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My lord the Earl of Marshwood glowered at me in the dimness of the chamber. A dank, musty odour had folded itself around us deep in the vaults below London, and the gentleman with us smelt of mould.

“Is that all there is?” he demanded, as if in some way it be my fault that my unwanted and  mysterious Somerville inheritance did not add up to the fabulous wealth he had evidently been lusting after.

A small wooden casket lay on the shelf of a safe. It was ornately patterned, but unless it contained a king's ransom in precious stones its treasure could only be meagre.

I did not look at my husband, my eyes on the box. Its ornate carving gave it an exotic air, of itself attractive. My delight at my lord's disappointment however was matched by my own disenchantment: it is not often one is heiress to a lost and mysterious treasure, and I confess my own heart had been beating hard to discover what it was that had driven this elderly rake and debaucher to the extreme measure of marriage. And to marry me, a young and lowly girl who by utter chance had become beneficiary of the ancient line of Somerville with its long-fabled and equally long-lost hoard. My visions of chests of gold and heaps of glistening diamonds evaporated in a puff.

The elderly clerk might have been accustomed to the fury of penniless aristocrats disabused of a longed-for fortune (though my lord had plenty of fortune of his own, so was by no means penniless) so he barely reacted to the contemptuous bite of my husband's tongue. But we had hurried here with but brief pause after our swift voyage from France, so were still stained from travel and may not have cast a most favourable light.

“That is the vault of Hugo Somerville,” said the clerk drily, “and that is what it contains. I regret that your lordship's hopes have been dashed.”

I could feel the venom of Marshwood's glare on me, as if I were in some way to blame for his dismay.

“I understand,” went on the clerk with a discreet cough, “there has been much conjecture about the Somerville Treasure, the famed loot of a dreaded pirate from two hundred years ago. It is often assumed that we keep vast hoards safe in our vaults when in reality our clients will often hide favourite trinkets or some knick-knack they believe of interest to subsequent generations. There is often disaffection.”

“Perhaps there is a mighty diamond inside,” muttered my lord. “Do you have the key?”

Hairy eyebrows shot up towards a bald pate fringed with sparse hair. “Dear me, no, your lordship. We are not privy to that which our clients wish concealed.”

The earl's eyes drilled at me again. “Do you?”

“Of course not.”

“I suppose we must break it open, then. Come on, my dear, take up your rightful inheritance - ”

“It is yours, my lord. Now that we are wed all I have is yours, remember? But as I am now your wife you may be certain that I will insist on our fulfilling all obligations to the troubled Somerville estate and to those that depend on it, even if I own no treasure of my own...”

My gaze deliberately sought his then so that he be in no doubt what I meant, and in his eye I saw the flicker of a rage which, had we been private, would have resulted in a blow. My lord had already sought through violation of my person to subdue my temperament, and I knew utterly that violence was to be a tool to control his insubordinate young wife.

“You may be sure of it,” was his terse response as his dark glance swept away.

I carried the casket, about the size of a small jewellery box, through the musty corridors and out to the waiting coach.

London delighted me, I am sorry to say.

Although I was by no means a bumpkin, having visited Portsmouth and Southampton, Bristol and even Bath with my father, London I had rapidly learnt was another creature entirely. It was a pot bubbling on a stove, spewing forth a muddy stew to congeal beyond its limits and besmirching with a vile gloop the spot on which it stood. Yet at the heart of the simmering stew a desperate swarm of aggressive viruses thrived, full of life. The very worst and the very best jostled each other in endless cacophony.

'Beagle', the sloop my husband had chartered to enable a swift journey to fetch me from my adventures in France – and so he could marry me beyond the customary jurisdiction by employing the captain, also a Justice of the Peace, to carry out our wedding – had slid like a lithe shark past the barges and coasters littering the Thames. We had settled in the Pool far quicker than my friends could have arrived in London – that is to say, had they even managed to evade capture by the revolutionary authorities in France.

I had fled the Earl's home, Marshwood Castle, to avoid our marriage; but more importantly in an attempt to rescue my childhood friend Robert from imprisonment by the authorities in France, who, I had discovered, believed him a spy. For France was in convulsions, with refugees eagerly seeking sanctuary in neighbouring countries even as a violent rearrangement of society continued.

I had help, of course I did. It would have been an impossibility for an eighteen-year-old orphaned girl to have contrived such an expedition alone, and I had been accompanied by my 'lady's maid' Sarah, a stalwart companion, and by Adam Dean, grandson of the rector who had done so much firstly to delay my utterly unwanted marriage, and secondly to make possible my passage to France, and to help me in many another way. 

And there was Marie. At the time I had left for France I had had no news of her own enterprise in that country – for she too had been engaged in clandestine activity there. She was a remarkable and exotic young woman who had already taught me much about what a woman might achieve should she dare challenge established belief. Her own father had fallen victim to the foul activities of the Earl of Marshwood seeking to make profit from the misfortunes of others, and she was bent on revenge against him and all those who had helped him in his murderous endeavours.

And so she had become an enemy of the Revolution. She had established a network to help those threatened by the Revolution, with the help of one Capitaine Morel, a former French Navy officer by whose physical charms I had been much taken. I had unwittingly found myself used by the cunning and dangerous Leclerc, a French spymaster, in an attempt to lure Marie into his clutches. Robert had been the pawn in the whole escapade. Even more shocking had been the revelation that my innocent childhood friend Robert was indeed a British spy. I had been captured enabling the escape of my four friends, of whom I had heard no word since we had split up on a road in Normandy.

My unlikely rescuer had been the Earl of Marshwood. But I had overheard his promise to Leclerc, with whom he had been on familiar though not friendly terms, that Robert would be 'taken care of' should he reach England. 

And now we were in London in excellent time, long before my friends might have made landfall even had they contrived to escape the clutches of the wily Leclerc, and my lord was already chafing to throw himself into matters of what he referred to as business. What that business might have been was needless to say of no concern to a youthful wife, nor indeed to any woman if my husband's viewpoint was to be accepted, but I felt sure it would be of concern to my friends.

I stared from the carriage at the jostling streets, the packed tenements, soaring churches so gloriously rebuilt after the fire, elegant facades. We were soon out of the City - the place of money and commerce both low and high; and on our way to Mayfair - the place of Society; adjacent to the place of Government – Whitehall; and the Church – Westminster. My lord's town house was situate behind Piccadilly, that he might easily access his gentlemen's clubs and the haunts of his cronies.

We pulled up before a new building of impressive stone pediments and an austere, cold interior made chillier still by the November murk and marked lack of feminine hand. Other than a room on the first floor to receive guests in and an office on the ground floor for my lord's London manager, most of the public rooms wanted even furniture apart from a chair or two, my lord explaining the bareness by suggesting the rooms were soon to be stocked by French treasures recently acquired as a result of the turmoil there, and which I had discovered my lord had received as the fruits of murder and betrayal.

On initial arrival we had been met by servants evidently forewarned and bustling to light fires and prepare rooms. Although my presence must have caused some surprise to most if not all in the house, I found my room to be a comfortable and warm refuge adjacent to his lordship's, containing a bed of some magnificence and a heavy Persian carpet as well as colour and fineries as if decorated  by a lady of refinement. Or perhaps ladies, as I could be sure there would have been a succession of mistresses housed here down the years.

“My lord, I would change my clothes and refresh myself more after our journey.”

“Yes, it would be wise...” Now that the Somerville inheritance was in his grasp his lust for its contents appeared to have slackened. He seemed preoccupied. “Take the casket with you and see if you can open it. I have a number of quite urgent matters calling for my attention, so I may be absent  for a time.” I suppressed the delight this news brought me. 

He was considering me thoughtfully. “Now that you are Lady Marshwood I must insist on a requisite level of dress and deportment, not this...homespun.... So I have asked of an acquaintance the loan of a woman well-versed in necessary etiquette, and she shall wait on you later. You will attend her carefully, I am sure, for you have a great deal to learn. And we must arrange a full wardrobe before we may enter society.”

I felt a sudden thrill. “And are we to attend the theatre?” It had long been a dream of mine that I should transport myself into another world by attending a play.

He was already turning to leave, and shrugged as he opened the door. “If you wish. Miss Kemp, my housekeeper, will see to all your needs...in fact, I believe she has already obtained some pieces you might consider more appropriate to wear...” Before closing the door on me he went on: “Oh, and don't try to run away this time. The staff have strict instructions.” 

And with that he shut the door on me.

~ THE HONOURABLE JEREMIAH PENDLETON ~
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I placed the casket on my dressing table, and once again admired the intricate skill which had gone into its making. There was a keyhole but as I examined it more closely I became fairly convinced that no key could operate it – there appeared to be no room for such a thing to enter deeply enough, as a pin I levered into it barely penetrated. It was a puzzle indeed. 

I had little time to consider it, however, for I was very soon much taken up with measuring and fitting by a fleet of ladies more skilled than I in the art of dressing. Miss Kemp also required to know of me any especial wishes that must be fulfilled for Lady Marshwood, though I feel she was swiftly disappointed by my obvious lack of the merest hint of social graces.

I took pleasure though at the sight of Monsieur Clement, delighted to be advising me on the furnishings of this house just as he had for my apartment at Marshwood Castle. We conversed lightly in French though I was not well-versed in that language, and I told him of my impressions on my recent visit. The Revolution seemed to be at a crossroads, and factions were pitched one against the other as the king and court watched on, impotent at the sidelines. Monsieur Clement gave me the impression that the political turmoil was nowhere near as vital as the potential for loss of irreplaceable masterpieces, from his point of view. 

As I was occupied with a blizzard of decisions, many of which concerned matters of small interest to me (such as the material of my clothes), time went by without my considering the fate of my friends. The earl had excused himself and rapidly disappeared to his club, saying he would not be returning before the next day at the earliest. If it might have puzzled his minions that he abandon his new wife on their first night in town, it delighted me, for no pretence would that night be required of me to prevent conjugation. Eventually I was left alone in my chamber, my needs all met (and exceeded, it must be said, for I had enjoyed rather too much food), and as I sat comfortable and  safe there came to me a vision of my desperate friends.

It must be a priority to discover what had become of them. There was no one left at Marshwood Castle in whom I might confide, for if my enquiries were to reach the ear of the earl the safety of my friends would certainly be in jeopardy. Yet I envisioned them, my rough-and-ready lady's maid Sarah worn out with caring both for two wounded comrades – both Marie and Adam carried injuries as a result of their adventures – and for my childhood friend Robert, a man who'd been imprisoned and tortured for weeks, all four of them battling the cruel sea to reach the haven of home. Even here I knew they would not be safe, for the earl would surely be instigating a watch both here in London and along the coast so that he could keep his word to Leclerc that Robert 'would be looked after' on his return to England.

Reverend Dean was my only hope. The elderly churchman, now deprived of both home and living as punishment for helping me delay marriage to the earl, would be difficult of access if I could find him at all. Nonetheless I penned letters to him, to Sarah's parents wherever they might be and in hope that such a thing might find them and that they be able to read it, and to Mr Masters, the manager of the Somerville estate.

But I had an ally here in town. I had never met Jeremiah Pendleton, but was much obliged to him for a series of actions which had hindered my lord's eager rush to marriage with me, or better said, to his true goal, my Somerville inheritance. The Honourable Jeremiah Pendleton had no interest in me as a person, I felt sure, but my cause had been enough to fire his fury for revenge. 

The Earl of Marshwood and he were long-standing and bitter foes, after an insult visited by the earl as a youth on a lady of their mutual acquaintance had triggered a challenge from Mr Pendleton. Unfortunately he was no match for the earl, who had toyed with him before deliberately running his sword through Mr Pendleton's elbow, thus rendering his right arm useless. The earl's inexplicable craving for the supposedly bankrupt Somerville estate – even taking its low-born heiress to marriage, a state the earl had for fifty years or so managed satisfactorily to do without – had alerted Mr Pendleton's curiosity. The Reverend Dean discovered through the press that Mr Pendleton and the earl were engaged with the courts on the matter, and we had learnt more of the Somerville inheritance and of the supposed treasure trove of Hugo Somerville after the reverend gentleman had contacted him.

Yet I could not simply find out Mr Pendleton's lodging and go and knock on his door. No more could I easily write him a note, the delivery of which might prove difficult. Nor did I have social contacts I might prevail on to invite him so that we may meet. I was sitting pondering how I might contact him, after sending my letters to Mr Dean and Sarah's parents more in hope than expectation, when a note was delivered to me. To my astonishment it was a short note from a Mrs Frampton, begging my company to tea the next afternoon. I sent a speedy reply, wondering how I might use this introduction to my advantage, and went alone to my bed with a mixture of anticipation, weariness, hope and apprehension in my head – this last because, on a previous occasion my lord had had unfettered access to my accommodation, he and a friend in their cups had indulged in vile and contemptible 'sport' on my person. But I was assured he was to spend the night at his club, no doubt with company more amiably disposed to his desires, and I slept untroubled.

I could have amused myself savagely at Mrs Frampton's expense but that I needed allies, not enemies, at this stage. Nonetheless it proved a stern test of my patience as the shrewish face prodded and regaled me with many a tale of the ills of her social acquaintance. My natural inclination with a malicious gossip is to imagine the most dreadful behaviour of a silly nature, and to expound its truth to the extent that even the most thick-witted tittle-tattle understands she is being made sport of.

So I listened politely to her stream of bile with an appropriate face (I hope), for I was assured another guest would imminently join us and the instigation for this invitation had been theirs. Mrs Frampton's face as Lady Marshwood had been ushered into her presence had been a picture: widening eyes and dropping jaw, all rapidly corrected, though the quick glance at my lower person had been evidence of an assumption that my betrothal be a means to legitimise an offspring...and in her eyes I read the obvious puzzlement: whatever was the Earl of Marshwood, a notorious rake of long standing, thinking of to marry such a creature when he could have the pick of noble houses to further his family name?

Of course this puzzlement spilled over into impertinent interrogation of my background, so I kept my answers thoroughly vague and girlish in a manner which I could see irritate her increasingly. As her mouth hardened inexorably and the glare in her tight little eyes intensified, she was saved from what might have been an ill-advised social blunder by the announcement of a caller through the medium of a card on a platter. Her face lit with relish, such as a glutton might evince at the prospect of yet another pudding, when she might at last after my meagre hors d'oeuvres enjoy a dish of substance and savour.

The gentleman shown into the parlour was tall, thin and gaunt. Inclining himself towards me he held out his left hand in greeting, and I realised immediately, with delight and trepidation, that I was meeting my unknown benefactor Mr Jeremiah Pendleton.  

“Miss Somerville,” he said in the voice of a turgid lawyer.

I smiled slightly and regarded his features carefully. He was of an age with my husband but where the earl's edges were much worn by a frivolous life here I saw austerity and perhaps even stoicism, an earnest man who would punish himself hard should he feel his behaviour not match the standards to which he aspire. A cratered scar marked his right cheekbone.

“Lady Marshwood,” our hostess corrected sternly. “Lady Marshwood, I have the honour to present the Honourable Jeremiah Pendleton. It is to him that you are indebted for your introduction to London society.”

“And for much more than that, Mrs Frampton, I do assure you,” I said with an inclination of the head to Mr Pendleton. I hoped nobody was noticing that I hadn't known whether to stand or stay seated so had instead shuffled my bottom on my chair and smiled inanely. “I am very grateful to you both.”

This seemed harmless enough so we went on to chat about weather, tea-drinking, the well-being or otherwise of mutual acquaintances, London trivia and the banal stuff which, if I were to truly take on the mantle cast for me as Lady Marshwood, would be my fate for the rest of my waking days. Despite the horror such a fate would offer me, I felt that today I actually looked the part I was to play, despite my youth and callowness. Thanks to a Mrs Fisk, an elderly maid once in the service of the dowager Lady Marshwood and now on loan for a day or two from her current service with Countess Grafton to teach me how Lady Marshwood might look and dress, I wore an outfit that had belonged to one of the Countess's daughters and felt very like a lady. Very odd.

“It is a pleasure at last to meet you, Miss-... Lady Marshwood.” The last two words strained out of him like a plaything from a puppy's teeth. “Forgive me if I am forward...I confess I find you very much younger than I had been led to believe. And far more - ” He stopped himself abruptly; a fiery ha'penny appeared on each cheek. “And very...”

Our hostess leant forward, eager to sniff out any hint of scandal.

“Thank you, sir. But I am much in your debt, for without your help my inheritance would - ”

“Inheritance?” Her nosiness could not be stayed. “You are an heiress in your own right?” Now she was beginning to understand my lord's attraction to me.

“Oh yes, Mrs Frampton. An heiress with a massive pile...” I began before recollecting it were better I did not bait her too much. “With a massive pile of ruins, I fear.”

“Oh no, Miss Somerville,” Mr Pendleton interrupted, once again not bothering to correct his mistake. “I believe you heiress to a considerable fortune, if my researches prove correct.”

Now to ensure that she extract the maximum from our conversation the shrew needed to retire into a corner and become invisible which she duly did, carefully replacing the teapot she had raised to top up our cups. She could learn so much more by silence and listening.

“I fear you are wrong, sir. My husband and I have visited the vault and found nothing there but an ornate old box. And we have found no way to open it yet.”

Although his face hardened noticeably at my mention of a husband, Mr Pendleton spoke without rancour. “A box? Interesting...” He frowned at his teacup. “Yes...that might make sense. A puzzle. That's what it is likely to be... You do not happen to have the box on your person, I suppose?”

I shook my head, puzzled in my turn by his reaction.

“Everything is a riddle, you see, Miss Somerville,” he hurried on, taking no notice of our hostess coughing discreetly at his mistake. “I believe the Somerville treasure to be hidden on a distant island, but as to which I cannot say. It had been my hope that the vault contain a map to point the way more exactly, which is one reason I sought to delay his lordship.” A grim wriggle of his thin lips was the only sign of his satisfaction. “That's when I heard from Mr Dean, a most venerable gentleman. And that's when I heard about you, Miss Somerville...” Once again as he gazed the flaming ha'pennies appeared on his cheekbones. “Or Lady Marshwood, as I must remind myself to address you...”

“Mr Pendleton, Reverend Dean gave me to understand you had made deep research into Somerville - ”

“And so I have.” He leant forward, eager to share his knowledge. “Your ancestor Hugo, Miss Somerville, hid a sizeable treasure. I can give you specific detail of much of the coin and of the gold and silver artefacts that came into his hands. He took the 'Santa Maria de la Asunción', you see, and although she was lost her wreck has been discovered, but empty of the greater part of her cargo. It is a fascinating puzzle, because Hugo left a series of indications, a kind of cipher if you will, which I have endeavoured assiduously to unravel. Hence my delight when I discovered a living Somerville, an heiress to the treasure!”

“Sir, pray do not raise your expectations too high. I am simple Rebecca Miller and arrive by mere chance at my inheritance. Which so far as I have been given to believe is a crumbling old house and a tenant or two on the bit of land remaining. I plan to visit Somerville so soon as I am able, having thus far had little opportunity to explore it fully, for I mean to ensure its healthy survival now that I have the means – or rather my husband has the means – thereto.”

He stared at me directly, his heavy brows drawn close. Something in my words had discomfited him. “I see,” he said, the ha'pennies still glaring but eyeing me I thought rather coolly. “Perhaps I have misconstrued something of what our reverend friend has shared...”

“Would you care to see the box?”

I could see he was in some way torn. On the one hand was the apparent difficulty caused by my words; on the other the opportunity for a further clue to his quest.

“I should like that very much, Miss Somerville,” he concurred at length.

“Then let me know how I may contact you, sir, that a suitable appointment might be arranged. Now, Mrs Frampton, do you have any advice on the entertainments a young lady might seek in this great city?”

Mrs Frampton was full of advice and suggestions for me. But as I walked the few streets home I had an eerie experience. I'd passed the corner of Stafford Street and turned suddenly, a premonition or feeling on me that I could not place; but there were only a few hurrying backs, the odd match-seller or shoe-shine boy, to be seen in the gloom. Yet all the way home the feeling persisted, as if I were being watched or followed, so I kept close to the servant who had been sent to accompany me.

As I reached the house I told myself with a wan chuckle that my adventures in France had over-egged my imagination. There was no evidence that I could see. And yet...something had struck in my mind's eye, and would not let go.

~ GEORGE ~



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​

[image: ]




My Lord Marshwood, a man I must now regard as husband even as much of my thought be consumed with how I might escape his clutches, surprised and indeed delighted me with the suggestion that we should that evening stroll in the gardens at Ranelagh.

Again as I boarded our carriage I felt that same weird feeling I'd had that afternoon, and wondered at my strange instinct. But I could not ignore it, for my instincts had somehow allowed me to elude capture at first in France, to gain vital hours that may have aided my friends in their escape, so I knew better than to dismiss my feelings wholeheartedly. The trigger for my disquiet remained elusive, especially with the coachman above us accompanied by Bryce, my lord's personal servant, a man of considerable power, and by my side my lord himself, a man notoriously adept with both blade and shot. Should there be any threat I was well-protected; but why should there be any threat? I was harmless to everyone...

The gardens teemed with people of every station despite the misty gloom. In truth this added a dreamy aspect to the dazzling illuminations playing on the formal gardens and lighting the rotunda, the Pavilion, the fountain. I knew my cheeks glowed, as did my eyes, at these wondrous sights. All around me eager souls admired the shows and spectacle displayed for their amusement.

Lord Marshwood and his new wife were greeted cordially and with curiosity in many places, although from some a stiff froideur was obvious and only the very least show of politeness forthcoming. I recognized one or two faces as being among my lord's guests at Marshwood on previous occasions, and their courtesy to me stood in stark contrast to the ribald behaviour to which I had once been subject at their hands; perhaps the supercilious and possessive eyes of their consorts inhibited their exuberance, for the flashes of disdain were marked. Nonetheless I was convinced of snigger and smirk once my back was turned.

We admired much, took refreshment as needed; but I was starting to feel weary and begged leave to go to my bed. The earl threw me a sharp, questioning look but I frowned angrily, shaking my head vehemently. How long my resistance might withstand his determination was a moot point; I must insist on going to Somerville as soon as possible to get away from him and to see to the estate. Yet I had to stay in London until I knew Robert was no longer in danger... The longer I was able to avoid my wifely duties towards my husband, the closer I might come to escape. But it was only a matter of time before he took with violence what he wanted, just as he had done before.

And there was the box, and the mysterious treasure. Despite Mr Pendleton's assurances I did not believe there to be any, but I knew my lord's curiosity would be rekindled should he become aware of his foe's continued interest. I had a great deal going through my mind so my thrill at the wonders I was experiencing was dulled.

People of every station mixed freely in London's pleasure gardens. The political ferment across the seas, where established order had been thrown out as in America, or was under serious threat as in France, had unleashed in England a very strange mood. On the one hand was the terror that the Mob might storm and destroy the prisons or even worse the establishments of Westminster or the City; on the other, as a counterbalance, came a surge of patriotic democracy, a paean to that British pragmatism which allowed rigid retention of an established hierarchy while simultaneously suffering the Lower Orders to approach the gates, even within touch as in the case of the theatre and the gardens. Because of the hovering threats all moods were heightened, so there seemed to me a certain fragility to the gaiety all around, a smouldering anger beneath the customary irritations found among a crowd. I was conscious of it and watchful, though I could not have said what for.

Bryce, who had been in discreet attendance, was sent forth to summon the coach. The earl and I had just passed through the gate, and I turned to him to assure him he might stay if that was his desire when from the corner of my eye a swift and threatening movement brought sudden and blinding clarity to that conundrum which had haunted me, and I understood what it was I must have spotted earlier.

George.

Very early on after my guardian's arranged betrothal and my arrival at the earl's country estate, Marshwood Castle, I had been accosted in a far reach of the grounds by a scrawny youth and had been obliged to defend myself. I had discovered that my assailant's name was George, an orphan seeking his lost sister Rose whom he'd believed kidnapped from the streets of London and sold for dire and evil intent to Lord Marshwood and his friends. I doubted his story not because I did not think the earl would be involved in such activity – he was capable of the very worst behaviour, of that I was in no doubt – but because the earl generally had no need to pay for such things, being a man who had always taken exactly what he wanted when he wanted it: an opinion confirmed to me when first I had met his mother, who had told me as much.

George, it transpired, had heard the name Marshwood involved and so had followed the earl to his country estate in the hope of finding his sister, and taking pity on him I had arranged to feed him secretly with the help of my trustworthy lady's maid Sarah, all the while unable to decide whether he spoke true or not. When the earl had once again departed Marshwood for London George was no longer to be found, and Sarah and I – the only ones privy to his secrets, I believe – let him gradually drift from our minds.

My lord Marshwood grunted as the figure lunged from the shadows, a gleam of metal striking fast. My leaden reflexes were too slow. But as the blade thrust again, my hand shot out as my late father had taught me in that ancient Asian art, and slammed into the assailant's neck long before I'd even recognised who it was. My full weight went behind the blow, and he stretched unmoving on the path.

My glance went to the earl. He was doubled over, shock, fear and confusion filling his face as he clutched at his lower body, gradually subsiding on to the ground. I did not go to him however but leant down over George's senseless form.

In his fall George had let go the blade, and it lay now beyond his hand. The dim light allowed little to be made of his features but I knew it was he indeed, a thin and scrawny bundle who had blamed himself for whatever had befallen his little sister. Even as he stirred I heard Bryce's pounding feet reaching us, and a sharp whistle nearby.

Only now did I go to the earl. Bryce already cradled him, and from beneath his crumpled form a dark stain spread. His face almost gleamed in the dim light, so pale was it, and he clutched at his lower body as if to hold it fast.

There was much confusion, shouting and milling of feet. I pointed George out to the constable though there was scarce need as he was constrained by two brawny men and making no attempt to struggle in their clasp. His eyes caught mine briefly, desperate and hunted but somehow triumphant. At some point Bryce and I had bade his lordship lie flat on the ground, and using my lord's cloak were battling together to staunch the bleeding. By now he was as near senseless as could be.

Nearby, folk scuttled about, one mercifully with some medical awareness who pointed out that the Middlesex Hospital be not too far removed, so with some urgency we transported him to his carriage and departed swiftly thereto. Once his lordship was in better care than our unschooled efforts might supply, I bade Bryce take me home.

Bryce was not a man to make waves where ripples belonged so, alerting only the housekeeper to make me a hot drink to calm my nerves – and despite my apparent steadfastness I was trembling and faint by this time – and a footman to hasten to the hospital to attend to the earl and to send word the instant word there was to be sent, he calmly and efficiently took charge of the house so I could retire, troubled and guilty, but reassured slightly that all was being done.

I confess I did not spend the night on my knees praying for my husband's salvation. I did address a prayer or two for the well-being of his black soul, but my warm toddy and the nervy events of the day had worn me out, and once again I slept a profound sleep.

~A WALK IN ST JAMES'S ~
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In the early grey light the rattle of wheels in the courtyard outside alerted me, and I learnt that the earl having survived the night was returned to his own bed with a team of medical expertise to undertake his care; Bryce had been busy. The doctor who shortly thereafter attended me informed sombrely that the earl's condition was decidedly grave, and I must prepare myself. He held little hope for survival, and even were that miracle to occur, feared that the earl could no longer be the man he had once been.

I did not understand what he meant by this nor was I clear-headed enough to take in all that was happening. So, the doctor went on, for the foreseeable future I was to be a widow in effect as the battle between life and death fought itself out. I felt no more than a curious numbness. I had vowed my revenge on this man who had so violated me, who treated me as a chattel, a plaything to be toyed with by him and his friends at their whim. He had shown himself a mortal enemy to those I loved. And Robert, my childhood friend, was under fatal threat should he show his face in London. I should have rejoiced at his fate, that George had avenged his little sister...but I felt a tired despond, even after my night's rest, which drained me.

I was still determined that I could not be a true wife to the Earl of Marshwood, that this marriage forced on me so savagely against my wishes should not be allowed to continue, and that I as a person should make my own decisions, right or wrong. Especially a decision so fundamental as this, as to my partner in life; for I was brought up to believe that it was not solely a right of man to so decide but that of a woman too, however dependent she might appear and however much society believed otherwise.

My gaze wandered to the ornate box on my dressing-table. Perhaps therein lay my means of escape, for if the box should prove empty of treasure, why, surely his lordship could have no further interest in me? I picked it up and idly toyed with it to see if I might uncover a mechanism for opening it – I had after all managed to discover the hidden passageway in my room at Marshwood Castle, so perhaps I could overcome the mystery of this box. As I was reaching for a glass the better to examine it, there came a knock on my door and a letter was presented to me.

It was by now early afternoon. I should have been thrilled as I recognized his handwriting that the Reverend Dean had received my letter and been able to respond so quickly, but no relief for the lethargy swallowing me broke through my stupor.

His news should have delighted me in the main. In France I had led an ambush astray in a bid to allow my four companions to be delivered to a boat to sail for the safety of England. And the letter informed me that my diversion had succeeded, that my friends had indeed arrived safely and in remarkably quick time back home, aided by a speedy smugglers' craft and the favourable wind which the earl and I had also enjoyed. They had made their way to the isolated haunt of Granny Quint's where the reverend had found shelter after being evicted from his home and his living by the earl, for the sin of helping me delay a marriage that was itself sinful and wrong. 

That was the good news. Marie, hurt during her escape, was requiring rest, just as were Capitaine Morel and Adam Dean, both also wounded aiding her earlier French adventures. Robert had been tortured while imprisoned so his condition too was much weakened. Only Sarah remained whole. But her parents had been driven from their home and living likewise on my account by the earl's vindictiveness, and once she had delivered her charges to Mistress Quint's harsh and ancient care she had set off to find her family. I could barely think of the hardships they were all going through, and resolved to help her as soon as I could. 

Even within my dopey state I recognized my selfishness: I needed Sarah by my side, I was missing her cheerful, stalwart companionship terribly and longed for her to be with me here so she could help me know what to do. But whether she would want to be with me I had to doubt; I had brought nothing but trouble on both her and her family ever since I had stumbled into her life, and she honestly had no good reason to wish to return to my side, especially now that I had become Lady Marshwood. 

Robert, though, concerned me most at present. For Reverend Dean let it be known that despite his condition he had been determined to set off for London, saying that his information was of the very first importance to the security of our country. Even though I had seen with my own eyes the precise draughtsmanship of Robert's depictions of French ports and their defences, I still maintained my doubts, for it sounded like one of the games we might have played with our young friends in the woods in our younger days, in those times when I still had family and before he'd set off on his travels, and I could not believe that my friend Robert might have come into a position to acquire  intelligence that could in any way influence the country's authorities.

One thing was certain, and that was that his life would be in danger once in London, the earl I was sure determined to keep his promise to Leclerc. I had to assume that arrangements had been made in case Robert showed his face.

The earl had been working in collusion with Leclerc, an important man in the French clandestine world, to prey on those who were fleeing the revolutionary chaos in France. In England at this time there was much lively debate concerning war, and a substantial and powerful body were vocal in their opposition, predominantly because costs would be prohibitive and must come yet again from someone's pocket – in this case, from the likes of the earl's and his friends'. Although I was not privy to the earl's reasoning I had to assume that he would welcome an opportunity to put Leclerc firmly in his debt by preventing my friend, at any cost, from delivering intelligence to the British authorities which my lord believed served no good purpose, since it was the avoidance of war that he sought, not its encouragement. 

And Robert was even now on his way to London. If he had been able to catch the mail coach in time he could even be here now. That my lord was at present incapacitated would in no way hinder whatever steps were already in place to stop him. My warning to the reverend had arrived too late.

So I tried to put my mind to a means to alert Robert, battling the passivity which perhaps was a reaction to all I had undergone and to the shock of my lord's being attacked. No coherent idea was suggesting itself, so I did what I always do when my mind is muddled: I sat down and took pen and paper in an attempt to order my thoughts, such as they were.

My initial idea had been to take myself off to Somerville Hall on the pretext I might uncover more information regarding the treasure and perhaps find someone who knew how to open the box – though in reality I knew it was to gain distance from the earl. And I hoped to be able to send for Sarah, to offer her again her position as lady's maid (though she had been in truth totally unsuited to and untrained in such a role, having been summoned from her scullery in short order to wait on me) at an appropriate stipend as opposed to the meagre wages of the scullery maid. But now was not a time to leave London, with Robert under threat.

Robert. I broke from my scribbles to ponder my curious ambivalence in his regard. We had grown up together and played together. When he'd been offered the opportunity to travel as companion to a certain Mr Fielding he'd seized it eagerly, and I did not begrudge him his opportunity in the least. I possessed my father's eager curiosity with regard to other peoples and places, a curiosity which had taken him afar and then killed with a malign sickness. Robert and I had solemnly assured each other in parting that, in the unlikely event that an opportunity might arise to marry another (though we made each other no formal promise), we would at least inform the other first. 

He wrote to me at first but my circumstances changed, my uncle being pressed to depart for the New World with my cousins while leaving me in the care of a guardian. Thus I heard of my father's passing in distant Africa and my accession to the Somerville name and estate. But for a full year I heard no more from Robert till my guardian contrived to become involved in and lose a wager with the Earl of Marshwood which for a reason I could not fathom involved my betrothal to him whether I wanted it or not. And I had made clear I did not want it. I was removed to Marshwood Castle whence the good-hearted postman Alfred Yarwood, knowing I was departed from my guardian's place, forwarded a letter from Robert, and I only then discovered that my guardian had seen fit to keep Robert's correspondence from my eyes all this time. Yet even when I read his letter after such an absence, and even when I saw him again chained in a French dungeon, my feelings were no more than fond. I was urgently concerned for my friend; but I could not confess to any greater fire in my emotion, particularly when stood against my feelings for Capitaine Morel or even Adam Dean.

Perhaps it had been the circumstances of our re-uniting which had altered my childish senses. Perhaps coming together in freedom in our own land I might experience an altogether different reaction. I sighed with irritation that my life should have grown so complicated when not so long hence it had seemed so straightforwardly laid out.

I was familiar with the Somerville estate, remembering the main old house which I had seen  sometimes from a distant hill, because my uncle and aunt, while she was alive, had had a cottage on the estate where I had lived, wandering wild in the country with my cousins Matthew and Sophie, and of course Robert. That was all taken from me by my lovely aunty's death, and my uncle's subsequent departure for the Americas with my cousins, his fiery radicalism having been a bane to many of his more conventional neighbours.

But what should I do now? I was not concerned that abandoning my husband while his life hung in the balance might appear a heartless act because I did not consider him my husband, and he was already receiving the best of care without my help. But I could not run off to Somerville Hall and leave Robert to his fate. On the other hand I could not simply walk out of the door and go wandering around London to find him. I knew no one in London...

Jeremiah Pendleton. I had already arranged we would meet again so I might show him the Somerville box. He might be persuaded to help Robert – he might have contacts as his social position surely suggested – and I might use the box as a bargaining chip should he prove unwilling. (I have noticed how I was turning into a devious and manipulative young person, I hope as a result of my experiences rather than it being my true character). I quickly penned a note to his gentleman's club nearby suggesting we meet to take tea in St James's while I was taking the air. Meanwhile I wrote back to Reverend Dean with more exact news, my earlier letter having been more reticent in case it fall into the wrong hand. I begged him pen a note to Sarah if he be able, that she might  consider my proposal to return to my side. With every hour that passed without her, the more I missed her cheerful, stolid company. She had become a friend and companion on whom I could rely, but I knew very well that she had every right to have nothing more to do with me or Marshwood.

Being busy had improved my mood, as I set out to take the air that afternoon with an accompanying servant pressed to be extra watchful after the previous night's attack. My mind drifted to George, picturing his skinny frame in some filthy, dark hole awaiting his inevitable fate. For it was certain that he had but days before a hasty trial and a hangman's noose. I resolved to find out where he was, to at least furnish him a hot meal or two and a little physical comfort in his last hours.

It was no day to be out. The wind gusted like an angry wraith, picking up then hurling down the fallen leaves and burrowing effortlessly into any uncovered crack with a boring keenness. Hot chestnuts and other fine things sizzled on braziers on many a corner, but I had no coin with me so could only warm myself briefly at the fire before moving on.

Whether Mr Pendleton would receive my note in time to meet me this afternoon was a question only answered when I saw the tall gentleman striding towards me, right arm buttoned across his chest.

“Miss Somerville.” He bowed and lifted his hat. There was a cold hardness about him. “I mean,” he continued icily, “my lady...”

“Mr Pendleton. I am so glad you are able to accompany me.”

We began to walk, my servant some yards behind me as he had been all along. I had considered walking with him so he might tell me something of himself and of life in London – it was striking to me that so many could live so closely packed together – but such behaviour was likely to embarrass him more, and might lead to his punishment though he do nought wrong. So I chatted to Mr Pendleton instead, very aware of his reserve and wondering how I might surmount it to rediscover that individual formerly so delighted and eager to offer his help, that I might ask it of him once more. 

“So I am to assume, Miss Somerville, that now you are married to an extremely wealthy man you have no great urge to improve the fortunes of Somerville by uncovering a treasure which may prove difficult or impossible to find. It has been for me a fascinating journey, and I confess myself dismayed that it should now end.”

I frowned at his words. “No, sir.” I gathered my thoughts, wondering at his meaning. “You see... I've never really believed there is a treasure. And even if there were a treasure it would concern me little provided I have a warm room to rest in and enough to eat for a day. But for the sake of Somerville I now take on responsibilities beyond my own humble needs, and now that I am Lady Marshwood I intend to ensure my husband does right by the estate he has acquired. If that may be aided by the discovery of a lost treasure, I beg you will help me find it. It will be used for the benefit of Somerville, not for the enrichment of a sole individual.”

He had stopped, and again high on his cheeks two flaming ha'pennies had appeared. “Forgive me, Miss Somerville, I had formed the impression...” Almost brusquely he strode on and I hurried to keep up. “And I must also add my sympathies for your recent experiences. It was remiss of me to so forget my manners.” He stopped suddenly again. “Of course I should be delighted to help you in any way I may, now that I may be reassured your treasure be not purloined by your husband for his blackguard deeds.”

I paused. “My husband is in God's hands, Mr Pendleton. Whether he lives or dies is very much in the balance. But even were he to live...and even were I to remain his wife...I will not permit that the Somerville treasure be used for any other purpose than the good of the estate and those who rely on it.”

He stared at me curiously, and I realised what I'd said. Perhaps up till now he had entertained no doubt that my marriage to Marshwood be anything other than mutually sought. We continued our path, he frowning as he spoke.

“You were to show me the box?”

I had quite forgot. “Oh, I'm sorry, Mr Pendleton, it escaped my mind...”

“So..?” he prodded after a pause. “Since that is not the reason for our meeting..?”

“It...It seems so forward, sir. I am in need of help, and I have few I can turn to. Here in London I can turn only to you as you are acquainted with the Reverend Dean, whom I esteem. But my request is not an easy one, and could also be...”

His eyebrows rose quizzically as I halted on the path. “Yes?”

I let go a long sigh. Here again I was asking others to suffer possible consequences for my actions. “It could also be dangerous.”

His eyebrows might have risen more had they been able. Scepticism was evident clear across his features so I hurried on. 

“I am recently returned from France. I went there because I wanted to help a friend who found himself in the direst circumstances, held as a spy by the revolutionary authorities. Somehow my friends and I contrived his escape back to England. Yet even here he is in danger, for the earl has promised a French contact of his that Robert – my friend – will not make his report to the Admiralty. And I have received word that he is even now on his way here.”

“So your friend...Robert...is a spy?”

I hesitated. It did not sound correct to admit to it. “I believe he was left virtually penniless when the young gentleman he was accompanying on a European tour passed away, and was obliged to depend on a charity which demanded a forfeit. The French were unsure of how deep his true involvement went with the man who had offered the kindness but were happy to use him as a lure to entrap others. He himself claims to have intelligence of so vital a nature to the defence of this realm that he is prepared to defy anyone to deliver it. And the earl has made this promise to stop him.”
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