled past his head to catch him a glancing blow on the shoulder. 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Theo, I didn’t have time to stop when I heard your voice.’ 
 
    He reached out in the blackness, touched a bottle and pulled it. She came with it and he caught her up in his arms. ‘They’ve gone, you’re safe,’ he said urgently, letting the bottle drop. ‘Pitkin was wonderful, Perry was magnificent, although I thought we were going to have a duel on our hands. We spun them a yarn and got all pokered up on our honour and then Jared and Flynn arrived.’ He was talking almost at random, anything to stop the shivering he could feel running through her. 
 
    ‘Laura? What are you wearing?’ Under his hands was soft, chilly flesh. She was cold, not frightened. 
 
    ‘My shift,’ she said. ‘I had to give everything else to Pitkin, even my stays so there was something to hold the padding and my shoes, although he could only push his feet halfway into them. But it had to look right.’ She did not try and move out of his arms. 
 
    Probably needs the warmth, Theo thought, telling himself not to get his hopes up. What hopes? He rested his cheek against her hair, a small indulgence. ‘We wouldn’t have let them get you.’ 
 
    ‘I know. But it seemed a good idea to try and confuse them rather than let it turn into a fight. That would only make them more suspicious and besides, someone would have got hurt.’ 
 
    ‘Giles Swinburn,’ Theo muttered.  
 
    ‘Oh, Theo,’ Laura said, half laughing and then, somehow, in the dark, her arms tightened around his neck and he was lifting her against him, seeking her mouth. He stumbled back, his heel caught in something soft and they tumbled onto what felt like a heap of grain sacks, Laura on top. 
 
    ‘Ough.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, that was my elbow.’ 
 
    ‘I know. That was my stomach.’ Very smooth, Theo. Very dashing. Fall over onto a pile of sacks, get an elbow in the gut… ‘Laura – ’ This time he had no trouble finding her mouth, or perhaps she had found his. It did not matter, all that mattered was the heat and the taste of her and her tongue tangling with his and the feel of her under his hands, chilly skin, deeper warmth, passionate woman. 
 
    My woman, something deep and dark and primal inside him said. Mine. He rolled and she was under him, then she shifted and he fought to find some kind of control to pull away, only to realise that all she was doing was wriggling so they fitted together better. 
 
    He had no experience with virgins beyond flirtatious kisses with a few fast young ladies on balconies or in hidden corners at balls, but he must be doing something right as far as this one was concerned, he realised hazily. Laura’s hands were pushing under his coat, finding the waistband of his breeches and she was making soft noises that were the most erotic thing he had ever heard. 
 
    This had to stop. There was no way he was making love to her on the floor of a filthy cellar, but just a few seconds more… 
 
    The door at the head of the steps banged open, spilling a shaft of light across the floor, mercifully just missing their feet. 
 
    ‘Theo? Everything all right?’ 
 
    He got to his feet, yanked his coat straight. ‘Yes. Laura decided I was a Swinburn and took a swing at me in the dark with a bottle – ’  
 
    ‘My best port!’ Perry leapt down the stairs and scooped up the bottle that lay on the floor with all the passion of a mother whose baby has been dropped. 
 
    ‘Mrs Bishop! Kindly pass down a blanket or something for Miss Darke, she is getting chilled. Turn your back, Perry, Laura had to disrobe to give her clothing to Pitkin.’ He risked a glance at her but she had risen to her feet, draped herself in two hessian sacks and moved into the shadows at the foot of the steps. He would have to speak to her as soon as possible. As soon as they were alone. Reassure her that he had every intention of doing to right thing. Somehow. It seemed impossible, but he had to find a way. But he wished she would look at him… 
 
    Mrs Bishop came down carrying what looked like a bed robe, bundled Laura into it and took her upstairs. Perry slid the bottle back into a gap in the rack on the wall, dusted his hands off and quirked an eyebrow at Theo who was brushing cobwebs and frayed bits of sacking off his coat. ‘Fell over, did you?’ 
 
    ‘I know what it looks like, but – ’ But what? What in Heaven’s name am I going to do? 
 
    ‘No need to explain matters to me, old man, I’m not her father.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the nearest thing she’s got to a brother,’ Theo retorted. ‘I don’t blame you for asking. I just wish I knew how to get out of this coil.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll think of something. After all, Crow gave you a vote of confidence the other night,’ Perry said, turning to climb back up. He sounded suspiciously as though he was laughing. 
 
    Oh yes, nothing funnier than a friend in love. If that is what this is… It has to be or otherwise why am I contemplating doing something utterly dishonourable by breaking a betrothal? 
 
      
 
    Whatever came over me? I must be mad. Laura washed as best she could, given that the fire under the boiler had gone out in all the excitement and the water was cold. You know perfectly well, her conscience scolded as she looked in the mirror to see how much damage snipping off locks of hair to tuck under Pitkin’s cap had done. Lust, that’s what it is. Desire, plain and simple. I can’t even tell myself it was love just now – I just wanted to be skin to skin with him. He’ll think you a hoyden, a hussy. A round-heeled woman, she added, heaping on the coals of fire. One who falls easily onto her back. He’ll offer me a carte blanche next, I suppose, unless he found me hopelessly gauche and inexperienced. 
 
    The sound of male laughter distracted her from the futile, miserable, thoughts. That wasn’t Perry or Theo. Had Mr Redfern called already? Then she recalled he had said someone else had arrived. 
 
    She checked over her appearance in the mirror, decided that looking like a Puritan on the way to a funeral was perhaps overdoing the reaction to Theo’s kisses, took off the plain fichu and threw her new Norwich shawl around her shoulders. Someone would have warned her if the visitors should be avoided, so it must be safe to venture out, and she couldn’t stay in here hiding her blushes for ever. 
 
    There were two strangers in the drawing room and, from the way everyone was behaving, they were old friends. She stopped in the doorway as they rose to their feet. One of the newcomers was a pale-skinned red-head with a sharp, intelligent face. Irish, she thought, from his colouring. Could this be the Duke of Calderbrook’s valet, Flynn? The other, dressed entirely in black with the exception of his shirt and neck cloth, was lean, tall, dark, with his hair clubbed back, emphasising the sharp bones and assessing eyes. Not the Duke, she was certain. 
 
    With all four men standing the room seemed to contain an excess of masculinity. Perry stepped forward and took her hand. ‘Come in, Laura, and meet Viscount Ravenlaw – Jared – and Michael Flynn, Calderbrook’s valet, right-hand man and the source of the best gossip in London. Gentlemen, Miss Darke.’ 
 
    A valet sitting down with two viscounts and a baron? And one of the viscounts with a rapier propped against his chair? Her understanding of what happened in the world of the ton was clearly wide of the mark. 
 
    ‘Gentlemen.’ She dropped a slight curtsey and took a seat in the semi-circle they had formed. 
 
    ‘I wrote to Cal – that’s the Duke – to ask him about the Napoléon and whether he knew anything about gold and the French and instead of writing back he sent Flynn and Jared,’ Theo explained. 
 
    ‘Cal is otherwise engaged making a spectacle of himself,’ Ravenlaw remarked, crossing one leg over the other and leaning back. He was possibly the most elegant man Laura had ever seen and, she suspected, one of the most dangerous.  
 
    ‘Unkind,’ Flynn said with a grin. ‘Admittedly he’s fussing like a mother hen, but he is holding the basin and mopping the brow with admirable fortitude.’ 
 
    ‘Whose brow?’ Perry asked, looking baffled. 
 
    ‘I suspect the Duchess is expecting a happy event,’ Laura suggested. 
 
    ‘Exactly. No other woman has ever undergone this process, or so one would infer from Cal’s state of nerves. If I were Sophie I would have shot him by now, but then Her Grace is a highly superior female.’ 
 
    ‘She’s in love with him,’ Ravenlaw said. ‘Mystifying as that might seem to the rest of us. However, he did pull himself together enough to make some enquiries in government circles as soon as he got your letter, Theo, and he was sufficiently concerned to send the two of us instead of writing. This could be mere chance, a dropped foreign coin in the possession of a smuggler. Or it could be the clue that might solve a serious breach in the country’s security. Have you got the coin?’ 
 
    ‘In my strong box,’ Perry said, getting up.  
 
    ‘Bring a magnifying glass if you have one,’ Ravenlaw called after him as he went out. ‘We need good light for this.’ He moved to the table in the window and took two small square envelopes from his inside breast pocket, shook a gold coin out of each and set them side by side on the table. One envelope was marked P, Laura saw, the other, L. 
 
    Perry came back and handed the Napoléon and a glass to the Viscount who studied it closely for a minute, then lifted each of the coins from the envelopes in turn and held them against the piece from the tomb. ‘Ah. Now this is what we hoped.’ He handed the glass to Laura. ‘Here is the coin you found. Now compare it to this one.’ He lifted the golden disc from the envelope labelled P. ‘Look at the side with the laurel wreath. Can you see any differences?’ 
 
    Laura stared through the glass until her eyes watered. ‘No… Although this one – ours – has a little chip on one of the laurel leaves. See?’ 
 
    ‘That is not a chip. Look at this.’ He handed her the coin labelled L. ‘Keep the one from the tomb on the right so they are not confused. It is evidence.’ 
 
    ‘But this one has exactly the same fault. Look.’ She pushed them across the table towards Perry and Theo, keeping her right index finger on the one she had found.  
 
    ‘You are right. The tip of one laurel leaf is missing.’ 
 
    Ravenlaw took back the coins and slipped the ones he had brought into their envelopes. ‘I need you to write a statement of where this was found and when, sign it and seal it up with the coin.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to explain?’ Theo demanded as Perry went off to the study for the second time. 
 
    ‘When I am sure the tomb coin is secure.’ 
 
    Ravenlaw waited until they had composed a statement, all signed and dated it and then folded the coin inside, sealing it with Perry’s, Theo’s and Ravenlaw’s seal rings. 
 
    ‘Right.’ Ravenlaw shook out the L coin. ‘The one labelled P was minted in Paris and is perfectly genuine. This one, and the one Miss Darke found, were struck in London at the Royal Mint. They are the correct weight of gold, they are perfect in every detail – except for that tiny flaw on the leaf. These are the coins that our agents in France receive.’ 
 
    ‘Spies?’ Laura asked. 
 
    ‘Some coin goes to people you would term spies, enabling them to live their false lives in France. Some goes as bribes to corrupt officials or clerks in return for information. Large amounts are sent to the various groups plotting insurrection. In 1793 the Vendée region rose in revolt and although it was savagely crushed with a huge loss of life, the opposition is not dead. The British government feeds the flames with gold for weapons and printing and communications. There are agents fomenting unrest in the army and navy – I could go on, but you see the picture? It was thought to be a good idea to mark the forged gold so that we could, in some part, keep track of where it was going.’ 
 
    ‘And somehow one of these coins has found its way here.’ Laura nodded her understanding. 
 
    ‘Could it be as simple as this being in general circulation, one of the local smugglers acquiring it in a transaction and then losing it?’ Theo asked. 
 
    ‘It might be that. But the harbour at Blakeney, just along the coast from here, is one of the network of small trading ports where our agents come and go to the Continent. We always lose a few every year – they are careless or betrayed or they prove unreliable, but it seems that a higher than average number leave from Blakeney and are never heard of again.’ 
 
    ‘But surely the Channel ports and harbours are closer to France?’ Perry objected. 
 
    ‘And therefore that much more obvious.’ Flynn, who had been sitting quietly to one side, spoke for the first time. ‘The East Anglian ports have a long history of coastal trade and, even though we’re at war with most of the Continent at the moment, the local men still keep up their connections across in the Netherlands, Denmark, even into the Baltic. They run small ships with modest cargoes of coal and wheat and so forth, crewed by men who know every creek and landing spot on the opposite coast.’ 
 
    ‘And the agents are being killed for the gold they carry?’ Perry looked grim. 
 
    ‘Yes, or it could be that there is treachery involved – the agents are murdered, or handed over to the authorities and the gold goes into the French state coffers.’ Ravenlaw tapped one finger on the packets of coins. ‘Cal dropping into the Foreign Office asking about a gold Napoléon found a dozen miles from Blakeney got the attention of a small group of very worried men.’ 
 
    ‘And, besides Cal’s current preoccupation with family matters, it was considered that one humble valet and one viscount used to subterfuge and deception might have rather more chance of going unremarked than a duke. So, behold your latest recruits to the investigating force,’ Flynn finished with a mock bow. 
 
    ‘There are other complications,’ Theo said. He explained Laura’s predicament and recounted the tale of the attacks on Will. 
 
    ‘Miss Darke’s problems account for Pitkin’s masquerade,’ Ravenlaw observed. ‘But I cannot for the life of me understand why your curate was attacked when neither you, Manners, nor Theo, were assaulted. You were all three investigating the tomb, after all.’ 
 
    Something was niggling at Laura’s memory but she could not put a finger on it. Something Will had said… 
 
    ‘Excuse me, my lord.’ Jed opened the door but remained on the threshold. ‘I followed those Swinburns and they went back to the Manor. And we’ve been out checking all around, they haven’t set anyone to lurk and spy.’ 
 
    He was followed closely by Mrs Bishop. ‘The girls have made up a room for Lord Ravenlaw and for Mr Flynn as well. They’ll take up hot water just as soon as you need it. I’ll have dinner on the table at seven, if that’s acceptable, my lord?’ 
 
    Laura glanced at the clock. It was only three. So much had happened since luncheon that she had expected it to be almost dinner time. 
 
    ‘I think we need another look in that crypt,’ Ravenlaw said. ‘Before your curate and the Archdeacon put the cats amongst the pigeons.’ 
 
    ‘We could go now,’ Perry said. ‘We need lanterns.’  
 
    Laura left Perry and Theo taking the other men out to the stables and went to the kitchen. 
 
    ‘If the coast is clear then I am taking a walk,’ she said. ‘I am going mad cooped up in here, I need some fresh air and exercise.’ 
 
    ‘Is it worth the risk?’ Mrs Bishop asked. ‘You might be seen.’ 
 
    ‘By whom? The Swinburns have gone, Jed and the men have checked the area and I will stay on the footpaths close to the house, not walk in the lane.’ 
 
    Mrs Bishop sighed, but nodded. ‘Wear stout boots and take a weapon then,’ she advised ‘Here.’ She took a thin knife from a rack and handed it to her. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ Laura took it by the hilt with as much confidence as she could summon and tucked it into her reticule. Really, Mrs Bishop has a quite bloodthirsty side to her character. At least she had not insisted on Laura taking the shotgun with her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Leaving the house felt like an escape to Laura. Not a flight from danger but from being smothered by over-protective men and from the presence of Theo who was occupying her thoughts obsessively. 
 
    It is quite straightforward, she told herself as she went out of the garden gate into the copse that ran along one side of the grounds. He cannot break his engagement without compromising his honour and, for a gentleman, that is anathema. They fight duels and risk death rather than be dishonoured – what is a passing attraction to a woman against that? 
 
    Besides, Theo was by no means perfect. He was over-protective, he had a recent past of thoroughly wild behaviour from what Perry had told her, and he was not dark. She had always considered that only a dark-haired man would do for her. Nor is his nose straight enough, she decided, cheering herself up with the frivolity of listing all his faults as she walked along the narrow path avoiding brambles and the occasional muddy spot. 
 
    After five minutes she reached the point where the lane down to the coast road brushed the edge of the little wood and the footpath she was on descended for a few yards to meet it. She had planned to turn and skirt the wood in the opposite direction, but as she did so there was the rattle of harness and the creak of wheels and a gig drew up and stopped almost level with where she was standing. 
 
    Laura moved back deeper into the bushes and peered between the overhanging branches at a one-horse gig with an unaccompanied woman driving it. 
 
    ‘Tansy, don’t tell me you’ve gone lame! You only had a new set of shoes last week.’ The voice was pleasant, but forthright, and Laura moved a little closer, suspecting she knew who this was.  
 
    ‘Oh, do stand still, you foolish animal.’ 
 
    The horse had clearly decided that its hoof hurt and that no human was going to make it any better. It was sidling and fidgeting and refusing to remain still as the driver jumped down and went to its head. Now Laura could see her clearly and she had been correct, this was Mr Hogget’s second wife – or scandalous mistress, depending on whose gossip you believed. She had missed the encounter that had led to Mrs Hogget being snubbed and snubbing her Aunt Swinburn in return, but she had seen the lady at a distance before. 
 
    The horse tossed its head and jerked the reins from her hand when Mrs Hogget tried to lift its off-fore leg and, without thinking, Laura slipped from her hiding place, went down the path and took the reins just below the bit. ‘Stand,’ she said firmly. 
 
    The other woman looked up, then smiled. ‘Thank you so much. Ah, here we are, just a stone. There, that’s better, I don’t think it has bruised the foot.’ She straightened up and brushed off her hands. ‘I know who you are – you are the missing Miss Darke, are you not?’ 
 
    ‘I – ’ 
 
    ‘Goodness, do not fear for a moment that I’d betray you. I cannot stand the Swinburns, ghastly snobs that they are. And that rake Giles Swinburn is a complete wretch.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ Laura believed her. ‘I would be most obliged if you do not mention to anyone that you saw me. I should have taken more care, but I was becoming quite distracted, shut up in the house with no fresh air.’ It was reckless, but something convinced her to take the risk, although quite what, she could not say. Theo will be apoplectic when he discovers what I’m doing. 
 
    ‘Come with me to Blakeney. I had a fancy for a drive and to pay for some fish while I was at it.’ She studied Laura with a frankness that was attractive. ‘I know, put on this cloak.’ She rummaged under the seat. ‘Dreadful, shabby old thing, I keep it in case I’m caught in a rain shower. But it has a hood. If you take off your bonnet and tuck it under the seat you can pretend to be my maid. Do come. Unless, of course, you believe the gossip about me.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care if it is true,’ Laura said, thrusting her bonnet under the seat and swinging the cloak around her shoulders. ‘But is it?’ she asked as she climbed up beside the other woman. 
 
    ‘That Henry’s wife is still alive? Yes, it is. Walk on, Tansy. The poor woman is disturbed in her mind and is a danger to herself. Henry has her confined in one wing of the house with some very kind attendants, and she is tranquil most of the time, although deeply confused. But sometimes…’ She broke off. ‘Anyway, she has no idea who Henry is any longer. The doctors wanted to send her to an asylum, but he was so horrified by what he saw there that he refused.’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ And she did. How wretched that Mr Hogget was trapped, unable to marry again. ‘It must be lonely for you, with so many people being difficult about the situation.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think it is the talk about Henry’s mad wife, that is the problem.’ Her voice held distaste at the phrase. ‘Nor about my wicked morals. It’s the fact that I’m not gentry-born. I could be an upper class wanton and be far more acceptable.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, if you were Lady Something then everyone would pretend to believe that Mr Hogget was a widower.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. Anyway, I have plenty to keep me occupied, Miss Darke.’ 
 
    She did not elaborate on what that might be and Laura, somehow, did not like to ask. She had a suspicion that she would only hear evasions and she was unwilling to hear untruths from her new acquaintance. ‘Won’t you call me Laura?’ 
 
    ‘And I am Charlotte.’ 
 
    They turned onto the coast road and rattled along in companionable silence, Laura with the hood of the cloak drawn up in case they encountered someone who might recognise her.  
 
    They passed through Fellingham without anyone taking any notice of them, rattled over the bridge across the creek and continued on towards Blakeney. The church came into sight with its strange little tower at the east end that served as a lighthouse for the mariners negotiating their way into the harbour at the foot of the hill. 
 
    Charlotte turned the gig into the first of the narrow lanes that led down to the harbourside, lined with small cottages built of flint with red pantiled roofs. They gave way to store sheds and brick warehouses as the gig turned along the quayside itself. 
 
    ‘Goodness, but it is busy today.’ Laura peered out cautiously from under the edge of the hood. 
 
    ‘It usually is,’ Charlotte remarked, reining in to a walk. 
 
    ‘It is quite some time since I have been down here. Are you looking for any ship in particular?’ Her companion seemed to be scanning each of the small vessels moored alongside with keen attention. 
 
    ‘A ship? No, I am just interested. Such a lot of coastal trade, despite the fact that they can’t cross to the Continent,’ Charlotte observed. 
 
    Surely she did not believe that? ‘The smugglers do,’ Laura observed. 
 
    ‘Oh. Yes, I suppose so. I had not given it much thought. Look, there is Mrs Finch – be careful with your hood.’ 
 
    The Rector’s wife was making her way along the congested quay, lifting her skirt to negotiate mooring ropes and puddles of liquid spilling from broken casks. Her good-looking groom walked behind her carrying a bulky package across both arms. It looked heavy and she turned to check that he was keeping pace with her. 
 
    ‘Had you heard the rumour that he’s her lover?’ Charlotte murmured. She had brought the gig to a halt to allow a brewer’s dray to finish unloading casks of beer onto the cobbles in front of them. 
 
    ‘What? Her groom? But… he’s younger than she is.’ 
 
    ‘So is her husband,’ Charlotte said. ‘He’s a handsome creature – and far too clean and well-turned out for a groom if you ask me.’ 
 
     Mrs Finch had stopped at the gangplank of another vessel where four sailors were struggling with a very large crate. ‘Do take care! That is full of china. Oh, you clumsy man!’ One of the unfortunate sailors hit a bollard with the corner of the case and set it down hurriedly. 
 
    ‘She must be spending lavishly if she has goods arriving on two separate vessels,’ Charlotte remarked. ‘You would think she’d arrange to have things shipped together from London. Ah, now the way is clear – and there is Squire Jenner.’ 
 
    ‘Looking remarkably furtive,’ Laura said. ‘You don’t suppose that building is a…’ 
 
    ‘Brothel? Might be, I suppose. Rather early in the day for a card school. Probably if I were married to Mrs Jenner I too would be seeking some light relief elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘What a pity neither of us is in a position to twit him on the subject. He deserves to be made uncomfortable, in my opinion.’ 
 
    Charlotte drew in against a warehouse wall. ‘Will you be all right here for a few minutes? I must just go in to settle that account.’ 
 
    ‘I will be perfectly all right, Tansy seems very calm. If you hand me the reins I do not think you need to tie her up. She isn’t going to need much of my attention.’ 
 
    But she was paying attention, she realised. Paying attention to Charlotte because that seemed a strange place to be paying a bill for fish. Paying attention to Squire Jenner who had stopped looking shifty and was now in earnest conversation with what looked like the captain of the brig moored opposite to her. The man was leaning on the rail and Jenner was speaking with rapid, stabbing hand gestures as though trying to drive a point home. The other man shifted a little, spat over the side, then said a few words, shrugged and walked away from the rail. Jenner stormed up the gangplank after him. 
 
    Laura watched with interest, half expecting a fight to break out, but both men vanished from sight. Then she ducked her head again as her Aunt Finch came back along the quayside, appearing from behind Laura and making her jump when she stopped almost alongside the gig. 
 
    The older woman was tapping her foot impatiently, an unusual sign of agitation in someone who was usually so controlled. Perhaps the sailors had broken some of the china. Her groom stepped up alongside her, very close and said something, too low for Laura to hear. She shivered. Surely Aunt Finch was not having an affaire? The Rector’s wife? And with this man who, for some reason, was making Laura feel decidedly uneasy. 
 
    Then her aunt said something to him, he stepped back and Laura saw the Rector walking towards them. The two met, spoke and then turned, arm in arm and Laura saw Mrs Finch glance at her husband. It was just one look, but it was betraying. 
 
    She despises him, Laura realised. Then the look was replaced by the usual calm indifference. 
 
    She was still puzzling over the Rector’s marriage when Charlotte emerged from the warehouse, jotting something in a small notebook. She glanced up and down the quayside and made a few more notes before turning and walking briskly towards the ships’ chandler’s store at the far end. 
 
    Really, this is like some stage farce. People keep popping in and out, just missing each other. Perhaps she should drive on a little and pick Charlotte up when she came out of the chandlery. And what on earth did she or Mr Hogget need from a ships’ chandler’s? 
 
    All it needed was for the landlord of the Mermaid to appear and the Swinburns to arrive en masse and everyone connected with the mystery would be to hand. Tansy walked on stolidly, hardly baulking when a man walked out of the warehouse door right into the mare’s path. 
 
    It was the Mermaid’s owner, just as though Laura had conjured him up. And that was the warehouse Charlotte had gone into. Perhaps they were both buying fish from there… 
 
    Tansy plodded on around the man and stopped again outside the chandlery when Laura gave an absent-minded tug on the reins. What was going on? Or was it simply that these local people were going about their perfectly innocent business and she was seeing something sinister in everything?  
 
    Charlotte came out, her notebook still in her hands and with no sign of any purchases. 
 
    ‘I caught you up,’ Laura said after a swift glance around to make sure none of her neighbours were within earshot.  
 
    ‘Thank you.’ Charlotte climbed into the gig and took the reins. 
 
    ‘One can never have too much rope, I always think.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘The chandlery. So useful for rope.’ 
 
    ‘I wanted to find a source of tar. The pigsty roof is leaking.’ Charlotte sent Tansy along the quay instead of turning around. 
 
    She must be intending to take the lane up to the coast road at the far end, despite the fact that it was narrow and awkward. On the other hand, Laura thought, her suspicions nagging at her again, this route gives Charlotte a view of every single ship in the harbour. 
 
    And tar? Surely repairs to pigsties were the province of the man of the house or his workers? Although, if Charlotte had said she was driving this way, perhaps Mr Hogget had casually suggested that she ask at the chandlery. Laura tried to imagine Perry asking her if she’d undertake such an errand and decided he’d be shocked. But Perry could be rather conventional and Mr Hogget had proved himself to be anything but. 
 
      
 
    ‘How long as she been gone?’ Theo demanded. 
 
    Mrs Bishop frowned. ‘It was just after you all went riding off. Before I set the bread to rise, but after Rosie brought in the eggs. Must have been a couple of hours,’ she concluded. 
 
    ‘Two hours? Good God, anything might have happened to her.’ He turned to find Perry in the kitchen doorway. ‘Did you hear that? Laura’s been gone for at least two hours.’ 
 
    ‘She’s been feeling restless, cooped up,’ Perry said. ‘But even so, two hours… We should go and look for her.’ 
 
    The back door opened and Laura walked in. ‘Dinner smells wonderful, Mrs Bishop.’ She glanced at the clock on the wall. ‘I hadn’t realised the time, I had better run upstairs. Oh. Perry, Theo, what are you doing in the kitchen? The most peculiar thing – ’ 
 
    ‘We were looking for you,’ Perry began. 
 
    Theo lost his temper, suddenly and explosively. ‘Where have you been, you totty-headed female? Are you out of your mind? Anything could have happened to you and we had no idea where you were, who you were with, what the devil you were doing.’ He was aware that he was being unreasonably angry, that he was shouting, that the others were staring at him. Somehow he caught hold of the unravelling ends of his self-control. 
 
    ‘We were worried about you,’ he added more temperately as Flynn arrived at the run with Jared on his heels. 
 
    ‘What’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘Lord Northam, who has no right or business to censure my behaviour, has just lost his temper.’ Laura gathered up her skirts and stalked past them. ‘I have had a very interesting afternoon, but if you would prefer to lecture me rather than hear all about it I shall not trouble to tell you. I do hope you had a lovely time in your dirty, smelly, corpse-infested crypt.’ 
 
    ‘Laura – ’ 
 
    ‘I believe it is time to change for dinner.’ 
 
    ‘Well handled,’ Perry remarked as they heard Laura’s door close with a snap. 
 
    ‘Stubble it,’ Theo said, inelegantly. 
 
    ‘I rather suspect that Mrs Bishop wishes us to remove ourselves so she can continue with preparations for our evening meal,’ Jared observed. As they took themselves back to the hall he added, ‘And Miss Darke may have forgiven Theo sufficiently to share her news by dinner time. I, for one, intend to bathe, change and contemplate how very lucky I am to have put the horrors of courtship behind me.’ 
 
    ‘What the blazes does he mean by that?’ Theo demanded as Jared vanished up the stairs. 
 
    ‘Can’t imagine,’ Flynn said, not troubling to hide his grin. ‘I’d best disturb Mrs B again and beg some hot water.’ 
 
      Theo was still simmering with suppressed emotion by the time the men all gathered in the drawing room at seven. He regretted losing his temper – no gentleman should speak to a lady like that. He knew perfectly well he had no right to dictate Laura’s actions and he ought to apologise on both counts and, of course, he would. But I love her. 
 
    And even if I did not, I cannot marry Lady Penelope Haddon now, not without having a very frank conversation with her. 
 
    ‘Theo? I do not usually have to ask you three times whether you want a glass of Madeira.’ Perry waved the decanter impatiently. 
 
    ‘What? Yes please. Sorry, I was thinking.’ 
 
    ‘Novel,’ Jared drawled. ‘What about?’ 
 
    ‘What women think about marriage. I mean, they seem to feel they are a failure if they do not marry.’ 
 
    ‘That is certainly the accepted wisdom.’ 
 
    ‘But that’s because if they don’t then they are treated as failures and they have no power or influence.’ Theo realised he had never thought of it like that. He had simply assumed that Lady Penelope would be delighted to be asked and would say yes unless she actively disliked him. ‘Although Guin – ’  
 
    ‘My wife is intelligent, strong and determined and yet it was not until she was widowed for the second time that she found herself financially able to live her own life. Even now she is still reliant on men to handle her legal and financial affairs. So you do not need to tell me that it is an unequal world, Theo. We all know it, all men do. The only point of argument is whether that is right and just or not. I do not think that it is. I assume that none of us here do.’ 
 
    ‘I had taken it for granted.’ The sun came up in the morning, the tides went in and out, women were subservient to men because they were weaker and had feebler intellects. But most of the women he knew were at least as intelligent as most of the men and some considerably more so, and without benefit of a decent education, at that. And as for being weaker, he had seen Guin fight off a murderer and women gave birth, a process he was profoundly grateful never to have witnessed. 
 
    ‘If you are having a revelation about the rights of women, Theo, I do wish you’d manage not to look like a stunned cod while you’re about it,’ Jared said. ‘I hear Miss Darke approaching. I am sure she can give you chapter and verse on the feelings of her sex on the subject.’ 
 
    ‘No. Later.’ Theo got to his feet as Laura came in. ‘Laura, I apologise for losing my temper, for the expressions that I used and the assumptions that lay behind them. I was worried about you, but that is an explanation, not an excuse.’ He braced himself for a cutting retort. 
 
    ‘I understand. There is nothing more infuriating than worrying about someone and then discovering there was no need for it,’ she said earnestly. ‘I should have realised you would be anxious, but I have had quite an adventure and have either made a friend – or been in the power of one of the players in our mystery. I have no idea which.’ 
 
    ‘Good grief.’ Perry waved a hand towards the decanters. ‘Ratafia?’ 
 
    ‘Madeira, please. I need something strengthening before I tell my tale.’ 
 
    They all sat and Laura embarked on an explanation of where she had been and what she had seen while Perry muttered, ‘Good God!’ at regular intervals, Flynn leaned forward, elbows on knees, listening intently, Jared steepled his fingers and closed his eyes and Theo wrestled with his feelings.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘I suppose I was reckless to trust her,’ Laura said when she had finished by explaining that Charlotte had dropped her at the end of the drive. 
 
    ‘I think not.’ Jared opened his eyes. ‘Instinct is often a good guide. I do not mean that the soi disant Mrs Hogget is not involved in whatever is going on, but I do not think she will betray your hiding place.’ 
 
    ‘So what do we have?’ Theo felt faintly stunned by Laura’s generous forgiveness and had an unpleasant suspicion that he was looking less than intelligent as a result, although a glance in the over-mantle mirror reassured himself that Jared’s jibe about stunned cod was unfair. He sat up straighter and made himself analyse the facts. 
 
    ‘Mrs Hogget – it makes it simpler if we call her that – has very strange reasons for going to Blakeney quay: a fishmonger’s bill that surely would be dealt with by the housekeeper, and which she professed to have paid in an anonymous-looking warehouse also frequented by the landlord of the Mermaid, and a call at the ships’ chandlers’ for decidedly unladylike purposes.’ 
 
    ‘The landlord’s name is Harris and I suppose he has many reasons for going into warehouses,’ Perry remarked. ‘But I agree, it is strange that Mrs Hogget was in the same one.’ 
 
    ‘Then Squire Jenner looking shifty. Is there a house of ill-repute at the harbour, Perry?’ 
 
    ‘Not that I’ve ever heard of.’ He shot Laura a quick look. ‘Not that I’d know, of course.’ 
 
    ‘As a magistrate you might have had to deal with disturbances there,’ Jared said, straight-faced. 
 
    ‘Then we have the Finchs receiving large packages by sea.’ Theo shrugged. ‘Could be perfectly innocent. Saves money for heavy loads from London.’ 
 
    ‘And Jenner might have been negotiating something of the same kind with the sea captain,’ Flynn suggested. 
 
    ‘So I am imagining the whole thing? It is just coincidence that so many people who were at that dinner party which seems to have begun this were also in Blakeney?’ Laura asked. 
 
    ‘Describe exactly which warehouse Mrs Hogget entered and Harris left,’ said Perry. When Laura did her best he nodded. ‘Thought so. Whatever Mrs Hogget was doing, she was not paying for fish. That’s one of a row of three and they are all used for storing goods in transit in or out.’ 
 
    ‘In fact,’ Theo said, ‘The only person definitely acting oddly was Mrs Hogget. Jenner might have been looking shifty, but that could be accounted for. Your new friend lied about her fishmonger’s account and she was taking notes.’ 
 
    ‘That struck me too,’ Jared remarked. ‘It sounds as though she was carrying out surveillance.’ 
 
    ‘But she made no attempt to hide what she was doing,’ Laura objected. 
 
    ‘Best way not to draw attention,’ Theo said. ‘Look at Jenner – if he hadn’t been looking so guilty you would hardly have noticed him. A woman jotting notes on her shopping list – what could be more harmless?’ 
 
    ‘You think that she is a spy? A French agent? But…’ Laura’s protest died away. 
 
    ‘An agent. But theirs or ours?’ Jared got up and began to pace. ‘Hogget leaves here – about eighteen months ago, I think you said, Perry? He establishes his sick wife in safe and secure circumstances – I do not see why we need dismiss Laura’s instinct to trust that account. Then he returns here with another woman, to a place where he was known before, where people are most likely to be suspicious of this new marriage. And sure enough, his new wife is ostracised, his social life is curtailed. It must be miserable for the lady – and yet he stays when they would surely be much more comfortable well away from here where he is unknown.’ 
 
    ‘And if Charlotte and he are madly in love and defying convention then why is he content to leave her at home and why does she go about so much without him? Yet I cannot believe that she is his mistress. I do not know why – instinct again, I suppose,’ Laura mused. ‘She is very business-like and determined in her manner. Yes, I can see what you mean, Lord Ravenlaw.’ 
 
    ‘Will you not call me Jared?’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, I will, if you call me Laura. How do we find out if the Hoggets are our agents or not?’ 
 
    ‘Write to Cal and get him to make enquiries at the Home Office,’ Theo suggested. 
 
    ‘I will,’ Jared began as Mrs Bishop came in to announce that dinner was served and the front door knocker sounded. 
 
    ‘Now who is that?’ she demanded irritably. ‘Just when the food’s hot and on the table.’   
 
    ‘There was the sound of Terence speaking at someone at the front door, footsteps in the hall and then Will appeared at the doorway. ‘I’m sorry, but I have rather burned my boats and I cannot stay at the Rectory any longer.’ He looked pale and strained and, Theo suspected, not far from tears. ‘I have resigned.’ 
 
    ‘From the ministry?’ Laura jumped up and put an arm around him. ‘Oh, Will. You are cold and tired. Come and have dinner and a glass of wine.’ 
 
    ‘No, not the ministry, but from my post here.’ He allowed himself to be led into the dining room. ‘When the Archdeacon had gone Mrs Finch demanded to know where the papers were that I had intended to study for information about the tomb.’ 
 
    The others came in and he broke off in confusion, was introduced, blinked at the discovery that Flynn, who had taken the seat opposite him, was the Duke of Calderbrook’s valet and subsided into silence. 
 
    ‘They know all about it,’ Theo said and brought Will up to date with the descent of the Swinburns, Pitkin’s masquerade, the reason the other two men were there and Laura’s adventures that afternoon. 
 
    By then Will had consumed a bowl of oxtail soup, a glass of wine and was making inroads into a crab savoury and his colour was returning to normal. ‘I’m sorry to arrive without any notice at all, but I didn’t have anywhere else to go,’ he apologised. 
 
    ‘Where else would you come?’ Perry asked, clearly meaning it to be rhetorical. ‘We are all friends here.’ 
 
    ‘And now I can appoint you to one of the livings at my disposal,’ Theo said. ‘Welcome, Vicar Thwaite.’ 
 
    ‘I… Thank you. You are so kind. But the Bishop may not think me worthy, especially with all this.’ He waved a hand as though to encompass everything from false tombs to smugglers and French gold.  
 
    ‘Bishop Bathurst seemed to feel you had nothing to feel guilty about and the bishop in question for those livings of mine is the Bishop of Bath and Wells who is a distant cousin. If he doesn’t trust my judgment we’ll have Cal to write a reference and smother it with ducal seals. That will do it.’ 
 
    ‘So you can stop worrying and tell us why you were driven to resign,’ Flynn said, reaching for the last of the crabs. 
 
    ‘It was all very awkward, my arriving unannounced on the doorstep with the Archdeacon and having to explain why I had gone behind my Rector’s back and then there was the awful news to break to Mrs Finch about her uncle. And then we had to go up to the Manor and tell Sir Walter. And he was raving about scandal and interfering curates and why couldn’t the Reverend Finch keep me under control? And I thought Giles was going to hit me and Charles looked as dense and confused as he always does and kept asking for it all to be explained over and over until Lady Swinburn burst into tears.’ 
 
    ‘Aunt weeping?’ Laura looked as though she could not believe it. 
 
    ‘It was temper mostly, I suspect,’ Will said, looking uncomfortable. ‘Then Mrs Finch became angry too – with her brother and sister-in-law, I think, and said several rather regrettable things in French. I suppose it sounds more, er, genteel than in English. Like menus,’ he added, looking confused by his own train of thought. 
 
    ‘Anyway, we finally left to drive back to the Rectory and Mrs Finch asked what I had done with the documents that I said I was going to study when we were researching the tomb. She wanted to know where I had found them. And I suddenly felt, quite strongly, that I did not want to tell them, which was very wrong of me, but – ’ 
 
    ‘Instinct,’ said Jared. 
 
    ‘That’s it!’ Laura exclaimed before Will could reply. ‘I knew there was something the other day – it was the fact that Will had the documents and was attacked whereas Theo, who didn’t, has been left alone.’ 
 
    ‘That could be it,’ Will said. ‘It was certainly instinct that made me say that I did not know where they were and pretended I was confused about finding them because of the knock to my head. And that was very wrong, because I did know. But I salved my conscience because I had left them in my bedchamber here and I wasn’t precisely sure where they might have been put.’  
 
    ‘Laura’s right, they were probably what almost got you killed,’ Theo said. ‘I think you were very wise to say you didn’t know.’ 
 
    ‘Not wise,’ Perry contradicted. ‘Because if Finch is behind the attack then they’ll keep pursuing it.’ 
 
    ‘The Rector?’ Laura and Will said in chorus as Perry rang the bell for dessert. 
 
    ‘I have always thought him ambitious, but here he is, stuck in rural Norfolk which, however charming, is hardly at the centre of affairs. I suspect that his wife did not bring a large dowry and he does not appear to have a great deal of family money, or influence, behind him. What if he has discovered a source of wealth that will help him to his ambitions?’ 
 
    ‘This has been going on for some time, this loss of agents and gold,’ Jared said. ‘Surely the Rector would be making his move before now?’ 
 
    ‘We had better locate the box of papers and look at what’s in it tonight,’ Perry said. ‘But we haven’t told you or Laura about what we found in the tomb this afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘You went back?’ Will said. ‘Wasn’t that a risk?’ 
 
    ‘We thought no-one would dare go there until at least the Archdeacon had left,’ Theo said. ‘And look what we found.’ He dug in his pocket and dropped six more gold coins on the table. ‘Just like the first one, marked by the London Mint.’ 
 
    ‘Where were they?’ Laura asked. 
 
    ‘There was a pile of rubble in one corner, they’d rolled into the cracks. And the floor was…’ 
 
    ‘Was what?’ 
 
    ‘Stained,’ Jared said. ‘It might not have been blood, I suppose, but it looked very like it to me.’  
 
    ‘Dear God,’ Will said. ‘Those poor souls.’ 
 
    ‘They were killed down there, our agents?’ Laura said. She looked fiercely angry. ‘The place is not swarming with the French – this is treachery by Englishmen. We have to stop them.’ 
 
    I love her, Theo thought, watching the fierce anger and determination on Laura’s face. And I am going to have to talk to her. ‘We will stop them,’ he promised. ‘Somehow.’ 
 
      
 
    After dinner Perry found the dusty old valise that had been sent over with Will’s belongings from the churchwarden’s house, lugged it in and spread the contents on the library table. 
 
    ‘Oh dear,’ Laura said, feeling that was slightly inadequate to describe the spill of old, crumpled, stained papers that slewed across the polished mahogany. ‘I thought it was going to be notebooks and registers.’ 
 
    ‘It is what happens when the curate doesn’t fill in the registers immediately but keeps notes on scraps of paper,’ Will said with a sigh. ‘Although judging by the handwriting, which is atrocious, he seems to have got the verger to keep the notes. If I had realised that it was this bad I would have tried to sort them out long ago and double-checked them against the registers. There could be any number of missed births and burials and marriages in here.’ 
 
    ‘Paid to Jos. Tompkins for catching rats, one shilling and four pence three farthing,’  Flynn read. ‘For digging Widow Pepper’s grave, she being a pauper, five pence. There are accounts as well.’ 
 
    ‘This is going to take days.’ Perry poked the nearest pile with a finger and it slid aside exposing the corpses of several spiders. 
 
    ‘A quick sort on the handwriting would speed things up,’ Theo said. ‘We’re looking for something that relates to one of the gentry families around here, aren’t we? We could put all these with writing that is nothing but pot-hooks and blots to one side and look for an educated hand.’ 
 
    ‘That’s brilliant.’ Laura smiled at him and caught her breath at the look on his face when he smiled back. It is not simply male desire he feels for me, there is more, my instincts are not wrong… But we can’t. She picked up a handful of paper at random and bent her head over it to hide her expression. 
 
    Ten minutes later Will said, ‘Here. Look.’ 
 
    Half a dozen sheets had been fastened together with a pin that was now rusty from damp. The writing showed far more clearly than on the scattered notes that lay across the table.  
 
    ‘The ink is better, that’s a decent nib and the writing is educated, if old-fashioned.’ Jared picked up the papers. ‘It’s an accounting for contraband: two dozen of brandy from JB; fine lace of Alençon, two parcels for AY; Geneva, two barrels best grade… It goes on. From the state of the paper and the style of the writing, I would hazard a guess that this was produced by the Reverend Swinburn. It would be easy enough to find specimens of his handwriting in the registers to compare, I would guess.’ 
 
    ‘And these notes are enough to justify killing Will?’ Laura threw down the sheets she had been sorting through in disgust. 
 
    ‘It might be for the Reverend Finch if it came out that he has married into a family of smugglers, I suppose.’ Flynn sounded dubious. ‘Or for the present baronet. But I find it hard to believe. Smuggling is winked at by more than half of Society. The worst that might happen would be disapproval.’ 
 
    ‘You would have to be unhinged to kill for that,’ Jared said flatly. ‘Faugh!’ He brushed his long fingers together fastidiously. ‘Look at the state we are in. Put the smuggling notes to one side, Manners and we’ll shovel the rest back into the case. Your successor can look forward to aligning them with the registers, Thwaite: it is no longer your problem.’ 
 
    ‘A game of whist when we’ve dusted off the dead spiders, anyone?’ Perry asked. 
 
    ‘I’m for my bed,’ Laura said. ‘Enjoy your game.’ As she passed the drawing room Theo caught up with her. 
 
    ‘Laura. May I speak with you?’ He gestured at the door. ‘In here?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ she said frankly. Being alone with Theo only made the hurt worse. 
 
    ‘My word that I will not so much as touch your hand.’ 
 
    ‘It is not that… Oh, very well.’ It sounded ungracious, it felt like surrender. But to what? 
 
    Theo closed the door behind them and stayed on his feet when she took one of the upright chairs. ‘Laura, I love you. I didn’t want to, I certainly did not set out to. But I do. With all my heart. Do you – can you – feel anything for me?’ 
 
    This was worse than she had feared and it confirmed what she had seen in his face that evening. He was not protesting feelings that were false in order to seduce her or to tease her. He meant what he was saying. 
 
    ‘It does not matter what I think or feel.’ Somehow she manged to keep her voice steady. ‘You are spoken for.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. But tell me the truth, Laura, please.’ 
 
    She should get up and walk out. Instead she looked him in the eye and said, ‘Yes, I love you too.’ And just for a moment the world went away, and sounds faded and all she could see was Theo and the almost painful intensity of his happiness at her words. Then, sickeningly, reality came back. ‘And we can do nothing about it.’ 
 
    ‘If we ignore it, then we make three people unhappy for the rest of our lives,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Three?’ 
 
    ‘Lady Penelope. She does not love me, but if she marries me she will be tied to a man who will always have the image, the dream, of another woman close to his heart. I would do all I could to be a good husband, to treat her with respect, but she will sense it, I realise that now. She should have the chance to find a love of her own.’ 
 
    ‘And if you break the engagement she will be gossiped about, her worth would be lessened. It is not a very fair world for a woman, is it?’ Laura asked bitterly. 
 
    ‘No. But I will not give up on this, Laura. Somehow I will find a way without ruining both of you in the process.’ 
 
    ‘What did Gerard Redfern call you? The cat who always thought of the solution in the end?’ She should not joke and it was madness to think there was any hope, but it was that or weep. 
 
    His smile was strained. ‘I will do my best, I swear it.’ 
 
    ‘I know. I know you will try.’ She turned and walked away because if she stayed she would be in his arms and she had no right to be there. Not now, perhaps never. 
 
      
 
    Theo waited until he heard the distant sound of Laura’s bedchamber door closing, then counted up to twenty and made his way to the drawing room where the others were sitting around a card table with two unopened packs of cards in front of them. 
 
    ‘Can’t stop chewing over this business about the harbour,’ Perry said. ‘What we found in the crypt, that dried blood – it makes it all far too real.’ 
 
    Theo forced himself to concentrate and caught hold of the wisp of an idea that  had been troubling him for at least a day. ‘These agents who are vanishing without trace from Blakeney – surely their masters in London know which ships they are taking?’ 
 
    Jared shook his head. ‘Apparently, as a security measure against leaks from within the Home Office, they have complete discretion over which routes they take and the ports and ships that they use. The missing men have been traced, in the most part, to Blakeney. But that has been by piecing together their journeys.’ 
 
    ‘If I were an agent who did not know the place and wanted a ship that would take me to France, where would I ask?’ Theo said, taking the empty place at the table between Will and Flynn and leaning his elbows on the baize. 
 
    ‘An ale house, would be my choice.’ Flynn pushed a glass of brandy towards him. ‘Or an inn.’ 
 
    ‘There’s enough of those,’ Perry said. ‘As a magistrate I have to licence them.’ He shoved back his chair. ‘It’s a chore, but it does mean that I’ve got a list of them.’ He went out and returned ten minutes later with a file of loose sheets. ‘These are the parishes closest to Blakeney and Blakeney itself.’ 
 
    ‘The agents are going to arrive by stage or mail, I’d have thought,’ Jared said. ‘Hiring a horse or a carriage would mean leaving them somewhere and using a post chaise seems an unlikely extravagance for someone keeping a low profile. Besides, we have to start somewhere. The coaches come from Norwich. We need a map as well.’ 
 
    After an hour they had marked all the likely ale houses and inns for someone approaching Blakeney from the south and those in the port itself because, as Flynn pointed out, some of the men might have travelled by coaster from London in order to confuse their trail. 
 
    ‘Twenty four,’ Perry said in dismay when they counted the result. 
 
    ‘You know, if I were doing this, I don’t think I’d ask in some harbour-side ale house,’ Theo said slowly. ‘Most people who take ship here have booked in advance: isn’t someone turning up in a crowded tavern and asking around for a captain who’ll take him off the main shipping route going to attract attention? An inn or ale house away from the waterfront sounds more likely to me.’ 
 
    ‘You know what I’m thinking?’ Perry said. ‘I’m thinking that the Mermaid is possible. The place just shouts smugglers, if you ask me. All as innocent as apple pie when you go in, but it is just a bit isolated, yet on the coast road. All the local fishermen use it. In Blakeney you’ve got the coastal trade and shopkeepers and so on, more mixed.’ 
 
     ‘What we need is someone to send in to start asking the questions.’ Jared looked around the table. ‘Perry and Theo are known locally and so are the male servants. Our grooms and coachmen will have been seen. There’s me, of course and Flynn.’ 
 
    ‘And Rob Pitkin,’ said Flynn. ‘No-one outside this house has seen him, have they? And we know he can act a part.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t ask that of him,’ Theo protested. ‘He’s my valet.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Flynn narrowed his eyes at Theo. 
 
    ‘I don’t mean he isn’t up to it because he’s a valet but he’s nervous and unsure of himself.’ 
 
    ‘Still? He looks a lot more confident now, quite a change since I first saw him.’ Flynn got to his feet. ‘I’ll ask him.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t come to any harm just enquiring,’ Perry said confidently. ‘I mean, they must be murdering them at sea and dumping the bodies overboard.’ 
 
    ‘Sure about that? Remember the stains in the crypt? If that’s blood then it is more than a tap on the head to knock someone out.’ Theo said. ‘If I was involved I’d much prefer a nice tidy murder on dry land, then a bundle to take out to a small boat and drop over the side, rather than risk being seen getting someone onto a larger vessel and then coming back soon afterwards with no passenger. You can’t pretend to someone that you’re taking them to France in a rowing boat or a small skiff.’ 
 
    The sound of a throat being cleared made him turn. Pitkin was standing in the doorway looking a trifle pale. Flynn gave him a friendly push into the room. ‘Come and sit down, Rob.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t, not with the gentlemen.’ 
 
    ‘Please,’ Theo said. ‘We would appreciate it.’ 
 
    Pitkin sat, looked round the table from under his curls. ‘Michael told me what you wanted. I’m game to give it a try.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve heard us talking. These are murderers we are dealing with. It will be dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘I want to do it,’ he said firmly. ‘Michael says they are killing Englishmen for the French. That’s not just murder, that’s treason and they’ve got to be stopped.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have a viable plan yet,’ Theo said. 
 
    ‘While we’re making one I’ll cut your hair,’ Flynn said, eyeing Pitkin’s curls. ‘They’re the most recognisable thing about you.’ 
 
    While Flynn set to work with comb and scissors they thrashed out a plan. Jared and Will would stay at the Grange. Will because he was still not strong enough if things came to a fight, Jared, because Theo trusted him to protect Laura more than anyone he knew. He, Perry, Flynn and Pitkin would tackle the Mermaid. 
 
      
 
    Almost twenty four hours later Theo lay uncomfortably along the top of the high wall that ran along one side of the loke, or narrow alleyway, that formed the eastern boundary of the inn. From there he could see into one of the small side windows with a view of the bar where Harris the landlord stood putting tobacco into the lead boxes that stood on each table for the customers to fill their clay pipes. 
 
    Perry was outside nearer the front, wedged comfortably enough beside the wood store with a clear view of about a third of the interior through an unshuttered window. 
 
    As Theo tried to ease his stiff neck Flynn came in and went up to the bar. He was dressed like a traveller in the kind of decent but everyday clothes a tradesman of the middle sort might wear and he dropped a battered valise at his feet as he spoke to the landlord. 
 
    The man drew a pint, then nodded towards a table almost opposite Theo’s window. Flynn strolled over, sat down with his back against the wall and made himself comfortable as the landlord called something back to what Theo assumed was the kitchen beyond. 
 
    They had agreed that Flynn would take a room and order food which would give him an excuse to linger downstairs. His story, should anyone start a conversation, was that he had walked along from Blakeney because someone had recommended the Mermaid’s food and had said that the beds were well aired in comparison with most of what he’d find in the port. 
 
    Pitkin was hidden behind a wind-blown hedge ten yards away, waiting for some more customers to come in. They had no idea what to expect, but Perry was a magistrate in case anyone needed arresting and Theo was more than ready to get into a fight with someone. Over what, in his present mood, he did not much care. 
 
    Two men came in, farm labourers by the look of their gaiters and boots, followed a few minutes later by a trio of fishermen who wearily slumped at the table nearest the fire, only reviving when the landlord brought over a stoneware bottle and three small, thick glasses. 
 
    On his way back to the bar he crossed with a maid coming out of the kitchen with a plate of what looked like stew. She put it down in front of Flynn, produced a heel of bread from one apron pocket and a knife and fork from the other and then leaned her hip against the table. 
 
    Flynn could apparently flirt with the best of them because she lingered for a minute or two, giggling, before a jerk of the landlord’s head sent her back to the kitchen with a saucy look over her shoulder. 
 
    Theo was beginning to wonder whether Pitkin had lost his nerve or fallen in a drainage ditch when the door opened and he walked in. Like Flynn, he was dressed in clothes a respectable clerk might choose for travelling and was carrying a valise that, from the way he was handling it, was heavy. He looked tired and a little wary as he walked up to the bar, glancing around him but not lingering on Flynn longer than on any of the other customers. 
 
    The landlord turned from knocking the tap into a fresh barrel and Theo could read his lips. 
 
    ‘What can I do for you, sir?’ He drew a tankard of ale and put it down in front of Pitkin who glanced around and then leaned forward. The landlord did the same. 
 
    They had agreed that Pitkin would say he had been recommended by a sailor in Blakeney to try at the Mermaid for a ship that would take him across. 
 
    Theo saw the jerk of Pitkin’s head seawards and guessed he had just asked the question. Harris scratched his ear, picked up a tankard and began to polish it, but he was looking at Pitkin who, from the movement of his head, was still talking. 
 
    Then the landlord moved closer, said something and Pitkin nodded and moved to a table out of Theo’s sight. He could only hope Perry could still see him. The landlord went out into the kitchen and came back a few minutes later. The back door banged and a small figure scuttled down the loke to the coast road and vanished. 
 
    Now what? Theo thought, shifting to try and get a particularly lumpy piece of flint away from his rib cage. 
 
    Half an hour passed. Flynn got into conversation with one of the fishermen and was invited to join a rowdy game of shove ha’penny. Theo noticed that he managed to find a position where he could look across to Pitkin as he played. The valet was as protected as he could be, given that Flynn had a knife in his boot and a lethal throw with it. Theo’s eyelids began to droop 
 
    A scuffling of feet startled him almost to the point of falling off his narrow perch. Theo saw what looked like the kitchen boy vanish into the shadows of the yard, then the back door slammed. The landlord left the bar, came back and went over to the part of the room Theo could not see, presumably to talk to Pitkin. 
 
    The valet came into sight, walked up to the bar and handed over some money and Flynn finished his game amidst laughter and the exchange of a handful of coppers. He picked up his bag and went up the stairs as Pitkin, with a nod to the landlord, went to the front door. 
 
    Theo swung down from the wall, biting back a curse as his numb right leg buckled under him, then he was limping down the loke to the front where Perry was already waiting in the shadows. Flynn would be climbing out of a window, no doubt. 
 
    ‘He’s walking back towards Blakeney,’ Perry whispered. 
 
    ‘Then we follow in a moment. See if anyone tracks him from the inn first.’ 
 
    They waited, but no-one came out of the Mermaid so they set off after Pitkin, just keeping him in sight, treading on the tussocky grass at the side of the road which was silent, but hard going. 
 
    ‘If they set a trap it will be soon, I guess,’ Perry murmured. ‘Just around the next bend, I’d wager. There are some boat sheds there.’ 
 
    Pitkin vanished around the corner, Theo lengthened his stride, then stopped dead so that Perry cannoned into him as a barn owl swept across their path. 
 
    ‘Bloody hell, That scared the wits out of me,’ he muttered as they sorted themselves out. 
 
    At which point someone hit him with a cudgel. 
 
    It would have taken him on the head if Perry hadn’t given a croak of alarm so that Theo twisted away at the last moment and it landed on his right shoulder, the same one Laura had hit with the bottle of port. He reeled back clutching at his numbed arm, then went left-handed for the knife in his boot. Jared, the supreme sword master, had taught him to fight and hadn’t stopped the lessons with the elegant art of the rapier. He had taught Theo to fight dirty and now he went in low, stabbing for his opponent’s thighs. 
 
    Perry was using his stick against another cudgel and Theo heard the slim Malacca snap as his friend raised it above his head to block a downward blow. They were fighting by starlight and he was beginning to think they had come out inadequately armed when Perry jabbed at the face of the man wielding the cudgel. He stepped back to avoid the splintered end of the cane and stumbled just as the man facing Theo gave a gasp and collapsed at his feet. 
 
    Flynn stepped onto the road, a pistol held steady on the other assailant. ‘Who got him?’ 
 
    ‘I did.’ Pitkin emerged from the shadows, panting a trifle. ‘I just hope I didn’t brain him with that flint. I heard the fight and ran back, didn’t stop to take good aim.’ He shrugged. ‘Village cricket, I was always the bowler.’ 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ Theo bent and pulled the mask off the unconscious figure at his feet. Perry, after a moment’s fumbling, struck a light and Flynn, efficient as always, produced a candle from his pocket. ‘Hells’ teeth. Hogget.’ 
 
    ‘Damn you.’ The figure sprawled on its back on the verge sat up, its voice unmistakeably feminine.  
 
    ‘Mrs Hogget?’ Why am I not surprised, Theo thought. 
 
    ‘You know very well I am not if you have been talking to Laura Darke.’ She shook off Perry’s attempt to help her and got to her feet. ‘If you have killed James there will be the devil to pay.’ She glared at Pitkin. ‘Are they with you?’ 
 
    ‘They most certainly are,’ Pitkin said. ‘Oh, thank God, he’s alive.’ 
 
    Hogget gave a groan and sat up. 
 
    ‘Can you walk or shall I go for the carriage?’ Perry got him to his feet and he stood, swaying slightly. ‘The Grange is nearer than your house.’ 
 
    ‘I can walk.’ 
 
    Charlotte Hogget took his arm and with Pitkin and Perry leading the way and Theo and Flynn bringing up the rear they trudged in silence up to the Grange. 
 
    Terence opened the door holding a stout stick and they were met in the hall by Jared making no attempt to hide the drawn rapier in his hand.  
 
    ‘It’s all right,’ Theo said as they crowded in through the front door. ‘They appear to be on our side.’ 
 
    ‘Then why do you all look as though you’ve been in a fight?’ Laura demanded, running down the stairs.  
 
     ‘Because we have. Terence, we need warm water, a bandage and whatever salves Mrs Bishop has for broken heads.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Hogget – and Charlotte?’ Laura stared at the other woman’s male attire, then threw open the drawing room door. ‘Come in where there is good light.’ 
 
    It took half an hour before Hogget was bandaged, Charlotte’s bruises were dabbed with arnica and they were settled around the fire, drinks in hand.  
 
    ‘You are not a British agent,’ Hogget said, staring hard at Pitkin. 
 
    ‘I am Lord Northam’s valet.’ 
 
    ‘And I am Viscount Ravenlaw and you, I presume, are working for the Home Office,’ Jared said. 
 
    ‘You are acquainted with the Duke of Calderbrook?’ 
 
    ‘He is a close friend. He went to the Home Office asking about gold Napoléons. They told us that the gold is connected with whatever has been going on here, but they did not name you. Any of you.’ 
 
    Charlotte snorted. ‘They don’t trust anyone and as a result half the time we don’t get the information we need.’ 
 
    ‘You are both agents?’ Perry asked. 
 
    Charlotte’s look was scornful. ‘You think women are not capable of intelligence work?’ 
 
    ‘So you two are not, er…’ 
 
    ‘No.’ She smiled at Laura. ‘We get on very well as colleagues. As anything else – ’ She rolled her eyes. 
 
    ‘So what exactly happened this evening?’ Jared asked. ‘I rather think we had better start by explaining exactly who we are and what we have been doing.’ 
 
    It took half an hour, even with Jared’s concise summary. The Hoggets – Theo could not help thinking of them still as a couple – listened intently. 
 
    ‘Right. Well, the first thing to say is that Jerry Harris, the landlord of the Mermaid, is working with us,’ Hogget said. ‘That’s not to say that he’s nothing to do with smuggling and I’d be obliged if the local magistrate would turn a blind eye to that.’ 
 
    When Perry nodded Charlotte picked up the explanation. ‘His elder brother Bill used to be the landlord but he was killed in ’08 and Jerry inherited. He’d just been discharged from the Navy – you wouldn’t realise it unless he’s tired or has to move fast, but his right leg was broken badly and he wears a brace on it.’ 
 
    ‘He hadn’t been here long when he began to get suspicious about Bill’s death,’ Hogget continued, taking over as though he and his partner were used to reporting this way. ‘At first it was thought to be an accident, that he’d fallen from the ladder down to the cellar and hit his head on the stone floor. But as the locals began to trust Jerry they started to talk. Someone had been threatening Bill and he’d started carrying a cudgel and a knife all the time. But he wouldn’t say what it was.’ 
 
    ‘He asked me about it,’ Will said. ‘I had conducted the funeral and I had seen the body. Jerry Harris wanted to know if I noticed anything strange about it. 
 
    ‘I told him I’d thought it odd that he was lying where he was. The back of his head took the force of the blow and he was lying on his back, but I couldn’t work out how he had fallen from the ladder and landed just there and I told Harris that to warn him to check how safe the ladder was.’ 
 
    ‘Jerry seems to be stolid but he’s an intelligent man and he began to pick up whispers about men passing through Blakeney, asking unusual questions about destinations,’ Hogget said. ‘Men who were not heard of again. He’s a loyal Britisher, is Jerry, a real Navy stalwart and if someone was working with the French, giving them information, then he wasn’t going to stand for it on his territory. He started to probe and thinks that it all started in about ’05, the year my father died.’ 
 
    ‘And Reverend Gilpin,’ Laura added. 
 
    ‘Yes. Anyway, he wrote to his old captain and he, trusting Jerry’s nose for trouble – he’d been a rock-solid coxswain – got in touch with the Admiralty and they talked to the Home Office and we were sent,’ Charlotte said. ‘James had been involved with intelligence work before his wife became so ill – ciphers and so forth – and, of course, he’s a local man. Jerry was letting us know whenever he came across someone asking about a passage across the Channel. He was giving them the names of men he knew had been going across – but we’ve no way of telling which are honest and which aren’t.’ 
 
    ‘So when it happens he sends for you, you follow the man and hope to protect him and, at the same time, identify who is attacking them,’ Flynn said. ‘You’ve concluded, as we did, that the murders are happening on land?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. And we suspect that a certain number of men are getting through because, we think, they do not appear to be carrying gold and because whoever is behind this wants to foster a legitimate network of boatmen who will do the crossing – otherwise there is no-one for agents to be recommended to. So far everyone we’ve followed has got away safely.’ 
 
    ‘How many men are we talking about?’ Laura asked. 
 
    ‘Not many, a dozen, fifteen, a year perhaps by this route that we know of. We just haven’t been lucky yet in identifying anyone who was then attacked and we could be missing men who were asking in other taverns, of course. But with even a handful of men the sums involved can be considerable and the gold is life-blood to agents in place in France or groups planning insurrection.’ 
 
    ‘So who is it? And how are we going to find them?’ Perry asked, passing the decanter round. 
 
    ‘That’s a good question.’ Hogget shifted in the high-backed chair and winced as his bandaged head brushed against the cushions. ‘I think I’d like to start with a look at those church papers your amiable Rector was so keen to get his hands on.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve looked at them,’ Perry protested. ‘All we found was the old Rector’s smuggling accounts.’ 
 
    ‘How good are you at recognising codes and cyphers, Lord Manners?’ Charlotte asked. ‘Because James is an expert.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ Perry got up and tugged the bell pull. ‘You had best spend the night, don’t you think?’


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Laura spread honey on her breakfast toast and considered her feelings. There was definitely pleasure at the presence of the Hoggets, as she had to think of them. They were allies in the effort to solve the mystery and, in Charlotte, she thought she had found a friend.  
 
    Then there was the ache of loving Theo, always there, always waiting in ambush to smudge black misery across the moment. Was it better or worse to know that he felt the same way about her? Possibly worse, she concluded. If it had been hopelessly one-sided then she would have had to live with it. But now she knew if only he had not made that proposal just before coming to Norfolk they could have been blissfully happy together. 
 
    No-one dies of love, she told herself. Shakespeare had said so. Was it Love’s Labour’s Lost or As You Like It? ‘Men have died from time to time, and worms have eaten them, but not for love,’ she murmured. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, did you say something?’ Charlotte looked up from a pile of notes from Will’s box. She had them stacked beside her plate and was eating eggs with her fork in one hand while she flicked over the sheets with the other. 
 
    ‘Just muttering Shakespeare to myself,’ Laura said, finding a smile from somewhere. 
 
    What Aunt Swinburn would say if she could see the breakfast parlour that morning she shuddered to think. James Hogget and Charlotte were scanning piles of dirty old papers, shedding dust, dead spiders and flakes of paper on the damask cloth. Charlotte was still in men’s clothes – I must ask her where she gets them so beautifully tailored to fit her – and Hogget had a rakish bandage around his head and the beginnings of a black eye. Flynn had dragged Pitkin to the table with him. 
 
    One runaway heiress, one woman in men’s clothes who is an intelligence agent, two valets – one of whom was recently dressed as a woman – two viscounts, one baron, a second intelligence agent and an out of work curate. It is going to be hard to return to normality after this. Although what normality might be for her now, she had no idea. 
 
    ‘Those are just notes for the registers,’ Will said when he sat down with a plate of bacon and mushrooms and saw what the Hoggets were checking. 
 
    ‘So far they are,’ Hogget agreed. ‘The paper is stained and the ink faded with age. If there is anything covert here then it is very old – thirty or more years, I’d say, which tallies with the dates of the events listed. Matthew, infant son of John Fulgate, thatcher, and Maria his wife buried twenty third of March 1785,’ he read and flipped the page over. 
 
    Theo pushed his empty plate away, poured some more coffee and looked around the table. ‘Now we know that we can eliminate the Hoggets from our enquiries – ’ 
 
    ‘Good of you,’ Charlotte said without looking up. 
 
    ‘You must admit, you did seem suspicious. Anyway, who does that leave? It has to be someone who is more or less permanently hereabouts, which rules out the various ships’ captains. According to you, Harris vouches for most of the other inn and beer house keepers and the shopkeepers and merchants. It doesn’t mean it isn’t someone working for them, of course. But the most likely suspects are the Swinburns, the Rector and the Jenners.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t forget Mrs Gilpin.’ Jared speared another rasher of bacon. ‘In horrid novels the least likely person is often the villain in disguise.’ 
 
    ‘I refuse to believe it of her,’ Will protested, looking distressed. 
 
    ‘He is teasing,’ Flynn said. ‘So, let’s consider them. The Rector. He is ambitious we believe, but ambition needs money. He has been the incumbent here since 1805 and visited often before then. His wife is older than he is and seems a very firm and demanding lady – who incidentally, may, or may not, be sleeping with her groom. She may also be putting pressure on the Rector to succeed and he is taking a short cut.’ 
 
    ‘How does money help with a church preferment?’ Laura asked, puzzled. 
 
    ‘It would enable him to go to London, be seen in all the right places, secure a patron who, if you’ll excuse me, Manners, has more influence and more profitable livings to offer,’ Jared said. 
 
    ‘Even so, treason…’ Laura murmured. 
 
    ‘I know. So, the Swinburns. They need money, it seems. Sir Walter cannot be sure his embezzling of Laura’s funds will go unnoticed for ever, especially if he cannot force her to marry one of his sons. He needs to be able to make that good if he is challenged. Then Giles is a continuing expense, of course.’ 
 
    ‘And my aunt is always pushing him to spend more on clothes, on the house, on a new carriage and so forth,’ Laura added. ‘She would certainly love to spend the Season in London every year.’ 
 
    ‘Then we have the Jenners. Two daughters to launch successfully.’ 
 
    ‘Half the squires in England have that many daughters,’ Perry protested. ‘Their fathers don’t turn to murder and treason to fund their come-outs.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t know very much about them really,’ Laura said. ‘I always assumed they were exactly how they appeared and Squire Jenner is not the most intelligent of men. Would he be able to carry off this for so long?’ 
 
    ‘I am increasingly inclined to think Sir Walter and Giles Swinburn are behind it,’ Hogget said. ‘They have a propensity for violence, we already know they will commit embezzlement and plan various unpleasant stratagems to get what they want. They are not cold, calm plotters, but that does not mean they are incapable of carrying this out.’ 
 
    ‘The only problem is, no-one appears to be rolling in money,’ Theo said slowly. ‘You’d have thought – ’ 
 
    ‘Ah ha!’ Charlotte sat up straight, pushed aside her plate and fanned out pages of the notes. ‘Look at this, James. There’s a stack of the same dirty old paper, which is why they didn’t stand out, but the ink is fresher and the hand is educated.’ She tapped the edges of the fan together and pushed it across to Hogget. 
 
    ‘Is it code?’ Laura asked. 
 
    ‘I do not think so.’ Hogget reached into his breast pocket, pulled out a leather case and extracted a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles which he perched on the end of his nose. ‘More likely highly abbreviated notes by someone who requires an aide memoire, I’d have said. You know the Swinburns well – do you recognise the handwriting?’ He handed her three pages. 
 
    ‘It is all figures. Dates – and can this be amounts? It must be. Goodness.’ She peered at them, frustrated by the lack of words. ‘There is a similarity to Sir Walter’s hand, definitely. I have seen his account books occasionally. But it is probably typical of many educated people of his generation, wouldn’t you say?’ She flipped over the pages as the other began to argue about the next step to take. 
 
    ‘This page is quite recent, look. April twelfth. When did you find these papers, Will?’ 
 
    ‘The Sunday before I met Theo in the church,’ he said readily. ‘That must have been the second of the month. I had been putting away prayer books after the service and I tripped in the vestry, fell against the wall and hit my elbow on a cupboard door. I had always assumed it was simply part of the panelling because it had no handle, but it opened and I saw it was full of papers. I took a quick look, saw that I really ought to sort them and check them against the registers in case of oversights and inaccuracies, and pushed them into that valise I’d been using to carry my clean vestments. I recalled them when Will and I were discussing how to research the tomb, then events rather overtook me.’ He winced and rubbed at the back of his head. 
 
    ‘You didn’t mention them to anyone else? The Rector?’ 
 
    ‘No. I thought he might see it as criticism of his supervision of the parishes if I said I thought the registers had not been properly kept.’ 
 
    ‘So the first anyone knew about it was when I mentioned them at that dinner party,’ Theo said. 
 
    ‘Some of the numbers are distinctive.’ Laura said. ‘Look, the seven with the bar through the upright and the zero with a diagonal line through it.’ 
 
    ‘Continental,’ Hogget said, looking at more of the sheets. ‘I should have spotted that.’ 
 
    ‘But there is no-one foreign that we know of around here,’ Perry objected. 
 
    ‘What if we were to hold a dinner party?’ Theo said. ‘We know so much now that we can start to drop hints, make suggestions. Surely we can provoke some reaction, someone might betray themselves. We could invite all the guests from the original one that the Swinburns held, plus Jared.’ 
 
    ‘And Gerard Redfern. We can vouch for his absolute discretion,’ Perry said to Hogget. ‘It would be useful to have a lawyer present. But would the Swinburns accept after that scene here the other day?’ 
 
    ‘Write that you would be sorry to be at odds with your neighbours and would like to extend a hand of reconciliation,’ Laura suggested. ‘Say that on consideration you can understand how they might have been suspicious of the situation here and how anxious they must be about me. They are not going to be able to resist feeling superior because you are apparently apologising – and the thought of a dinner party with two viscounts and a fashionable lawyer will appeal to the Rector and Mrs Finch. If you invite the Jenners and their daughters, their mama will be in ecstasies.’ 
 
    ‘I think I had best remain out of sight,’ Will said. 
 
    ‘Along with me and Charlotte, Pitkin and Flynn,’ Laura said. ‘We can watch and take notes and might be useful witnesses.’ 
 
    ‘How about adding Lieutenant Morefleet to the observers?’ Theo said. ‘With his three Dragoons secreted in the kitchen. If we do unmask this traitor they are hardly likely to surrender quietly and it all adds to the official weight of what we are doing. Hogget, do you have government identification that you can show Morefleet? I can’t imagine he’ll be willing to commit his troops to arresting one of the local gentry without more than our say-so.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and I will write to Whitehall today. Besides keeping them informed it will be useful to have a correlation between the dates in those notes and the disappearance of agents. We had best say a week today for your dinner party. That will give us time to hear what Whitehall has to say, to brief Morefleet and your lawyer friend and to plan our attack.’  
 
    ‘I had best compose my dignified, but conciliatory, letters of invitation in that case,’ Perry said with a grimace. ‘And I’ll alert Redfern.’  
 
    Laura looked across the table at Theo. Unlike the others who seemed energised and cheered by the prospect of action he had fallen silent and was staring at the opposite wall with a kind of bleak blankness in his expression. 
 
    ‘I need to go to London,’ he said abruptly. He caught her looking at him and the colour came up over his cheekbones. ‘I’ll take your letter to the Home Office if you want, Hogget. That will be more secure than the Mails.’ 
 
    Charlotte started to gather up the scattered papers as the footmen cleared the breakfast table. ‘We’ll take these home and continue sorting them. I will make sure all the ones that relate to church matters are kept safe,’ she added with a smile for Will. 
 
    Laura moved out of the way of Terence balancing a pile of plates and heard Jared say quietly to Theo, ‘Are you calling on Lady Penelope Haddon?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ Theo was curt. ‘There’s nothing useful I can do here.’ He turned to Perry. ‘I’ll leave just as soon as Pitkin can pack and I will call on you to pick up your London post, Hogget. I’ll be back for the dinner party.’ 
 
    I should be glad, Laura told herself. He has accepted the inevitable. I can stop foolishly daydreaming about something that I was never meant to have. 
 
    ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’ she said brightly, not turning as Theo went out with the Hoggets. 
 
    ‘Consult with Mrs Bishop on a menu and try and work out how to conceal five observers where they can overhear what goes on,’ Perry said, looking more than a little harassed. ‘And help me with this confounded letter. If I sound too apologetic they’ll smell a rat and if I’m too high-handed they’ll take offence.’ 
 
      
 
    Theo set Pitkin to pack and went out to the stables. ‘Waggett, I want the coach ready in half an hour. We’re going to London. Jed, I want you to stay here, help Lord Manners and his staff protect Miss Darke and Mr Thwaite. We’re still not out of the woods with this, but we’re getting somewhere. Flynn will tell you what’s happening. Today’s Friday. I’ll be back Tuesday at the latest.’ 
 
    ‘Who is going to spell Tom?’ Jed asked. ‘There and back in a few days with no groom?’ 
 
    ‘I will,’ Theo said shortly and ignored Jed’s raised eyebrows. Driving would settle him more than sitting brooding in the carriage. 
 
    Pitkin came downstairs with a valise in each hand as he returned to the hall. Terence followed him with the trunk. 
 
    ‘I’m only going for two days, three at most.’ 
 
    ‘You will be calling on Lady Penelope,’ Pitkin said. ‘There may well be evening engagements.’ He was looking positively disapproving. 
 
    Theo told himself it was the effect of the severe hair cut and poked his head around the study door. Perry was sitting at the desk, in the act of pushing a half-written page towards Laura. ‘Back Tuesday, latest. I’ve left you Jed Tucker.’ 
 
    Perry looked up, his expression guarded. ‘Thank you. I’m inviting the Swinburns and the others for the Friday. If I can ever get this confounded letter right.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll manage. Goodbye, Laura.’ 
 
    ‘Good bye.’ She smiled faintly and went back to jotting notes. 
 
    She knows I am going to see Penelope, I told her I would try and extricate myself from the engagement – so why is she so cool? He made his farewells to Jared and Flynn and went out to find the carriage standing at the front door.  
 
    In fact no-one seemed very happy with him all of a sudden, he concluded as Waggett sent the horses into a trot. If Perry or Jared thought he should stay and help guard the place, or make plans for the dinner party they were more than capable of saying so, which made their constraint hard to understand. Pitkin was still looking stuffed, Jed had looked on the verge of criticising him… 
 
    Damn it. I’m tired, I’m worried and I am not looking forward to seeing Lady Penelope. I’m imagining things. I need a good night’s sleep, that’s all.  
 
      
 
    Theo arrived in London the next afternoon. He stopped overnight at Newmarket then had driven a good part of the way that morning and felt his mood change as though pieces of a broken pattern were slipping back into place. He knew what he was going to say to Lady Penelope, he was braced for the consequences if she took his words badly. He felt, in his heart, that he was doing the honourable thing to redeem the mistake he had made in proposing in the first place and he told himself that his own conscience was the only guide he could take. 
 
    Perry, he had concluded, was unhappy with him for hurting Laura and Jared doubtless guessed what he was about and disapproved of him breaking his engagement. 
 
      
 
    Understanding his friends’ motives and being sure he was doing the right thing still did not quite overcome the sick sinking feeling in his guts as, groomed to perfection by a tight-lipped Pitkin, he knocked on Lord Haddon’s door that afternoon. 
 
    The butler was uncertain whether Lady Penelope was receiving. Theo, left to kick his heels in the drawing room, got the impression that the man would have refused anyone else, but his young mistress’s betrothed was a different matter. 
 
    Eventually the butler returned. ‘If you would come this way, my lord.’ 
 
    Theo was braced for her to be chaperoned by her mother and to have to persuade the Countess to leave them by themselves for a while. As it was, Penelope was alone except for a maid. She looked tense and almost harassed. 
 
    ‘My lord, I did not expect you. My parents will be sorry to have missed you, but they are both out. Mama will be home shortly.’ That seemed to strike her, belatedly, as insufficient. ‘I hope you are well.’ 
 
    ‘Perfectly, thank  you. Lady Penelope, I realise this is… unconventional. But might I beg five minutes of your time? Alone.’ 
 
    ‘Alone?’ She glanced at the maid. 
 
    ‘Perhaps she could stand in the hall with the door open so she can see us?’ he suggested. 
 
    ‘But not hear us?’ she enquired. Suddenly her air of distraction was replaced by sharp attention. ‘Very well. Winslow, please wait in the hall as his lordship suggests.’ 
 
    The maid went with considerably less reluctance than Theo expected. He took a deep breath. ‘Lady Penelope. I have come to the conclusion that it was wrong of me to make you a proposal of marriage. We do not know each other beyond the most superficial interactions and our affections are not engaged.’ He paused, expecting outrage or tears or shock, but she was studying him intently, head on one side.  
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘I now believe that this is not the basis for a happy marriage and that we should put a stop to this engagement before it goes any further and it becomes widely known.’ 
 
    ‘You wish me to jilt you?’ 
 
    ‘I can provide you with any number of good reasons why you might change your mind. My youthful career is not one I am particularly proud of and I am sure any young lady discovering some of the details might wish to withdraw from the engagement without any reflection on herself.’ 
 
    To his amazement she smiled, a small, almost secret, quirk of the lips. ‘You were a rakehell?’ 
 
    ‘I drank too much, gambled too much, ran up debts. I am prepared to admit penitently to all and sundry that you have made the right choice in spurning me – if it becomes known outside the family, that is. I fully accept that your father is going to be severely displeased with me.’ 
 
    ‘Explain to me why, exactly, you are not prepared to settle for the kind of marriage of convenience and suitability that most of our class consider normal.’ She sank down on the nearest chair, her head tipped to one side as she watched his face. 
 
    ‘I am in love with another. My immediate thought was to simply keep quiet, to pretend that my heart was not engaged. I have made a commitment to you and I should honour it.’ 
 
    ‘But the lady returns your feelings?’ 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    ‘I see. That does make a difference.’ 
 
    ‘You agree with me?’ He heard how incredulous he sounded and bit his tongue. 
 
    ‘Two unhappy people and one who will never have the opportunity for her marriage to grow into love? Yes, I agree with you. Society would not, but that is a polite hypocrisy.’ 
 
    Theo was so taken aback that he sat down, uninvited, on the nearest chair. 
 
    ‘You see, Lord Northam, you interrupted me in the process of writing you a letter in which I was apologising for accepting your suit. I am in the process of running away from home to my lover.’


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Theo closed his mouth with a snap. ‘Your lover, Lady Penelope?’ 
 
    ‘Well, not my actual lover,’ she said, blushing rosily. ‘The man I am in love with.’ 
 
    ‘But you accepted my proposal.’ 
 
    ‘Papa had just discovered how I felt about Hugo – Lieutenant Drayfield, that is. He is the second son of neighbours of ours and I have known him forever, but he was home on sick leave from the Peninsula – a wound in his shoulder that refused to heal – and we got to know each other much better and fell in love. And he asked Papa for my hand, but he was furious because Hugo has only his pay and a merely respectable competence from family money.’ She bit her lip, glanced at him and, presumably encouraged by his expression, went on. 
 
    ‘Then you proposed and I knew that your affections were not engaged, so I accepted and made excuses for not making the betrothal known. If he thought that I had seen the error of my ways, then Papa would allow me more freedom again. And I imagined that when I ran off with Hugo anyone who found out would sympathise with you and consider that you’d had a lucky escape.’ 
 
    ‘And today’s the day?’ 
 
    ‘No, Monday. Hugo’s transport sails from Portsmouth late on Tuesday night. I was going to hire a post chaise and drive down there. We are all supposed to be visiting connections in Richmond on Monday, so I will pretend a severe headache to stay at home.’ 
 
    ‘And you are proposing to hire a chaise and travel over seventy miles by yourself to a dockyard full of soldiers?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. I can hardly take Winslow, my maid, with me. She doesn’t want to leave England, so I would have to abandon her at Portsmouth to travel home by herself and then Mama would dismiss her without a character. She is going to say she made me a sleeping draught and thought she should leave me rest and when she went to check I had gone. I’ve written a letter to my parents in which I boast of outwitting her. She is not going to find my letter until late afternoon – it will have slipped down behind my bureau.’  
 
    Theo suppressed a groan. If he could have waved a magic wand and wished, then he would have asked that Lady Penelope loved another man and could be happily married to him without a scandal. And here he was with half his wish come true and the other half a nightmare. 
 
    ‘Are you certain he loves you?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ She eyed him suspiciously. ‘You are not going to give me away, are you?’ 
 
    ‘I cannot let you make that journey by yourself. If you are certain, absolutely certain, then I will take you in my carriage – and I will want to talk to your Lieutenant Drudgefield – ’ 
 
    ‘Drayfield!’ 
 
    ‘– myself before I let you out of the carriage.’ 
 
    ‘Lord Northam – ’ 
 
    ‘Don’t stop to thank me.’ He grinned at her when she frowned at him. ‘I will go now before your mother comes home. When shall I meet you on Monday?’ 
 
    ‘They are leaving at nine – early because our friends want to go out on the Thames on a pleasure boat. Take your carriage round to the mews at the back. Winslow is going to lower the bags out of the window to me on a rope.’ 
 
    ‘You know where to find me if you need to send a message before then.’ He retrieved his hat and stood up. ‘I hope we may both find happiness at the end of this.’ 
 
    And not a monumental scandal, he thought as he slipped a half sovereign into the butler’s hand and went down the steps into the street. Am I out of my mind? But I can’t let her travel all that way by herself and find goodness knows what at the end of it. At least this way I’ll know she’ll be safe and I can run an eye over this officer of hers. None of which was going to be any help if he found himself at dawn on a chilly morning squinting down the barrel of a pistol at Lady Penelope’s brother… 
 
      
 
    There were architectural quirks with a building that was of two distinct periods, cobbled together. The original outside west wall of the Elizabethan part of Mannerton Grange was now an inside wall and on the old side was the double-height chamber that was now the dining room. Windows and doors on the ground floor had been blocked up when the modern wing was added, but a small, rather decorative, window had been left high up. Now glazed, it provided a feature in one of the upstairs bedchambers. 
 
    Perry had the modern window frame and glass removed and Laura found a length of black gauze that must once have been a voluminous mourning veil. When it was fixed to the bedchamber side of the window it allowed anyone inside in the dark to see out and to hear what was happening in the dining room below without being seen themselves. 
 
    With five hours to go before the guests arrived Laura set the footmen to dragging carpets across so that a semicircle of chairs could be set by the window with no risk of movement being heard below. She counted as they were positioned. Me, Pitkin, Flynn, Lieutenant Morefleet, Will and Charlotte Hogget. She still had not discovered Charlotte’s real name. 
 
    Perry was supervising the laying of the table in the dining room below. With sixteen guests and only six ladies it had been a nightmare to work out, but they had finally arrived at a seating plan that did not entirely throw precedence out of the window, kept relations apart from each other and spread Theo, Gerard Redfern and Jared out along the table. Perry, as the host, had to take the head of the board and he had asked Mrs Giles to act as hostess so she would be seated at the foot. 
 
    If Theo comes in time. Or at all, Laura thought bleakly. He had promised to be back on Tuesday at the latest and this was Friday. There had been no word and, since Wednesday, Jared – never a man to show much emotion – had been looking more than usually stony-faced. 
 
    Finally, convinced that Theo had met with some accident and Jared was hiding it from her, she had cornered him and demanded an explanation. He knew nothing about Theo he promised her, but he’d received a letter from his wife in which she had mentioned the latest scandal in Town – the disappearing of Lady Penelope Haddon, Theo’s betrothed. 
 
    He’s eloped with her. But why should he? They are betrothed. So why? Why… She could make no sense of it and neither could Jared or Perry but the fact remained that there was no sign of Theo. No word. 
 
    ‘He wouldn’t let us all down,’ Perry said stoutly. ‘He knows how important this dinner could be.’ 
 
    Jared had simply looked grim and had sent Jed Tucker off to ride to London in search of Theo while Laura somehow walled up the anxiety, and the quite unfair sense of betrayal, in some dark corner of her mind and got on with the preparations and the planning. 
 
    Down in the kitchen Mrs Bishop had been working on the dinner since the day before and Laura had to keep popping in to jolly her along ever since she’d discovered that on the night she’d have to share the space with three large Dragoons. 
 
    ‘They’ll be getting under my feet and pinching the maids and stealing the sweetmeats,’ she grumbled. 
 
    ‘Ooh, I do like a man in uniform,’ Rosie said on her way through to the cool of the dairy room with a tray of jellies. 
 
    ‘You mind yourself, my girl, or you’ll find yourself with a bun in the oven and some useless soldier boy denying he had anything to do with putting it there,’ Mrs Bishop snapped. 
 
    ‘We want to get to the bottom of all this trouble, Mrs Bishop,’ Laura said. ‘And if we discover who has been attacking poor Mr Thwaite and murdering loyal British agents for gold we need to be able to arrest them.’ 
 
    ‘Humph. Well, just so long as they wipe their boots and keep their hands to themselves, that’s all.’ She broke eggs into a bowl and began to whisk them ferociously. ‘And if there’s fighting, you tell them to keep the blood off the carpets.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Mrs Bishop,’ Laura said as she fled. 
 
    Jared and Flynn were fencing in the back yard, neither of them looking as though they wanted to be interrupted, let alone plagued with her worries about Theo, so she went in search of Perry. 
 
    She found him in the stableyard moodily chewing on a straw and gazing into space. 
 
     ‘Thinking?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ He jumped to his feet, but subsided again when she perched up beside him again. ‘Yes I was, actually. Don’t know what reminded me – seeing Hogget in the drawing room perhaps, but that night when he called round and told us about his father…’ 
 
    ‘What night?’ 
 
    ‘You must recall. No, you’d gone to bed, hadn’t you? He dropped in and Theo and I were with Thwaite. Hogget was in a strange mood, touchy – I suppose things weren’t going well and there was no-one besides Charlotte to talk to about it. Can’t recall how we got onto the subject now, but he was speaking about the Reverend Gilpin’s funeral and how his own father had been dropping hints about how this Rector had died a natural death and some people getting a nasty shock if some other people came back from the dead. How they wouldn’t be so high and mighty.’ 
 
    ‘That is odd, unless he was senile or just spiteful and enjoyed upsetting mourners at a funeral.’ 
 
    ‘He might have been spiteful,’ Perry said, ‘but he wasn’t senile. Hogget said he was only sixty three and in good health. Then he died almost immediately afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘You mean – No, surely not.’ 
 
    ‘We know we’re dealing with a killer,’ Perry said, flicking the chewed straw away. ‘What’s more likely than he snuffs out some awkward neighbour who seems to know one of his deep, dark secrets?’ 
 
    ‘So what is this deep, dark secret? What would someone coming back from the dead be able to do? Make an inheritance void if a second son had inherited when his older brother apparently died? Let me think. Squire Jenner is an only child, isn’t he? I recall Mrs Jenner lamenting that she had only daughters. She told Aunt that her mother-in-law had confided that the Jenner menfolk were notorious for having small families and that she was grateful that her only child was a son. My Uncle Swinburn never had any brothers, not unless someone has done a very skilful job of erasing them from the family Bible.’ 
 
    ‘But he is the child of a second marriage,’ Perry said slowly. ‘If his father’s first wife wasn’t dead when his father married again…’ His voice trailed off as they stared at each other. 
 
    ‘We’re making a huge assumption,’ Laura said after a moment. ‘Are we just making bricks without straw?’ She scuffed at the wisps around her feet with the toe of her shoe. 
 
    ‘Let’s go and tell the others, see what they think. Will was there, so he’ll say if I am misremembering.’ 
 
    Will was watching the fencers and when Jared and Flynn saw the three of them with their heads together they broke off the bout and walked across. Jared had hardly broken a sweat, Laura noticed, whereas Flynn dragged his shirt sleeve across his brow with a grimace. 
 
    ‘We think we’ve got the thread of a clue,’ Laura said. ‘But we’re not sure whether we are just imagining it.’ 
 
    ‘Let us wash and change and we’ll talk it through.’ Jared was already striding towards the back door. 
 
      
 
    They gathered in the drawing room and Perry went through the conversation with Hogget again, this time with Will nodding agreement with what he recalled. ‘At the time I forgot about it because he was having a bit of a poke at me about parish registers. His feathers were ruffled over the rumours that he’d disposed of his wife unlawfully or that Charlotte was his mistress. But you are right, it does sound as though his father knew something and was silenced to stop him talking about it.’ 
 
    ‘If it was your uncle’s step-mother who was alive eight years ago then the only person with a motive is your uncle,’ Perry said. 
 
    ‘She didn’t need to be alive in 1805 at the time of the funeral,’ Jared pointed out. ‘Only to have been alive when Swinburn senior married Sir Walter’s mother. And Sir Walter is not the sole suspect. What about his wife?’ 
 
    ‘Aunt Lavinia?’ Laura laughed out loud, then thought again. ‘It would make her own marriage bigamous and it would disinherit her sons,’ she said reluctantly. ‘She is a very determined person… No, I cannot believe it of her.’ 
 
    ‘What about your cousins? How old would they have been eight years ago?’ Flynn asked. 
 
    ‘Eighteen and seventeen. But Charles simply wouldn’t have the wit to manage an undetected murder.’ 
 
    ‘But Giles would,’ Perry said grimly. ‘And he’d have no qualms about it, I imagine.’ 
 
    ‘Who would inherit the baronetcy and estate if Sir Walter was proved illegitimate?’ 
 
    ‘A cousin in Lincolnshire, I think. Peter or Paul or something. I’ve never met that branch of the family,’ Laura said. ‘You know, there’s something niggling at the back of my mind and I can’t quite catch hold of it. Something I can recall my father saying – he was Aunt Lavinia’s brother and he was never terribly enthusiastic about the Swinburns. But I can’t… Oh bother it!’ 
 
    ‘You’ll remember when you aren’t trying to,’ Perry said. ‘I think of all kinds of things at three in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘But even if one of the Swinburns killed Hogget senior because he knew that Sir Walter wasn’t legitimate, how does that relate to murdering British agents for gold?’ Will objected. 
 
    ‘It might have nothing to do with it,’ Jared said, stretching out his long legs as he sprawled in a deep old armchair. ‘You may have two unrelated murderers in the area – three with the last landlord of the Mermaid – and we’ve stumbled across all of them.’ 
 
    ‘Do you believe that?’ Flynn asked. 
 
    ‘No.’ He glanced up. ‘Someone is coming.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Redfern, my lord.’ Terence held the door wide for the lawyer. 
 
    ‘Came early because I thought I needed more briefing than your letter provided, Manners,’ Redfern said. ‘Miss Darke, gentlemen.’ 
 
    Introductions were made and Redfern settled himself on the sofa beside Laura. 
 
    ‘We were just about to discuss our plans,’ Perry said. ‘Generally the idea is to get everyone lulled into a sense of security and to get plenty of wine into them. They need to believe this is all about making peace and re-establishing neighbourly goodwill.’ 
 
    ‘And then we try shock tactics?’ Redfern asked. 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. Now tell me every last detail.’ The lawyer leaned forward, a black crow spying bodies on the battlefield. 
 
    Laura shivered.   
 
      
 
    ‘Where is Theo?’ Laura asked. It was probably the fourth time that evening, and she was trying very hard not to drive everyone to distraction, but the guests were already gathering in the drawing room and he still had not returned. 
 
    She was in one of the guest bedchambers with Pitkin, Will, Charlotte Hogget and Lieutenant Morefleet. The men were looking decidedly uncomfortable being in a bedchamber with two females but Laura thought they might as well spend as much time away from their dark look-out point as they could. At least here they could move about and talk. 
 
    Flynn, immaculate in valet’s black, was acting as a third footman but actually serving as a messenger between the upstairs and downstairs parties and had just come in to report that everyone, except Theo, was assembled. ‘There’s still no news,’ he said. ‘But Jed Tucker would have let us know if anything serious had occurred.’ 
 
    If he knows about it, Laura thought. And what would Jed do if it turned out that Theo had, for some bizarre reason, fled with Lady Penelope? She couldn’t imagine the groom writing to explain that. If it was explainable.  
 
    ‘They are going in to the dining room in a few moments. I’ll tell Edward to announce dinner as soon as you are all settled.’ He held the door open for Laura and grinned. ‘One of the Dragoons has already been hit over the knuckles with a ladle by Mrs Bishop for dipping his finger in the brandy cream.’ 
 
    They filed into the room overlooking the dining hall and took their places by the window. Then Laura blew out the candle, Flint closed the door and they were in darkness. Below them the space was lit with dozens of candles and the voices of Terence and Edward making the last-minute adjustments to the table settings were clear. 
 
    ‘The acoustics are good,’ Charlotte murmured.  
 
    ‘Works both ways, I imagine,’ Pitkin said warningly and they fell silent. 
 
    Then the doors were thrown open and Perry came in with Lady Swinburn on his arm followed by a procession of guests. Giles Redfern escorted Mrs Jenner, Charles Swinburn was partnered with the younger Jenner daughter, Jared guided Mrs Gilpin to the foot of the table, Hogget was paired with Mrs Finch and in the absence of Theo, who should have been sitting between them, Gerard Redfern had the elder Miss Jenner on his arm. 
 
    Laura tried to gauge the mood and decided that the overtures of peace had paid off. Her uncle’s vanity must have been adequately soothed and Giles had recovered his temper. There were smiles all round and the conversation was clearly flowing easily. 
 
    Perry had decided to serve champagne punch in the drawing room and now Terence and Edward were circulating with the wine: if alcohol could achieve it, then the guests were going to be very relaxed indeed. 
 
    The door opened, not on Terence with the soup but on Flynn, poker-faced and balancing a small silver salver on his outstretched fingers. He proffered it to Perry. There was a folded note on top. 
 
    Laura felt the faint rustle of surprise from her fellow watchers. This was not part of the plan. 
 
    Perry took it. ‘Excuse me, this must be urgent.’ He read it, appeared to read it again, then looked around the table. ‘Lord Northam has arrived, very belatedly, after a carriage accident.’ He paused, staring at the note. ‘Returning from Portsmouth, it seems. He is not seriously hurt and would join us if the ladies will not be offended by the sight of his bandaged head.’ 
 
    ‘By all means,’ Lady Swinburn said. 
 
    ‘One would worry at the thought of him all alone while we enjoy ourselves,’ Mrs Gilpin added. 
 
    ‘Quite,’ Mrs Finch said from her seat on Perry’s left hand.  
 
    Flynn went out and returned a minute later with Theo. 
 
    ‘I do apologise,’ he said, his smile lopsided below a bruised cheek and a rakish bandage. ‘But I found myself assisting at an elopement and then had an unpleasant encounter with a milestone. Less haste, more speed, as the saying goes.’ 
 
    ‘An elopement?’ Mrs Finch repeated, her tone Arctic. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘A friend I felt I had to support,’ Theo said. ‘A commitment to someone’s happiness I was honour-bound to see through.’ 
 
    From her perch above Laura felt a quiver of hope run through her. Surely that meant he had somehow freed himself from Lady Penelope? She tried to push the thought away, it was too distracting. 
 
    Theo was still talking. ‘But enough of my travels, I hope I have not delayed the meal. Ah no, here comes the soup.’ 
 
    ‘Pottage de Crécy,’ Mrs Finch observed approvingly. ‘Excellent.’ 
 
    Again that faint wisp of memory stirred in Laura’s mind. But what was there in carrot soup of any relevance? 
 
    Soup was followed by an array of small savouries and the wine continued to flow as the buzz of conversation grew louder. Snatches of explanation for Theo’s accident floated up – a shying leader, a milestone hidden in long grass, a broken axle. Waggett had been thrown clear, fortunately, and the horses were unharmed. Theo had been asleep and had been tossed from one side of the carriage to the other, hitting his head on the window frame in the process. 
 
    The savouries were cleared, the roasts brought in, red wine was poured and the level of conversation dropped as the guests focused on the serious business of eating. 
 
    ‘The sauce de la moutarde is delicious,’ Miss Jenner declared. 
 
    ‘Simply sauce moutarde, dear,’ Mrs Finch corrected and the vague memory that had been tormenting Laura finally took shape and meaning. 
 
    She turned to Flynn, made urgent writing gestures and he moved silently to the door, beckoning her to follow. ‘You must take a note down to Perry,’ she whispered as the door closed behind them. ‘I think I have remembered something important.’ 
 
      
 
    Theo glanced from Miss Jenner at his side to Flynn coming in with the salver and a note for the second time that evening. He was looking so expressionless that Theo felt a frisson of excitement down his spine. Something’s afoot. 
 
    ‘Excuse me,’ Perry said and picked up the note, stared at it and refolded it. ‘Flynn, this is for Lord Northam, not for me.’ 
 
    ‘I beg your pardon, my lord.’ Flynn circled round, passing behind Mrs Finch, Hogget and Miss Jenner to where Theo sat with Gerard Redfern on his other side. He offered the salver between the two of them so that when Theo opened the note it was easy for Redfern to glance at it. 
 
    Papa told me Uncle S’s 1st wife – French, merchant class, anti-establishment sympathies. L. 
 
    He gave an exasperated sigh. ‘I do apologise. It’s my coachman. He’s decided he’s worried about one of my horses, Manners’ man is suggesting a patent remedy and Waggett won’t make a decision without my agreement. Take this to Lord Ravenlaw for his opinion would you, Flynn? Has anyone had any experience of Macauly’s Strengthening Plaster for a cracked hoof?’ 
 
    Considering he had just invented the remedy off the top of his head it was hardly surprising when the other men shook their heads, although Jenner suggested applying warm Stockholm tar. 
 
    Jared opened the note and raised one eyebrow. ‘I had not thought of this as a solution, but it sounds plausible to me. I suggest trying it.’ He dropped the note back on the salver as Theo waved Flynn from the room with agreement to try the plaster.  
 
    ‘So sorry, ladies. Hardly dinner table conversation.’ 
 
    But it seemed that enough wine had been consumed that even bringing equine ailments to the dinner table could be excused. Theo waited, alert for his cue to start the ball rolling. It came as the roasts were being cleared.  
 
    ‘Will we have the pleasure of your company for much longer, Lord Northam?’ Lady Swinburn enquired. 
 
    ‘I had been in two minds whether to return to Town for a short while before returning for Manners’ house party – the one I was expected for in the first place, if you recall – or to remain. I was wondering when the funeral of the Reverend Swinburn would take place. I feel I should attend that, having been instrumental in disturbing his peace.’ 
 
    ‘If the confounded Coroner would stop consulting with the Bishop and blathering about the unusual circumstances and decide when he will hold his inquest, I could tell you,’ Sir Walter snapped. ‘As it is, we will still be left wondering by Christmas.’ 
 
    ‘Such a strange affair,’ Redfern observed. ‘If it were not for the gold one might simply dismiss it as accident – and yet, how can the gold be connected?’ He swayed slightly to one side to allow Terence to deposit a tray of brandy creams on the table in front of him. 
 
    ‘Gold?’ Sir Walter said. ‘What gold?’ 
 
    ‘Was I not supposed to mention it?’ Redfern said apologetically to Theo. ‘It cannot matter in this company, surely?’ 
 
    ‘What da– confounded gold?’ Sir Walter repeated as Theo glanced around all the faces he could see. There had been a reaction, a silent one, he was sure. A stiffening, a sharp movement on the edge of his vision. They had struck a sore nerve somewhere. 
 
    ‘French gold,’ Perry said, with seeming reluctance. ‘Near the er… Near the late Rector.’ 
 
    Theo suppressed a shudder at the thought of that ghastly sight and made himself focus. Mrs Finch was diagonally across the table from him, sitting beside Perry and now her habitually calm expression was marred by two little lines between her brows. 
 
    ‘It is not surprising, surely, if smugglers were using the crypt at the time,’ Mrs Gilpin observed. 
 
    ‘True,’ Theo agreed. ‘If it were not for the fact that we are dealing with gold Napoléons minted very recently.’ 
 
    ‘Then the gang is still using the crypt,’ Giles said with a hint of impatience. ‘Surely that’s obvious?’ 
 
    ‘Is it?’ Jared cut a slice of lemon tart and passed the plate to Mrs Jenner. ‘British smugglers buy French goods, we don’t smuggle anything to them. Why should the gold be here?’ 
 
    There was no response. Theo decided it was time to push the boulder down the hill. ‘And these coins most definitely should not have been there – they were minted at the Tower of London for British agents to use in France. Agents who passed through Blakeney and vanished.’ 
 
    There was a clatter as a spoon hit a plate, then fell to the floor. Edward stepped forward and removed it from the carpet between Mrs Finch and Squire Jenner. 
 
    ‘Are you saying that someone has been stealing that gold?’ Giles Swinburn demanded. ‘And what? Killing the agents?’ 
 
    His brother gave his inane laugh. ‘Well don’t look at us, Northam! We’ve got no piles of gold, more’s the pity. Wouldn’t have to marry my blasted cousin if we had.’ 
 
    ‘Be silent, Charles,’ Lady Swinburn said, her voice shaking. 
 
    ‘No good trying to pin this on any of us,’ Jenner said with a snort. ‘No-one around here’s rolling in it.’ 
 
    ‘No, they aren’t, are they?’ Theo said, thinking out loud. ‘But it isn’t about the money, I think. It’s about a cause. The gold is going to France all right, just not to the Royalists or helping British agents. Someone is a traitor out of conviction, not for pay.’ 
 
    ‘How can you possibly know that is what the coins you found were?’ The Rector found his voice at last. ‘One gold coin is the same as another except for the date.’ 
 
    ‘Those that were minted in London are marked. It is tiny but quite clear if you know what to look for. But the secret has been well kept,’ Jared said. He reached inside the breast of his coat and produced a gold coin that he held up, glinting in the candlelight. All eyes fixed on it. ‘The French don’t know, the agents themselves don’t know. You did not know until now, did you, Mrs Finch?’ 
 
    ‘Annemarie?’ The Rector was on his feet, his chair crashing back. He turned on Jared. ‘You are mad, my lord. Mad or wicked! I will have the law on you for this slander.’ 
 
    Jared nodded towards the opposite end of the table. ‘You might first enquire of your wife why she has brought a pocket pistol to dinner.’ 
 
    Mrs Finch was on her feet, the deadly little gun steady in her hand as she held it a few inches from Perry’s head. ‘I will not hesitate to use this.’ 
 
    ‘Any more than you hesitated to kill my father,’ Hogget said quietly from the other side of the table. ‘He was gloating over his knowledge that your mother was still alive when your father, Sir Anthony Swinburn, married for the second time. How did he find out, I wonder?’ 
 
    ‘He helped her run away,’ Mrs Finch said. ‘He thought she would elope with him, the fool. My father tried to stop her interest in the political situation in France. Her parents had supported reform and she did too. Papa became intolerable with his attempts to censor her reading and her correspondence, so she left him, went back to her family in France, joined the struggle for the people.’ 
 
    Theo could not see Sir Walter from where he was sitting, but he could see Giles and watch the shock giving way to fury as he realised what this meant to his father, to him and his brother. ‘When did she die?’ he snarled at his aunt. 
 
    ‘June 1793 during the Terror.’ Her smile was chilling as she said, ‘Six years after your birth, Giles dear.’ 
 
    ‘And yet you still side with the French?’ Redfern asked. From the corner of his eye Theo could see that he, like all of them, was fixed on Perry’s still form, his white face, the stubby steel barrel pressed against his temple.   
 
    ‘Maman wrote to me, sent me books, taught me well. Under Napoléon the nation is great again, people of all classes have opportunities, the spirit of the Revolution flowers.’ 
 
    ‘Who helps you?’ Redfern asked. ‘There must be someone amongst the fishermen and the alehouse keepers of Blakeney. And how did you find out about the agents in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘You think I would tell you who my allies are? As to the route through the port, a double agent gave it away several years ago. But I cannot stay here satisfying your curiosity. Come here, Miranda.’ 
 
    The youngest Miss Jenner, who had been sitting in wide-eyed silence, gave a squeak of alarm. 
 
    ‘Hurry, you silly chit. Unless you want to see Lord Manners’ brains all over this nice white cloth.’ 
 
    Theo caught Perry’s gaze and held it, every ounce of his focus on communicating the need to sit still and not do anything heroic. The Dragoons would have been alerted by the watchers above by now, Flynn and Lieutenant Morefleet would be with them, all armed. If she had decided to take one of the men, no-one would have moved, but this nervous young woman was another matter. They had to get Miranda Jenner away from that pistol before Mrs Finch realised she was cornered. 
 
    ‘You cannot get away with this,’ a voice said from above and they all looked up. The black veil was pushed aside and Will Thwaite stood there. ‘Think what you are doing, think on your sins. Do not make matters worse by harming this innocent girl.’  
 
    She had stepped back to look up. The movement took the barrel of the pistol away from Perry’s head by a few inches and Miranda Jenner, getting shakily to her feet, was still out of reach. Theo dropped his hand to his side, shook his arm and the slim blade slid into his hand. 
 
    Jared had shown him how to do this two years ago, he had practiced with Flynn, but never on a live target. He got to his feet. ‘Listen to him.’ 
 
    The barrel of the gun swung towards him, right away from Perry, and he threw the knife. It took her in the shoulder and she stumbled back against the wall as the door banged open and Morefleet, his men on his heels, erupted into the room.  
 
    Quite suddenly Annemarie Finch seemed calm as she stood there, the blood running down from the knife in her shoulder. ‘Listen, you fools. You will hear these words sung in Westminster yet,’ she said. ‘Que veut cette horde d'esclaves, de traîtres, de rois conjurés? Pour qui ces ignobles entraves, ses fers dès longtemps préparés?’ Then she raised the pistol and shot herself in the temple. 
 
      
 
    Eventually the shouting and the screaming died down. Mrs Giles and Mrs Bishop ushered the half-hysterical Jenner ladies into the drawing room and attempted to calm them down, the Dragoons carried the body out under Morefleet’s supervision and Theo and the others took chairs to the far end of the dining room, away from the blanket that had been thrown over the ghastly mess on the floor. Only the Rector was missing along with Will, who had taken the shocked and shaking man up to one of the bedchambers to try and calm him and offer what comfort he could. 
 
    Theo looked round for Laura, wondering if she wanted to expose herself to the unpleasantness as the Swinburns’ came to terms with what had just happened. Pitkin entered, murmured in his ear that Laura would come in just as soon as she was sure everything was all right in the kitchen and turned to go out. 
 
    ‘You!’ Giles Swinburn pointed at the valet. ‘You’re that damned housekeeper!’ 
 
    Pitkin dropped a perfect, and perfectly ludicrous, curtsey and closed the door, leaving Giles fuming. 
 
    ‘What was that she said just before she shot herself?’ Jenner demanded. He was sheet-white, all his bluster gone. 
 
    ‘It was part of the Revolutionary anthem, La Marseillaise,’ Laura said from the doorway and the Swinburns swung round and gaped at her. ‘I think it translates as something like, What do these slaves of traitors and conspiring kings want? For whom have these vile chains, these irons, been long prepared? I think,’ she added with the ghost of a smile, ‘we are the slaves.’ 
 
    ‘Laura? What are you doing here?’ her uncle demanded. ‘Where have you been?’ 
 
    ‘Running away from you,’ she responded with a calm that made Theo want to cheer. ‘My legal adviser here,’ she gestured towards Redfern, ‘will be in touch with you, although I expect you will be somewhat preoccupied sorting out the handover of the title and estates to Peter, is it? Or Paul. The one from Lincolnshire, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘You – ’ Giles began. 
 
    Redfern stood up, but Theo was before him. He went to her side, took her hand and led her over to sit beside him. ‘I suggest that you moderate your tone and your behaviour towards my fiancée or you will answer to me.’ 
 
    He felt the shock in Laura’s body, heard the little gasp before she said, somewhat tartly, ‘It would be helpful if you asked me first, Theo. I was under the impression that you already had a fiancée. This is not the seraglio in Constantinople.’ 
 
    ‘My erstwhile betrothed is somewhere out in the Bay of Biscay by now and I hope that seasickness is not spoiling her wedding trip with her husband who is on his way back to the Peninsula with her.’ 
 
    ‘Theo! What on earth did you do?’ 
 
    ‘Later,’ he said with a smile. ‘And I will go down on one knee and do the thing in style when we are alone, but just for the sake of keeping matters straight with your family, will you marry me, Miss Darke?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I will,’ she said and slid her hand into his. 
 
    ‘You lied to me, Northam!’ Sir Walter snarled. ‘You and your precious friends. You gave me your word you did not know where she was.’ 
 
    ‘Nor did we at that time,’ Jared said. ‘Miss Darke might have been in the house, or not. She might have been in the grounds – or not. And I hardly think, given your behaviour to your ward, that you are in a position to prate about honour. Mr Swinburn.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Redfern said, looking every inch the lawyer. ‘Your uncle was a smuggling parson, your father married bigamously, your half-sister was a traitor and you have been abusing your trust and defrauding your niece.’ 
 
    Sir Walter, now plain Mr Swinburn, subsided onto the sofa beside his wife who wailed, ‘Will someone tell me what is happening!’ 
 
    ‘Quite simple, Mama,’ Giles said between what sounded like clenched teeth. ‘Father is illegitimate and we are disinherited. Redfern here is about to sue us for every penny that remains and your confounded niece is going to marry Lord Northam. Your sister-in-law has been stealing British gold and killing British agents – have I missed anything?’ he asked with furious sarcasm. 
 
    ‘She murdered my father.’ Hogget, who had been prowling up and down while the Swinburns reeled with impotent shock and anger, came to a halt in the middle of the group. ‘But she did not do all of this single-handedly. We are congratulating ourselves on having discovered the traitor, but while we are sitting around here, at least one person, probably more, are escaping.’ 
 
    ‘It was not Mrs Finch who attacked me,’ Laura said. ‘That person was taller and I am certain it was a man.’ 
 
    ‘And it seems improbable that she could have overpowered and killed a whole succession of British agents,’ Jared observed. ‘On the other hand a large gang seems improbable to me. This is not smuggling where most of the local population is in sympathy. Keeping the presence of a murderous group in league with the French secret would be impossible for very long, I’d have thought.’ 
 
    ‘The person who attacked me was very clean,’ Laura said. ‘Their cloak smelt of leather and horses, but I was very close indeed and their skin… I could smell Castile soap, the kind with no perfume, and cloves on their breath. Does that ring any bells?’ She looked round at the Swinburns and Squire Jenner. 
 
    ‘That damned groom of hers,’ Giles said. ‘Gave me the creeps, something not right about him – too quiet, too clean, always trimming his nails or polishing his boots. Never said anything, I’d swear he was dumb, although I know she talked to him. And I’d wager he’s been between the sheets with dear Aunt the way he looks at her. Looked at her,’ he corrected with a grimace. 
 
    ‘That the fellow who chews cloves?’ Charles, who had shown no sign of following what had been going on, roused at that, sat up and looked round. ‘Don’t like him. Kills things. I mean, hunting’s all right and shooting, but getting yourself all over blood…’ He shuddered. 
 
    ‘What things does he kill?’ Flynn asked, holding up one hand to silence the others. 
 
    ‘Hmm? How would I know? Just saw him the once – went up to Aunt Finch’s to collect Mama’s reticule, she’d left it behind. Went into the stables and there he was, stripped to the waist, sluicing himself off and his clothes in a bloody heap and blood all over him. Looked like it does when they kill a pig,’ he added. 
 
    ‘When was that?’ Flynn asked, keeping his voice calm and unexcited. He might have been enquiring about the weather. 
 
    ‘When?’ Charles stared blankly at him. ‘I don’t know. I went away before he saw me.’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ His mother wiped her eyes with her sodden handkerchief, sniffed and seemed to pull herself together. ‘Last Easter. We had dinner at the Rectory on Easter Monday and I left my reticule. Charles went back for it on the Tuesday.’ She took a shuddering breath. ‘Oh, that wicked woman.’ 
 
    ‘It would fit,’ Hogget said. ‘An agent went missing around then.’ 
 
    ‘Right, in that case we’d best send the Dragoons and Morefleet up to the Rectory to arrest the man,’ Perry said. ‘I’m the local magistrate, I imagine he’ll take someone on my orders.’ 
 
    ‘He’d be an fool not to,’ Jared remarked as Perry went out. ‘Do his career a deal of good. Let us hope he gets him alive, Dragoons have a habit of shooting first and asking questions later.’ 
 
    ‘You mean before he can reveal who else was involved?’ Laura asked. ‘There has to be someone who was directing agents asking for passage to France into the trap and at least one boat crew.’ 
 
    ‘I have had enough of this.’ Theo stood up and held out his hand to Laura. ‘I want to find a quiet, comfortable room to propose properly. One without Dragoons, bodies, infuriated cooks, distressed families – ’ 
 
    ‘The back parlour.’ Laura curled her fingers into his and made for the door with a lack of hesitation that made him want to cheer. 
 
    ‘Finally,’ he said as he closed the door behind him and leaned back against it. ‘Peace and quiet and I can tell you that I love you.’ He had promised to go down on one knee, so he did. ‘Laura. Miss Darke, will you do me – ’ 
 
    The curtain moved behind where she stood, smiling at him. 
 
    ‘Stay exactly where you are.’ The man who stepped out held a knife in his hand. ‘One word, one movement and I kill her.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Fingers closed ruthlessly in her hair, jerking back her head. Laura felt the warmth of the man’s body close behind her, the cool draft from the open window, the cold fire of the knife blade pressed into the flesh of her throat. 
 
    A few feet away Theo knelt amongst the feminine clutter of the little room. A heap of sheets for hemming, a small stack of novels, the embroidery basket, a footstool, side tables and several rather battered comfortable chairs. His eyes were wide and dark, his focus beyond her to the man who stood at her back. 
 
    ‘Let her go. I will go with you if you need a hostage.’ 
 
    ‘I think not. Your friends are less likely to risk a shot with a woman in the way.’ 
 
    Laura tried to speak without moving her throat against the blade. ‘You are French, I can hear a trace of it in your voice.’ 
 
    ‘But yes,’ he agreed quite readily. ‘Now, tell me what they are doing out there. Who are they hunting for?’  
 
    ‘For you,’ Theo said. 
 
    ‘And where do they go?’ He emphasised the question with a jerk at her hair. 
 
    ‘The Rectory.’ 
 
    ‘I believe you, it is logical. Then you two will come with me down to the harbour in Blakeney. My crew will be waiting for me, my lieutenant went down as soon as I heard the shot, saw the soldiers. She is dead, is she not?’ 
 
    So close, Laura heard the catch in the calm voice, smelled the scent of cloves more strongly as he breathed harder. 
 
    ‘She killed herself. Was she your lover?’ she asked and was punished by a burning pain as the knife edge broke the skin. 
 
    ‘My sister,’ the Frenchman snarled. ‘My half-sister.’ His breath fanned his cheek: she had succeeded in pulling his attention away from Theo. 
 
    ‘What is your name?’ 
 
    ‘Jean Paul le Forge. I will go back and continue the work, but it should have been Annemarie.’ His accent was stronger now, his attention and his anger focused on her. 
 
    ‘Mrs Finch?’ 
 
    ‘Mrs Finch,’ he mocked. ‘Married to that lazy fool who could not see in front of his own nose. So good a cover.’ 
 
    ‘For a traitor, certainly,’ Laura said and he jerked her round to face him. 
 
    ‘You are not fit to mention her name. She was a patriot, a great patriot.’ 
 
    ‘Murderer,’ Laura taunted him. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Theo gather himself, the muscles in his bent leg bunch. 
 
    ‘You – ’ The knife was drawn back and she dropped like a stone, with a scream as a handful of hair was wrenched from her scalp. She lashed out with her fist as she went, hit him straight in the groin, and then rolled away as Theo launched himself at the Frenchman. 
 
    The door burst open, someone stumbled over her and then the room was full of men. Laura rolled away from the fight but de La Fontaine pulled free, lunged for the window, was brought down by Theo and landed in front of her. The fallen knife, its edge red with the blood from her neck, lay on the carpet between them. 
 
    Laura knocked it away as he went for it. ‘Non, Monsieur. It will not be so easy this time.’ 
 
      
 
    As the clock struck one in the morning Laura sat on the sofa in the drawing room, Theo on one knee before her, and listened to his third attempt at a proposal that night. 
 
    ‘And Lady Penelope really does love the Lieutenant?’ 
 
    ‘And he loves her – you should have seen the man’s face when he saw her. She’s happy and loved, I have no doubt.’ 
 
    ‘What would you have done if she had objected to breaking the engagement?’ Laura asked. She wanted to stop asking questions, wanted simply to be in his arms, but she had to know. 
 
    ‘I might have stumbled into a proposal like a blind idiot, but I was not so stupid as to propose to a lady whom I thought a fool. When I thought about it calmly I knew her emotions were not engaged and I was certain she would look at the long term, to what our marriage would have been like. And I knew she had the connections and the charm and the dowry that meant her marriage prospects would not be damaged.’ He grinned. ‘I had not the wit to imagine that she might be planning to jilt me.’ 
 
    He looked at her, reached out and touched the strip of gauze around her grazed neck. ‘I should have looked after you better.’ 
 
    ‘We managed very well between us, I think.’ She put up her hand and caught his fingers in hers. ‘You know, I think I fell in love with you years ago, when I saw you with Perry. You never saw me, I was just a girl… But I am not a good match for a viscount.’ 
 
    ‘Ravenlaw’s wife was suspected of killing two previous husbands,’ he pointed out.  
 
    ‘But the scandal over my Aunt Finch – ’ 
 
    ‘Firstly she is only an aunt by marriage, secondly I suspect that the official version of what happened here tonight and what led up to it is going to be very far from the truth and thirdly I do not give a damn. I love you, I adore you and I’ll marry you even if your entire family proves to be in league with Bonaparte.’ 
 
    ‘That is so romantic.’ 
 
    ‘Besides,’ he said with a wicked twinkle in his eyes, ‘It seems that you have a large dowry and I’m a terrible loose screw – I need the money.’  
 
    ‘Wretch!’ She tugged on his hand and he came up off his knees and down on to the sofa beside her. ‘Kiss me?’ 
 
    ‘All night. For ever. Go away!’ he added as the door opened and Jared looked in. 
 
    ‘Sorry, but do you want to know what happened about the rest of the gang?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so.’ Theo pushed himself upright and ran one hand through his hair. ‘Rapidly.’ 
 
    ‘They were parcelled up as neat as you like. Two ale house keepers and the skipper and crew of a prosperous little coaster that is quite large enough for crossing the Channel any time they fancy. And all singing like a cage of canaries in the hope of perhaps escaping the noose in favour of transportation. Hogget thinks he might even get a line on whoever it was at the Home Office who was careless in the first place. Good news, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. Couldn’t be better. Now go away.’ 
 
    The door closed, but not before Jared’s wicked chuckle floated back to them. 
 
    ‘You still haven’t said, Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes, I will marry you. Yes I love you, yes… Oh yes, Theo.’ 
 
    The man really could kiss indecently well. Laura supposed she ought to wonder just how he learned the skill then decided, hazily, that she would put it down to natural talent. 
 
    We do fit together remarkably, she thought some time later. Theo was heavy, but he was supporting his weight efficiently on both elbows while he did quite delightful things to her breasts which seemed, by some alchemy, to have come free of the bodice of her gown. ‘Theo…’ 
 
    ‘Mmm?’ He looked up, heavy-eyed and wicked. ‘I’m squashing you. In fact I shouldn’t be doing this at all, not here not now. On a couch in the drawing room for heaven’s sake!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t – ’ 
 
    But he was already levering himself up and off the couch. ‘I’m sorry. You should be in bed.’ 
 
    ‘That was exactly what I was thinking, Theo darling. Carry me? It is only just along the corridor and through the door…’ 
 
    ‘Are you – ’ 
 
    ‘Hoping that you’ll stay?’ She saw his breathing hitch. ‘It wouldn’t be so very wicked, would it? We could get a special licence from the Bishop and Will could marry us. Uncle Walter can’t object, not now Gerard Redfern knows what he’s been doing with my money.’ 
 
    ‘It would be very wicked,’ Theo said, bending and scooping her up in strong arms. ‘Very, very wicked. I’m counting on it.’ 
 
      
 
    The sunlight was just beginning to spill across the bedchamber floor through the gap in the curtains when Laura woke to find Theo beside her propped up on one elbow, just watching her. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ What if he’s having second thoughts but can’t say so because now he’s compromised me? What if… 
 
    ‘I thought I needed to find a bride who would be a perfect viscountess,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Yes?’ Oh dear. 
 
    ‘I should have realised that what I needed, what I wanted, was someone who loved me as much as I loved them and then she could be as imperfect as she liked. Just so long as she was brave and clever and funny and had green eyes, that is.’ 
 
    ‘Then I intend to be perfectly imperfect, exceedingly wicked and I can promise my eyes will stay green.’ She pulled him down to her, the newfound miracle of the feel of his naked body against hers, the warmth of him, the scent of him, making her senses reel. ‘Because I love you, Theo Quenten, now and forever.’ 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Historical Notes 
 
      
 
    This novel is set on the North Norfolk coast. Holt exists, as does the once prosperous and busy little port of Blakeney, now too silted to take more than leisure sailing boats. The other parishes are my own invention and have been located approximately where Cley, Salthouse, Kelling and Weybourne lie to the east of Blakeney. None of the local characters mentioned are based on anyone, living or dead, from these real villages. 
 
    The tomb that lies at the heart of this mystery is, however, based on the one an actual smuggler built for himself, years before his death, in the churchyard at Earsham near Bungay in south-east Norfolk. Mark Butcher was a well-off farmer and liquor merchant, strongly suspected of being involved in smuggling. The appearance of this ornate chest tomb, nine yards from the wall of the church, aroused suspicion – especially as he was in good health and had not received permission to build it. In 1771 the vicar wrote to the Archdeaconry Court in Norwich suggesting that this monument was excessive for a man of Butcher’s social status and that it he suspected that it was intended to conceal smuggled goods. 
 
    The court ordered its demolition on the grounds that no licence had been obtained to build it, but for some reason this was never carried out. The tomb still stands and Mark Butcher was eventually buried in it. In 1783 Butcher was tried for smuggling geneva (gin) but was acquitted and the report in the Norfolk Chronicle newspaper gives a flavour of how many people were supporters of the smugglers. “The public showed their detestation of the insolent and alarming proceedings of those engines of oppression [ie the Customs and Excise]… by the most extravagant demonstrations of joy on their discomfiture which was testified in Bungay, and Earsham, by illuminations, firing of guns, ringing of bells etc.” 
 
    The gold Napoléons minted at the Tower Mint are entirely my invention but the British government spent vast amounts of money supporting insurrection in France and on agents and spies. Unofficial exports of gold to France were illegal and the French were desperate for it – many of Napoleon’s foreign troops, especially the Spanish, refused to be paid in anything else. One of the main arguments against smuggling for many British people, far more so than the loss of revenues or the violence and lawlessness, was the leakage of gold to France to pay for the smuggled goods.  
 
    Bishop Henry Bathurst (1744 – 1837) was the real Bishop of Norwich at the time and his son Benjamin did vanish mysteriously in Germany in 1809 leading to rumours of everything from spying to supernatural phenomena.
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    I do hope you have enjoyed this book – and I would be very pleased if you would leave a review. Every review helps me connect with readers and make the next book just that bit better. 
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