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The Primary Players

Juliette Abbott – Our lovely heroine, now deliriously happy to be wed to her  handsome, heroic suitor Lord Sheridan, who, after inheriting his late brother’s title, is now a Viscount, making his wife Juliette, now Lady Sheridan.

William Sheridan – (Lord Sheridan) still the bravest and most handsome man Juliette has ever known in her career of solving upper-crust crime; he is kind, caring and thoughtful with an unblemished character and upstanding ideals.  

Tilda – Juliette’s lady’s maid, still with Juliette, but also helping to care for the infant daughter of the Harris’s of Merryton; the little girl’s name is Emma.

Miss Paula Woods – Juliette’s new friend (of Gypsy lineage) who was previously employed by relatives of Lord Sheridan in Merryton. She and Juliette are well-suited in intelligence and interests. On this journey to Marsden Moor, Paula serves as Juliette’s trusted companion and beloved friend.  Toby is Paula’s brother.

The Duke of Longley – a wildly wealthy gentleman who lives as a virtual recluse within Castle Longley located on the edge of Marsden Moor in North Yorkshire.

Mr. Hardesty – the Duke’s man of business, tasked with interviewing those guests who claim kinship to Lord Longley in hopes of being named his heir.

Mr. Nickoleau – (pronounced Nick–o-lie) A houseguest of Grecian descent who also entertains hope of being named the duke’s sole and only heir. 

Lady Winters – and her husband, Lord Winters, are also houseguests of the duke. 

The Lady Mary Standridge – a latecomer to the castle. (True identity to be revealed forthwith.) 
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CHAPTER 1 / A Momentous Decision . . .
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London in the year of our Lord, 1823

Dear Reader, do forgive my lapse in keeping you informed of the events of my life in the months following the horrific fortnight I spent in the small village of Merryton. After the trauma of both my frightening time there and the alarming events that subsequently unfolded, Tilda and my new friend and companion Miss Paula Woods, and my beloved husband, William (who has now recovered from the injuries he sustained whilst on his way home from Denmark) have all settled into a quiet but pleasant life here on Brook Street in Mayfair. (By the by, my husband, whom you recall as Mr. Sheridan, is now, after inheriting his late father’s title and the Sheridan estate, known as Lord Sheridan, and I, as his wife am now properly styled Lady Sheridan.) We both admit to being very pleased with our elevated status and, as well, our blissfully happy wedded life. 

Although spring has at last begun to knock on our door this year of 1823, winter’s icy fingers do still remind us of its presence with sudden blasts of cold, harsh wind and on occasion a flurry of snowflakes. This afternoon, after Paula and I bundled up baby Emma for what we had hoped to be a leisurely stroll out-of-doors, a sudden rainstorm soon sent us scurrying back indoors for cover. 

“I shall put Emma down in Mrs. Gant’s quarters,” said Paula, making her way to the kitchen after she and I had gained entry to the foyer in an effort to escape the hard rain. I was especially grateful the hood over Emma’s perambulator had been fastened in place with the overhead bonnet positioned in such a way to protect her sweet face from the cold rain. 

“Very well,” I called over my shoulder as I hurried above stairs to divest myself of my now quite sodden pelisse. “Do ask Mrs. G to put on the kettle for us, if you will.”

“Indeed, I shall!” Paula called back. “A cup of hot tea will be just the thing. Perhaps we can persuade Emma to take a sip or two!” Detecting the hint of merriment in her tone, a trill of laughter escaped me since we all knew that baby Emma very nearly always begged for a sip of everyone’s tea when she saw the rest of us having some. 

“I do hope she has not caught a chill,” I added, then said, “If Tilda has returned from her outing, will you please send her up to me?” I was not certain my final remark reached Paula’s ears for by then, I’d already left the landing behind in my haste to get above stairs. Hearing no reply from Paula, I assumed she had not heard me and upon reaching the suite of rooms my husband and I shared, I was distracted by an odd noise coming from the anteroom adjoining our bedchamber. 

Tossing my wet pelisse and bonnet onto the bed, I hurried that direction and upon spotting my handsome husband reaching to the top shelf of the clothespress, I exclaimed, “William! I did not expect to find you home at this hour. Has something happened? You are not preparing to leave on yet . . . another far-away assignment, are you?” 

I’d been thrilled these past months when William had not been sent off on another dangerous assignment either here at home, or across the sea, since, as you know, the task that dispatched him to Denmark had proven near fatal for him. I saw now that he’d pushed aside a good bit of his clothing within the clothespress in order to gain entry to the secret safe hidden within the rear wall of the large cabinet. The locked vault is where he kept the all-important documents he was obliged to carry with him on nearly all of his travels. 

I felt my heart flutter anxiously until at last my husband glanced my way as I drew near his tall masculine form, looking dashing today in buckskin trousers, brown leather top boots and dark blue coat. As always, the sight of him caused my heart to skip a beat. I confess I fell more and more in love with the wonderful man I’d married every time I beheld him. 

William Sheridan had captured my heart on that first occasion I spotted him on the sunny beach in Margate. Seated astride his huge black stallion, a handsome beast he called King, the look he fastened on me that day told me that no artifice or evasion could escape this man’s piercing gaze. His deep brown eyes could not only penetrate to the depths of one’s soul . . . but easily discern the deepest desires of a lady’s heart. 

“I am not going anywhere out of the ordinary today, sweetheart,” he replied. “I only just received a fresh addition to one of the . . . as the French would say, dossiers . . . regarding a particular gentlemen I have been assigned to investigate on my, or rather, our upcoming journey.”  

“Our?” I murmured, exhaling a relieved breath. “So, nothing has changed to alter our, plans, then?” 

“Nothing at all. Although, as things now stand, it is possible we could very well be obliged to depart a trifle sooner than we anticipated. I understand Lord Longley has taken to his bed and his surgeon fears he might not recover from this . . . ” The remainder of his comment was far too muffled for me to hear or accurately discern. 

I moved closer to where my husband stood as he reached deeper into the large clothespress. William and I had been married just over a twelve-month now, but already I’d experienced several heart-stopping moments when he’d been dispatched upon one or another mission to parts unknown, either to chase down a criminal, or intercept a foreign agent intent upon harming one of our English diplomats; or on one especially frightening occasion, when our new king’s life was in mortal danger and my husband was dispatched to apprehend the would-be assassin. 

Even before we wed, it seemed that William’s superior officers at the Home Office took a sort of perverse pleasure in playing ducks and drakes with my husband’s life, not a one of them giving a second thought before assigning him to the most dangerous and seemingly impossible tasks that landed on their desks. William had once confessed to me that even our good King George had, on more than one occasion, specifically requested that the dangerous post be assigned to him! Due to William’s bravery and undisputed cleverness my husband was said to be the most wily, yet well-respected, agent in all of England. I, of course, knew the accolades to be true; however now the highly sought-after Lord Sheridan was no longer a devil-may-care bachelor, he was a married man and as such, would one day, perhaps quite soon, become a father. In short, he was possessed of far more pressing responsibilities than I believed he owed to king and country. In my estimation, his new status should be taken into consideration when the most perilous commissions were handed down. 

To say truth, even now, I could not thrust aside the niggling fear that William had not yet revealed everything to me regarding our upcoming sojourn to Marsden Moor. Still, I had chosen to trust that he would not knowingly place me in danger, especially after learning of the horrors I’d suffered and been obliged to endure alone in order to escape with my life on my previous journey to Merryton. At the outset, that trip had seemed no more than an innocent visit with relatives, when, in truth, it had proven to be far more! Because I knew now that at least William, if not his superior officers, were fully cognizant of me, I had not asked my husband for more information regarding the upcoming trip that lay ahead of us. Surely, he would not knowingly place either of us in danger.

“Not to worry, my dear,” said he, finally emerging from the depths of the clothespress after he’d stuffed the sheaf of papers he carried into the vault and secured the metal box back into its secret compartment. Turning toward me, he smiled (another sight that never failed to cause my heart to flutter) and upon reaching me, leant to brush my lips with his own, one strong arm encircling my shoulders as he drew me close. 

“Your gown is damp,” he murmured. “Evidently you and Paula were caught in the sudden downpour.”

Because his clothing did not feel damp, I assumed he’d escaped the storm and had reached our home before it ensued. Heading back into our bedchamber, we could both still hear the sound of rain pelting the windowpanes and the noisy claps of thunder coming from out-of-doors.

“As it happens, my dear,” he began, his tone now growing more serious, “I do need to apprise you of a few pertinent facts regarding our upcoming trip, which as you are aware, will constitute my final assignment for the Crown,” he added, his deep baritone now turning grave. 

My brow furrowed as we both took seats on the bench at the foot of our bed; I turned slightly in order to look up at him. 

“Not that I expect there to be any real danger,” he went on, “but I do want you to fully understand the circumstances surrounding the matter I have been assigned to investigate. More importantly,” he said gravely, “it is imperative that you know exactly who to trust and from which of the gentlemen it would behoove you to . . . withhold your trust.”

“You are making out trip sound quite ominous, William. I assumed you would be acquainted with every gentleman present. Which of them, pray tell, must I remain wary of? Please, do enlighten me as to precisely what you are saying.” 

Whenever William mentioned this trip as being his final dispatch from the Home Office, I could not help the rush of relief that swept through me. Yet, at the same time, a niggling voice in the back of my mind told me that this, his last assignment, could very well not prove to be quite as benign as I, or perhaps even he, had been led to believe. Despite what he was always told, the awful truth was that none of his previous assignments had ever been completely devoid of danger. 

It was a full sen-night ago that William had revealed his quite momentous decision to me, which I confess, did come as quite a surprise. That night, both Tilda and Paula were taking their evening meal in the kitchen with the Gants, whilst William and I were enjoying a cozy dinner alone in the dining chamber, our meal served to us by Mrs. Gant with the help of Letty, our kitchen maid. I always enjoyed our intimate dinners together, and this one was no exception. Mrs. G had only just brought in a new dessert that she had concocted with heavy cream, whipped egg whites and coconut flakes, a sort of sweet pudding she called it, when upon laying aside his napkin, William had turned a solemn gaze on me and without a word of preamble said, “I have decided, Juliette, that since this month marks the anniversary of my decade-long tenure with the Home Office, that I shall . . .” he punctuated his next words with a decisive nod of his dark head, “resign my commission following the completion of this task, which I have already accepted, and which, as I have indicated to you, will be quite a simple one, requiring little to no preparation and, I have been told, will pose no danger to speak of.” 

“William!” I very nearly choked on the spoonful of pudding in my mouth. “You are not larking with me, are you? You have truly decided to resign your post with the Home Office?”

“Indeed.” He smiled. “I am not larking with you, my dear. To resign my position will enable you and me, and our extended family, meaning, the girls,” he grinned, “Tilda, Paula and now baby Emma, free to remove to the country and take up permanent residence upon the Sheridan Estate, which will no doubt make mother very happy. That I am needed there is clearly evident, consequently, I see no reason to not forge ahead with our new life at once. We shall retain possession of the town house, of course, for those times when we wish to come up to London, for instance when I take my seat in Parliament, or for any other reason we might wish to venture here.” 

Tears of joy had filled my eyes, “Oh, William!” I confess I am thrilled beyond measure! I had begun to think that . . .” When my chin began to tremble, I reached for my napkin and brought it to my eyes.

“I am well aware of what you had begun to think, sweetheart.” He reached to clasp my trembling fingers. “Truth is, I have been mulling the matter over for several months now. Most especially since the . . . unfortunate circumstances you became caught up in at Merryton. And since you and I have decided to legally assume the guardianship of cousin Eliza’s child, Emma, I am, as well, aware, that the time has, indeed, come for you and me to . . .” Again, he paused, then as his tone softened, he added, “I know how eager you are for us to start our nursery . . .” The smile on his lips mirrored mine, and I felt my heart lurch at the joyous notion of bearing this extraordinary man’s child, whether boy or girl. 

“Oh, William!” I attempted to blink away the moisture clouding my vision. Perhaps you recall, dear reader, that mere days before I agreed to visit William’s cousins in Merryton, I suffered the tragic loss of . . . a babe. Our first. The miscarriage occurred long before a physician had confirmed my condition; in fact, before even I was certain that I was with child, although I had begun to suspect it. 

I confess William’s reaction when he finally learned of our loss quite took me by surprise. I am convinced he was as heartbroken as I. Until then, I did not know how deeply such a loss could affect a man. I am convinced now that he was truly bereft that I had had to suffer through the devastating ordeal alone. I firmly believe now that our deep loss had greatly influenced his decision to give up his perilous association with England’s Home Office. His solemn pronouncement now affected me so greatly that I could scarcely find words to express my deep gratitude. 

“Your decision pleases me more than you know, William,” I finally managed. As the tears began to trickle down my cheeks, he brought my trembling fingers to his lips and kissed them. 

“I’ll not have you suffer through another life-threatening ordeal on your own again, my dear. Whatever the future holds for us, you and I shall push through it together. I pledge an oath to you, Juliette, by the time this year’s Season has got underway, we shall be right back here at home in London and will leisurely enjoy whichever of the many festivities we choose whilst preparing for our removal to the country. If all goes as planned, perhaps we shall be settled in at Sheridan House before leaf-fall.”

Through my tears I said, “That sounds wonderful, William. Mother Sheridan will be so pleased to have us with her. As pleased as I am to be leaving the city. As you well know, it has become quiet congested of late.” 

“Until then, however . . .” his tone sobered, which in itself caused another prick of fear to surge through me as I wondered what he was about to announce next.  

“Until then . . . what? You have not accepted another assignment, have you? How long must I wait and . . . worry and wonder this time?”

“Do put aside your fears, sweetheart. I have been assigned only one additional task; a quick jaunt to the North Yorkshire Moors, and I have obtained permission for you to accompany me. We shall make a holiday of it. I predict we can travel there and be back home in under a fortnight!”

“What does this task entail and exactly . . . where are we to go?”

He smiled. “We are to stay within a centuries-old castle, my dear. Castle Longley rises from the banks of a pretty stream that meanders through the hills and dales of the moor and eventually empties into the North Sea. I assure you, we will be subjected to no danger whatever at Castle Longley!” A smile played about his lips as he again squeezed my fingertips. “You will enjoy sharing this short jaunt with me will you not?”

“To a . . . castle?” I murmured, my tone somewhat tremulous. “But is not the North Yorkshire Moorland a rather . . . desolate area? I do hope there is a . . . village or small township nearby.” 

He sat back in his chair, the somewhat secretive smile still playing about his lips. “As it happens, a small hamlet has sprung up near the castle. I believe it is simply called Castleton. Although you and I, and Tilda, or Paula, whichever of your ladies you choose to accompany us, will be lodged within Castle Longley, which, I understand, is quite picturesque and rises high above the hills and dales of Marsden Moor.”

“Marsden Moor?” I murmured. “I confess I am not the least bit familiar with the North Yorkshire Moorlands, having never been there.”

He leaned forward a trifle. “So, you have never experienced England’s moorlands, have you? You’ve not climbed atop a craggy hill, or gathered a fistful of heather or run through the bracken, eh?” He chuckled as I slowly shook my head. “Well, then, you are in for the time of your life, my dear! We shall explore the wonders of Marsden Moor together. Just the two of us . . . carefree and altogether safe.”

When William and I rose from the dinner table that night and arm in arm made our way abovestairs, my thoughts raced ahead as to which of my trusted companions I should ask to accompany us, Tilda, or my new friend, Paula Woods? 

As if reading my mind, William said, “You’d best bring along a maid or companion, although I expect one of the girls should remain here to look after Emma. I’ll not be by your side every moment, and I’ll not have you traipsing over the rugged moor alone. You will most definitely require a companion,” he repeated firmly. It was not until much later as I lay abed mulling over William’s surprising decision that I realized my caring and thoughtful husband had not yet revealed to me the nature of his new assignment, nor precisely why he’d been dispatched to the North Yorkshire Moorland or exactly what he was to accomplish there. 

Moments before falling into a deep slumber that night, I, however, reminded myself to ask William if he intended to take Ralph along on this trip, which, if he meant to do so, would tell me that danger might very well be present, however harmless he declared to me our sojourn would be. 

As you recall, my husband had previously assigned a name to the lethal weapon he nearly always carried with him. Next to King, Ralph was William’s most trusted companion, one that on several past occasions I have had the misfortune to witness him employ. However, I decided now that I would rest far easier on this proposed journey of ours to the North Yorkshire Moorland, Marsden Moor, to be exact, if Ralph remained behind here in London, safely locked away within the vault in the clothespress along with my husband’s other valuables. However, as of this moment, I was unsure of my husband’s wishes or his intentions in the matter.
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CHAPTER 2 / Several Important Decisions . . .
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By morning, I’d all but forgotten the concerns that kept me awake the night before. The hard rain that had sent Paula and me running for cover the previous afternoon had finally let up and we were all grateful to be met with another bright, though still somewhat cloudy, early spring day. 

After William and I enjoyed a leisurely breakfast in my sitting room and he left for his office, Tilda joined me in my bedchamber to help me dress for the day. I could tell something was bothering her for she was not her usual cheerful self this morning. Tilda’s character is the sort that does not allow her to easily conceal her feelings, though, to my knowledge, she has never purposely attempted to keep anything from me. 

“Is something troubling you this morning, Tilda?” I asked, a trifle concerned as I stood before the clothespress, absently pondering which of my pretty frocks to wear that day. Since the morning air again felt quite cool, I thought I’d be more comfortable in one of my lighter-weight winter gowns rather than a summery frock that featured tiny cap sleeves.

“I-I would like to ask you about somethin’, miss.” 

“Oh?” I replied absently. My little maid made no move to help me decide what to wear that day, but continued to stand near the foot of the bed, her blonde head lowered. “Very well,” I replied turning from the clothespress. “What is on your mind this morning, Tilda? Has something untoward happened belowstairs with Mrs. Gant or . . . perhaps . . . Paula?”

“Nothing of that sort, mum.” After a bit more hesitation, she said, “It’s about yer’ upcomin’ sojourn with Mr. Sheridan, I mean, his lordship.”

Having chosen a gown, I handed the frock off to my troubled maid and began to divest myself of the wrapper I’d worn whilst taking early tea and toast with my husband. Our upcoming trip to Marsden Moor was also uppermost in my mind, and when I’d mentioned to Tilda last night that she should be the one to accompany me on our trip, she had not vetoed the notion . . . then, however, now I asked, “You are not having second thoughts about coming with us to Castley Longley, are you?” 

“Well, I . . .” again she hesitated, then after inhaling a long breath, she said. “That do be part o’ the trouble, miss. I . . . I mean, well, it’s mostly about Henry.” She shrugged. “You knows I been a seein’ Henry Parks for a while now, on me half days and holidays, and such-like.” 

Tilda had become quite the young lady of late, and after seeing how happy I was with my husband, I knew the notion of having a husband of her own had more than once crossed her mind. When I glanced up now, the concerned look on her face was so intense, it alarmed me. “Nothing . . . untoward has happened between you and Henry, has it, Tilda?”

“Oh, no, miss.” She vigorously shook her head. “Henry’s quite the gent’man, he is. It ain’t nothin’ like that, miss. Henry’d . . . never.”

“Well then, what? What are you trying to say, Tilly? Have you learned something . . . about Henry that troubles you?”

She shifted from one foot to the other, one hand fiddling with the frilly edge of the apron she wore over her plain fustian frock. “It’s jes’ well, I . . . I really don’t wonts to be away from him . . . for such a length. When you and me was gone to Merryton, Nancy, one of the maids at the house where Henry serves, tol’ me that whilst I was gone, he took to seein’ Susie Ruston, or rather that she was castin’ sheep’s eyes at him and he seemed to like it. He liked it miss!” Her tone was both shocked and indignant.

“Ah. Well, I expect when a pretty girl flirts with a young man, it does rather make him feel . . . important.” Since Tilda’s mind seemed to not be on discharging her duties this morning, I began to undo the buttons on the plaid woolen gown I’d selected to wear this chilly Spring day. Although, seeming to come alert to what I was doing, she did reach for the dress and began to woodenly complete the task herself. “I doubt that another girl flirting with Henry alters his feelings for you,” I added. “I daresay you have nothing to worry about on that score. Henry has been calling here quite regularly since we returned from Merryton, has he not?”

She nodded as she helped me into the long-sleeved gown. “Indeed, he has, miss, but, I . . . I jes’ don’t wonts to be gone from Lunnon again so soon after . . . you understand, don’t ye, miss?” She stood back, her blue eyes beseeching as she gazed at me. “I . . . I fears I’m a-comin’ to . . . to have strong feelings for ‘im, miss. And I don’t wonts to lose him to another girl! Least of all to her. You understand, don’t ye’, miss?”

“Indeed, I do, Tilly.” I nodded. “Truly, I do.” When a rush of empathy swept over me, I put my arms about her shoulders. “Of course, you may remain here if that is your wish. Would you like me to ask Mrs. Gant to prepare a special dinner for you and Henry to share whilst William and I are away? You would like that, would you not?”

Tilda was all smiles as she finished buttoning up the back of my gown, and upon departing with a pile of soiled linens in her arms, she nodded when I asked her to send Paula up to my sitting room to see me.

Moments later, Paula arrived, a question on her pretty face. I found Paula to be especially kind, and with her expressive dark eyes and ready smile, she was indeed quite pretty. Since our return from Merryton, she had settled in nicely with my little family. She is polite and helpful to Mrs. G and when she is not seeing to Emma’s needs, she seems content to sit quietly with me of an afternoon, the pair of us leafing through one of my ladies magazines, one or the other of us remarking upon this or that picture of a fetching bonnet or gown, and laughing together when we come across something amusing. At times, I have discovered her with a book in her hands, which I assume she procured from the library. 

If you recall, the library was very nearly the first room in the house that she and I visited upon our return from Merryton; although we neither one were in search of a book that day! At any rate, since then, Paula has expressed her gratitude to me many times over for rescuing her from the terror we both experienced at Merryton. I have since enjoyed having Paula here to keep me company. She is close in age to me and due to her early schooling, and her eagerness to learn more, she and I get on in ways in which Tilda and I never could. I have found I quite like Paula Woods.

“Paula,” I began to speak when she was seated across from me in my sitting room, a cozy fire crackling on the hearth. “I would very much like for you to accompany me to Marsden Moor, if you will. My husband has assured me that this trip will be far more enjoyable than my sojourn to Merryton was, and . . .” I added, despite the niggle of fear that continued to gnaw at me whenever the subject of our upcoming trip arose. “He assures me that nothing about our stay there will pose a shred of danger to us. He said we shall be guests of the Duke of Longley and will be staying within Castle Longley whilst William conducts his state business with the duke.”

“Oh, I have never been to a castle.” Her eyes wide, Paula was already nodding assent. “It sounds delightful, Juliette. I would very much like to accompany you and his lordship to Marsden Moor. Thank you for asking me. I shall write and tell mother and Toby of our upcoming trip!” 

I had long ago asked Paula to address me by my given name and in the past several months since returning from Merryton, our friendship has grown, and in many ways, we seem more like friends than employer and employee. She addresses William as ‘your lordship’ and in company, me as milady. But when alone together, we are less formal with one another. Yet in all ways, Paula conducts herself in a polite and respectful manner.

“Very well, then.” I made a move to rise from the settee. “I am pleased that you have agreed to accompany me. If you are not obliged to do anything for Mrs. Gant today, I daresay you and I need to pay an urgent call upon the modiste. It is imperative that we order up several new gowns for you before we set out. My dressmaker will need to take your measurements at once if the new gowns are to be ready in time. Let us get our wraps and leave now! Do ask Mr. Gant to bring the carriage round.”

“Oh!” Her expression brightened as she, too, rose. “Wh-what a lovely notion!” Her dark eyes were bright as we hurried into the corridor. “I confess I have never had a gown made especially for me. You will help me choose the proper fabric and trimmings, will you not? I would have no clue where to begin to order up a new gown. I have a very great deal to tell mother about now! I shall write to her and my brother this very evening.”

I smiled. “Having a new gown made for one is really quite a lovely prospect,” I said. Then, before we departed, another thought occurred to me. “Is there perhaps, a picture of a dress you have seen in La Belle Assemblee, or another of our ladies magazines, that you fancy? If so we could ask the dressmaker to use it as a pattern for one of your new frocks.”

“I am to have more than one?” Her expression brightened. 

I had never seen my new friend look quite so pleased as she was when we finally set out for Town that afternoon. To be the cause of her joy eased a bit of my trepidation over our proposed journey to the moorland.

* * *
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LESS THAN A SEN’NIGHT later, the three of us were indeed ready to set out for Marsden Moor. Again, the day was bright, yet cool, but without a cloud in the sky. I’d remembered to bring along a few of my ladies magazines for Paula and me to peruse on our three or perhaps four-day journey up to the North Yorkshire Moorlands in northern England. Leaving the house early that morning, William carried a leather case that he’d told me contained the important files he intended to study, and if possible, commit to memory, whilst we were enroute. As we three headed down the walk, I confess to being taken aback by the sight of the large black carriage bearing a Royal crest on the side door awaiting us at the curb; four matched chestnut mares before it, the pair in front impatiently pawing the cobbled street. 

“Have a care, gentlemen!” William called to the liveried footmen who were busy securing our baggage into the boot at the rear of the coach. 

As we did not own such a grand conveyance, I cast a questioning gaze up at my husband. “In whose coach are we to travel, William?” 

“The Home Office insisted we are to appear quite official,” he replied in a low tone. “The decision I am to hand down at Marsden Moor must never be questioned, or challenged. As I am an official representative of the Crown means that at Marsden Moor my decision in the matter will forever stand.” Casting an appraising look at Paula’s backside as she walked a few steps ahead of us, he added, “I daresay Miss Woods also projects a pleasing and altogether, attractive image.” After a pause, he added, “Quiet clever of you to also deck her out in new finery. I daresay the State carriage does rather seal the image we three are forwarding of Royal consequence.”

“Indeed,” I murmured, although my thoughts were still fixed upon his remark regarding Paula, who did look lovely today in her new burgundy damask pelisse and a toque bonnet of the same burgundy colour with two white feathers floating atop it. She’d taken to wearing her long dark hair pulled back into a knot at the nape of her neck in much the same fashion I wore my blonde locks. Clearly, Paula did, indeed, project an attractive image. However, instead of dwelling upon the distressing direction my thoughts were headed, I said, “I hoped you would not mind the added expense of all new finery for Paula, as well as . . . for me.”

His lips twitched. “Whatever gewgaws you ladies fancy quite meets with my approval. By the by, you look especially lovely today, as ever, my dear.” His dark eyes slid towards me as he took in the stylish new ensemble I was wearing, a pretty blue-green damask pelisse and matching bonnet with a new reticule to match. I confess I had rather feared I might be doing it up a bit, but the day Paula and I visited the modiste, the seamtress had only just received a new shipment of lovely new fabrics and unique trimmings, and informed Paula and me that we were the first of her ladies to view them! Consequently, we could not resist choosing the finest silks and satins in the newest colours and patterns, which when made up into the latest styles were, indeed, quite stunning! We had both taken along drawings from the pages of my ladies magazines for her to copy and in my estimation Madame Fortesque had done a splendid job of outfitting us.

As our driver and two liveried footmen waited on the street, William stepped to the rear of the coach to issue further instructions to one of the footmen whilst the other one handed first me, and then Paula into our luxurious carriage. We were both impressed by the grandeur of the coach, with its soft green leather squabs, cushioned side-doors and ceiling, and even pink silk flowers peeking from the pair of crystal vases on either side of the interior. Paula and I exchanged appraising looks as we climbed aboard. We both agreed that we’d never before traveled in such luxury. In moments, William folded up his tall, masculine frame onto the leather bench opposite us; we ladies seated side-by-side across from him, all of us, I expect, a trifle a-tremble. 

“Well then, ladies,” William gingerly removed his tall black beaver hat, and placed it on the bench beside him. “We are off for Marsden Moor! In grand style, I might add.” To which, Paula and I both heartily agreed as we all settled back to enjoy an especially comfortable ride. 

Our drive through the heart of London as we headed for the Great North Road out of town proved interesting. Along the way very nearly every person we passed on the street and the crowded flagway running alongside it, turned to watch and stare as we drove past; all of them, no doubt, wondering what famous personages were seated within the fine coach and where it might be headed so early on this crisp Spring morning.

“I daresay we are turning heads,” Paula leant in to whisper to me.

Across from us, I noted my husband’s lips twitching. “Best get accustomed to causing a stir, ladies.” Although his eyes did not leave the pages he’d already commenced to study, he added, “I rather expect the gentlemen at Marsden Moor will be as enchanted by you two lovely ladies as our London townfolk are; even more so given that they will be looking directly into your pretty faces rather than attempting to get a glimpse of you through the darkened window of a speeding coach on the street.”

“Thank you for the flattering compliment, William,” I replied primly. “But, it is my hope that before we arrive at our destination you will inform both of us as to exactly what it is you are to do, or to unravel, at Castle Longley. I, for one, am most curious, and I expect Paula is, as well.” I glanced her way. “Are you not curious as to exactly why we are making this sojourn to the Yorkshire Moorland, Paula?”

Though her dark eyes widened, her reply was simply a tight nod. 

Said my husband, “Very well, ladies.” He laid aside the sheaf of papers he’d been studying. “Since it is imperative that you two will also need to keep your guard up and your wits about you, allow me to explain the reason for our journey, and why the . . . shall we say, subterfuge.”

“Subterfuge?” I parroted. “Keep our guard up? William, you specifically told me there would be no danger for either of us at Marsden Moor! You have repeatedly said that I was to view this as a . . . a holiday, or a . . . pleasure jaunt! Now you declare that we must be on our guard? Exactly what, pray tell, are we to be . . . on our guard against?”

Choosing to ignore the concern in my tone, his lordship merely began, “My dears, it has been my experience that gentleman the world over enjoy speaking with . . . beautiful women. Take, you, Miss Woods . . .” 

That my husband chose to address my companion first caused the modicum of annoyance that had previously surfaced within me to escalate. He had all but told Paula that she looked beautiful! I attempted to put down the prick of jealousy I felt. Although, to be fair, his subsequent remark did explain why he had addressed her first. 

“Not being a married woman, Miss Woods, you will likely receive, perhaps, more attention than you might desire. For that reason, and for several others that I will soon address, I daresay it does not surprise me that both of you might be wondering why we are making this journey. Since we’ve the leisure now to fully discuss the matter, I shall take this opportunity to explain how the facts of this, shall we say, somewhat extraordinary situation, will personally affect the pair of you and I daresay, the eventual well-being of all of us.”

I felt my nostrils flare. “William, everything you are saying now makes me doubt your sincerity in declaring to me that we shall be confronted with no danger whatsoever at Marsden Moor. What exactly have you neglected to tell me, or have elected to withhold from us?”

Rather than answer, he simply held up a hand and with the other, reached for one pile of the papers stacked on the bench beside him. “I quite understand your concern, my dear,” he began, yet still did not vary his calm tone. “The more deeply I get into these reports, the more it appears it is imperative that all of us, not just me, must be on our guard at all times.”

My lips thinned as again I felt my nostrils flare. My toe commenced to tap with irritation upon the floorboards of the coach, but since it was covered with thick carpet, the action did not have the desired effect, so I had no choice but to rein in my ire though I could not resist saying, “I suppose to turn around and deliver Paula and me straight back to Brook Street is out of the question?”

At last my concern seemed to register with him. “Pray, do be patient, Juliette,” he said, although to his credit, his tone did not sound irritable. “The crux of the matter is that there will be, as I said, a number, eight or ten at last count, of gentlemen also present at the Castle. I suppose several more could appear and declare their right to also be in the running; at any rate, I can tell you that they are all gathering for the purpose of proving to me and convincing the duke, that they and no other, are the true and rightful heir to the immense fortune that will be left upon the death of the now quite grievously ill, Duke of Longley. To say truth, the older gentleman’s estate is . . .” his dark head shook, “virtually incalculable; in fact, the deeper I get into the report, it appears his wealth is literally beyond measure. The man has holdings throughout England and the continent . . . in France, Germany, and from what I can ascertain, even as far abroad as Russia. Lord Longley is, indeed, one of the wealthiest men in England, if not the entire world.” 

Paula and I exchanged surprised looks. Said I, “Surely a man as wealthy as he . . . possesses heirs? Quite a number of them, I should think.” I confess I was growing more confused by the minute, and still did not know why we were traveling to this seemingly remote part of England. 

“One would think,” William agreed on a shrug. “Actually one would assume that he does, indeed, possesses heirs and a good many spares. Which is why I, as a representative of the Crown, have been dispatched to determine exactly who is the rightful heir to the duke’s immense fortune. He, himself, has sworn that, to his knowledge, he has fathered no children. But . . . it appears there are at least two gentlemen who claim to be his firstborn and as such are first in line to inherit. It is up to me to determine which of them is forwarding the truth, and which gentleman’s documents are genuine and can and will indisputably support and therefore, prove the gentleman’s claim. Or, which does not.”

William continued to speak on the matter a good bit longer but in the end, concluded that by declaring that if a true heir does not exist, or cannot be proven to exist, then the entire fortune will legally revert to the Crown. Which is why he, as the royal emissary of King George IV, had been assigned to officially represent said Crown, and why his word would therefore stand as law.

“So,” he glanced up, “there it is, ladies. We must be on our guard, lest it be determined that to do away with one, or all of us, would prove advantageous to one, or more . . . of them.”  
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CHAPTER 3 / Nearer To Marsden Moor . . . 
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On the fourth day of our journey, the landscape began to look less and less like the grassy hills and valleys of the England with which we were all familiar and more and more like a barren wasteland that neither Paula nor I had ever before beheld. We began to exchange curious looks as we both silently pointed out one or more oddity to each another whilst across from us William was either still deeply engrossed in his work or . . . napping. 

Eventually Paula and I also set aside the magazines I’d brought along in favor of closing our eyes to drowse in an effort to simply make the hours of the long dull days of our journey, pass more quickly. On those occasions when I noticed William indulging in a snooze, I tried not to wake him, since I knew that once we arrived, he would have no choice but to remain alert and vigilant as he observed and interrogated the gentlemen who had gathered there, and perhaps also their wives (if the men brought them along) in an effort to determine which gentleman presented the most believable case declaring that he was, in fact, the true, legal and in fact, only heir to the Duke of Longley’s immense fortune. 

It was late afternoon on the day we arrived at the castle. Upon catching sight of it, I thought it must have been carved from a single, massive block of stone with long narrow slits for windows pricked here and there within the thick stone walls. Drawing closer to the mammoth structure, my impression did not alter, not even after our coach had lumbered up a steep rocky incline and circled round to the area that served as the castle’s entrance, despite no impressive portico or other such protrusion with which to differentiate the front of the castle from the rear. 

“I daresay Castle Longley is not at all what I expected,” I remarked to my husband as he handed me, and then, Paula to the ground. 

“What did you expect, my dear? Something out of a child’s fairy tale?” he grinned. “From what I have learnt about the old duke, he is a dedicated recluse, therefore I expect the austerity of the castle and the landscape hereabouts suits his taste, and needs, quite well.” 

Escorting Paula and me to the un-impressive entryway of the mammoth structure, he added, “Without a woman to pretty up the place, I assume it never occurred to him to alter a single thing about these austere surroundings.” 

The pair of footmen who’d made the journey with us were busy unloading our baggage onto the dirt path that constituted the drive and afterward William handed us over to a silent maid, who after answering William’s rap at the door merely nodded before setting out to lead us deeper into, or up, into the huge structure. I leant to whisper to Paula. “It appears his lordship has also not spent so much as a farthing on furnishing his home.” She and I both gazed about at the very nearly empty, though quite cavernous, foyer. Apart from a weathered old sideboard with naught but a brace of unlit candles atop it, the spacious area was decidedly bare.

“Does he not employ a butler?” Paula asked, also gazing about and apparently thinking it odd that naught but a mere housemaid had appeared at the door after William had caused somewhat of a ruckus abusing the knocker upon the thick double-wide entryway into the castle

Shrugging, I gazed upward as we walked across the vast expanse of foyer and was more than a trifle astonished to note that the enormous open area above our heads rose all the way to the sky! I nudged Paula to point out the unusual sight to her. As the hour was growing late, the sun had already begun to wane and only a single bright shaft of daylight now poured in through the wide, although I hoped, not open transom, providing the only light now visible within the foyer. Along the farther walls of the building, narrow corridors indicated the presence of upper floors. I did not count the levels, but my quick gaze estimated three in this section, although I was aware that another edifice, one far taller than this one, also rose up beyond where this section of the centuries old castle stood. 

“I wonder if anyone has ever fallen from a railing and the fall was not broken until he, or she, landed face-down in the foyer?” I murmured.

Grinning, Paula’s gaze followed mine. “If so, I rather doubt they lived to tell of it. The floor here feels rock-solid to me.” She and I both grimaced, and when we heard what sounded like a squeak coming from the dark-clad woman ahead of us, we exchanged curious looks. Had the woman overheard our remarks and found them . . . amusing?

Nothing further was said until after we’d climbed up a narrow curved stone staircase and finally emerged two, or perhaps three, floors up. Once we stepped onto the corridor there, I made a point of looking down from the waist-high railing on this level onto the foyer the same instant that William, followed by both of our footmen, each loaded down with our bags, stepped into the castle from the drive.
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