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        Late October, 1940


      


      


      When we alighted from the train in Lancaster, I found a porter to handle our luggage while Adam had all he could manage to get off the train and cross the platform on his canes. Everyone, including the doctors and Adam, had told me not to make a big deal of it or help him in any way. It was hard, but I was trying.


      Rosalie Billingsthorpe, our hostess and my friend from my days at Bletchley, had said she was sending her chauffeur to pick us up at the station. I breathed a great sigh of relief when I saw him come toward us in his livery. “Mrs. Redmond? Captain Redmond?”


      “Yes.” I gave him a smile. “It’s Miles, isn’t it? The porter has our luggage.”


      Miles and the porter nodded to each other. I felt certain the porter was familiar with the earl’s automobile.


      “Can I help, sir?” Miles asked Adam.


      “Just lead the way. I can make it.” He managed, just, not to grumble. The trip had taken us all day. Between the dust and fatigue, I was barely staying civil myself.


      Rail travel more than a year into the war was slow, crowded, and smoky from decrepit engines and carriages being kept in service far too long with too little maintenance.


      Fortunately, Miles had parked the big, black car close to the entrance and I was glad to get inside, letting him sort out the luggage. Adam had already developed the knack of getting in and out of cars with his canes and once inside, he collapsed onto the back seat next to me.


      I gave him an encouraging smile. After the first terrifying days when I hadn’t wanted to leave his side in the hospital, there wasn’t much else I could do.


      With luggage in the boot and in the front by Miles, we took off through the darkening streets of the city and into the countryside. Adam looked around for a couple of minutes and then let his head roll back against the smooth leather seat, shutting his eyes.


      Again, I wondered if this trip was too much for him physically. German bombing in London had begun more than a month before, causing incredible damage. I’d accepted Rosalie’s offer because Adam needed rest to regain his strength and there was plenty of room around her mansion for him to walk in an effort to practice moving on damaged legs. Plenty of peace and quiet for healing.


      Her husband, Thorpe, Earl of Briarcliffe, had been in a wheeled chair for about five years since a skiing accident robbed him of the use of his legs. It would be interesting to see how his relationship with my wounded Adam developed. I hoped it wouldn’t be fraught with difficulties.


      Adam had at least the hope of improvement.


      There was less traffic out than the last time I’d ridden along these lanes with Rosalie, and compared to our train journey, it wasn’t long before we reached their home. Miles pulled up out front and opened the back door of the car for us, standing with one arm positioned so we could brace ourselves on him to get out or not, depending on our wish. I wasn’t too proud. I was glad of the help. Adam struggled out alone.


      “I’ll see to the luggage,” Miles said.


      “Thank you,” I told him.


      A maid opened the door, light spilling into the gloom, and we slowly entered the massive two-story front hall. Two steps in, Adam stopped and stared all around him. Paneling, shields, swords, even a suit of armor. It gave me the feeling that none of this had changed in hundreds of years.


      Rosalie and Thorpe, with Thorpe’s aide and valet Cummings pushing the wheeled chair, appeared at the far end of the hall. Adam didn’t seem to notice them. After looking around him for a few moments, he uttered a single word. “Amazing.”


      “I’m glad you like it,” Thorpe said, being rolled forward. Glancing at the canes, he said, “I’ll wait to shake hands until we’re both seated.”


      “I’m glad to meet your lordship,” Adam said. “Livvy has spoken highly of you. Well, both of you.”


      “You’re all she’s ever talked about with us. I’m glad to see you back on English soil, Major.” When Adam shot a look at me that said I shouldn’t be boasting, Thorpe quickly added, “I’m familiar with the insignia. Congratulations on a well-deserved promotion.”


      “You both look exhausted from your journey. Would you care for tea before you go up to see your room? We have a lift installed for Thorpe. You’re welcome to use it, Major, unless you’re required to climb so many steps a day,” Rosalie said.


      Adam looked relieved. “That’s very kind, your ladyship.”


      “Rosalie, please.”


      He nodded. “Adam.”


      “And I’m Thorpe,” the earl said. “Now, Rosalie, if you’ll lead the way?”


      We went into the large but surprisingly cozy drawing room done in blues and yellow. I noticed Thorpe’s lap rug, a new one no doubt knitted by Rosalie, was in the same shades with the addition of gray and cream.


      “Adam, I think you’ll find this chair to be the most comfortable,” Rosalie said of a brown leather-covered, well-stuffed arm chair that sat a little higher than the others. There was a side table next to it for setting teacups or small plates and a spot between them to tuck Adam’s canes.


      Our hostess had given a lot of thought to our visit.


      Thorpe wheeled his chair to the other side of the table from Adam and the two of them began conversing as if they were old friends. After everyone was served, Rosalie sat next to me on the sofa.


      “You gave this a great deal of thought,” I told her. “Thank you.”


      “It becomes habit after a while, to look at things from the point of view of those who can’t get around as well. And besides, your invitation this weekend was not altruistic.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “When I got this time off from Bletchley, I thought I could just spend some quiet time with Thorpe. However, he mentioned to a neighbor that I’d be home for a while. This neighbor, the Earl of Silverthorn, is an old man who has been kindness itself to Thorpe.”


      “And he’s coming over here?”


      “No. He’s quite elderly and doesn’t go out much anymore. However, he has a problem and he’s dumping it on us.” She made a face.


      “His heir is the Viscount Norrington, an obnoxious prat who normally lives in London. With the bombing, he’s decided he needs to come out here for the shooting season.”


      “Hasn’t he heard there’s enough shooting in Europe to make the idea of a shooting season absurd?” I asked, aghast at this insensitive fool.


      “For the safety of our troops, the fathead has a desk job in the Ministry of Information.”


      “He’s a censor?” I asked, still aghast.


      “Well, he mustn’t do much censoring, since he’s invited a battalion of his friends and relatives here this weekend for shooting.”


      “He’s invited them to your house?” I was growing more amazed by the moment.


      Rosalie and I exchanged a look. “He invited them to Silverthorn’s, but the old man has shut off most of the house and only keeps two servants, an old married couple. Silverthorn said they can shoot on his land but asked if we could put them up.”


      “Oh, dear.” The Billingsthorpes didn’t entertain much or keep a large staff. “Am I an extra maid for the weekend?”


      “No. What you are is an excuse. You and Adam. Right now, Thorpe is probably impressing on Adam how it would be a great favor to him if Adam were to say he can’t shoot or walk out with them. Then Thorpe will have to stay back with Adam, which is exactly what he wants to do. Then you and I can stay back too, but we’ll have to entertain any women who don’t want to go out with the men.” She looked at me with a guilty face. “Sorry.”


      “You have nothing to be sorry about. The viscount sounds horrid.”


      “He is, rather. And there’s no point in telling him no. He simply doesn’t listen to anyone.”


      “In other words, he’s a bully,” I said. I turned to look at our host when I heard Thorpe laugh. He had heard me.


      “He’s a self-serving, maniacal, pompous ass, but ‘bully’ covers it quite nicely,” he said. “Don’t, whatever you do, give in to him or go along with him. Once you do, you’re lost forever. I’m living proof.”


      Thorpe was a genuinely nice man. This bully I was hearing about could have easily used his good nature against him.


      “Perhaps this isn’t a good idea,” Adam said, setting down his teacup. “I’m in enough pain that I can be quite rude.”


      “Just what Norrington needs,” Rosalie said.


      “Who is coming?” I asked. “I don’t want to be rude to the wrong person.”


      “Oh, there won’t be any trouble with that. He’s the only one who will immediately introduce himself as Viscount Norrington, as if you should kiss his ring,” Thorpe said.


      “There is also a cousin of his from the wrong side of the blanket. A few generations back, though, and Northcott is a perfectly respectable banker. They look a bit alike, but Northcott is darker and more wholesome looking,” Rosalie added.


      “Is he also obnoxious?” I asked.


      “Oh, no. In temperament, they are night and day. In fact, the rest of the group staying here are delightful. You’ll enjoy meeting them. Particularly the Northcotts and the Larimers. We know them, and they are jolly.”


      “If his friends are so nice, then this Norrington can’t be too bad,” I said.


      “He surrounds himself with nice people as they are easier to bully. The people here this weekend aren’t so much friends of Norrington as victims,” Rosalie said.


      I determined then that I would not be a victim of this odious man. Adam’s expression said much the same, mixed with a desire to let his pain and frustration loose on somebody deserving.
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        * * *


      


      After tea, I left Adam in our room sleeping the sleep of the utterly exhausted while I went downstairs. Partly because I wanted to talk to Rosalie on her own to learn if I could do anything to help her out this weekend. And partly because Adam hadn’t had a moment completely on his own since before the shooting in France that had left him hobbling.


      There was no one in the main hallway nor in the blue and yellow drawing room. I continued on to the morning room, decorated in yellow and sunny and warm even on the bleakest of days due to its south-facing position.


      As I pushed open the door, I heard “Oh!” I stuck my head around the massive, dark-paneled door and found a chunky woman in perhaps her late forties wearing a tweed suit and looking at me as if she’d seen a ghost. She was leaning on a delicate-looking sideboard and must have been peering at her face in the mirror above.


      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you,” I said.


      “No, no. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be in here.” She shoved something in her pocket. A letter, perhaps, or a note of some kind?


      “Why not? I’m sure Rosalie wouldn’t mind.” She would mind if this unknown woman was stuffing a letter of Rosalie’s in her pocket.


      “You’re not Rosalie?” she asked, appearing baffled.


      “No. Livvy Redmond.” I walked forward, holding out my hand. “And you are?”


      “Betsy Oswald.” She grabbed hold of my hand with a painful grip.


      “Is your husband here for the shooting?”


      “The what?” She looked momentarily confused.


      “Hunting pheasants.”


      “Oh. Yes. Yes.”


      What had she been thinking of when I said “shooting”? “Is your husband an avid hunter?”


      “No. Only when the viscount says they must.” She gave me a smile that looked as feeble as her handshake was athletically strong. A smile that said she wanted to disappear.


      What was going on here?


      “Would you care for some tea, Mrs. Oswald?” I asked, gesturing at two overstuffed chairs on either side of the unlit fire. “I don’t think Rosalie will mind if we ring for tea to be brought to us here.”


      “Where is the countess?” She looked around as if she expected Rosalie to materialize at any moment.


      “I don’t know. I suspect she is spending some time alone with the earl. She works for the government, so she’s away from him for weeks at a time.”


      “Oh. Yes. I expect you’re right.” Betsy Oswald was still glancing around as if she was afraid she’d been caught committing some crime.


      I wondered what was on that paper. “What’s the matter, Mrs. Oswald? You seem frightened.”


      At a distance, I could hear men’s voices.


      “Drat. It’s the viscount.” Mrs. Oswald fled past me out of the room.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            
Chapter Two



          


        


      


    


    

      By the time I reached the main hallway, Mrs. Oswald had disappeared. I had no idea where. I could hear men’s voices coming closer, loud, boisterous, hectoring. I headed for the stairs.


      I was at the bottom of the sweeping, red-carpeted staircase when six men came into view. I wondered which one was Mr. Oswald.


      “Who are you?” one of the men demanded.


      I wondered if this was the odious viscount. I had expected this bully to be young and dressed in the height of fashion. But all six men were middle-aged and wearing tweed. “Why do you want to know?”


      Then I realized one of the other men was bleeding from several spots on or around his ear. “Good heavens. You’ve been shot.”


      The man I addressed gave me a smile that was at least half-grimace. “I’m afraid so.” He was dark haired, dark eyed, and handsome despite being splattered with his own blood.


      At that moment, Rosalie rushed into the hallway and put an arm around his back. “Robert. Oh, dear lord. You’ve been shot. We must get you cleaned and bandaged up. Did it hurt your eye? Should I call Dr. Hamelstein?”


      The man I thought was the viscount snorted.


      The man called Robert said, “My eyes are fine. Yes, let’s get me cleaned up and bandaged. Do you mind?”


      “Not at all. We’ll take the lift up.” Rosalie urged the injured man into the lift with her and shut the door on the rest of us, leaving me with five tweed-suited men, including the presumed viscount.


      “Billingsthorpe didn’t tell me anyone not in our party would be here this weekend.” His tone said Thorpe and I were guilty in equal measure. The man I suspected of being the viscount was chunky, fair-haired, and his voice was set to echo in every corner of the manor house.


      “He must have had his reasons.” I marched up the stairs.


      “Come back here,” rang out below me.


      I ignored him.
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        * * *


      


      Adam, freshly awakened from his nap, laughed when I gave him a comic reenactment of my run-in downstairs without mentioning the shooting. “I’ll bet he’s the viscount, too. Good for you.”


      “I hope it wasn’t anyone else,” I said, thinking of how bad my manners had been. “The Billingsthorpes wouldn’t have two odious people here on the same weekend, would they?”


      “If they do, we’re leaving.” Adam didn’t sound as if he were joking.


      “Poor old thing, I was hoping this would be a holiday for you. Fresh air, good cooking—”


      “Not eating your cooking. Well, there is that.” He tried to hide his smile.


      I gave him a quelling look. My cooking skill, or lack of it, was an embarrassment for any bride without a cook. Ignoring his comment, I continued. “—plenty of room to walk, outdoor benches in the gardens, this was meant to be a rest.” One that didn’t involve anything that would remind him of being shot, such as what had happened to poor Robert.


      “It will be. Anything I don’t want to do, I’ll just blame it on the doctors.” He took my hand. “It will be wonderful. You’ll see. Thank you, darling.”


      “I’m sure it will be. But if it’s not, you have only to say the word and we’ll go back to London.” I wanted him to know it was his decision.


      “And the bombing.” He made a face. Spending nights in the shelter in the basement of our building would destroy any progress he’d made toward health or mobility.


      There was a tap on the door. I opened it to find Rosalie. “Everything to your liking?”


      “It’s perfect,” I said. Our room was decorated in lavender and aqua, not a combination I would have thought of, but Rosalie had a wonderful eye for color and shading. It was spacious and faced south, giving us a marvelous view of rust-colored trees in the distance.


      There were two chairs and a tiny table by the window, and an electric fire on the hearth, cheerfully glowing. The room had en suite facilities, a luxury, with plum-colored walls. “You’ve thought of everything.”


      “The bed is very comfortable. I had the best sleep I’ve had since I left for the continent,” Adam called out.


      “I’m so glad. And you found the lift all right?”


      “Yes. Right outside the door. I shall think I’ve been declared visiting royalty,” Adam told her and grinned.


      “You are royalty come to call. You’re Livvy’s husband,” Rosalie said with a laugh and a cheery, “Dinner’s at eight. Do you want to wear dress uniform or civilian evening dress?”


      “Civilian. I’ve seen nothing but uniforms for months now.”


      “Good. If Norrington tells you otherwise, tell him you outrank him.”


      “I don’t, do I?” Adam said, slumping.


      “It doesn’t seem fair. He does all his fighting in a sitting position.” Rosalie laughed and said, “See you at eight.”


      I shut the door and came back to where Adam was sitting. “He sounds as if he’s a weasel,” he grumbled.


      “Just ignore him. He won’t know what to make of it.”


      We were dressed and had left the room at a few minutes to eight when we met up with Thorpe and Rosalie. We sent the men down on the slow-moving lift while Rosalie and I walked down the stairs. “How’s the man who was wounded?” I asked.


      “Stung with minor cuts. Fortunately, it was at a good distance and at an angle to where Robert was standing. I can’t understand it myself. They’re all good shots. It was such a foolish mistake.”


      “Who shot him?”


      At the bottom, Rosalie shrugged as she was approached by one of her staff, and she sent me in to the formal drawing room alone.


      I walked in and was greeted with, “There you are.” The loud, chubby man walked up to me and grabbed my arm above the wrist. “When I tell you to come back, I expect you to return.”


      I’d met Nazis who were much better at intimidation. And had better manners. “Remove your hand, sir.”


      I was aware of several pairs of eyes staring at us from around the room, but none of the men said a word. Was this normal behavior for this man?


      He let go, but he stood intimidatingly close. “I expect an answer when I ask you a question.”


      “I haven’t heard you ask a question.” With a little maneuver that wasn’t quite backing up, I turned and walked away from the man.


      “Who are you?” he demanded.


      “I’ll introduce you, shall I?” Rosalie said as she hurried over to me. “Livvy, this is Viscount Norrington. Viscount, this is Mrs. Redmond.”


      “Has your husband come to shoot, Mrs. Redmond?” he asked in a socially normal tone.


      “I think he had enough of that in France,” I told him, my tone still icy.


      “At Dunkirk, was he?” the viscount asked.


      “Everywhere but,” I replied. I’d let Adam tell them anything he wanted to and could without breaking the rules. The viscount was with the Ministry of Information. He might try to get Adam to say something so the viscount could then get him into trouble.


      “Oh?” the viscount asked.


      I ignored him, instead asking Rosalie to introduce me to some of the guests. She introduced me to Valerie Northcott, who she explained was married to a distant cousin of the viscount. I quickly learned the viscountess was not there and was unlikely to be found within a mile of her husband.


      Valerie Northcott lived in Lancaster, where her husband managed the largest bank in town. They had three school-aged children, two boys and a girl, and they both enjoyed singing in the church choir.


      They visited the Earl of Silverthorn at intervals, being distantly related and liking the old man. Then Valerie and Rosalie went on to a discussion of how the old earl’s health was fading and wasn’t it a shame. From the looks they were shooting in Norrington’s direction, neither woman thought the viscount was the best person to succeed to the title of earl.


      The man who had been hit with birdshot came up to us and was introduced as Robert Northcott, Valerie’s husband. I saw a warm gaze pass between Rosalie and Robert and wondered if he was a relative or just grateful for getting his wounds bandaged up. Valerie looked past her husband, but I had no idea who or what she was looking for.


      “I haven’t thanked you for putting us up for this shooting party,” Mr. Northcott told Rosalie.


      “It’s always such a pleasure having you stay.”


      “I’m just grateful I get to take another look at the medieval armory.” He turned to me then and said, “I’m fascinated with the medieval weaponry and suits of armor that Thorpe keeps in his museum. Have you seen it? It’s a wonderful collection that I have to study every time I come here, and I always learn something.”


      “No, I’ve not seen it,” I told him.


      “I came down here a couple of weeks ago to visit the old earl and had a chance to study the suits of armor while I was here.”


      “How did you think he looked, Robert?” Rosalie asked.


      “I thought he looked all right. Has there been much change in the past two weeks?”


      “I just got home recently, but the Smiths seem to think he’s fading fast.”


      “That’s a shame. He’s a grand old man,” Robert told me.


      Another man I’d not noticed before came up to us. “Sorry I’m late. I was delayed at Silverthorn’s. How is everyone? Robert, you look as if you’ve been in the wars.”


      Before Robert Northcott could answer, the new man was sharing a smile with Valerie Northcott. “This is Daniel Perkins, our solicitor. Well, everyone’s solicitor around here,” Rosalie said.


      People were certainly friendly out here in the country.


      “Thorpe, how are you?” a male voice boomed out from across the room. I’d soon know Norrington’s voice anywhere.


      Thorpe wheeled into the room, followed by Adam on his canes. “Have you met Major Redmond? And that’s Mrs. Redmond.”


      “Yes, I’ve met your wife, Redmond. She says you don’t shoot.” He made it sound one step down from treason.


      “Viscount Norrington?” Adam asked.


      Thorpe did the introductions.


      “I’m afraid I’ve had enough of shooting for the moment,” Adam said. “Hardly seems to be sport if the birds aren’t shooting back.”


      I heard a couple of chuckles. Norrington huffed and walked off. Thorpe then wheeled around with Adam following to make introductions.


      Rosalie next introduced me to the Larimers. They appeared to be a rural couple, solid and capable. He was the solid squire of some village while running a large farm and she appeared capable of wrestling recalcitrant cows or whipping up five hundred jars of jam overnight for the women’s institute. Or possibly both.


      As soon as Rosalie left us for some other guests, I learned I was at least close to the mark. Larimer was also the magistrate for the district, and stroked his thick mustache while he listened to someone speak. They had a son’d who made it back from Dunkirk unscratched and a daughter who was expecting her first child with her RAF mechanic husband.


      And it turned out that Louise Larimer was another fan of Rosalie’s knitting. We had just started praising her work when Rosalie lined us up for dinner and marched us into the dining room.


      I had never seen the dining room set for a large dinner party before, since I had visited before when no one else was staying. The table was a mammoth expanse of shining dark wood, reflecting the light from the glittering chandelier and the wall sconces. I’d never seen the full silverware service set out for use or the rich cream and gold dishes in use that night. The napkins were starched and ironed to a smooth ivory perfection. The centerpiece, a large silver and china creation with animal figures on the sides and flowers on the top, was breathtaking. More than amazed, I was speechless.


      I was seated between Mr. Northcott and Mr. Oswald. For the soup course, a herb-flavored broth, I was supposed to converse with Mr. Oswald. He was a London-bred friend of the viscount who could talk about nothing other than shooting game, mostly by the viscount.


      Apparently, he heard his wife, the nervous creature I’d met before dressing for dinner, say something about shooting partridge and shouted across the table, “It’s pheasants, Betsy. Pheasants are in October. Get it right.”


      When he shouted, the entire table fell silent as everyone looked in his direction. Betsy Oswald turned red and made a sort of squeaking sound.


      Wanting to put her out of her misery, I said, “It hardly matters.”


      “How can you say that?” the viscount barked at me.


      “We’re at war. We have more important things to worry about. France has fallen. London is being bombed nightly. Not remembering which bird is being blown out of the sky is hardly the end of civilization,” I told him.


      Betsy Oswald looked pleased as she listened to me. Had she never heard a woman disagree with the viscount before?


      “But if we don’t keep up our traditions and customs, what will we have at the end of the war? Nothing,” Viscount Norrington said.


      “There are traditions. And then there are traditions. I think things such as trial by jury and free debate in Parliament are more important customs to preserve.”


      Two maids came in at that point to clear away the bowls and bring in the fish course. I breathed a sigh of relief as I turned to speak to my partner on the other side.


      “Mr. Northcott…”


      “Robert, please.”


      “I’m Livvy. Are you involved in the war effort?”


      “No. I had several bouts of pneumonia as a child and it’s left me with weak lungs. They sent me back to the bank to do my job and two others besides.”


      “That must keep you busy.”


      “I don’t mind. I understand you work for one of the London daily newspapers.”


      “Yes. I’m sorry you were wounded today.”


      “It doesn’t look too off-putting, does it? I don’t know where that low shot came from, but it didn’t leave any permanent damage. Not anything to worry about. Shall we talk about something else?” He caught the eye of Rosalie and smiled.


      She smiled back and then returned to what someone else was saying.


      We began a lively discussion of London newspapers and their coverage of museum exhibits that saw us through the end of the course. He said he’d been in London for a couple of days the week before last and hoped we weren’t finding the Blitz to be too difficult. I found I liked Robert Northcott.


      Then it was the game course and I was back with Mr. Oswald. “This is supposed to be a shooting party, but look around this table. So few of us will actually be shooting,” he said and stabbed a piece of rabbit with his fork.


      “Oh?”


      “Yes. Only six. Norrington, Northcott, Larimer, the reverend, Downing, and myself.”


      “I don’t believe I’ve met the reverend or Mr. Downing.” I glanced around for a clerical collar.


      “The Reverend Wilbur Shaw. The man with the shabby evening clothes by my wife. You’d never expect him to be the best shot, would you?”


      “No. Do you shoot with him frequently?”


      “Every chance I get to escape London and come out here to the countryside. Shaw always bags the most birds. Just as well, since his parish is a poor one, despite being ancient. A woman in the congregation cleans and dresses the birds for him, and then they split the meat. Suits them both well, I daresay.”


      “Who cleans and dresses the birds you shoot?”


      “I give some of them to Shaw and some to Thorpe’s cook. Not something I can take back to London, is it?”


      “I imagine it would be difficult.” I imagined anything to do with cooking to be difficult. I had finally mastered omelets and boiling potatoes and was making progress on chops and toast. Dressing fowl was not high on my list of things to learn.


      Thank goodness Adam didn’t shoot birds.


      “And Mr. Downing?” I asked.


      “Didn’t know him before this weekend. Decent enough chap. Must be a friend of the viscount’s from out here. What do you think of the Blitz?” he added.


      “It’s horrible.”


      “It’s a terrible nuisance, that’s what it is,” Oswald proclaimed. “The Germans need to make up their minds. Take over Britain or forget it and return home.”


      I couldn’t wait until the next course so I wouldn’t have to talk to this dreadful man.


      At that moment, Cummings, Thorpe’s valet, came into the dining room and whispered in Thorpe’s ear.


      Thorpe gave him a sharp look and said to the table at large, “Silverthorn has had some sort of attack. The doctor asks, if you are going to shoot on his lands, to stay far away from the house so you don’t disturb him. And he says, Norrington, you may want to go over there tonight.”


      “I’ll go over after breakfast on my way to the shoot. I’m certain my uncle will be fine.”


      “The doctor seems to think it is serious,” Thorpe said. “You might—”


      “Nonsense. He’ll be fine. What I want to see are those magnificent weapons in your armory after dinner.” Norrington didn’t voice it as a request.


      I saw the look of dismay on Thorpe’s face as he glanced at Rosalie, and her expression of disgust.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            
Chapter Three



          


        


      


    


    

      At Norrington’s insistence, after dinner we formed a large group and headed to the old wing of the manor. I’d never been there before, and Rosalie, as she walked down the hall next to me, told me I’d find it both cold and boring.


      She was right about the cold. While the rest of the manor had been modernized over the centuries, the original section, the old wing, was still unheated and the stone walls and floors were still visible. In my green evening gown with bare arms above my long gloves and bare upper chest and back, I was freezing, and my gauzy shawl did nothing to help.


      Worse, the only lighting was lanterns, making the suits of armor come alive and the large weapons look even more menacing. There was enough height to the building and double rows of narrow windows to show where there had once been a second floor but had been removed, so I could see the whole way to the roof. Or would have, if the lantern light wasn’t swallowed up in the gloomy, oppressive darkness above our heads.


      “We keep meaning to add wiring and lights, but there’s always something that is needed more,” Rosalie murmured.


      There were several high-ceilinged rooms, divided by one-story-high stone walls with doorways but no doors. These rooms were set up in this wing as if it were a museum, and we wandered from one area to another staring at the displays set up on stands or in glassed-in cases, each more lethal looking than the one before.


      I could hear Thorpe and Robert Northcott ahead of us talking about some of the displays with a knowledge of era and design that marked them both out as historians.


      “I say, Thorpe,” Norrington said, “but these weapons give me an idea. How about if we have a fancy-dress dinner one night this weekend? Medieval costumes are easy enough to do. You do still have a dressing-up box in the attic? It seems as if all these old houses do.”


      “I was hoping this weekend would be quiet. You’d go over to Silverthorn to shoot and come back here for meals and a good night’s sleep. Nothing formal. Nothing too jolly,” Thorpe said.


      “Oh, it would just be one evening.”


      “Norrington, when you take over Silverthorn, you can have all the fancy-dress dos you want. I’m not feeling up to it right now. Hope you don’t mind,” Thorpe said.


      “That is a good idea, Viscount,” the Reverend Shaw said. “I have to come up with a theme for a pageant for the school around Guy Fawkes Day, and the Gunpowder Plot is getting a little old. Perhaps a medieval tournament with broomstick horses. Yes.” The vicar wandered off, lost in thought.


      “Better than rifles and cannons. You have to get close to your enemy with these weapons,” Adam muttered from next to me as he studied some nasty-looking pieces of fancy metalwork. “No chance of a sneak attack.”


      I felt certain he was thinking of the Nazi sniper he’d never seen who’d hit his legs from some distant point. “I think they’d get heavy quickly. That should shorten the battle,” I replied.


      “And the blood loss must have been horrific,” Adam said, staring at one large metal ball on a handle with long spikes sticking out of it.


      “That’s a medieval mace with spikes. A very effective club,” the viscount pointed out as if we’d asked. Or were interested. “You hold the handle end there,” he gestured, “and swing it around. No one is going to get in your way.”


      “Back when hand-to-hand combat was possible,” Adam said.


      “When warfare was glorious,” Norrington replied.


      “It was never glorious,” Adam snapped and hobbled off on his canes.


      I started to follow him, but then I heard Norrington behind me say, “No wonder France was lost if our army has no more pride than that.”


      I was glad Adam had enough self-control not to strike out in anger. Especially with all these lethal weapons around.


      In the light of a lantern, I saw Rosalie’s eyes widen. She walked up to Adam and said, “Perhaps you’d care to see this suit of armor. The design worked into the metal is quite splendid.”


      She led him off as Mr. Larimer walked over to the viscount. In his magistrate voice, he said, “Never been in combat, have you, Norrington? My war was more than twenty years ago, but I can still imagine what that chap has been up against. They all deserve our respect.”


      “They lost the battle and now they’re going to lose the war!” The viscount’s tone dripped with anger.


      “It’s not lost yet!” Larimer snapped back at him and stalked off.


      I wanted to applaud Larimer, but I knew that wouldn’t help keep the weekend peaceful or make the Billingsthorpes thankful they’d invited Adam and me.


      I walked into the next room along with the rest of the guests, leaving Norrington behind. One of the shooters walked along beside me. “Henry Downing,” he said.


      “Livvy Redmond. Are you from around here?”


      “Oh, no. I’m part of the London contingent. You?”


      “London.”


      “I think Briarcliffe Hall is fabulous.” He looked around. “I’m sure none of my neighbors have anything such as this in their homes.”


      “Thank goodness.”


      He smiled then, and as I returned the smile, I realized I’d never be able to describe him. Average height, average size, average coloring. He had lovely manners, but that was hardly a description.


      And then I wondered why I felt the need to describe him.


      Adam, balancing on one cane, tried to take off the helmet of one of the suits of armor. Robert Northcott hurried over. “Let me help you. This stuff is old and fragile, and if you twist it that way, it’ll likely… And you might fall and get hurt.” He slipped the helmet off and held it with one hand inside the top of the helmet so Adam could examine it.


      “Thank you. I don’t want to knock anything over,” Adam said, giving Northcott a nod after examining the helmet for a minute.


      Northcott gingerly put the helmet back on the suit of armor.


      We didn’t stay in the old wing of the manor for long before the Billingsthorpes led the way in a sort of loop through the rooms back toward the exit. The Northcotts, the Larimers, Betsy Oswald, the solicitor Perkins, Adam, and I followed our hosts back to the main part of the house in a group. Robert Northcott glanced back at the entrance to the old wing longingly before going on, while the rest of us scurried out.


      The Northcotts and the Larimers sat down to a game of bridge. Thorpe and Adam began a chess match. Perkins announced he was staying at the pub in the village, the Hound and Dame, thanked our hostess for dinner, said he was glad there was a moon to walk down the hill by, and said good night. That left Rosalie and me to entertain Betsy Oswald.


      Rosalie asked her if she wanted a sherry or a brandy.


      “Oh, no,” was Betsy’s reply. “George wouldn’t approve.”


      “Tea, then?” Rosalie asked, and Betsy dithered before deciding he wouldn’t mind that.


      I looked at Rosalie, shrugged, and said I’d prefer tea also.


      Even fueled by tea, Betsy didn’t add much to the conversation, so Rosalie and I found ourselves making small talk of the most innocuous sort.


      “One of our tenants was talking with one of the Duke of Marshburn’s tenants and he said the duchess is in residence here. Has been for more than a week,” Rosalie said after we’d exhausted the topics of the weather, rationing, and how gloomy the blackout was at that time of year with short days and long nights.


      “I thought they didn’t get on,” I said. When I’d met the duchess before the war, she’d made it quite clear she couldn’t stand her husband.


      “They don’t. I suppose the duchess came here because the duke wouldn’t. That doesn’t spare me from calling on her. Would you care to come with me tomorrow?”


      “If you’d like me to, of course.” Rosalie had been so nice. How could I say no?


      “I appreciate it.” Rosalie’s expression told me how much she dreaded the meeting.


      “I met the duchess once while I was doing a piece for the newspaper on her daughter and her upcoming wedding. She won’t remember me,” I added.


      “If we’re lucky, we can walk over and drop off our cards without actually having to talk to her,” Rosalie said with a smile. Apparently, she wasn’t impressed with the horse-faced woman, either.


      When the last men returned from a study of the medieval battle implements, George Oswald decided to turn in immediately, and Betsy Oswald gulped her tea and hurried off with her husband. The Reverend Shaw thanked Rosalie as he put his bicycle clip on his trouser leg and headed out to ride down the hill to the vicarage.


      Norrington ordered a brandy as if he were at his club and then sat down on a chair by the fire, adding, “Do you want one, Downing?”


      “If the earl offers,” Downing replied. I noticed then his accent was very ordinary southern England, too.


      “Help yourself if you want,” Thorpe said with a small smile for Downing.


      “Thank you, your lordship.”


      “Thorpe, please.”


      “Thank you, Thorpe.” Downing gave him a small smile with his nod.


      Not long after that, Adam asked Thorpe if they could finish their game in the morning. I could tell by the set of his shoulders that he was tired and in pain. I set down my teacup, nodded to Rosalie, and rose to join Adam.


      I saw him to the lift and then walked over to the staircase. My last view through the doorway was of the bridge players rising from the table and Rosalie joining her husband.
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        * * *


      


      Noises kept waking me during the night. There was enough moonlight when I opened my eyes that I could see the outline of the furniture in the room.


      I rose carefully so not to disturb Adam and walked over to the window. I pushed aside some of the drapery and looked out. Below, I could see the drive and the path heading directly toward the village. Hurrying along the path was a woman. I couldn’t tell who she was, bundled up in her coat and hat, but she’d definitely come from the direction of the front door of the hall.


      Just before she stepped out of sight beneath some trees, I saw a figure step out to greet her. Their two shadows melted into one and vanished.


      I waited, but no one came into my section of the lawn, either coming or going. I gave up and went back to bed.


      As I carefully climbed back into bed, I heard footsteps on the stairs or the upstairs hall. It was too soon to be the woman I’d seen before returning. Who else was wandering around Briarcliffe Hall?


      Later, another sound woke me and I heard Adam say, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.” He was sitting in the dark in a chair by the window, a ghostly figure in the room.


      “You didn’t. Did you hear something?” I thought I had.


      “Yes. I think it was indoors, but I have no idea where or what it was.”


      “Do you want to investigate?” I asked, half hoping he’d agree.


      “No. My legs had enough of a workout on those stone floors in the old wing. If you’re awake, I don’t have to worry about waking you, and I can come back to bed.”


      “Please do. Let’s see if we can get you to relax.”
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        * * *


      


      We rose, still tired, when the sky was beginning to lighten on a cloudy morning. We washed and dressed and went downstairs using the lift in search of tea or coffee. Having visited the Hall before, I knew where to look.


      Valerie Northcott and Rosalie were in the hall when we exited the lift. One look at their faces and I asked, “What’s wrong?”





OEBPS/Images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/Misc/SIL-Open-Font-License-1.1.txt
This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




OEBPS/Images/deadly-manor-final.jpg





