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To my beloved husband


Fortis in arduis.







Prologue



Up Jumps the Devil






Winter along the Somerset coast was said to possess a certain bleak beauty. To some, however, the February of 1827 was mostly just bleak. It could have been worse, Aubrey Farquharson supposed. It could have been the winter of 873.


That was the year a village of local peasants, harried, starving, and weary, raised a cairn on a hill high above the Bristol Channel, to keep watch for Norse invaders. But as invaders generally are, these were treacherous and persistent. Soon, by necessity, the little cairn became a watchtower, and the tower a bulwark until, many years later, the cairn had become Castle Cardow, so called for the tor on which it stood.


Given such strategic importance, Cardow was soon crenellated beneath the banner of the Wessex king. Yet from its inception, the castle seemed fated to be a place of grief. Some said Cardow had been built of stone mortared with tears, and certainly, many were shed there. Finally overrun in the second Danish war, the brave lads who held the castle were burned, tortured, and skinned alive by Gunthrum the Viking and his henchmen. The most barbaric of these was called Mangus the Waelrafaen, or the Death Raven, so named for the carving on his prow, a huge black bird with wings spread wide, a scavenger swooping down on the unsuspecting.


The symbolism was apt enough. After laying waste to the castle, Mangus decided to pick over the bones. He found a fine one, the heiress of Cardow, and took her by force as his wife. She was a fair, blue-eyed Saxon girl named Ermengild whose name meant, literally, “strong in battle.” Mangus, alas, did not take the hint. He renamed the castle and village after himself and settled in to stay.


For two years the Vikings sacked Wessex and Mangus sacked his wife. But Ermengild endured with grace. And eventually the Wessex king, the man who would one day be called Alfred the Great, forced the Viking heathens to bow, not just to England, but to Christianity. Gunthrum sailed away in ignominious defeat, taking his henchmen with him. Mangus left his wife three months gone with child, and swore he would return.


By the time he did, the castle atop Cardow—whatever one wished to call it—was a fully fortified stronghold. For Ermengild’s purposes, however, the battlements were little needed. Upon seeing her husband’s ship come sailing up the channel, she made her way down to the moat, embraced Mangus on the drawbridge, then buried her best kitchen knife between his shoulder blades. Thus ended, or so it was said, the first of many mismade marriages at Castle Cardow.


Aubrey Farquharson had heard this tale and many more during her journey down from Birmingham. The naval surgeon who had sat opposite them in the mail coach had been a Bristol man, and happy to spin his yarns for the entertainment of all trapped within. Aubrey had thanked him, hopped out at Minehead, and rushed into the shabby little posting inn, only to have her worst fears confirmed.


They had arrived too late, the innkeeper said, for the coach which had been sent to fetch her up to Cardow. Major Lorimer’s servants had given up some two hours past. But there was good news, the innkeeper added. He had an old carriage for hire. For hire. That part of the news was not so good. Still, she had little choice. She picked the coins from her purse and set out to meet her fate.


As the carriage clattered off the channel road and crossed the old moat to begin its grinding ascent, Aubrey leaned nearer the window and looked up, scrubbing at the fog with her fist. High above, the castle could have been the inspiration for one of Mrs. Radcliffe’s more chilling novels. All it wanted, really, was a flock of ravens exploding upward in a malevolent cloud against the leaden sky.


But that thought brought to mind the grim legend of the Waelrafaen. Aubrey shivered and looked away. She’d no wish to spend her next decade virtually imprisoned there. Certainly she did not want to take a child into such a gloomy place. Beneath her, the badly sprung carriage pitched as the coachman cut his horses into the next turn, his wheels plowing into the mud for purchase. Inside, the thing smelled of moldering leather and sour, rotting wood. On the seat opposite, Iain looked up at her. The boy’s eyes were round, his face still bloodless. What had she been thinking, to drag a five-year-old into the unknown? The strain had no doubt contributed to his illness. Surely someone could have kept…


But no. There was no one. No one she could trust with Iain.


“Will the man still give you the job, Mama?” Iain asked softly. “I did not mean to get sick in Marlborough. Shall I tell the man—the Major—it was my fault?”


Aubrey leaned forward to smooth her hand over Iain’s glossy black hair. It was her father’s hair. Her father’s name, too. That much Aubrey had been afraid to change. It was all very well to persuade a child he must take a new surname and forget he’d ever had another. Easy enough to smooth the edges from his faint brogue and pass him off as just another Geordie-boy left fatherless by the mines. But to change his Christian name? Or hers?


No. It went against all instinct. Moreover, today, his name might have to be her trump card. She hoped not. But she would do what she must to put a roof over the boy’s head and put the hounds off their scent. Surely there was no better place than Castle Cardow, so desolate and impervious?


“Iain,” she whispered. “This isn’t your fault. Say nothing, laddie, do you hear? We’ll find a place for you to lie down, and I’ll deal with Major Lorimer. He’ll give me the job. I promise.”


Iain settled back and closed his eyes. Soon they were rattling up the cobblestones toward the gatehouse. High above, in the center of the arched entrance, a faint light shone through a mere slit of a window. Below it, Aubrey could see the massive iron spikes of an ancient portcullis which had been raised to admit them. Or perhaps raised three hundred years ago and left hanging there, rusted and forgotten. But as the coach rolled under it, Aubrey looked up at the black carriage roof and felt her skin prickle. She was struck by the most irrational notion that the portcullis was going to come grinding down behind them, forever sealing them inside the castle walls.


In the courtyard the stooped coachman set them down beneath an ancient porte-cochère, heaved off their trunks, and scrabbled back up on the box. Aubrey almost cried out for him to wait, but bit back the words. The rain was sheeting down again. No doubt he was anxious to make his way back along the horrid, twisting road lest the mud worsen. Clutching Iain’s hand, Aubrey turned to the massive door and dropped the knocker.


“ ’Tweren’t aught said about a child,” remarked the housemaid who bustled about taking their cloaks. Her expression was doubtful, but her eyes were kind. Aubrey did not think she would throw them back out again, so she tried to smile.


The housemaid shrugged and kept chattering. “Now, Pevsner—he be the butler—went off to the King’s Arms w’ the footmen,” she continued. “Or I’d be asking him what to do.”


Servants out carousing at such an hour? How odd. “I did not think to mention Iain in my letter to Major Lorimer,” Aubrey lied. “But he is no trouble. May I ask, what is your name?”


“Betsy, ma’am.”


“Thank you, Betsy.” Aubrey smiled again. “May Iain have a pallet by the kitchen hearth whilst I speak to the Major? I’m sure you will never know he is there.”


Betsy eyed the boy narrowly. “Reckon there be no harm in it, ma’am,” she finally said. “But you were expected afore teatime. The Major don’t see anyone after that.”


“I’m so sorry,” she murmured. “Our mail coach was delayed.” It was but a small lie.


Betsy handed off both the cloaks and the boy to another, younger girl who waited nearby, ogling them through wide, ingenuous eyes. Apparently, they did not receive a great many visitors here at Cardow, for dust lay thick on the furnishings. Aubrey kissed Iain lightly on the cheek, then he and the girl disappeared down a staircase on the opposite side of the hall.


As befitted her new station in life, Aubrey was not offered a seat in the parlor, but told to sit on a stiff, black settle in the hall. Betsy gave her another doubtful smile and went up a wider, far more elegant staircase that led to an open gallery which ran the length of the room.


Aubrey tried to calm her nerves by looking about. The hall was vast and vaulted, with a very medieval feel. And a medieval smell, too, for it reeked of damp and rot. Aubrey could only imagine the mildew which lurked behind the huge tapestries. Cobwebs the size of skiff sails could be seen on the corbels which supported the gallery. The two massive fireplaces were filthy, the matching marble chimneypieces stained with soot. A coat of arms hung above the south mantel; a black raven, its wings spread against a blood-red background, and the shield itself borne by two lions rampant.


Well. The earls of Walrafen sent their message loud and clear, did they not? Still, its heraldry and its mildew notwithstanding, Cardow had been modernized at least once or twice during the last thousand years. The flagstones were covered with Turkey carpets, though they had seen better days. The furniture looked to have been built in the reign of William and Mary, while half the walls were covered with tapestries, the other half with Jacobean panels, their intricate oak carvings black with age, matching the gallery.


As Aubrey looked up to study it, she became aware of the murmur of voices which echoed there—a murmur quickly swelling to an argument. An instant later, a deep voice thundered through the house. “You’ll tell her the goddamned job is filled!” a man shouted. “That’s what! Now get out, you slattern! And take that tray. Goddamned food’s not fit for swine.”


A murmur followed. Dishes clattered.


“ ’Tis done if I say so!” came the voice again. “Get out, damn you. Don’t argue.”


More murmuring, more clattering.


“Then put the child out, too! It’s half past four. Blister it, I’m at my whisky.”


More murmuring. Then a short, sharp scream followed by the sound of shattering glass.


Unthinkingly, Aubrey leapt from her bench and rushed up the stairs. The gallery was broad but unlit, and turned into a corridor lined with doors set deep into stone arches. A few feet along, a feeble light spilt across the flagstones. Aubrey did not hesitate, and barged into the room.


Just inside the door, Betsy knelt, picking up shards of porcelain and dropping them into her apron. Aubrey peered into the gloom. A low fire burned in the hearth, the room’s only light. It was a library.


“Are you all right?” asked Aubrey, kneeling to help Betsy, who was quaking with suppressed emotion.


“No, she’s not all right,” growled a man from the shadows. “She’s a goddamned halfwit. Who the hell are you, barging in here?”


Aubrey stood, her eyes adjusting to the light. “Major Lorimer?”


In the farthest corner of the room sat a barrel-backed chair, positioned deep in the shadows, as if its occupant had no wish to be seen. Aubrey could just make out the form of a man. He rose unsteadily, grabbed up a walking stick, and came clomping toward her, listing badly to starboard.


The servant on the floor cowered and kept plucking at shards of porcelain which were stuck in the carpet. The man stopped a few feet away and stared Aubrey up and down with his right eye. The left was just a puckered knot of flesh, sucked back into its socket like some huge, obscene belly button. His left arm looked stiff, and half the leg beneath was missing. He was far older and more irascible than she’d expected. And far drunker, too.


He tottered a little closer on his wooden leg, squinting at her. “Goddamn it, who are you?”


Aubrey stood and looked him straight in the eye—as best she could judge it. “Good evening, Major Lorimer,” she said in a steady voice. “I am Mrs. Montford, the new housekeeper.”


“Oh?” the old man snarled, leaning over the housemaid. “Give me your goddamned hand.”


Uncertainly, Aubrey held out her hand. The Major took it and rubbed it between his thumb and forefinger as if testing a bolt of wool. “Humph!” he snorted. “If you’re a goddamned housekeeper, I’m the Archbishop of Canterbury.”


Aubrey had heard quite enough. “Actually, I am just an ordinary housekeeper,” she retorted. “Not a goddamned housekeeper. Really, sir, have you no other adjective in your vocabulary?”


For an instant the Major just stood there, blinking at her with his good eye. Then he looked down at Betsy and shouted, “Out! Out!” He jabbed her with his stick on each syllable. “Leave us, you cow!”


“Stop that!” ordered Aubrey, grabbing for the stick. “Stop it at once.” But Betsy was already hastening from the room, her apron jangling with pieces of broken dishes.


The Major braced both hands on his stick and leaned into her. “Now see here, Miss—Mrs…. what the devil’s your name?”


“Montford,” she said very distinctly.


“Well, Mrs. Montford,” he echoed snidely. “Just how bloody old are you?”


“Twenty-eight, sir,” she lied.


The Major laughed. “Oh, I doubt it.” But there was less anger in his tone now. “And that boy you dragged in, who’s get is he? Your last employer’s?”


Aubrey felt heat flood her face. “My late husband’s, sir.” This lie was harder to tell.


He sensed her hesitance and seized her other hand. The wedding ring she wore winked in the firelight. “He was a mining clerk,” she said. “We’re from Northumberland.”


The Major dropped her hand. His gaze flicked up at her. “You’ve the look of a bloody Scot to me.”


“I—yes, perhaps,” she admitted. “My grandmother was from Sterling.”


“Little matters,” he grumbled. “Position’s filled.”


Aubrey shook her head stubbornly and reached into her pocket. “You promised the position to me, Major Lorimer,” she said, producing her forged reference. “You wrote that I was to bring a letter from my last employer. And if it was to your satisfaction, you said, the job was mine.”


“Well, there you have it!” he snapped. “It ain’t to my satisfaction!”


Aubrey rattled her letter in his face. “Why, you’ve not so much as looked at it!” she said indignantly. “I’ve traveled all the way from Birmingham to work for you.”


The Major seized it. “Not for me!” he snapped, hobbling toward a desk by the windows. “For my goddamn—I mean, for my blasted nephew. Giles. It’s his house, not mine.” He tossed the letter on the desktop.


“Everyone knows who the Earl of Walrafen is,” said Aubrey. “But I was told his lordship rarely visits Cardow. Now, can you explain how you have managed to fill a position which was offered to me not three days ago?”


Major Lorimer sneered at her. “You’ve a saucy mouth, Mrs. Montford.”


Aubrey held her ground. “I do not appreciate being trifled with, Major Lorimer,” she said firmly. “Moreover, it’s rather obvious Cardow needs a housekeeper. Does his lordship have any idea of the condition his family seat is in?”


The Major wheezed with laughter. “Wouldn’t make a ha’penny of difference if he did,” he retorted. “Giles wouldn’t give a damn if the place fell to rubble tomorrow. Now, go on, girl. Get out. Betsy’ll find a place for you and the boy to sleep for tonight. Changed my mind about a housekeeper. Don’t need any more servants creeping about here, drinking my whisky and meddling in my business.”


He was entirely serious, Aubrey realized. Certainly, he was intoxicated; his pores oozed with the scent of habitual drunkenness. His cravat was disordered, his face stubbled with beard. Still, one could sense that there was yet some honor in him. He was older than her father, but Lorimer had the still-rigid spine of a soldier. She loathed him on sight. And yet, she found him oddly compelling.


Faced with no alternative, Aubrey drew a deep breath and opened her reticule. She withdrew a second letter, its edges curled with age. Wordlessly she handed it to him.


Lorimer looked at her strangely. “What’s that?”


“Another letter, sir.”


“Eh?” Reluctantly he took it. “Who from?”


“From you, sir,” she answered. “It is your word of honor as an officer and a gentleman. You wrote it to my mother when my father died, offering us your help should ever we need it.”


His expression inscrutable, the Major sat down in a chair beside the desk. Aubrey followed. He unfolded the letter and turned it to the firelight. After a long pause he enfolded it around the first, and dropped them both into a drawer. “Ah, God, poor Janet,” he whispered. “Dead, then, is she?”


“Yes, sir.”


“What of that eldest chit?” he grunted. “Married well, didn’t she? Can’t she help you?”


“Muireall was always sickly,” said Aubrey. “She died soon after Mama.”


The Major would not look at her. “By God, I knew you had the look of a Scot,” he whispered, holding his head in his hand. “You’ve your mother’s eyes and hair.”


“Yes,” she said softly.


The Major snorted. “So you’re in trouble now, are you, girl? And you expect me to get you out of it? Well, you’ve come to the wrong place. I’m just a broken-down old soldier, with no influence and barely enough money to keep me in whisky and whores.”


“Sir,” she said, pleading now. “I want only a job. Just a chance to earn my keep.”


He laughed again and stared into the darkness. “It was Iain’s doing, you know, my taking up such a vile habit,” he said in a voice of quiet confession. “Not the whores. The whisky. Glasgow Gold, he called it.”


“Papa did appreciate fine whisky.”


The Major looked up at her then, narrowing his single eye. “Your father was worth a lot of money, girl,” he said suspiciously. “What need have you of a job?”


Aubrey hesitated. “I need it,” she said. “On my father’s life, please ask me nothing more. Please tell no one that you know me.”


“By God, I don’t know you!”


“Indeed,” said Aubrey swiftly. “I am just Mrs. Montford. Your housekeeper.”


In response, the Major leaned forward and picked up his half-empty bottle. A filthy glass sat on the desk by his elbow, and slowly he filled it. “On your father’s life, eh?” he grunted. “I think it was wasted on me.”


“Sir, you cannot believe that.”


His gaze turned on her then, suddenly aflame. “You know nothing of what I believe!” he snapped. “Goddamn it, stopped nattering at me!” Then his eye slowly narrowed to a slit. “Wait, by Jove! I’ve something stirring up dust in my head.”


Aubrey swallowed hard. “Sir?”


“There was some scandal in the papers last spring.” He cocked his head to one side and scratched it. “Or was it the year before? A familiar name, I remember thinking. I’ve not been so cup-shot as to forget that. Ha! Mrs. Montford, my arse. I’d lay ten guineas you’re lying about that, too.”


Aubrey closed her eyes. “Don’t ask me anything more, sir. Please.”


“Oh, I won’t!” he assured her. “I don’t want to know anything more about you or the trouble you’re in. I’ll do my duty by your father, but that’s it, do you hear?”


“Yes, sir.”


Then he stared not at her, but into the fire. “A girl of your blood has no business being a servant.”


“It’s honest work, sir,” said Aubrey. “I’ve experience in the running of large households.”


The Major snorted. “It’s nothing to me if you can’t tell a box mangle from a bottle-jack,” he said. “I’d dismiss the lot of ’em if Giles would let me. But he won’t. And now I’m stuck with you, too, aren’t I?”


Aubrey said nothing.


The Major cursed beneath his breath and put his bottle down awkwardly, as if he couldn’t quite judge the distance to the desk. “Well, here’s how we’ll go on, girl,” he continued, pausing to wipe his sleeve across his mouth. “I want my whisky kept cool and my bathwater brought hot. I want my tea at four and my dinner at six. In here. On a tray.”


Aubrey breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, sir.”


“And I don’t want to see or hear so much as a peep out of any of you unless the castle’s afire or the French are sailing up the channel. Don’t ask me anything about the running of this house, for I’ve no opinion. Don’t ask me anything about the running of this estate, either, for I don’t know a damned thing, and don’t care to learn it.”


Aubrey managed to nod. “Yes, sir.”


But Lorimer took another deep breath. “I don’t take breakfast. I don’t receive callers. Open the post. If it’s a bill, pay it. If it’s estate business, take it up with Giles. If it’s anything else, burn it. If I go down to the village and bring back a whore, that’s my business. If I pass out drunk in here and shite all over myself, that’s my business. If I decide to strip naked and run bare-arsed across the parapets—now, what would that be, Mrs. Montford?”


“Y-Your business, sir?”


“You’re goddamned right. And if anyone doesn’t like it, they can go hang. Are you following this, Mrs. Montford?”


“Yes, sir.”


Lorimer smiled sarcastically. “And another thing, Mrs. Montford—I hate children. Keep that sniveling whelp of yours out of my sight, do you hear? Because if you let the brat come near me, I swear to God, I’ll teach him everything I know, starting with the word goddamn.”


Aubrey felt her knees begin to give. “Yes, sir,” she answered. “I shall keep him away, I swear it. Is there…anything else?”


The Major wheezed with laughter. “I should say!” he answered. “In two days’ time the whole bloody village will be whispering you’re another of my fancy pieces from London. They say that every time a pretty woman’s hired up here.”


Aubrey felt nausea surge.


“So there!” he grumbled, tossing back the whole glass of whisky. “Now you have your precious job, Mrs. Montford. Much joy may it bring you.”


Unsteadily, Aubrey curtsied. “Th-Thank you, sir.”


Major Lorimer belched.


Aubrey fled.









Chapter One



In Which Lord de Vendenheim Is Not Amused






September 1829


It was a lovely afternoon in Mayfair. The windows of shops and homes alike had been flung open to take in the autumn breeze, and up and down Hill Street, housemaids were seizing the chance to sweep down their front steps while the sun was still warm. Coachmen doffed their hats more readily when they went clopping past, and along the pavement a half-dozen footmen lingered, taking in the fresh air and waiting for something—or nothing—to do.


The Earl of Walrafen’s library was perfectly situated to enjoy such a day, positioned as it was on a second-floor corner. All four of his sashes were up, and behind him he could hear pigeons warbling as they preened and picked at their feathers. But unlike the housemaids, Walrafen was not content—he rarely was—and so he tossed the letter he was reading onto his desk and scowled across the room at his clerk.


“Ogilvy!” he bellowed. “The pigeons! The pigeons! Get them off the bloody windowsills!”


Ogilvy’s face went blank, but to his credit, he leapt from his writing table and charged, a yardstick in hand. “Shoo, shoo!” he cried amidst the thumping and fluttering of wings. “Off, you wee devils!”


That done, he bowed stiffly and returned to his copying. Walrafen cleared his throat and felt a bit foolish. Perhaps young Ogilvy was not yet a full-fledged man of affairs, but it really was not the lad’s job to chase pigeons, was it? Walrafen opened his mouth to apologize, but in that instant the breeze shifted to a gale and blew open the file on his desk. Two years of correspondence went whirling through the room, a tiny tornado of foolscap.


Walrafen cursed aloud. “Is it not enough, Ogilvy, that that woman must plague me weekly with her harangues?” he grumbled as they gathered up the papers. “Now it seems Mrs. Montford’s file is possessed by the devil, too.”


And it did indeed seem to be so, for the air was perfectly still now. Ogilvy tapped the file’s edge lightly on Walrafen’s desk. “No harm done, sir.” He handed the file back to Walrafen. “It’s all here.”


The earl smiled wryly. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”


The lad grinned and went back to his work. Walrafen opened the file and began the topmost letter again.



Castle Cardow


21 September


My lord,


As explained in my last four letters, it is now imperative a decision be made regarding the west tower. Having heard nothing from you, I took it upon myself to send to Bristol for an architect. Messrs. Simpson & Verney report there is a deep fissure in the exposed wall, and the foundation is badly shifted. Please, sir, must we tear it down or shore it up? I assure you I do not care, and wish only that a decision be made before the whole of it collapses on one of the gardeners, as good ones are hard to come by.


your obedient s’vant,


Mrs. Montford




Good Lord, was this really her fifth letter about that moldy old tower? He would have thought she’d had the bloody thing fixed by now. Walrafen had no wish to think about it further. Already, she’d hired architects. Yes, in Mrs. Montford’s capable hands Cardow, and everything in it, could be forgotten, just as he wished. He could safely do nothing. It was an almost astonishing luxury.


He went on to the next sheet of foolscap. Ha! Another of her favorite scolds. Uncle Elias. The poor chap probably never saw a minute’s peace.



My lord,


Your uncle continues most unwell, suffering now from a bilious liver, I collect. He will not let Crenshaw in, and last week hurled an empty bottle at his head whilst the doctor was climbing back into his carriage. His vision going the way of his liver, the bottle missed. Still, I implore you to turn your attention to him in an effort to persuade him to compliance….




“Madam,” murmured Walrafen to the paper, “if your incessant nagging does not persuade him, then I have not a chance in hell.”


“Beg pardon, my lord?” Ogilvy looked up from his work.


Walrafen lifted the letter, pinching it between two fingers as if it were a soiled handkerchief.


“Ah!” said the lad knowingly. “The housekeeper.”


Yes, the housekeeper. A well-known thorn in his side. Walrafen gave a rueful smile, filed away the letter, then on a strange impulse, pulled another from the pile. March, two years ago! This one was an early favorite.



My lord,


Your uncle has fired me again. Please tell me if I am to stay or to go. If I am to go, please be advised I am owed £1.8.6 which I advanced the chemist last week when your uncle spitefully swallowed the key to the cash box. (We had exchanged ill words about his wish to purchase some untaxed brandy in the village.) If I am to stay, pray write him forthwith, and tell him that the cash box key must be retrieved, and that the duty of uncovering it, so to speak, rests with him….




Poor Uncle Elias! He could see him bent over the chamber pot now, his penknife in hand, and Mrs. Montford behind him, probably clutching a riding crop. Walrafen snorted with laughter, ignored Ogilvy’s curious glance, and seized another. Oh, yes! This one was from the early spring, when she’d been turning out the house top-to-bottom. A little part of him wondered what the old place looked like nowadays.



My lord,


Are you aware that there are six dead toads in the bottom drawer of the bombé commode which sits in your old dressing room? Betsy tells me you gave strict orders upon your departure for Eton that nothing within be touched. But since that was in 1809 and this is 1829, I thought it best to clarify. May I add, regrettably, that said toads are but dust and bones now?


My sympathy at your loss,


Mrs. Montford


P.S. Your uncle has fired me again. Please tell me if I am to stay or to go.




Walrafen tossed the last letter aside and pinched the bridge of his nose hard between his thumb and forefinger. He wanted to laugh. Damn it, he wanted to cry, too. Go, go! he thought. Go, and good riddance, Mrs. Montford!


But he didn’t really want her to go, did he? No, dash it, he didn’t. The paper seemed suddenly too bright for his eyes. He could feel a headache coming on. The woman always had a way of getting under his skin. She angered him. She amused him. She was insolent. Yet sometimes deploringly incisive.


That was the very trouble, was it not? In his more honest moods he could admit it: the woman made him feel guilty, and had done so with appalling regularity for almost three years. Her letters had grown more strident, more demanding, and more perceptive with each passing month. He dreaded opening them, but he read them over and over. Usually he never bothered to answer them, which only resulted in more letters. He should have fired her at the first sign of insolence.


But her letters did make him laugh sometimes, and he’d had little enough of that in his life. And they brought to mind most vividly his childhood home. The pleasant parts of it, anyway. It was very odd, but sometimes it almost felt as if Mrs. Montford were trying to—well, to lure him there. Sometimes there was something in her letters beyond the cynicism and chiding. Something that spoke to him in a quiet, secret voice.


He took another, from just this past May, its corners already dog-eared, and read a familiar passage.



The upland gorse this year is a most remarkable shade of green, my lord. I do wish you could see it. The China roses show great promise, and Jenks tells me he is of a mind to build a pergola near the walled garden….




Why did she write to him of such things? And why did he read them over and over? Walrafen wondered, not for the first time, if his housekeeper were pretty. He was not sure of her age, but her letters told him she was young. Young and full of vitality. Uncle Elias had always preferred to employ the prettier servants on their backs instead of their feet. He wondered if the randy old goat had got this one into his bed.


Well, of course he had. Otherwise, he’d have run her off long ago. No servant would put up with Uncle Elias for the paltry amount of money he paid Mrs. Montford. No one could be that desperate. Could they?


The question made him feel…well, he did not know how it made him feel. Certainly, he didn’t wish any Englishman—or woman—trapped by class or by poverty in a position which they found intolerable. The pounding in his head was worsening. Oh, God, she was a pox upon him, his carping Mrs. Montford! Really, what did he care whether the west tower lived or died? He almost didn’t care whether the gardeners lived or died.


Good Lord.


Oh, that was not so. He had not spent the whole of his career fighting for the rights of the workingman only to recklessly risk one of his own. But if he simply did nothing, Mrs. Montford would take care of it. Oh, she would be angry with him. An ice storm of haughty letters would rain down upon his head, followed by a hailstorm of bills and receipts. But all would be set to rights at Cardow. And for his lassitude, Walrafen would have all that correspondence to read as penance. Or diversion. He wasn’t sure which. The thought made Walrafen wonder again why such a clever woman would let Uncle Elias grunt and heave on top of her.


A piercing pain stabbed into his temple. “Ogilvy!” he said sharply. “Draw the draperies and ring for coffee.”


Ogilvy looked at him suspiciously. “Yes, my lord.” But before Ogilvy could rise, the door flew open.


“Lord de Vendenheim,” announced his butler. And then Walrafen’s friend Max stepped into the room.


“Per amor di Dio!” muttered Max, stripping off his driving gloves as he strode into the room. “You aren’t dressed!”


Lean, dark, and stoop-shouldered, Max always sounded irritable. And arrogant. The fact that Walrafen outranked him had never much troubled Max, not even when he’d been a lowly police inspector working the river in Wapping, while Walrafen had been one of the most influential members of the House of Lords. If you were a fool, Max treated you as one. He was very egalitarian that way.


Max was scowling down his big, olive-colored beak now. “Are you going with me?”


From across the room Ogilvy cursed softly. “The dress parade, my lord!”


Walrafen smiled tightly. “They can hardly start without us, old fellow,” he said, coming to his feet. “But I’d best go upstairs and change. I can’t think where the time went.”


Max’s eyes fell upon the file which lay open on Walrafen’s desk. With his long, dark fingers he picked up the topmost letter. “Ah, the housekeeper again,” he said knowingly. “Really, Giles, when are you going to stop playing cat and mouse with this woman?”


Walrafen shot his friend a dark look. “That’s my business,” he said, trying not to limp on his leg, which had stiffened while he was seated. Max followed, carrying the letter. While his valet stripped off Walrafen’s coat and cravat, Max sat down in Walrafen’s favorite chair and read the bloody thing aloud.


“What an extraordinary creature!” he remarked when done. “I should very much like to meet her.”


Walrafen barked with laughter. “Still waters run deep?”


Max lifted his dark brows. “Oh, these waters are not still,” he said certainly. “They are churning with thwarted intent—and something else, too, I’d wager. I wonder…yes, I wonder what it is.”


Walrafen leaned a little closer to the mirror and adjusted the folds of his fresh cravat. “Mrs. Montford is just a servant, Max. Just an arrogant, overbearing housekeeper.”


“Then dismiss her.”


“What, and burden some other poor chap with her?” Walrafen laughed. “I could never dismiss a servant without a reference. Not unless they’d done murder or worse. And really, what trouble is she to me?”


“A vast deal, from what I’ve seen in your eyes,” said Max, rising and throwing open the door. “And I rather doubt she will do something so convenient as to murder someone, and thereby save you from your life of—what is it you call it? Benign neglect? Yes, then you’d be forced to go home, wouldn’t you?”


Walrafen strode past him. “Put down the bloody letter, and let’s go,” he said. “There will be crowds in the streets around Whitehall now. We shall have to walk.”


“Yes, and whose fault is that?”


Walrafen’s prediction was to prove true. By the time they reached Charing Cross, they were forced to elbow their way through the throng. The usual tide of black-coated clerks and bespectacled shopkeepers surging out of Westminster in search of their luncheon was choked to a trickle by the carriages. At Max’s office the corridors were filled with men rushing about in long blue police uniforms and tall hats. The stairwells were clogged with clerks and bureaucrats, even a few ladies sporting chip bonnets and parasols.


Amidst the chaos, last-minute changes were shouted out, and finally they reached Max’s door. But the room was already occupied. A lady and gentleman stood looking out the window, staring down into the tumult below. At the sound of the door the lady turned, but Giles knew her instinctively. It was Cecilia, his father’s young widow, and her second husband, David, Lord Delacourt.


“Good afternoon, Cecilia,” Walrafen said, bowing to her. “And Delacourt. What a surprise.”


“Hello, Giles, my dear,” Cecilia answered. “And Max! We’d hoped to catch you here.”


Cecilia floated toward Walrafen, her cheek already turned for his kiss. And he would kiss her, of course. He always did. But suddenly a small boy appeared from behind Cecilia’s skirts and hurled himself between them.


“Giles! Giles!” said the boy. “We saw Sergeant Sisk! He let me wear his hat! Are you and Lord de Vendenheim going to march in the parade with him?”


His heart suddenly lighter, Walrafen swept the boy up in his arms. “No, but I am going to give a very dull speech, Simon,” he said. “And I should have wanted Sisk’s new coat, myself. I like those big brass buttons.”


The boy laughed. Cecilia’s husband stepped away from the window. “Cecilia and Simon insisted on seeing London’s new police sworn in,” said Delacourt a little apologetically. “I hope we’re not in your way?” He was addressing Max, but his eyes were watching Walrafen.


“Not at all,” Max answered.


“Good,” said Delacourt. “If you gentlemen have your schedules and speeches in hand, may we take you up to Bloomsbury in our carriage? Simon, climb up on Papa’s shoulders and I shall carry you downstairs.” The boy scrambled over as Max threw open the door.


Cecilia smiled and laid her hand on Walrafen’s arm. “Giles, I am so proud of you today,” she whispered. “You make me feel quite the doting stepmother.”


Walrafen let the others file out as he stared down into her beautiful blue eyes. “Don’t be absurd, Cecilia,” he murmured. “You are no longer my stepmother. Indeed, you are Delacourt’s wife. Simon’s mother, for heaven’s sake.”


Cecilia looked at him strangely. “As I am well aware,” she murmured. “Are those things so mutually exclusive? I have always cared deeply for you, Giles. Not, of course, as a mother. But as—well, as a sister, I daresay.”


As a sister. Platonically. That was ever Cecilia’s way. And it was all he could hope for now. In the eyes of the church Cecilia was his mother, and thus could never be anything else—which was precisely what his father had intended by marrying her, devil take him. Then, as if to worsen Giles’s torment, his father had died prematurely, allowing Delacourt, a scoundrel unfit to kiss Cecilia’s hems, to slip shrewdly into her life. To everyone’s amazement, he’d become a faithful husband. And Delacourt had better remain faithful, thought Walrafen grimly. Otherwise, he’d have to kill him. Which would be rather a shame, since he’d come to like the preening cox-comb.


Gently he propelled Cecilia out of Max’s office. “I am older than you, Cecilia,” he reminded her as they started down the stairs. “When you married Father, I was three-and-twenty and already sitting in the Commons. It sounds foolish for you to go on calling yourself my stepmother.”


With a light laugh Cecilia halted and patted him on the cheek. “My poor, poor Giles!” She made a little pout with her lips. “David and I are part of your family, whether you want us or not. Now, speaking of family, tell me how Elias is keeping. He won’t answer my letters.”


“The Home Office is no place for a lady, Cecilia,” Walrafen said, ignoring her question. “Can’t your husband keep you in Curzon Street where you belong?”


Cecilia laughed again. “Why, how very rigid you are, Giles. I wouldn’t miss this. Peel could never have pushed this bill through Parliament without your influence, and Max’s hard work. Everyone says so.”


Walrafen gave up. Cecilia said nothing more, and soon, with their positions in the viewing stand secured, the five of them watched and waved as the newly formed Metropolitan Police paraded about in their new uniforms. In their sweeping coats and towering hats, the men made a stirring sight. But soon the dull speeches were finished, the new officers sworn in, and the waving and cheering was over. Cecilia offered her cheek again, and dutifully Walrafen kissed it. He and Max declined an offer to return to Mayfair in Delacourt’s carriage, and strolled down Upper Guildford Street on foot.


“She is a rare sort of woman, isn’t she?” said Max as Cecilia waved at them through the crowd.


Walrafen said nothing for a time. Cecilia was more than rare. She was incomparable. “Speaking of rare women,” he finally said, “where is your wife?”


“Home in Gloucestershire,” said Max a little glumly. “Her newest niece or nephew—possibly one of each—is soon to make an entrance.”


“And what of you, old friend?” asked Walrafen. “Will you follow her? Town will soon be empty. The shooting season, you know.”


Max pushed his way past a hawking newsboy as they strode through Russell Square. “I daresay I shall,” he said. “We would normally winter in Catalonia. But with the new baby coming? No.”


“You could stay in town with Peel,” Walrafen suggested.


Max shook his head. “Peel may be going home, too. His father is failing.”


“Ah!” said Walrafen. “And soon he shall be Sir Robert, I suppose? A title instead of a beloved father. He’ll think that no fair trade.”


Max looked at him curiously. “Is that how you felt when your father died?”


Walrafen stared across the open square. “My father’s death shocked both Cecilia and me,” he finally answered. “His health had been excellent.”


“My friend, I do not think you answered my question.”


Walrafen looked at him darkly. “You are ever the police inspector, are you not?” he answered. “No, Max, I felt nothing when my father died. We’d been estranged since my boyhood, and despite Cecilia’s efforts to reconcile us, we were barely on speaking terms at his death. And I cannot say I was sorry to see him go. Do you think less of me for it?”


Max shocked him then by settling a hand between his shoulder blades and gently patting him. “No, Giles,” he said quietly. “I could never think less of you. But I do think it a waste for you to remain here in town alone. That is what you mean to do, isn’t it?”


Fleetingly Giles considered it. But the truth was, he’d nowhere to go. Oh, Cecilia had already invited him to Delacourt’s seat in Derbyshire. But it felt ungentlemanly to accept a man’s hospitality when what you really wanted was his wife. Of course he could always go to Gloucestershire with Max and Catherine, and spend the season shooting on their estate—he could sense Max was on the verge of inviting him. But the warmth and ebullience of Catherine’s extended family always left him feeling vaguely awkward, as if he were inept at something he could not quite put a name to.


So that left only Cardow. And its memories.


“Max, I am too busy,” he finally said. “So much must be done before Parliament reconvenes. There is a groundswell of support for this new radical reform association, and Peel is rightly worried. Equality is a fine notion, and I support it in principle, but this could get out of hand.”


Max looked at him oddly. “My father once supported a radical movement,” he said warningly. “And all it got him was a shot to the head, courtesy of Napoleon. So be careful what you do, Giles, else one of these days your noble notions are going to get you shot. Then I’ll be in the damnable position of having to figure out who did it—the Whigs, the trade unions, the radical mobs, or your own blasted party.”


Giles shrugged. “Someone has to worry about England’s future, Max,” he said. “This is my life’s work.”


Max chuckled quietly. “Oh, there is more to life, my friend, than one’s work, a lesson I’ve finally learned.” Then he added, half in jest, “Here’s a thought, old fellow. Find yourself a wife. I can recommend it, and after all, you need an heir. Someone besides Elias, for pity’s sake.”


“Oh, I’ve a long-lost cousin or two,” said Giles. “Somewhere in—I don’t know, Pennsylvania, perhaps? One of them will turn up if there’s enough money in it. Americans are opportunists to the core.”


Max laughed. “But isn’t there some plump, pretty country girl left pining for you in Somerset?” he suggested. “After all, you need to go home and put that saucy housekeeper of yours in her place.”


“Mrs. Montford?” Walrafen laughed. “I’d likely strangle her.”


Max shot him a curious glance, but kept walking. “Tell me, Giles, is your Mrs. Montford old or young? Or somewhere in between?”


Walrafen lifted his shoulders dispassionately. “Quite young, I assume,” he said. “They always are.”


“What do you mean?”


“Uncle Elias hires them,” said Walrafen. “What do you think I mean?”


“Ah!” said Max. “She has other duties in addition to her housekeeping?”


Walrafen hesitated. “Well, in the old days they often did,” he admitted. “But my uncle is no longer young. I do hear, however, that he and Mrs. Montford quarrel often, and bitterly.”


“Oh?” challenged Max. “And from whom?”


“Pevsner, the butler,” said Walrafen. “I think Mrs. Montford put his nose out of joint, too. But since Uncle Elias has never complained to me, one must conclude there is something between them. My uncle does not have a charitable disposition.”


For a while no more was said. They were walking through Berkeley Square when Max spoke again. “How’s that leg today, Giles?” he asked. “You are limping a bit, I fancy.”


But he’d had enough of Max and his meddling for one afternoon. “You are not responsible for my leg,” he grumbled. “Walk on, for God’s sake, and let us stop talking of all this old nonsense.”


Max looked at him as if wondering just what nonsense he meant. The leg? His father? Cardow? Ah, so many possibilities! And none of them pleasant. But like the good friend he was, Max said no more.









Chapter Two



In Which a Very Bad Bargain Is Struck






The west tower of Castle Cardow had long been forbidden to the staff. No one ventured there, for it was dank and gloomy, and filled with nothing but broken furniture. But the north tower, which looked out across the channel to Wales, was a different story. Some of Cardow’s most precious possessions were stored on its topmost floor, in part because servants and villagers alike had long sworn the place was haunted.


Early in the seventeenth century the wife of the third earl had hurled herself out of its fourth-story window, splitting her skull on the courtyard below. Since then, more than a few wide-eyed servants had come staggering up the hill after a late night at the King’s Arms, to see the ghost of Lady Walrafen floating along the parapet. Marriages did tend to end badly at Cardow.


After tentatively pushing the door open, Aubrey lifted her lantern high and turned all the way around in the attic. A vast stone circle reflected back, without so much as a sliver of a window set into it. She saw no ghosts.


“Ooh, lawks!” whispered Betsy as the flame began to dance unsteadily. “Reckon they be bats up here, Mrs. Montford?”


Aubrey shook off a sudden sense of foreboding. “I shouldn’t be surprised,” she answered, making her way around the circle. “Mice and spiders, too.”


“Ooh, but bats, mum!” Betsy’s voice quavered. “They do say bats’ll suck out a body’s blood. And I be wishful o’ keeping mine.”


Aubrey was beginning to wish they’d stayed downstairs, where their blood could go about its business of coursing warmly through their bodies. “Bats do not suck blood,” she said, more bravely than she felt. “And if those portraits are up here, Betsy, I must have them. How many, did you say?”


Betsy pushed an old perambulator from their path, sending a mouse shrieking into the darkness. “A half dozen or better, mum, as I recollect,” the servant answered. “But all too big for us to carry.”


Aubrey lifted the broom she’d carried up the twisting tower stairs, and swiped down a veil of cobwebs. As if by magic, a huge portrait appeared, higher than she was tall. “Good heavens!” she whispered. “Would you look at that?”


“Oh, mercy!” whispered Betsy. “Reckon that’s the one what pitched herself out the window?”


It was not. This lady wore a sack-backed gown more commonly seen just a hundred years earlier. “The Major’s great-grandmother, more likely,” said Aubrey, hanging her lamp from a peg in the masonry. “Here, help me slide it away.”


Together they heaved until they’d moved it aside. Behind it was a second portrait, larger and more magnificent. The age, however, was hard to guess, for the young lady was in costume, a wreath and Grecian toga. “Now, her I know,” said Betsy decisively. “That be her ladyship who jumped off the gallery and broke her neck. It was hanging in the hall when I first come up here as a scullery maid.”


Aubrey was horrified. “She jumped?”


Betsy shrugged. “Well, some said she jumped, and some said she fell,” the maid continued. “She’d be the present lord’s mother. Affected him something terrible, all that talk of suicide, and him just a lad, I reckon. And the church cut up something awful, so the old lord had to hush it by building a new rectory.”


“How dreadful!”


“Ooh, a very black mark on the family, it was,” said Betsy. “But people do say it’s the curse of Castle Cardow that a bride can never be happy here.”


“Well, the poor lady shall be returned to her former glory in the hall,” said Aubrey briskly. “Let’s drag it away until the footmen can fetch it.”


Betsy dragged, but with obvious reluctance. “But what if ’is lordship don’t want these paintings hung back up, mum?” she said between grunts. “After all, someone packed ’em off up here, didn’t they? Besides, that blue and gold tapestry’s been hanging in this one’s place for an age.”


Aubrey lifted her brows with some impatience. “Did someone say they weren’t wanted?”


Betsy dusted off her hands and shrugged. “Seems I heard it, mum. But I disremember who told it.”


Aubrey stood her ground. “Well, those tapestries are fraying and filthy, and must come down. We cannot stare at plain stone walls now, can we?”


Betsy did not look as if she cared. But suddenly, as they pushed the painting away, her face lit with pleasure. Another portrait had been hidden deeper in the stack, this one of a very young lady with hair almost as red as Aubrey’s. “Ooh, look, mum! Here’d be the last Lady Walrafen!”


Aubrey gaped at it. The portrait was shockingly modern. The young lady had a round, lovely face and fine blue eyes which seemed to be laughing at the artist. Her figure was lush, almost plump, and she wore a high-waisted gown barely out of fashion. “Why, I had no idea…” stammered Aubrey, feeling oddly embarrassed. “That is to say, no one ever mentioned that his lordship was—had been—married.”


Betsy laughed. “Lord, no, mum, not this Lord Walrafen,” she returned. “She’d be his stepmother, Lady Cecilia Markham-Sands. Painted in London she was, right afore she wed Major Lorimer’s elder brother.”


Aubrey was appalled. “Good heavens! How old was he?”


Betsy squinted. “Oh, fifty, p’raps. But she seemed fair fond of ’im. Musta been a good marriage, for she was the only Lady Walrafen who didn’t die at Cardow.”


“W-Where did she die?”


At that, Betsy guffawed. “Lord, mum, she ain’t dead! She buried the earl not long after she wed ’im. Then she married an old beau. Now she’s Lady Delacourt. Does charity work for the poor, gives fancy balls, and all manner of fashionable things.”


Aubrey was stunned. She’d heard nothing of this in the two years she’d lived at Cardow. Certainly, the lady had left no trace of her presence in the house. “They—they had no children?”


Betsy hesitated. “Well, I don’t think they could ’ave, mum,” she said, dropping her voice. “D’you remember Maddy who used to be head laundry maid? She always said the old lord was a bad’un to chase your skirts. But right afore he married again, he caught Maddy in the washhouse, but couldn’t do the deed, if you know what I mean.”


Aubrey felt her face color furiously. “Don’t gossip about the family, Betsy,” she chided. “It is disrespectful.”


Betsy hung her head, but only for a moment. “Well, anyways, that Lady Walrafen didn’t come ’ere above three or four times,” she said, looking again at the red-haired woman. “But, oh, mum, she was nice! Not a bit above ’erself, if you know what I mean. One Christmas, she brought us all presents and helped Mrs. Jenks make the tenant baskets. Still, the old earl didn’t much care for Cardow.”


“Nor does the son, apparently.” Aubrey was still enraged that Lord Walrafen was ignoring her letters about the collapsing west tower.


Betsy looked at her eagerly. “Let’s take this one down, mum. She’s pretty. Besides, it used to hang over the south mantel in the great hall. We can move that big old shield with that nasty crow to the gallery.”


“I believe, Betsy, that it is a raven, not a crow,” Aubrey gently corrected. “And I daresay there’s no harm in—”


A horrible sound cut her off; a low, inhuman rumble, like a tomb sliding open beneath their feet. The flagstones shuddered. Betsy screamed. The lantern’s flame danced wildly. Good God! An earthquake? An avalanche?In Somerset?


In the courtyard below one of the footmen began bellowing. “Run!” he shouted. “Good God, run!” Understanding slammed into her. And then, Aubrey was running, bolting through the darkness, ghosts and lanterns forgotten. She burst into the stairwell, grabbing blindly at the rope. Desperately she clutched it to keep herself from tumbling headlong as her feet flew down and around the steep circular steps.


“Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” she heard Betsy praying behind her as she came. “Somebody’s like to be dead!”


Aubrey kept running, fighting back a scream. Two flights down, a thick oak door gave onto the barbican. Desperately she shoved at the bolt.


“Oh, Lord, oh, Lord,” chanted Betsy, lending her hands to the job. The rumbling had faded. Somewhere, a child was screaming. The footman was still shouting. The rusty bolt flew back, crushing Aubrey’s thumb. Once outside, she dashed heedlessly along the rampart, Betsy on her heels.


Aubrey saw the pile of rubble scattered across the wall. Half the west tower hung open, exposed like a bloody gash. The collapse had taken out thirty feet of parapet. Men were still running through the courtyard. She and Betsy kept running, too. They reached the ruined parapet just as Pevsner began to scream, “Get back! Mrs. Montford, get back! It’s all coming down!”


But in that instant Aubrey had already looked over the edge. Her hand flew to her mouth. God. Oh, God! In the rubble covering the parterre below, she could see the patch of white linen. The scattered schoolbooks. A little hand, reaching skyward.


Fear clutched at her. “Iain!” she screamed. “Iain! Iain!” She felt Betsy catch her round the waist and drag her back from the edge. For an instant Aubrey fought her. Then instinct kicked in, and she shook Betsy off. She dashed back toward the north stairs. She had to get down. Had to get to Iain.


After that, she remembered little. Somehow, they made their way back along the high rampart, down the remaining steps, and into the gardens. Aubrey remembered running through the beds and borders toward the parterre, and pushing branches from her face, then falling to her knees to tear at the stones. Two of the gardeners were there before her.


In the distance Pevsner was still shouting for them to get back. That the rest of the tower was coming down. Aubrey ignored him. The gardeners did not stop. More stones were torn away. And then one of them had an arm around Iain’s chest. “He’s breathing!” Jenks shouted, dragging the child from the rubble.


The second gardener seized her arm. “Run, Mrs. Montford! Run!”


Behind her she heard another stone crack and bounce off the parapet. She hesitated, frozen by fear for Iain. Betsy shoved her hard between the shoulder blades, propelling her into motion. And then the roar was back, and a landslide of rock, timber, and slate—all that remained of the west tower—was tumbling down behind them. Somehow, the four of them got Iain inside. Betsy hit the kitchens at a run and seized the hall boy, screaming at him to fetch Dr. Crenshaw.


Iain’s room adjoined Aubrey’s, just through her sitting room. They carried him in, and as they laid him down, the boy’s eyelids fluttered. “Mama,” he whispered, words barely audible, his face covered with dust. “Mama, the Major…w-was walking. Fell. The stones…stones were coming down.”


Crying, Aubrey laid her hand lightly on Iain’s forehead and told him to lie still. From across the narrow bed, Jenks, the head gardener, caught her eyes and shook his head.


“Drunk,” he said, mouthing the word. He jerked his head toward the second gardener. “Phelps ’ere dragged him away. ’E was passed out, mum, but not much ’urt.”


Aubrey squeezed shut her eyes and thought of Lord Walrafen. Of his cruelty and his neglect. Of his utter irresponsibility. This was his fault! Good God, she’d brought Iain here to keep him safe! And now, because of one man’s indolence, the child was almost dead.


Aubrey opened her eyes and looked straight at Jenks without seeing him. “God help him, he has gone too far,” she whispered, her words slow, grim, and certain. “This time I am going to kill him.”

*   *   *


Crenshaw finished his work by candlelight. Iain had broken two ribs and a finger. His left ankle was badly wrenched, and his head had needed six stitches. Over Aubrey’s prayers, the doctor had uttered words like trauma and concussion. She’d fought hard to absorb them, to understand what was being asked of her. And she’d fought back tears, too.


According to the gardeners, Iain had been running up the hill from the village school when he’d seen Lorimer go staggering past the formal gardens. The Major had tripped—or passed out—below the west tower. And then the stones had begun to come clattering down, just a few at first. The gardeners had watched in horror as the little boy rushed into the chaos. Thank God the stone gateposts of the parterre had taken the brunt of the avalanche.


But Iain was hurt. Badly. As the doctor packed his tools, Betsy sat by Iain’s little grate, winding up bandages by the glow. Aubrey lingered in the shadows by the bed, holding the child’s good hand, which was warming now, thank God. The lamp on Iain’s night table cast eerie shadows across the doctor’s face as he leaned over him, checking his vital signs one last time.


Then the doctor dropped the last of his tools into his leather satchel and glanced across the bed at Aubrey. “We are fortunate, Mrs. Montford, that one of those ribs did not puncture a lung,” said Crenshaw. “Still, the pain will require him to breathe shallowly, so he must be kept motionless. Give him the laudanum to help him sleep.”


“With a concussion? Must I?”


The doctor smiled reassuringly and lightly touched her hand. “It will permit him to rest, Mrs. Montford. As to the concussion, that is the least of our worries. How has his asthma been?”


“Nonexistent,” she answered. “The sea air helps.”


“Perhaps he’s outgrown it,” said Crenshaw hopefully. “Still, tomorrow some ugly bruises will appear. Even his internal organs will be tender. He’ll have no appetite. Tell Mrs. Jenks to prepare a strong beef tea, and nothing more.”


Aubrey got up to fetch the doctor’s coat. “Poor mite,” said Betsy, moving to the foot of the bed. “He’ll miss the Harvest Fair now. And Jenks had particularly promised him. He was so excited.”


Dr. Crenshaw turned back, his hand already on the doorknob. “The fair is what, two weeks hence?”


“Saturday a week,” said Betsy.


Crenshaw smiled a little ruefully. “Well, I wouldn’t recommend running the sack race,” he said. “Let us have strict bed rest for a time. After that, I daresay his body will tell him what he can and cannot do.”


Betsy grinned. Aubrey thanked the doctor and escorted him back through the stairwells and passageways to the great hall. A storm had rolled in off the channel again, and Crenshaw’s carriage waited beneath the porte-cochère. “I shall return tomorrow, Mrs. Montford!” he shouted as the rain spattered down beyond them.


A footman yanked open his door. Only then did Aubrey remember her other patient. “Dr. Crenshaw, wait! How did you find the Major?”


Crenshaw clutched his coat against the damp. “Ah, the usual, I fear. Along with a few bruises. But you needn’t look in. Mrs. Jenks sent a girl up to tend him the night.”


So the Major had drunk himself into a stupor again. It was happening with frightening regularity now. Her quarrels with him had become the stuff of legend throughout the castle and village. The servants thought her mad to cross him. And yet, cross him she did, time and again.


A little sadly, she watched as the doctor’s carriage went rattling toward the gatehouse, barely visible in the murk. She wished she could tell Crenshaw about the man the Major had once been. She wished she could explain why she thought him worth quarreling over, when no one else did.


The Major had been her father’s dearest friend. During his long years spent serving under Lorimer, her father’s every letter had mentioned him; the Major’s valor, his honor, his skill on the field. And when her father died in a hail of French fire trying to drag a wounded Lorimer off the field at Waterloo, Aubrey had not been able to find it in her heart to resent the fact that he had lived, while her father had not. All she resented was that Lorimer was now squandering what was left of his life. She could not bear to think her father’s sacrifice had been for naught.


And yet her entreaties were nearly useless. She was beginning to fear that nothing would stop Lorimer from slowly killing himself. And that nothing could stop the servants from secretly laughing at her efforts, and speculating as to why their very proper housekeeper went to such pains over a man who regularly grumbled and cursed at all of them.


A metallic clanking drew her back to the present. Crenshaw’s carriage had vanished and the gatekeeper was letting the portcullis down. Aubrey turned and went into the house. She must stop worrying so much about Lorimer. She must. For God’s sake, she was just the housekeeper.

*   *   *


Fortunately, ten days wrought a great improvement in Iain’s condition. His bruises were fading, his limp lessening. Even better, there was no sign at all of the asthma which had long plagued the child, particularly in the autumn. And so by the time of the Harvest Fair, Aubrey could see no logical reason to refuse Iain his outing.


The day dawned warm and fine, as pretty an autumn morning as any in Somerset could recall. By half past ten the sun was already heating the flagstones of the estate yard, which was enclosed in the lower bailey. In the nether regions of the castle, the kitchen maids rushed to and fro, packing hampers of food. A little anxiously Aubrey watched the preparations.


One of the grooms had brought up a cart, and the double doors in the service wing had been thrown wide to load it. In the bailey the servants’ chatter was echoing loudly off the stone walls. Mindful of the Major’s temper, Aubrey rose to quiet them. She opened her door just as Lettie and Ida came darting from the stillroom, two cider jugs each hooked in their fingers and giggling at the grooms who were loading the cart outside. At the sound of Aubrey’s door, however, the housemaids cut an uneasy glance at one another, curtsied low, and hastened on. Aubrey opened her mouth to chide them, then abruptly closed it. It was only laughter. A little cider.
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