
  
    
      
    
  


  
    Readers everywhere have fallen for New York Times bestselling author Deanna Raybourn’s intrepid amateur sleuth and socialite, Lady Julia Grey. Not to mention her devastating partner in crime, Nicholas Brisbane. Midsummer Night is the long-awaited story of their wedding, a dashing—and potentially deadly—affair not to be missed....


    Midsummer in England—an auspicious time for a wedding. Brisbane has taken charge of the music. Julia has, perhaps mistakenly, allowed her sisters to choose the dress. And Belmont Abbey is overflowing with guests awaiting the blessed day. What could go wrong?


    Combine the close-knit chaos of village life, pagan traditions bursting through staid Victorian conventions and the congenial madness that tends to swirl around Lady Julia’s family and you get an unforgettable wedding. But add in a dangerous past nemesis who has come to wish them not-so-well, and their day to remember just might take a fatal turn....


    Don’t miss a single tale in the Lady Julia Grey series—or Deanna Raybourn’s latest stand-alone novel, A Spear of Summer Grass.

  


  
    Praise for the novels of Deanna Raybourn


    “With a strong and unique voice, Deanna Raybourn creates unforgettable characters in a richly detailed world. This is storytelling at its most compelling.”

    —Nora Roberts, #1 New York Times bestselling author


    “[A] perfectly executed debut....Deft historical detailing [and] sparkling first-person narration.”

    —Publishers Weekly on Silent in the Grave, starred review


    “A great choice for mystery, historical fiction and/or romance readers.”

    —Library Journal on Silent on the Moor


    “Raybourn...delightfully evokes the language, tension and sweeping grandeur of nineteenth-century gothic novels.”

    —Publishers Weekly on The Dead Travel Fast


    “Raybourn expertly evokes late-nineteenth-century colonial India in this rollicking good read, distinguished by its delightful lady detective and her colorful family.”

    —Booklist on Dark Road to Darjeeling


    “Beyond the development of Julia’s detailed world, her boisterous family and dashing husband, this book provides a clever mystery and unique perspective on the Victorian era through the eyes of an unconventional lady.”

    —Library Journal on The Dark Enquiry
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    Also from Deanna Raybourn and Harlequin MIRA:


    A Spear of Summer Grass

    The Dead Travel Fast

    The Dark Enquiry

    Dark Road to Darjeeling

    Silent on the Moor

    Silent in the Sanctuary

    Silent in the Grave


    ePrequels:


    Silent Night: A Lady Julia Christmas Novella


    And watch for Deanna Raybourn’s next book,

    City of Jasmine, available in 2014.
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    31 December 1889


    Bellmont Abbey, Sussex


    


    My dearest niece Ophelia,


    


    I need not tell you how sorely you were missed at Christmas. I understand your attachment to your fiancé dictated your absence, but I hope we shall see you here at Bellmont soon. Preparations are underway for the Twelfth Night play, and the usual squabbles have ensued. Your Aunt Olivia has been prevailed upon to play the villainous Turkish Knight, and she did not take it at all well when your father said it was because of her incipient moustaches. This was a calumny on his part; your Aunt Olivia’s whiskers are barely in evidence. Of course, tact never was Bellmont’s strong suit, as you well know.


    But I did not take pen in hand to abuse my brother to his daughter! (I can only plead the excuse that I was assisting your Uncle Plum in his experiments with Aunt Hermia’s punch receipt in preparation for this evening’s New Year’s Eve festivities.)


    When your dear mama confided you were nervous about your impending nuptials and requested each of your aunts to write a letter of advice and encouragement, I did not hesitate to take up the challenge—although it occurs to me now I might better have waited until the bright light and sober head of New Year’s Day to undertake the task. But no matter! I know your Aunt Portia means to speak frankly in her letter about the intimacies of the marriage bed, so I will draw a veil over that part of the nuptial experience except to say that whatever she tells you must be ignored entirely. She was married to an elderly man of questionable constitution, and as she prefers the company of women, I expect her experiences might charitably be described as uninformative. In my own case—well, as I said, I shall draw a veil of modesty over the marriage bed. Just remember that it is bliss, dear girl. And if it is not, he is doing something wrong and must be corrected firmly.


    Ah, I am afraid your Uncle Brisbane hazarded a peek over my shoulder at that last bit and snorted. But it is entirely true. The felicity of the marriage bed depends upon mutual satisfaction. If you find your new husband lacking in this capacity, I can offer no better advice than to tell you to refer him to your Uncle Brisbane, who is uncommonly talented at—Oh, very well! Uncle Brisbane has peeked again and has insisted with unusual firmness that I cease writing in this vein altogether. I shall say no more, but if you should find yourself in need of advice, you have only to come to me and we shall arrange a nice tête-à-tête about the matter.


    I was elected to write to you on the subject of all that can go awry with the wedding. The reason for this is simple—my own wedding very nearly did not happen. I do not mean my first wedding to Sir Edward Grey, requiescat in pace. That wedding went off without a hitch save your grandfather’s pointed reluctance to walk me down the aisle. There was an unseemly moment where I had to pull him as I walked backwards, but I never thought of it as an omen. Perhaps I ought to have, considering the outcome. Syphilis, infidelity, blackmail, and murder—there is a litany of marital woes to make a celibate of any right-minded girl! (Your Aunt Portia has just looked over my correspondence and spoken quite firmly about the inappropriateness of that last line. I can only say that a person’s letters ought to be private, but privacy is a scarce commodity at Bellmont Abbey. I ought to have written this in my own room, but my raven, Grim, is gently dismembering his dinner and the sight is uninspiring. Nevertheless, I shall persevere.)


    Picture if you will a perfect English June, that summer of 1888. (Is it only a year and a half? It seems the whole of my life has been held within the span of those short months. All I have known of love, of pleasure, of deepest contentment is contained within them.) Brisbane and I had been two months engaged since our sojourn in Yorkshire,1 and we had seen each other precisely once since our betrothal. You know of his work as a private enquiry agent, so it will not surprise you to find that he had embarked upon a succession of cases that took him out of London. We wrote voluminous letters, but Brisbane has always preferred a more direct and physical demonstration of his affections than the written word.


    In any event, Brisbane and I were betrothed and then quickly parted. I walked in a daze during those weeks, so pure was my happiness, and was content to let my sisters plan my wedding. Some while later I wrote down the events of the wedding itself, and copying them out afresh seems beyond my abilities at the moment. I detect no effects from Uncle Plum’s experiments with the punch bowl save that my hand seems curiously unable to grip the pen properly and I can only focus my eyes with the greatest of difficulties. Your Aunt Portia has suggested a wee nap might not go amiss, and so I enclose the original document, asking only that you return it when you have finished.


    


    I hope it proves useful, my dear. I remain always,


    Your loving Aunt Jul—


    


    P.S. Dearest Ophelia, I have removed the pen from Aunt Julia’s fingers and handed her over to Uncle Brisbane to put to bed with a hot brick and something for her head when she wakes. I see from her letter she meant to send you the short manuscript she wrote some months ago, describing the events of her wedding to Brisbane. I hesitate to send it for fear it will put you off the idea of marriage entirely, but perhaps if one is prepared for the worst, all other travails will seem mild in comparison.


    


    Your devoted aunt,


    Portia


    

  


  
    Chapter One


    He is the half part of a blessed man,

    Left to be finished by such as she,

    And she a fair divided excellence,

    Whose fullness of perfection lies in him.


    —King John, II.I.437


    “For God’s sake, Julia,” grumbled Portia. “It’s your wedding. Do you not even care to choose the flowers?”


    “Pray, do not ask her,” our elder sister, Olivia, put in firmly. “Her opinion will only confuse the matter. Tell her what she likes—that is the way to deal with Julia. And what she will like is flowers sent down from London,” she finished, ticking an item off her enormous list of wedding notes.


    “You are sending to London for flowers?” Portia’s voice was incredulous. “Flowers come from the country.”


    “Not these flowers,” Olivia corrected. “Hothouse orchids. Just the thing.”


    “I thought wildflowers might be best—things one might cut from the garden. It is a country wedding,” I pointed out.


    “You will look like a peasant,” Olivia warned.


    Portia countered with something cutting and I left my sisters quarrelling over the details whilst I mooned about, waiting for a letter from Brisbane. While Olivia had wanted a smart town wedding, the rest had mercifully overruled her and decided I would be married from the church of St. Barnabas in Blessingstoke, the village nestled at the foot of our family seat at Bellmont Abbey, surrounded by friends and family. As it was not thought seemly we sleep under the same roof before the wedding, it was arranged that Brisbane would lodge with Uncle Fly at his vicarage in preparation for the day. Brisbane’s response to this was eloquent and profane, but he agreed in the end, stipulating that he would only submit if he were permitted to take the music entirely in hand. Olivia gave in with singularly bad grace, but Brisbane’s taste was impeccable, and I was delighted he intended to take so active a role in the wedding itself. He began a frequent correspondence with Mrs. Netley, the blacksmith’s wife and organist of the church of St. Barnabas, a position she guarded jealously.


    With all the necessary arrangements made, two days before Midsummer we assembled at Bellmont Abbey. Family flocked from the four corners of Britain, a collection of relatives so numerous the Abbey was fairly bursting at the seams to contain them. Aunt Hermia, in her capacity as official hostess of the Abbey, had hired in a number of girls from the village to help with food preparations and the endless round of bed making, dusting and sweeping so many guests demanded.


    The last expected guest had just arrived in a flurry of embraces when there came a great rapping at the vast door of the Abbey. Hoots, as much a fixture in the Abbey as any of the furniture and approximately twice as old, hurried to open it, but not hastily enough, and I heard a booming voice carrying into the hall.


    “My God, man, leave me rot on the doorstep, and me come all the way from Scotland! Get out the way and let me pass before I poke you with my stick, you great nubbin.”


    I turned to Aunt Hermia in shock. She mouthed a single word at me. “Aberdour.”


    It was his Grace, the Duke of Aberdour, Brisbane’s great-uncle and the genteel terror of the United Kingdom. I gave Aunt Hermia a meaningful glance. “Warn the maids,” I told her as I hurried forward.


    “Your Grace, how delightful to see you! You sent regrets,” I said, moving to him with my hand extended.


    He ignored it and kissed me soundly on the mouth. “Of course I sent regrets. It would hardly be a surprise if I told you I was coming.” He smacked his lips appreciatively as he looked me up and down. “You’ve put on a mite of weight since I saw you last. Looks like it all went up top,” he noted, leering into my décolletage. He leaned closer. “Tasty enough, but I am rather a bum man, myself.”


    “Indeed, your Grace?” I asked faintly.


    He gave a wheezy chuckle. “Don’t look so abashed, lass. I am too old to mend my ways. Now, tell me the truth. Do you really mean to marry that scapegrace nephew of mine or have you reconsidered my proposal?”


    “Your proposal?”


    He huffed, offended. “When last we met at your father’s house in London—that musical evening of Lady Hermia’s—I seem to recall offering you my hand. What about it, girl? You’d be a duchess. That is nought to sneeze at. And I wager I could give my nephew a run for his money in the bedchamber. He hasn’t as much practise as I have. You see, the key to bedding a woman—”


    I broke in swiftly. “How kind of you to renew your offer, your Grace. But I am afraid I must decline. Brisbane is the man for me.”


    He gave me a shrewd look from under his bushy white brows. “You are a woman besotted. I can see it well enough. And he is just the same. We came down on the same train and he went quite moony at the mention of your name, poor cub. Very well, then. If you will not marry me, point me towards the port. I’ve had the devil’s own trip of it and could use a bit of stimulation.”


    He waggled his eyebrows at me, but before I could respond, Portia moved smoothly forward. “I will be happy to show you to the drinks cabinet,” she said, putting an arm through his. “And we can have a nice chat. I believe you were saying something instructive on the bedding of women?”


    Portia drew him away and Aunt Hermia and I exchanged horrified glances.”Wherever shall I put him? All the guest rooms are taken.”


    “You could let him sleep in your room,” I told her mischievously. “He seems to be in the market for a wife.”


    She nipped me hard with her fingers but I twisted away and slipped out the door just before Hoots swung it closed on its massive hinges. The problem of what to do with the duke did not fall to me, and I had more pressing matters to attend to. Brisbane had arrived! I had not seen him for nearly two months, and I was not prepared to wait a minute more. I fairly flew down the long drive, heedless of the stones cutting through my thin slippers. I had intended to walk to the village, but no sooner had I passed through the gates of the Abbey than I spied him crossing a field of young wheat, his hand brushing the top of the budding ears. I stopped, my heart rushing so quickly I thought it would fly right out of my chest. I opened my mouth, and found I could not speak. I could only stare at this magnificent figure of a man—a man who loved me just as I was, for all my foibles and faults, and I nearly choked with gratitude. There was something holy in that moment, and this is not a word I use lightly. I do not look for God within stone walls or listen for him in spoken scripture. But in that moment, some divine kindness settled over us, and it was that moment that I felt truly married to him.


    I stepped forward and opened my mouth again, but before I could call his name he jerked his head up, looking straight at me. I do not know if it was his second sight that told him I was there—the legacy of his Gypsy mother—but he looked at me and I saw him catch his breath before a smile stole over his face and he broke into a run.


    He caught me hard against him and the kiss we shared would have shamed the devil. When we spoke it was quickly, words tumbling over each other as we clung together.


    “I missed you,” I told him, and one ebony brow quirked up in response.


    “Really? I did not notice,” he said, casually removing my hand from inside his shirt.


    “I do not much care for your gadding about without me,” I told him. “I didn’t even know where you were.”


    “Paris,” he said promptly. “Wrapping up a counterfeiting case.”


    “To your satisfaction?”


    “Entirely, although it is not half as satisfying as this,” he added, applying himself to a demonstration of his affections.


    We broke apart, breathless and disheveled after a moment. “God, I have missed you,” he said, his voice rough in my ear.


    I kept my arms about his neck, stretching myself gently on tiptoe. “After Midsummer Day, you needn’t miss me ever again. I can go with you wherever your work takes you.”


    His expression darkened a little, but he did not allow his smile to falter. Whatever his intentions for our marriage, it was apparent he would have to adjust them, I decided.


    He changed the subject smoothly.


    “Speaking of my work, I had a look in on the unfortunate author of last winter’s crime,” he said, nodding almost unconsciously towards the Abbey. Our Christmas visit had been fouled by a gruesome murder, and Brisbane had been responsible for removing the villain to official custody.2


    “How is he?” I asked. I had spent time alone with the fellow, and while he was a murderer, to be sure, as killers went, I found him rather kindly.


    “Mad as the proverbial hatter,” he told me. “He has been sent to Broadmoor. I would not expect to hear of him again.”


    “Rather sad, really,” I mused aloud. Brisbane’s expression was frankly astonished.


    “Julia, he was a murderer. You cannot come over all sympathetic to people who take other people’s lives. There must be justice in the world.”


    “He only did so at another’s instigation,” I argued, but before I could work up a full head of steam, he silenced me with another demonstration of his feelings.


    “You will not always be able to quiet me with a kiss,” I warned him.


    “Oh, I have much more thorough ways of stilling your tongue,” he promised, his black eyes gleaming.


    I swallowed hard. “Really, Brisbane, that isn’t at all what I meant.”


    He grinned. “I know exactly what you meant. You intend to bedevil me until you are a full partner in my work. And I will never let that happen, so let us understand one another entirely from the beginning.”


    Before I could rouse a protest, he silenced me, this time with a finger laid over my lips. “I know what you want of me, Julia. Believe me when I tell you I will always struggle to give you that. My work is dangerous, more so than I have ever permitted you to know. And the whole of my life must be devoted to protecting you. You are too precious to me to allow any peril to come to you.”


    I looked briefly away. “If you keep talking like that, I shall entirely lose my will and next thing I know, I will be darning your socks as you gallivant about the Continent, apprehending murderers and jewel thieves.”


    He pressed a quick kiss to my brow. “Speaking of jewel thieves, you will be interested to know Charlotte King is abroad. She has been released for lack of proof.”


    Charlotte King was a name I had not thought to hear again. A jewel thief of graceful, golden beauty and some renown, she had been brought to justice by Brisbane the previous winter, although not without incident. I had nearly cost him the apprehension with my impulsive actions, and I did not look upon the incident with any fondness.


    Brisbane went on. “And I have had a letter from Miss Allenby. She has begun teaching her first term and finds she is entirely happy in her new life. She sends her regards and congratulations on our marriage.”


    This was news I could appreciate with no regrets. Miss Allenby had become something of an ally during our last investigation, and I was pleased she had settled so swiftly into a new life, putting murder and mayhem behind her.


    “We shall have to send her a piece of the wedding cake,” I told him. “She can sleep with it under her pillow and dream of the man she will wed.”


    “Speaking of prospective husbands,” Brisbane murmured, “this one can think of something better to do than talk about old cases.”


    “Show me,” I commanded.


    He did, and in the middle of a highly instructive interlude, he broke off, lifting his head with a smothered oath.


    “What?” I demanded. “What on earth could drag your attention away from caressing my—” I broke off.


    “As diverting as this is,” Brisbane said, pressing a kiss to my palm, “I believe that is the vicar.” He nodded over my shoulder and I turned to find Uncle Fly wheezing towards us, his colour high and his long white hair dancing madly in the breeze.


    “Here now! We’ll have none of that,” he called, wagging a finger in mock severity as he panted up.


    “Uncle Fly, are you quite well? You look ready for an apoplexy,” I said, flapping a handkerchief in front of his face.


    He pressed one hand to his side and waved me off with the other. “Nothing wrong with me except too heavy a midday meal. Cook never will learn that pork is too rich for luncheon.” He took my handkerchief and mopped his brow. “That’s better, that is. Now, let’s have no more fornicating in the hedgerows, shall we? Sets a bad example.”


    “Considering the fact that only you and one rather bored cow witnessed the exchange, I hardly think we are in danger of corrupting the morals of the Blessingstoke peasantry,” I returned tartly.


    But although Uncle Fly’s expression was stern, his eyes were twinkling. “What about corrupting me? I am entirely too old to suffer many more such shocks.” He turned to Brisbane. “Come along, lad. My housekeeper has made up your room and you will see Julia soon enough.”“Of course, vicar,” Brisbane replied blandly, following Uncle Fly without so much as a backward glance at me, much less a kiss goodbye. I stalked off, annoyed with the pair of them. Brisbane was forty, and I was a decade younger, and yet Uncle Fly had treated us as if we were no better than children. And Brisbane had complied so easily!


    I stamped down the road, taking my irritation out on a handful of wildflowers I plucked from the wayside. There were foxgloves and poppies and mignonettes in flower, a riot of colour in my hands. I picked the petals from the ox-eye daisies, scattering them behind me like so much confetti as I climbed over a stile. I crossed the river meadow until I came to the edge of the stream itself and removed my slippers. I pulled off my stockings and dabbled my toes in the water, disturbing a damselfly in a flutter of iridescent wings. The rush of cool green river was glorious against my heated skin, and I paddled my feet back and forth, scattering the rest of the petals to the wind.


    “If you’re looking to tell if a man loves you, you’ve made a pig’s breakfast of it,” said a voice at my elbow.


    I jumped, scattering the stems from my lap as I half turned. A Gypsy woman stood there, arms folded under her breasts as she regarded me coolly. She wore the usual layers of ruffled skirts in spite of the heat, and a scarf of flowered scarlet had been tied around her head. She followed the Gypsy custom of wearing one’s wealth, for her neck and arms were heavy with coins dangling from chains and bangles, and I wondered how I had not heard her approach.


    “A Romany woman is as quiet as she wants to be,” she told me before I asked. She nodded sharply to the torn flowers in my hands. “You want your fortune told? I can do better than flowers.”


    I thought of my previous experiences with tasseomancy and Tarot cards and suppressed a shudder. “Thank you, no. I’m afraid I have no silver with which to cross your palm.”


    She shrugged. “No matter. I will tell yours for free.” Before I could speak, she knelt and took my hand in hers. Her palms were warm and her flesh exuded an earthy smell like newly tilled soil or coming rain.


    She stroked my palm gently, following the lines from fingers to wrist, muttering under her breath. She shook her head, her expression mournful, and her voice took on a keening quality.


    “Oh, lady, I see unhappiness here! Such woe and trouble comes to you. Shadows lie in wait for you, the shadows of things that will come to pass if you do not change your course.”


    “How frightful!” I murmured.


    She gave me a sharp look. “You do not believe.”


    I bared my teeth in a smile. “I’ve heard these things before.”


    The Gypsy woman dropped my hand as if she had been scalded. “And yet you mock me, lady? You are arrogant. But you will learn to mend your ways.”


    “How?” I asked.


    She blinked. “How?”


    “Yes, how? You speak of darkness and woe and—shadows, was it? Now, how am I supposed to avoid them? With a hefty payment, I suppose? I’ve already told you I have no silver for you.”


    She rose, wrapping her shawl about her in spite of the warmth of the day. She lifted a finger and pointed it at my heart. “And I told you I did not want your money. If you wish to avoid tragedy, you must give him up.”


    A cold chill struck me then, and I no longer felt flippant.


    “Him?”


    She gave me a sly look then, cutting her eyes sideways at me as she turned to go. “Him. The one who sits in your heart. He walks with death, lady. And if you choose him, death will touch you, too.”


    She was gone, melting away with the same silence with which she had come. The sun still beat down; the breeze still danced in the reeds, bending the wildflowers and teasing the scent of honeysuckle from the throat of the blossoms. But there was a shadow over the afternoon that had not been there before. I rose and dried my feet on my skirts and put on my stockings and slippers and walked slowly back to the Abbey.


    


    1Silent on the Moor


    2Silent in the Sanctuary


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    Time goes on crutches till Love have all his rites.


    —Much Ado about Nothing, II.i.352


    The encounter with the Gypsy at the river affected me more than I liked to think. I was still preoccupied when I entered the Abbey and made my way upstairs. No sooner had I turned into the bedchamber gallery than I collided heavily with a maid—at least I presumed it was a maid. The girl had ended up squarely on her backside with an armful of clean linen tossed into the air. I could see nothing of her but an enormous mob cap and a pair of wide eyes peeping through the sheets.


    “Beggar me, I am sorry, my lady.”


    “Do not apologise. I wasn’t looking where I was going. The fault was entirely mine.”


    I put out a hand to help her up, but she shrieked and dove under the linen. I smiled.


    “No, I suppose that is inappropriate. You must be new here. Marches do not do things the same as other folk,” I told her. The bundle of linen shuddered, and I realised the girl must be well and truly confused to be carrying clean linen to the bedchambers at that time of day. Beds were made in the morning, and the linen cupboard was on another floor entirely. But Hoots had been growing more and more feeble in the head, and there was no telling what instructions he had given to the girl. I made a note to suggest to Aunt Hermia that a housekeeper might prove a useful addition if Hoots were terrorising the maids. The last one had quit in rebellion against his tyrannies, and it was proving harder and harder to keep good staff so long as he was in command.


    I gave the girl a friendly smile to put her at her ease. “You must be one of the new girls taken on for the wedding, is that right?”


    The bundle nodded.


    “What is your name?”


    “Bess,” she said, her voice a muffled squeak.


    “Well, Bess. Welcome to Bellmont Abbey.”


    The wide eyes blinked furiously, and I left her then. No point in discomfiting the girl further, and the dinner gong had just sounded. I hurried off while she struggled out from under the linen, hoping she would find her way.


    I hurried my maid, Morag, along in the dressing so I could be among the first down to the hall to mingle with the guests before dinner. Brisbane was expected to dine with us, and I had high hopes of stealing a few minutes alone with him in the course of the evening. With that in mind, I had Morag lace me into my most daring gown, a delicious scarlet taffeta affair that rustled like autumn leaves when I moved. My colour was high enough I needed no rouge, and the only jewel I wore was a pendant Brisbane had given me at the conclusion of our first investigation—a silver coin struck with the head of Medusa3. The code incised on the back of it was a secret between us, but it had been my first proof of his affections, and as such, that pendant meant more to me than any other jewels I had owned—even the Grey Pearls. Famed for having once belonged to Catherine the Great, the exquisitely matched set had been a gift from my late husband, Edward. They had been purchased by his family as a conceit to their last name of Grey, although the gems themselves had been named for their dusky hue. I had never worn them easily. They were heavy, monstrous things, and the double-headed imperial eagle clasp had always pecked me in the neck.


    But they had been a glorious temptation to Charlotte King, and in our previous encounter with her, she had cached them in the most ludicrous hiding place one could imagine—inside the moth-eaten pelt of Maurice, the grizzly bear my uncle had shot in the Yukon and sent home to Bellmont to be stuffed and given pride of place outside the great hall.


    He stood there still, his pelt somewhat the worse for having been torn open to retrieve the pearls after Charlotte’s flight and apprehension. I gave him a little pat as I made my way into what had once been the Chapel of the Nine Altars. Before the Dissolution, the good Benedictine brothers had worshipped in this space, but under the Marches, the great stone chamber had been transformed into a sort of reception space, grand and imposing, with an enormous vaulted ceiling soaring high overhead and windows of stained glass that shone like rare jewels in the setting sun. It was very nearly the longest day of the year, and the sun lingered, gilding everything in the gardens and sending shafts of violet, crimson, and blue light across the grey stone floors. Here and there a broad Turkey carpet warmed the floor, and even though it was high summer a fire had been lit in one of the great fireplaces—once an altar niche—to drive the chill from the stones. It was a ludicrous room, really, but one of my favourites at the Abbey, and not least because it was where the drink was kept.


    I made a beeline for the table that held the spirits and nodded to my own butler, Aquinas, who had been recruited to help with the festivities—a polite way of saying Aunt Hermia had begged him to take charge of everything while she petted old Hoots and told him he must only supervise so as not to tire himself unduly. Aquinas stood at attention below a portrait of my mother, the last countess. She had been painted in an elegant low-necked lavender gown with a tiny Mona Lisa smile playing about her lips. Somehow the artist had managed to capture her in between pregnancies—she had borne ten of us altogether, and I wondered if she had ever had recourse to the drinks cabinet.


    Aquinas brightened at my approach.


    “Sherry, my lady?” he enquired politely.


    “Whisky,” I murmured.


    “Ah, bridal nerves,” he whispered in return.


    I pulled a face at him, but he responded with a generous pour, and I lifted my glass in salute before I turned to survey the rest of the assembly.


    In one corner Portia was fending off the advances of the Duke of Aberdour, and in another our eldest sister, Olivia, was entertaining a trio of elderly spinster aunts who resided in Norfolk. One of them was rather deaf, another lame, and the third could scarcely see. They always seemed to move in a pack, compensating for each other’s infirmities. Between their ear trumpets and magnifying glasses and walking sticks they somehow managed. We had hated and feared them as children and it was Benedick with his imperfect grasp of Greek mythology who christened them the Harpies. They ought to have been the Graeae, the way they shared the various impedimenta of old age. But I was touched they had travelled such a distance for my wedding. I moved to join them, coming up behind Olivia as she spoke.


    “Always a happy occasion, a wedding,” Olivia shouted into Aunt Gertrude’s ear trumpet as she gestured, sloshing her whisky a little. “Of course, in this case, one must make allowances. Julia has always been an odd creature,” she went on, “but the unsuitability of the bridegroom is really quite shocking. Half a Gypsy and practically in trade! Still, she is one of us and we must accept it.” The aunts nodded and twittered and I slipped back the way I had come, holding out my glass for Aquinas to top me up as I stood by fuming.


    In a moment, Portia joined me, beckoning to Aquinas. “Pour, good man, and don’t stop until you see the bottom of the bottle.”


    “Easy, hen,” I told her mildly. “That way inebriation lies.”


    “I shall endure this week by whatever means necessary,” she told me, her expression dark.


    “I don’t know why you are so bothered. Did the duke propose again?”


    “Twice. And my bosom is sore from where he tweaked it,” she complained.


    “A lady could do worse,” I pointed out. “Croesus would envy him his fortune and his peerage is the fourth oldest in Scotland. Besides which he demonstrates considerable energy for a man of his years. I doubt he would disappoint you in the marriage bed.”


    “Unless he is secretly a woman, I should be very much disappointed indeed.”


    Her expression grew pensive then and I offered her a small smile. “Are you thinking of Jane?”


    We had not spoken of her lost love since Jane had broken off their relationship and left for India, forsaking Portia for the respectability of marriage. Portia had taken the break badly, and for some weeks after I had feared for her sobriety, if not her sanity. But she returned the smile. “She ought to be here. She loved you so, and she was quite fond of Brisbane. A family occasion without her seems quite wrong.”


    “I know, dearest. I miss her, too.”


    We were silent a moment, then Portia swallowed hard. “Still, there are worse things at sea. Like those vicious cats we happen to be related to.” She nodded towards Olivia and the aunts.


    “You heard?”


    Angry colour charged her cheeks. “I did. Olivia’s always been malicious when she is in her cups. And the only reason I did not go and give them all a piece of my mind is because I promised Father I would behave myself.”


    “Father expected you would be provoked?”


    She sighed. “There has been discussion amongst the family about Brisbane. Some of the others—those who don’t know him—have been talking up the unsuitability of the match. As you must have known they would,” she added.


    “I suppose. But I didn’t stop to think—”


    “And why should you?” Portia’s voice was fierce. “You are marrying to suit yourself and no one else’s opinion should matter.”


    I hesitated only a moment before asking. “And yours? What is your opinion? Truly?”


    She turned to face me, her green eyes brilliant in the lamplight. “Would it matter?”


    “No. I love him and, damn the world, I will have him.”


    She grinned. “Good girl. And since my opinion doesn’t matter, I give it freely: Brisbane is worth twenty Marches and dearer to me than most of my own brothers. If you do not marry him, I will do so myself, simply to keep him in the family.”


    I turned away quickly.


    “Are you weeping?” she asked.


    “Don’t be absurd.” My voice was muffled and I swallowed, blinking furiously. “I have a cinder in my eye.”


    Portia dropped a swift kiss to my cheek. “Happiness is within your grasp now, pet. Hang onto it, and do not let it go, whatever you do.”


    * * *


    Dinner that night was interminable. Father presided over a party of thirty-one, and through some mistake in the seating, Brisbane was seated as far from me as possible. To my amusement, he was seated next to Olivia who conversed with icy politeness when it was absolutely necessary to speak to him. The aunts from Norfolk peered at him throughout the meal, and one cousin from Wales mentioned in passing the “filthy Gypsies” camped out in the river meadow only to find Brisbane’s cool eyes upon him as he realised what he had said and stammered a hasty apology.


    After our own port and cigars—the ladies might withdraw at Bellmont Abbey but they partook of precisely the same pleasures as the gentlemen—the company broke into groups. Some made up tables for cards, others withdrew to the billiards room, and several clustered about the instruments in the great hall, preparing for a little musical entertainment. Seeing no sign of Brisbane, I slipped out of the hall and made my way noiselessly to the great staircase. I passed Maurice, the enormous stuffed bear, and as I brushed past his moth-eaten fur, an arm reached out to pull me behind it.


    “Brisbane!” I exclaimed, only his mouth was on mine and the word was lost.


    After a long and thoroughly pleasurable moment, he lifted his head and I tried to catch my breath. His hand was still in a compromising spot and I returned the favour, smothering his groan with my lips.


    He was muttering something and I pulled away to hear it. “Forty-eight hours. Forty-eight hours. Forty-eight hours.”


    “Unless,” I began, then broke off, feeling suddenly shy.


    “Unless?” he prompted, his witch-black eyes glittering brilliantly in the dim light.


    “Unless you would like to slip upstairs now,” I murmured. “I can dismiss Morag. No one need know.”


    A slow smile curved his lips and he bent his head to nip my lower lip with his teeth. “Tempting, my lady. But I am engaged to play billiards with your father and your brother Benedick. They have threatened my manhood if I do not appear, and I’d rather keep that intact.”


    “So would I,” I said seriously.


    He burst out laughing and kissed me again. “Tomorrow after luncheon. The river meadow.”


    I nodded and he slipped out from behind Maurice, leaving me deliciously bemused. I adjusted the décolletage of my gown and waited a few seconds, then emerged. Out of the tail of my eye, I caught a glimpse of a white apron whisking around the corner. One of the maids, eavesdropping, no doubt. And I had a very good idea which.


    * * *


    The next afternoon I fended off a clutch of feminine well-wishers—every female relation seemed to have forgotten I had been married before and wanted to offer advice—and made my way out of the Abbey and down to the river. There was no sign of Brisbane at first, but as I walked down the bank, I spied a pile of clothing, gentleman’s garments of excellent cut, folded neatly. Just then I heard a splash in the river and turned swiftly.


    Brisbane was breaching the surface of the water, first a seal-dark head, then a long, muscular back, then...


    I watched, mesmerised, as he swam a little distance then abruptly dove underwater and turned to swim back. He had not seen me, but I settled myself on the bank and enjoyed the spectacle of my betrothed disporting himself.


    At length he stopped and shook his head. He caught sight of me and gave me a slow smile of invitation. “Coming in? The water is cold but I am most assuredly not.”


    He got his feet under him then and rose, water cascading from his bare shoulders, running in rivulets from his firmly muscled chest, down to his waist. He waded towards the bank, the water dipping lower with each step. It had just reached the top of his hips when he scowled.


    “Bloody buggering Christ,” he muttered.


    “Language, Brisbane,” I said mildly, but he was not attending. He was staring over my shoulder to where a Gypsy woman stood—the same woman who had predicted doom for me the previous day.


    She grinned. “You’ve grown up, lad. A far sight bigger than the last I saw you.”


    I felt a rush of irritation. “Madam, you are impertinent,” I said, tartly.


    She turned her broad smile upon me. “Impertinent? Nay, lady, for I’ve known wee Nicky since he were a lad, haven’t I, boy?” she asked, tossing the question to Nicholas.


    He stood, his arms folded over his chest as the water lapped at the olive skin below his navel. “What do you want, Marigold?”


    She spread her hands wide. “What else? To wish you well, boy. You are to be married tomorrow and I mean to see it. Perhaps your lady will invite me,” she said with a meaningful glance at me.


    I looked to Brisbane, but he gave me no sign of what he wanted. He merely stood, implacable as a chess king, while I faced the woman.


    “If Brisbane wishes you there, of course we can accommodate another guest,” I told her.


    She gave a short, sharp laugh, like the bark of a fox. “Do you hear the lady? How gracious she is! She can accommodate me. It’s for you to say, boy.”


    She fixed Brisbane with a determined look and he gave a gusty sigh. “Very well. If it means so much to you. Marigold, this is my fiancée, Lady Julia Grey. Julia, may I present Marigold Lee? My aunt.”


    


    3Silent in the Grave


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    Cupid is a knavish lad,

    Thus to make poor females mad.


    —A Midsummer Night’s Dream, III.ii.440


    I stared at the woman in rapt fascination. I had recently made the acquaintance of another of Brisbane’s aunts, the enchanting Rosalie, and as I peered more closely, I saw a faint family resemblance. Both had beautiful dark eyes, but Rosalie’s had been gentle where this woman’s gaze was coldly assessing. She was appraising me, and she made no secret of it as she looked me over from hair to hem.


    She inclined her head with all the majesty of a queen granting the most perfunctory recognition to a lowly subject. I looked from her to Brisbane, and if the situation had not been so fraught with resentment, it might have been amusing that they were standing in precisely the same posture—although it must be noted that Brisbane’s aunt was decidedly less nude.


    “Perhaps you ought to dress, Brisbane,” I murmured.


    Before he could reply, there was a rustling in the meadow grass and another woman appeared, this one considerably younger, scarcely older than Brisbane himself, and wearing an anxious expression.


    “There you are, Marigold! And wee Nicky, too. How good to see you, boy!” She was shorter than Marigold, but with the same lovely eyes and a peculiar, whispering sort of voice.


    Brisbane’s expression softened. “Hello, Alma.”


    The woman turned to me. “And this must be the bride!” Not waiting for confirmation, she clasped both my hands in hers, peering intently into my eyes. “I hope you will both be very happy.”


    “Thank you—” I began, but Marigold stepped in, lifting a warning finger to Alma.


    “We know better than that. The signs,” she said darkly.


    Alma darted an anxious smile at me as she dropped my hands. “The signs are not always clear,” she said, her soft voice apologetic.


    “But they were enough for Marigold to come along predicting gloom and despair, is that right?” Brisbane asked. River water still dripped from his black hair, and he looked like an angry riparian god.


    Marigold shrugged. “I only speak of what I have seen.”


    “Of what you wanted to see,” Brisbane fired back.


    They seemed at an impasse, both of them rooted to the spot, colour high and eyes snapping. I stepped forward to pour a little oil on the troubled waters, extending my hand to Alma.


    “You are quite correct. I am Julia. How do you know Brisbane? Are you a relation as well?”


    Her furrowed brow smoothed as she shook my hand. “Yes, my dear. I am his aunt. Marigold and I were born Youngs—his mother’s sisters.”


    “And Rosalie’s,” I remarked.


    Marigold’s complexion darkened further. “Do not speak her name. She has forsaken the travellers’ ways. As has the boy,” she said, jerking her chin at Brisbane.


    “For Christ’s sake, Marigold—” Brisbane began.


    “Language,” Alma and I said automatically. We caught each other’s eye and smiled.


    But there was no lightening the mood between aunt and nephew. Marigold lifted her hand and pointed directly at Brisbane. “You have chosen to marry outside your own people. It is a disgrace.”


    She spat on the ground as if to wash the taste of his dishonour out of her mouth. His mouth curved into a bitter smile.


    “What do you expect, Marigold? After all, I’m not a Young. Not really. I’m just a poshrat.”


    Although the Roma guarded their language fiercely, I had gleaned a few words, and poshrat was one of them. It meant half breed, a child born of a Gypsy union with a gorgio, accepted by neither.


    “You are Young enough to have the sight,” Marigold replied coldly. “That makes you one of us. And yet you scorn your gift to work with them,” she said, flicking her eyes to me. “And now you marry one. Well, I wish you luck of her, boy. You will need it.”


    With that final pronouncement of doom, she turned on her heel and strode through the meadow grass, making no sound as she went. Alma looked from one of us to the other, shrugging her shoulders by way of apology.


    “She will come ‘round,” she promised. “Give her time.”


    Brisbane gave her a kindly look, but shook his head. “You might as well wait for the sun to move around the earth, Alma. She will always hate me for being less of a Gypsy than she is.”


    Alma’s expression was pitying. “No, dear boy. She does not hate you for being less of a Gypsy than she is. She hates you for being more.”


    She gave me a quick nod before hurrying after her sister. I watched her go, the meadow grass parting before her nimble stride. I turned, but Brisbane was already out of the water, buttoning his trousers over his damp skin.


    “You’ll catch cold if you don’t dry yourself properly,” I told him.


    He scooped me into an embrace. His chest was warm from the sun and his skin smelled of the fresh river water. “Not even married and scolding already? I hear they make a bridle for that.”


    “Do you mean to subdue me?” I asked in mock horror.


    “The idea does offer some extremely diverting possibilities,” he murmured as his teeth grazed my ear.


    I gave him a little push. “We need to talk to them. You ought to make amends with your aunt.”


    He pulled back, his gaze cool. “Why?”


    “I would like them to come to the wedding.”


    He blinked rapidly. “You cannot be serious.”


    “As the grave,” I told him.


    “Julia, your entire family, no, the entire village of Blessingstoke will be filling St. Barnabas to the rafters tomorrow. Half of Debrett’s is invited and you want to add Gypsies to the mix?”


    I stared at him, comprehension slowly dawning. “Brisbane, I am not ashamed of what you are. Are you?”


    He opened his mouth, then snapped it shut. After a long moment, he spoke. “No, of course not. I love my mother’s people. But I am not one of them, not entirely. And they never let me forget it. For every Roma like Alma who recognises me as a child of their blood, there are half a dozen like Marigold who wouldn’t cross the street to—” He broke off with a rueful smile. “Well, let’s just say they wouldn’t bestir themselves to save me if I happened to be in peril. It is a complicated relationship, Julia.”


    “Not least because your gift is greater than Marigold’s apparently,” I added.


    His gaze slid away. “So she fancies.”


    I put a finger under his chin and turned his head back towards me. “Brisbane?”


    “Very well. Marigold is good with palms, but that’s the extent of her skills. Rosalie has her potions and embrocations, and Alma can read tea leaves when the moon is full, but none of them have the ability my mother did.”


    Brisbane seldom spoke of his mother, and the effort cost him. She had died, tragically, in circumstances for which he still blamed himself. “The ability you have,” I reminded him.


    “Marigold resents it. It always rankled her that my mother had the sight and she didn’t. Seeing a poshrat like me inherit it half killed her. She might have been more understanding if I’d stayed with them and married a Gypsy girl and used it for them. But because I dared to strike out on my own and live with gorgios, well, you saw her.”


    “She is wrong, you know. What you do is important. You save people,” I told him, pressing my lips to the half-moon scar high upon his cheekbone. “You saved me.”


    His arm tightened about my waist and we stood for a long moment, wrapped in each other.


    “My God, you’re like a pair of rabbits, rutting in the hedgerows,” said a lazy voice behind us.


    I turned to see my brother Plum picking his way towards us through the grass. I gave him a sweet smile. “I will give you a thousand pounds to go away and pretend you never saw us.”


    His expression was rueful. “I am sent by our dear sister Olivia to find you, and I would not dare her rage for ten thousand, particularly when she has a splitting head from drinking too much of Father’s best single malt last night. I come bearing news: your wedding dress has arrived from Paris and she wants you to try the blasted thing on. And, Brisbane, if you are quite finished mauling my sister, you might think about putting on the rest of your clothes.”


    Plum took me firmly by the hand and towed me away, and as we left, Brisbane reached for his shirt. Over the sound of the rushing river, I could hear him muttering to himself, “Thirty-six hours. Thirty-six hours.”


    


    No sooner had we left Brisbane than I pointed Plum in the direction of the Gypsy camp.


    “I want to pay a call,” I told him.


    “A call? Julia, they’re Gypsies, not the ladies’ benevolent society. What the devil are you thinking?”


    As we walked, I sketched out the scene I had just witnessed between Brisbane and his aunts. “I think she feels left out,” I finished. “She put on an air as if she were jesting, but I believe she thinks the Roma have been terribly slighted at not receiving an invitation.”


    “And you mean to invite them? Into St. Barnabas?”


    I turned to face him squarely. “I do. And if that troubles you, you can take yourself off right now. I’ll not hear another word against Brisbane or his family. I mean it, Plum.”


    He held up his hands as if to ward me off. “I believe you. And you must know I am the last person who would speak ill of Brisbane.”


    I raised a brow in his direction. “That surprises me. I did not think you had entirely warmed to him.”


    “I didn’t. Not at first,” he admitted. “But I have had occasion to speak with him about his work. Quite interesting stuff.”


    “Are you thinking of becoming an enquiry agent?” I teased.


    He rolled his eyes heavenward. “Should art prove any more inhospitable, I well might. I am sick to death of trying to translate what I see in my mind onto canvas or marble. It’s maddening stuff. I know why all the great ones drank or took hallucinogens.” His expression turned thoughtful. “Perhaps that’s my problem. I ought to take hallucinogens.”


    “Could you wait until after the wedding, dearest? I’ve enough to worry about at present.”


    We made our way to where the Gypsies usually camped, but even if I had not known the way, the noise would have betrayed them. They were packing up, and doing it in something of a hurry. Marigold stood by her vardo overseeing the organised chaos. Children ran hither and yon while the women packed up the clotheslines and doused the cooking fires and the men prepared the horses. Marigold’s expression was inscrutable, but I fixed a smile on my face as I approached. Plum hung back, showing unaccustomed tact, and fell into conversation with one of the men about a horse.


    Marigold pursed her lips as I came near.


    “I am sorry to see you are leaving.”


    She shrugged and made no reply.


    “I apologise for not issuing an invitation to the wedding sooner.”


    Her laugh was short and sharp. “Lost the address, did you?”


    I would not be provoked. I stepped closer and she raised a brow at me in the same imperious gesture I had seen Brisbane use a hundred times.


    “I know you and Brisbane are not on the best of terms, but it would mean a great deal to us both if some of his family was here to see him wed.”


    “The signs—” she began.


    I held up a hand. “I do not care about the signs. I know what you see. And it isn’t the first time I have been warned about him. There will always be those who think to crush the happiness of other people.”


    Colour rose high in her cheeks, and I felt a little rush of satisfaction that I had scored a touch on her. But immediately the satisfaction was replaced with regret. I had not come to make an enemy of her, and I hastened to mend the moment.


    “I do not think the people who have warned me against him mean to be malicious,” I said quickly. “I believe they speak from kindness, however misguided.” The colour in her face ebbed, but her mouth was set in a mulish line. “There will always be things about him I do not understand—shadows from his past that haunt him still, dangers he faces on a daily basis. Death is as much a part of him as life is because of the work he has chosen. And because of the gift he bears, the gift which shows him things I know he would rather not see.” Her lips softened and I moved closer, my voice pitched low. “You see him as someone who has an ability you envy, but have you ever considered the price he pays for it? He is not entirely one of you, but neither can he ever be truly a gorgio, not with the second sight. He is caught between two worlds, Mrs. Lee—yours and mine—and it costs him something every day of his life. I should think for the love you bore his mother, your own sister, you could spare a little for her son on his wedding day.”


    She did not turn her head, did not look at me. She drew a deep breath and lifted her chin.


    “Alma, do not forget my green bodice,” she called, nodding to where her sister was taking down a line of washing.


    I waited, but she did not turn to me, did not acknowledge in any way that I was present or that I had spoken at all. I knew when I was beat.


    “Very well, Mrs. Lee. Then I wish you safe travels. I trust we will not meet again.”


    I turned on my heel and began to walk smartly away.


    “And all good luck to you, my lady,” she called after, her voice harsh. “You will have need of it.”


    Plum caught up to me as I strode away. “What the devil was all of that about?”


    “About Gypsies always getting the last word, blast them,” I muttered.


    He gave a short laugh. “Get used to it, pet. You are marrying one.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Four


    Love is a smoke made with the fume of sighs.


    —Romeo and Juliet, Prologue, 6


    We returned to the Abbey far later than we had expected. Olivia, fuming at the delay, took her frustrations out on her own lady’s maid, Potter, the only servant she deemed worthy, by virtue of her length of service and skill with a needle, of touching my wedding gown. She kept poor old Potter on her knees for the better part of an hour adjusting the hem, and then another hour was spent pinning darts and fussing over trims.


    Olivia and Portia had wrestled over the design of the gown, and I was horrified to find Olivia had prevailed. Her tastes were entirely dictated by fashion; no frill, no furbelow could be awful enough to earn her refusal if the fashion papers declared it au courant. Portia’s inclinations were for beautifully tailored garments whose very simplicity showed her assets to perfection. She had schooled me well, and although I would not scorn the occasional embellishment, I preferred neatness. In light of this, Olivia’s choice was an abomination. The whole of the skirt was cross-hatched with ribbon, a giant posy of taffeta blossoms pinned at each intersection. On top of this appalling confection was an overskirt, edged with ruffles and padded up to ridiculous heights. The bodice did not even bear speaking of, and while Olivia went to find yet another bit of lace for poor old Potter to whip onto the gown, I caught Portia’s gaze in the mirror.


    “What did you let her do?” I muttered through gritted teeth.


    “Pas devant la bonne, Julia,” she said, cutting her eyes quickly to Potter.


    “Oh, it doesn’t bother me, Lady B.,” Potter put in with a mouthful of pins. “I pay no mind to what you ladies say.”


    “See? Potter doesn’t mind, now tell me quickly before Olivia comes back. What the devil happened? I thought I could at least rely upon you not to dress me up like a cake.”


    Portia’s expression was pained. “I wanted something simple. Olivia wanted this monstrosity. We found ourselves at an impasse, so we cut cards for it. Olivia won.”


    “And I lost,” I said bitterly. “Couldn’t you at least have persuaded her that white is scarcely suitable for a widowed bride?”


    “The queen was married in white,” Portia pointed out. “Olivia was hardly likely to let you do less.”


    “That was nearly fifty years ago and she was a virgin,” I reminded her.


    Portia shrugged. “If it is good enough for royalty, it is good enough for Olivia.”


    From the floor, Potter gave an indelicate snort, and I bit off what I was about to say.Olivia returned then, bearing a wide swath of lace draped over her arm, beaming in triumph. “This is just the finishing touch it needs,” she pronounced.


    I opened my mouth to draw the line at a veil—really, a veil for a widowed bride was entirely too much, even for Olivia—but she did not fix it to my hair, as I expected. Instead, she used it to ruche the rear of my dress, creating clouds of lace just atop my sitting place.


    “Olivia,” I began firmly, “I really do not think—”


    But before I could finish, a shriek rang out from the corridor just as the great bell in the Jubilee Tower—silent since the Dissolution—began to ring.


    The four of us looked at each other, horror dawning.


    “FIRE!”


    


    We hurried out of the Abbey, at least we hurried as much as humanly possible with Potter amongst us. Portia took her under one arm and I the other, and between us, we managed to propel her to safety. Family, friends and servants poured from every door. Morag came carrying Grim’s cage, while he hurled insults at her for bashing him about. A tidy line of cats—Peter Simple and a heavily pregnant Christopher Sly and their assorted progeny—processed outside with as much dignity as the royal family on parade while the Duke of Aberdour was carried out on Aquinas’ back and poor old Hoots was rolled out in a Bath chair by a footman.


    The scene was utter chaos. From the top of the kitchen chimneys, fire and sparks shot straight into the air, a spectacularly menacing display. Soot floated on the light breeze, and the heat from the thing drove us all back into the garden. The cook and kitchen maids emerged from the kitchen covered in flour and feathers, wailing and shrieking. The chambermaids flocked together like a covy, ruffled, but not quite so willing as the kitchen girls to show it. The parlour maids, superior creatures each and all, simply stood at attention, waiting for the fuss to die down while the footmen and all of the gardeners from the outside staff formed a line to haul buckets of water from the nearest carp pond. Father oversaw it all, and moved quickly through the crowd, ordering a head count to make sure everyone had left the Abbey.


    “A chambermaid seems to have gone missing,” Aquinas reported in a low voice. “Bess, the new girl,” Father turned to marshal volunteers to go and fetch her, but just then Aunt Hermia gave a sharp cry, clutching at Father’s arm.


    “Crab,” she said, her voice breaking on the word. Crab was Father’s mastiff, beloved by all and unfortunately not blessed with as much wit as his good looks might have suggested. In fact, he was entirely stupid, and I realised with a twist in the pit of my stomach that the poor fellow would never have thought to follow a crowd out the door if it meant the roast intended for dinner would be left unguarded.


    “He’ll be in the kitchen,” I told Father. His face drained of colour, and it was a measure of his distraction that he was more immediately concerned for his pet than his chambermaid. If I had asked him, I was sure he would have said the maid would be smart enough to shift for herself, but Crab was far too simple to accomplish such a feat.


    Without a word, he left off asking for volunteers and turned on his heel, striding straight for the kitchen door.


    “Father!” I cried, running after him, but he took no notice. The fire was burning hotter than ever, but he simply stripped off his coat and doused it in the nearest bucket. Holding it over his head, he approached the door, waving an arm to clear some of the thick smoke.


    Just then, the smoke parted, only for an instant, and a pair of figures emerged—Bess and the mastiff. The maid was bent double, coughing hard, her frizzy, mouse-coloured hair streaming loose. She had removed her mob cap to pull it down over Crab’s eyes. He must have proved stubborn about walking through the fire, and with her quick thinking she had saved him.


    Father gave a cry of jubilation and dropped his sodden coat as he fell to his knees. He pulled the cap free from the dog’s eyes to reveal Crab regarding us all with a faintly quizzical expression.


    The buckets came quickly then as the boys made quick work of putting out the fire. Father sat with Crab, letting the fellow lick his face as I moved to the maid. I took her firmly by the hand.


    “You are a very brave young woman, Bess,” I told her. Her face was entirely covered in soot and her unkempt hair hung in her eyes, but the face was familiar and I realised she must be related to one of the village families that kept us supplied with maids and grooms. No doubt this country loyalty was at the heart of her courageous actions.


    She ducked her head sheepishly. “He is a good dog, and I cannot stand to see an animal hurt.”


    “Then you have a good heart,” I replied.


    Before she could reply, the head gardener emerged from the kitchen and went straight to Father.


    “Just the chimney, that was. Far more smoke than aught else. ’tis put out now, and apart from the stove, there be not much damage.”


    The cook stopped her caterwauling and put her hands on her hips.


    “What do you mean, ‘apart from the stove?’” she demanded.


    The gardener, his face streaked with grime, pushed back his cap. “I mean, the stove is fair wrecked, missus.”


    “I have a wedding feast to cook in that stove,” she said darkly. “I have to feed a hundred and fifty people tomorrow, and you mean to say I must do it with no stove?”


    “There, there,” Father said, never stirring from Crab’s side. “I’m sure it’s not as bad as all that.”


    “Well, it’s about to be,” the cook said stoutly. She removed her apron and cap and dropped them to the ground. “I quit.”


    Olivia, quivering with rage, stepped sharply in front of her. “You cannot quit. We have a wedding tomorrow.”


    “And without a stove and a cook, I wish you the very best of luck,” she returned tartly. “But I have had quite enough of the upsets and calamities of serving this family. ’tis back to Brighton, I am.” She turned on her heel and left.


    While Olivia stood staring openmouthed after the departing cook, Portia seized her chance. She snatched up one of the buckets of filthy pond water and, without even pausing to draw breath, dashed it over my gown, soaking me from head to hem. The muddy water ran in rivulets down the white taffeta, forming a puddle at my feet while clusters of slimy lily leaves clung to my gown.


    “What the devil—” I began.


    “You were on fire,” she said, her expression perfectly bland. Olivia’s jaw had opened further still and she gave a cry of disbelief.


    “The gown! It’s ruined!” she howled.


    Portia turned so that only I could see her face as she gave me a wink. “You are welcome.”


    


    A few minutes later Brisbane appeared. I had taken a seat at the far edge of the kitchen garden, perching myself on a low wall.


    “I heard the fire bell,” he explained.


    “Kitchen chimney,” I told him. “It is out now, and no one is injured, thank heaven.”


    He seated himself next to me. “Thank God for that.” He looked me up and down, his expression thoughtful. “Your gown appears a bit the worse for wear.”


    “That was not the fire. That was Portia.”


    He tipped his head. “Oh, well. I am certain she had a good reason.”


    I plucked at a sodden ruffle. “I think you can see the reason.”


    He nodded. “Yes, I was being polite. It is frightful. If you had walked down the aisle in that, I would have left by the vestry door. Wherever did you find such a monstrosity?”


    I inclined my head in Olivia’s direction. She was striding with pale-lipped fury amongst the staff, giving orders, which was not at all within her purview, considering it was not her house. But Aunt Hermia seemed a bit undone by the afternoon’s events, and was content to let someone else take the reins. Father was pleased simply to sit and scratch Crab’s ears and feed him bits of cold meat salvaged from the larder. Scores of staff were scurrying to and fro, carrying out the ruined food.


    “There goes our wedding cake,” I told Brisbane.


    “Pity. I do like a nice fruitcake.”


    I turned to him. “Do you think your aunt cursed us?”


    His expression was pained. “I do not believe in curses, Julia. Those are faery stories mean to frighten children.”


    “I know. Of course I know that. It is just that the calamities do seem to be piling up,” I said, shivering a little as a goose walked over my grave.


    Brisbane pinned me with a look. “You said once you would follow me to the ends of the earth in a white petticoat to be my wife, if that is what it took.”


    I pursed my lips. “You were not supposed to hear that. You were unconscious.”


    “Did you mean it?”


    I held that striking black gaze with my own. “You must know I did.”


    “That is why I know you will be there tomorrow, whatever calamities may come. As I will be.”


    I looked down at the soaked, sooty gown. “I may have to wear a white petticoat, if it comes to it.”


    Brisbane gave me a slow smile. “I wish you would. The sooner I can get you into just your petticoat—”


    “Ah, Brisbane! Good of you to come, my lad,” Father said, rousing himself from his reverie. “Did you hear, we nearly lost poor old Crab.”


    He bore Brisbane off to commune with Crab just as Portia approached. “Come along, dearest. We must get you out of that wet thing before you catch your death of cold. And you ought to know Olivia’s not speaking to me.”


    I grinned. “Yes, but you are now my favourite, so it all balances.”


    She rolled her eyes heavenward. “I have always been your favourite. Now, come along. I have an idea.”


    


    Portia hauled me into the Abbey where maids were busy opening all of the windows to air the place out. The atmosphere was thick with the smell of smoke, but there was little damage beyond the odd overturned chair or jostled bibelot someone had upset in the initial panic. Only Maurice the bear seemed to have sustained damage.


    “Poor old Maurice,” I commented as Portia whisked me past. “Someone’s knocked into him and his seams have split again.”


    Portia rolled her eyes. “Tarquin, no doubt. I have told that boy a thousand times he hasn’t any business playing with the taxidermy, but he will not listen.” No doubt Portia was correct. Our nephew was precocious beyond his years and had a penchant for obsessive interests. The previous winter it had been pirates, but he had since moved on to archaeology—digging up the whole of the kitchen garden in his quest for Saxon gold. His most recent interest was taxidermy, and he was not above hacking his way into every trophy in the Abbey when no one was looking.


    Portia interrupted my musings on Tarquin. “Forget about the bear and hurry up. If this works, you will look an absolute picture,” she promised.


    “Yes, but a picture of what?” I muttered.


    She did not bother to reply. Once in my room she rang for Porter and there was a good deal of hushed discussion while the sodden remnants of the gown were stripped off and Morag was dispatched to organise a hot bath for me. I was soon whisked off to scrub myself from head to toe, and I luxuriated, soaking myself until my hands were withered. I had a good think in the scented steam, and when I emerged I scribbled a few lines of instructions and dispatched one of the footmen to the village for a project I had been inspired to undertake. By the time I was properly dressed with my hair tidied, it was striking half four and I went in search of tea.


    “There isn’t any,” Portia told me flatly. She had sent the maids off upon a variety of mysterious errands, and we were for the moment alone. She poked at a box of sweetmeats on the dressing table.


    “Those are Grim’s. If you don’t mind sharing some Turkish delight with a raven, help yourself.”


    Portia pulled a face and slammed the box closed. “Did you know there is a dead mouse in there?”


    “No, but he will have his little titbits. Now, what’s this about no tea?”


    “The fire ruined it—and dinner as well. Aquinas is laying in a supply of boiled eggs and bacon from the Home Farm, and he has ordered bread from the village baker, so at least breakfast is managed, but there is no dinner to be had. We will have to eat at the festivities tonight and hope that hare pies are enough to hold us.”


    “Festivities?”


    “Honestly, Julia, I think you would forget your feet if you did not need them to walk. Tonight is Midsummer Eve, have you forgot?”


    A feeling of dread I had been suppressing surged back. “I had. Deliberately.”


    She gave me a repressive look. “It is a special occasion for the village, and you must play your part.”


    “Portia, it is absurd. The dressing of the well ought to go to a young bride, not a widow past thirty!”


    The well, sacred since pagan times, stood on a tor overlooking the village just beyond the church of St. Barnabas. Every Midsummer Eve the well was dressed with flowers as a sort of offering to the water spirits, and the honour always fell to the bride whose wedding date was nearest Midsummer Day—usually a nubile girl with a sturdy village pedigree. Instead, I should have to put on the ceremonial robe and toil up the tor with a basket of flowers while the rest of the villagers and family sported on the green, eating pies and quaffing buckets of beer and ale.


    “Thirty is not so very elderly,” Portia reminded me. “And it is an honour that must not be refused. Remember, the Abbey was not exactly on splendid terms with the village last winter. This is a perfect opportunity for us to demonstrate precisely how much the locals and their customs mean to us.”


    “Feathers,” I muttered. But Portia was not wrong. There had been plenty of grumblings the previous winter when a murder and a reputed haunting had taken place at the Abbey. The local folk had gone in fear for their own lives, and for the first time in living memory, relations between the estate and the village had cooled considerably. But Father and Aunt Hermia, the only two members of the clan who lived at the Abbey regularly, had taken great pains to repair the damage, and it was the least I could do to support them.


    The rest of the family left early for the village, no doubt starving and in hopes of securing some of the refreshments. Portia walked with me, handing me over to the village woman in charge of the affair. The blacksmith’s wife was Mrs. Netley, a thin-lipped woman whose knowledge of local history was surpassed by none. She was the church organist as well, and in the interests of not offending her the day before she was to play at my wedding, I decided to adopt an attitude of abject biddability. I stood perfectly still as she draped me in a white robe that smelt so appallingly of mothballs my eyes began to water. Then she placed an enormous crown of flowers on my head, tugging it so low I could scarcely see between the petals, and shoved a basket full of flowers into my arms. “There you are, your ladyship,” she said approvingly. “You look like a proper nymph, you do. All you need do is lift the garland out and wind it ’round the coping on the well.”


    “Yes, Mrs. Netley,” I said with suitable meekness. She towed me out of the smithy and onto the village green. The country folk from miles around had come for the festivities, and the Abbey inhabitants were there as well, as much from a desire to have a hot meal as anything else. The publican and his wife always prepared special hare pies for the occasion, the receipt an old and guarded one. It specified the pies be made from March hares—that is hares snared on March land—and Father always obliged by setting his gamekeeper to collect enough to fill the hundreds of pies the gathering would require. I smelt them, baked to puffed, golden perfection, and my mouth watered. But Mrs. Netley tapped my wrist when I reached for one.


    “After the well has been dressed, my lady,” she said firmly.


    In hungry defiance, I tucked one into my pocket for later, and picked up my basket. The publican had thrown open his cellars rather earlier than expected, and the beer and ale flowed freely. I saw Brisbane, his own pint foaming gently as he lifted it in salute to me. I pulled a face at him and set off, dragging the hem of the robe in the dirt. I struggled up the torchlit path as it wound its way upwards, ever upwards, coiling around the tor as it reached to the well. It reminded me of the labyrinths of old, the sort cloisters used to pave for contemplation. Around and around the tor I toiled, the robe dragging behind me, the basket weighing heavily on my arms.


    But as I walked, a most peculiar thing began to happen. I found myself moving more slowly, and the basket no longer seemed so weighty. The heady perfume of the flowers—dog roses and lilies of the valley and honeysuckle—filled my senses and I did not care for the squabbles of my siblings or the pettiness of my relations. I did not care for wrecked wedding breakfasts or ruined gowns or burnt kitchens. We were safe, all of us, and on the morrow I would marry the only man I had ever loved. I felt wrapped in peace that evening, and I blessed the blacksmith’s wife for insisting upon my acting the part of the bride.


    I emerged at last at the top of the tor, shrouded from the folk below by the trees. Above me stretched a wide sky of dark blue, the evening stars just twinkling to life. A low moon sat atop a hill, round and rosy as a pink pearl. A single torch flickered in the evening breeze, lighting the way as I unwound the garland of flowers and draped it over the well. I stepped back to admire my handiwork.


    “Careful, you nearly trod on my toe,” said a sharp voice.


    I whirled round to see Bess, the maid who had saved Crab. I gave a gusty sigh. “Finally. Charlotte King. I thought you would never declare yourself.”


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Five


    What love can do, that dares love attempt.


    —Romeo and Juliet, II.ii.67


    Charlotte blinked twice then yanked off her cap, taking with it the dull wig of mouse-brown hair. “Thank God. That filthy thing makes my head itch.”


    “I can well imagine,” I told her.


    “When did you realise it was me?”


    There seemed little point in withholding the truth. “In the bath this afternoon. I was thinking of how brave you were with poor old Crab, and it occurred to me how curious it was—that habit of ducking your head when you were spoken to. And that wig was so horrid, I could not believe anyone would be so unfortunate as to have such awful hair.”


    She laughed. “It is a fright. Fair killed my vanity to wear it,” she added, shaking out her own long, corn-gold hair. It shimmered like so much silk in the torchlight.


    “Really, with no better disguise that that dreadful wig, I cannot believe I was the only one to know you for who you are.”


    She smiled. “I also darkened my brows with soot and changed my posture. You would be amazed what a difference it makes.”


    By way of demonstration, she altered her stance, and suddenly, instead of a tall, slender young woman of impeccable carriage, she was a diffident creature three inches shorter and painfully shy.


    “Astonishing,” I murmured. “I must remember that.”


    She shrugged. “One of the first things you learn in the theatre, my lady. There is nothing so telling as how a woman holds herself. A few simple alterations in posture and appearance and I am a thoroughly different person. And of course, no one really pays attention to maids, do they? I learned that on my first job. Lady Cobham’s rubies,” she said, her expression slightly dreamy. “She never once suspected the new chambermaid and I ended up with the most spectacular necklace—” she broke off her reverie and nodded towards the white robe. “You ought to get that off so long as we are making ourselves comfortable.”


    “I think not. It is ceremonial, you know.”


    She produced a tiny pistol from her pocket. “I insist. I’d rather folk not be able to track you as we make our way down the tor. That white robe will show for miles in the darkness.”


    Her own gown was of the plain dark stuff the maids wore for proper work, and underneath my robe I had a dress of dark green silk. Without the robe, the pair of us blended beautifully into the shadows.


    “What do you mean to do with me?” I asked, continuing to make polite conversation.


    She shook her head. “Not here, my lady. I mean to be well away in a short while, but not with you taking up my time with more idle chatter. There is a path down the back side of the tor, steeper than the one you just came up, but nicely dark and leading straight to the Abbey gardens. Now, be quick about it, and, mind you, don’t do anything foolish. I am not entirely certain I could kill you with this little thing, but I am not unwilling to try.”


    I did as she bade me, walking in front of her to the head of the path and descending steadily. I did not dare ask her further questions while we were on the tor; the descent was treacherous down the darkened path on the steep side and with every stony footfall I cursed the fact that I was not wearing breeches and boots. My flimsy slippers were cut to ribbons on the crude path, but we reached the gardens, slipping through the gate that led into the maze. Charlotte stepped close, pressing the little pistol into my side.


    I gave myself a brisk little shake and concentrated on the maze. “I have not been in here in ages, but let’s see—this gate is close to the statue of the March hare. He ought to be just along here, hello!” We turned around a leafy corner to find an enormous hare rampant, his stony eyes staring unseeingly at us in the dim moonlight.


    “Rather menacing in the dark, don’t you think?” I asked. She did not answer. “Now, three turns left, then one right, and left again will take us to the centre.” I navigated swiftly to the far gate of the maze, holding it open for Charlotte to accompany me through.


    She started towards the terrace of the Abbey, but I gave a sharp whistle, bringing her up short. “Are you daft? The terrace opens off the breakfast room. Aquinas will be in there making certain things are laid properly for tomorrow morning. This way. There is a door in the stillroom.”


    I led the way, pausing only to retrieve a rusty key from under a flowerpot next to the stillroom door. I let her in and closed the door gently behind us. “I will leave it unlocked. You can go the way we came when you make your departure.”


    She stared at me, her eyes glittering. “You cannot seriously mean to help me.”


    “Of course I can. Stay here.”


    I made to leave, but she stepped sharply in front of me. I gave another sigh. “Charlotte. I have had ample opportunity to betray you and I have not done it yet. Trust me another ten minutes and you will have what you came for.”


    She shook her head. “They told me the Marches were barking mad. That is what the villagers said when I told them I was taking a job as housemaid here. I did not believe them.”


    “You were our guest in December,” I reminded her. “You ought to have discovered it for yourself then.”


    “I suppose I ought,” she agreed with some reluctance.


    I gave her a quick nod. “Now, I will return in a moment. Stay here and whatever you do, do not light a lamp. Aquinas will come to investigate and I do not wish to explain you.”


    I peeked out of the stillroom and down the long corridor of the offices to make certain the wing was deserted. I darted out and up the great staircase to my room, emerging a few minutes later to retrace my steps.


    I found Charlotte just as I had left her, save that she had opened a pot of raspberry jam and was eating it with her finger, her pistol abandoned on the cabinet. She was distracted enough that I could pocket it with little fanfare.


    “Heavens, Charlotte. You are not a savage.” I handed her a spoon. “I am afraid I cannot risk going to the kitchens to find food for you, and even if I did, the larder is no doubt bare after the fire—the fire I presume you set.”


    She had the grace to look abashed. “I regret that. But there was no other way. I had to be alone in the Abbey to search Maurice, but this place is like Victoria Station! And do you know they lock the maids in at night?” she asked darkly. “It’s mediaeval.”


    “A reasonable precaution with the Duke of Aberdour in the house,” I pointed out. “Shall we begin at the beginning?”


    She shrugged, dipping her spoon into the jam. “I’ve no doubt Brisbane told you I was released.”


    “Yes, he did. However did you manage it?”


    She smiled, and for an instant I saw a ghost of the insouciant girl she had once been. “I have a rather good barrister. The Yard’s case collapsed against me in light of their total absence of proof.”


    “How was the proof lacking?” I demanded. “I found the Tear of Jaipur for them!”


    The jewel, a diamond of tremendous value and beauty, had carried with it the potential for tremendous scandal.


    “Yes,” she said smoothly, “and the person from whom it was purloined declined to see the matter through. She was happy enough to have it back.”


    “I imagine she was,” I muttered. The lady in question—one of Queen Victoria’s daughters-in-law—had unwisely shared the diamond, along with her favours, giving them both to a man who was neither discreet nor kind, a man who happened to be Charlotte’s husband and partner in crime, Edwin King. “You ought to have left the country,” I told her. “But I suppose you will not go without him.”


    At the mention of her beloved, she flinched. She had told me a good deal during our last conversation. I had gleaned he was unprincipled, cruel and handsome. For all her cleverness and daring, she was well and truly ensnared by him, and I pitied her that. I was just as enthralled by a man, but I had had the good luck to choose wisely.


    “And I knew you would never go without the Grey Pearls,” I told her. “You challenged me to find them after you stole them from my room, and I did. Poor old Maurice. Did you really have to slash him to bits just to try to find them?”


    She swore lavishly. “I thought they might have slipped down into the stuffing. I very nearly dismantled the whole bloody thing to find them. And I still cannot quite believe you got to them first.” Her tone was one of grudging admiration, and I felt compelled to tell her the truth.


    “I didn’t. My nephew Tarquin found them when he was playing at being a pirate.”


    She laughed in spite of herself. “Well, you’ve all had your fun with them. It’s time to hand them over now and I will be on my way.”


    “I cannot. I am afraid they are gone.”


    She perked up, fairly quivering with rage. “Gone? Tell me the truth!” Charlotte reached behind her toward the now-empty spot where she’d left her weapon. “That was my only leverage!” she said, forcing the words out through her teeth.


    I rolled my eyes. “You never had any. And that is the truth...I gave them away.”


    “Gave them away?” she spluttered.


    “To a Gypsy woman who no doubt broke them up and sold them one pearl at a time in order to avoid unwanted attention.”


    Charlotte slumped over the table, dropping her head to her hands. “Those pearls were a perfectly matched parure that once belonged to Catherine the Great. The Romanov imperial eagle clasp had ruby eyes. Have you any notion what they were worth?”


    “They were mine, remember? But they carried no fond memories. I was happy to be rid of them. I paid a debt in giving them away.”


    “You owed a Gypsy money?” she asked, her voice incredulous as she lifted her head.


    “Not that sort of debt. You are welcome to search my things if you do not believe me, but it will only be a waste of time.”


    She shrugged. “I believe you. No one else would be daft enough to give away a fortune in pearls.”


    I ignored the implied insult. “If we are going to get you out of here, we’d best hurry this along. Heavens, Charlotte, you must stop gaping like that. You look like a carp.”


    She shook her head as if to clear it. “I feel as if I’ve tumbled down the rabbit hole.”


    “Yes, the Marches tend to have that effect on people. I am terribly sorry I have taken the reins of this abduction, but you really managed it quite poorly, you know. Had you even thought about how you would get away?”


    “Of course,” she countered, indignant. “I shall take the milk train and be in London by morning.”


    I rolled my eyes. “Cut across the fields behind the church. At the crossroads, take the turning for Maddersfield. From there, take the train to Southampton. Once in Southampton, you will board the Vesper. It weighs anchor tomorrow night, sailing for Cherbourg. And from there you can go anywhere in the world.”


    “What on earth makes you think I will do anything of the sort?” she demanded.


    “Because I have already purchased your ticket,” I told her. “It will be waiting for you at the steamship office.” I held out a small packet. “There is a telegram confirming your ticket. I hope you will forgive me for not reserving a first-class cabin, but I thought your lack of wardrobe might occasion some discussion as would your travelling without a maid. And it might be rather fun to mingle with the others in steerage. I hear it is quite matey.”


    “Fun? You are absolutely barking. What possible inducement could there be to my taking this offer?”


    “Freedom,” I said softly. “There is nothing to hold you here. There is a letter of introduction in that packet as well—addressed to my bank in New York. I have wired them instructions to place five thousand pounds in an account for you.”


    She opened her mouth, but closed it slowly, shaking her head. “There must be a catch, a string somewhere.”


    “Yes, there is. The passage is for one person. And the account is in your name with the funds to be claimed in person only. Leave Edwin behind and start your life anew. Without him.”


    To my astonishment, angry tears sprang to her eyes. She dashed them away with the back of her hand. “You are a bitch, Julia Grey.”


    “Charlotte, I thought we could at least be civil about this. Edwin is a vile man, and you have been in thrall to him for far too long. Take this chance to start over again.”


    She slumped against the table, tears streaming freely down her cheeks. “You don’t know how many times I have thought about it, what a relief it would be just to leave him, leave it all behind. But I wouldn’t know how.”


    “Of course you would. Begin with this. A ticket to a new life and money to start it with. You can be anything you like in America, or so I hear. You do a tremendously convincing aristocratic accent when you like,” I offered. “And you are extremely resourceful as jewel thieves go. I have no doubt you could make something of yourself if you only tried.”


    She hesitated, put out her hand towards the packet I held, then drew it back with a moan. “How could I leave him? He will not be released for another ten years at least. I have to be here for him when he gets out. He will never make it if I leave him.”


    “Edwin King is the sort of man who will always survive if there is someone stronger than he is for him to lean upon.”


    She blinked furiously. “What a fool you are. He is stronger than I am, you know.”


    “I do not know it. Why did he persuade you to sully your hands with his foul business if he was so capable? He would have done it all himself and spared you that. But he didn’t. He needed you, Charlotte. All this time you thought you needed him, but it is the other way ‘round. Edwin King is a weakling, a millstone ’round your neck. How long will you carry him?”


    She said nothing. She merely stared at me for the longest moment. I made to take the packet back, but at the last moment she lunged for it, darting out of the door as swiftly and silently as a phantom. At the edge of the maze she paused a moment and turned back. She might have lifted her hand in farewell. The moon went behind a cloud just then, and I lost sight of her. When it glided out again, silvering the garden with its lambent light, she was gone.


    I followed, taking the longer way to the village and emerging onto the green to find the place in utter pandemonium. A search was being organised, and someone was holding the filthy white gown I had worn at the top of the tor up to Crab’s nose.


    “Heavens, poor Crab has the worst nose of any mastiff in Britain. Surely you cannot expect him to find me,” I said loudly. The crowd stilled for a moment, and the only sound was the crackling of torches and Crab’s soft sigh as he settled back onto his haunches.


    Then the chaos broke out, everyone shouting at once, and Brisbane crushing me to him with a fervour that was both delightful and slightly painful.


    “Careful, dearest,” I murmured. “You shall break a rib if you squeeze any harder.”


    “I might break one just for sport,” he returned with a growl. “What do you mean haring off into the dark alone without so much as a by your leave?”


    I shrugged. “I thought the back path might be quicker but I got tangled up with a bramble. I’ve only just now got free.”


    Brisbane gave me a searching look. “Interesting that for a woman who spent the last hour wrestling a bramble, you’ve not a single tear in your gown or scratch upon your hands.” He turned my hands over to inspect the palms. “And not a thorn to be found, my lady.”


    His expression was serious, and I raised myself on tiptoe to kiss him. “A lady must have her secrets, Brisbane. Trust me when I tell you this one does not touch you.”


    He opened his mouth to speak, but I stopped it with my own.


    “Call it a wedding present,” I suggested.


    “Very well,” he said at last. “At least life with you will never be dull.”


    “Of that you can be certain, my love,” I promised him.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Six


    Render me worthy of this noble wife.


    —Julius Caesar, II. i.303


    Is there any finer phrase in the English language than Midsummer Day? There are no words to touch it for conjuring. It is the beginning of blooming roses and ripening corn, of days that stretch on, reaching for midnight until the spangled blue velvet of night descends and beginning again before cockcrow, when the dew jewels the grass like diamonds scattered while the earth slumbers.


    I, of course, expected rain. Not just rain, but torrential, heaving, biblical rain—the sort to set arks afloat. Everything else had gone awry, why not that? But when I awoke on Midsummer Day, the sun greeted me cordially, coaxing the dew from the grass and the early roses as a light breeze wafted the scent of charred chimney over the gardens. I stood at the window and breathed in deeply all the scents of summer, fresh grass and carp ponds and blossoming herb knots until the whole of it mingled in my head and made me dizzy. A bee floated lazily in the window and out again as if beckoning me to follow.


    No sooner had he gone than Portia arrived, announcing that Olivia had abdicated all responsibility for the wedding, pleading a migraine, and that no wedding breakfast had been arranged. I shrugged and towed her to the window. “What could it matter on such a day? There is nothing so magical as Midsummer Day in England and I will quarrel with no one today.”


    She gave me an appraising look. “I shall hold you to that in the event you do not like what I have done.” She signalled to Morag who came forward with a gown of heavy lavender silk—a gown I recognised at once.


    “That was Mother’s!”


    Portia nodded. “As soon as I wrecked your wedding gown, I thought of her portrait. I went straight up to the lumber rooms and there it was, packed away in lavender and rosemary and mint. I aired it, but I daresay it still smells of them.”


    I put my nose to the fabric smelling the herbs and something else, a bright hint of the lemon verbena scent our mother had always worn. “It is perfect.”


    “You are a trifle more slender than she was, but I’ve no doubt Morag can pin it up,” she said, hurrying to help me into it. The gown was not fashionable; Mother had been painted in it the year I was born, and the skirt was far wider than any I had ever worn. But the fabric draped beautifully, and the low basque neckline was quickly filled for the ceremony with a bit of lace like the soft edge of a cloud against the silk.


    Together Portia and Morag buttoned and pinned until it was perfect. As the finishing touch, Portia placed a wreath of lavender and myrtle on my head. “Lavender for devotion, myrtle for love,” I murmured.


    She stepped back to admire her handiwork. “You look like a very distinguished milkmaid.”


    I grinned. “Nothing better for a country wedding.” Our eyes met in the mirror, and she dropped a swift kiss to my cheek.


    “Every happiness, my love,” she whispered. “You deserve it.”


    I heard a bovine sort of snuffle behind us. “Morag, are you weeping?”


    She blew her nose into her handkerchief. “I am not. ’tis the country and all this fresh air. It is no good for a body what’s used to the city.”


    She snuffled into her handkerchief again, and I blinked back my own sudden tears. Portia handed me a handkerchief for my pocket and a nosegay of lavender and the first pink roses to carry, trailing ivy to symbolise friendship and fidelity. I wore no jewels save the pendant Brisbane had given me with its secret code—the code that had given me my first inkling that he loved me. It had not been so very long since he had given it to me, a year only; twelve leaves of the calendar torn away, a few dozen weeks from then to now. But how much change that year had wrought!


    I followed Portia out of the room and down the stairs. The family had already gone, all save Father, who waited for me in a small dog cart bedecked with flowers. Portia and Morag hurried on ahead while Father helped me into the cart, his eyes fixed upon my gown.


    “I know that gown” was all he said.


    “I hope it is all right. Portia borrowed it from the lumber room,” I began to explain. He covered my hand with his own.


    “Of all my children, you are the most like her,” he said, his voice breaking with emotion. “But never more than at this moment.”


    I swallowed hard and he thumped me on the back. “Here, now. We’ll have none of that. If anyone ought to be weeping it is I. It is not every day a belted earl sees his daughter married to a tradesman.”


    But he grinned as he said it and I smiled with him. “I mean to be happy, you know. Really happy.”


    “Good,” he said briskly. “If you are not, I shall know whom to blame.”


    He raised his hand to signal and at once the gardeners and grooms and drivers came forward, taking up the traces of the little cart to pull it to the church. It was a feudal custom, but they had all been given a pint of the publican’s best ale beforehand and were in a merry mood. They bellowed “Summer Is a-Coming In” at the top of their lungs and with painful harmonies, and I was not entirely surprised when they drove the cart into the hedges more often than they pulled it in a straight line. We arrived almost a quarter of an hour after we had planned, and Mrs. Netley was entertaining the packed church with a full-throated organ fanfare played with gusto. I paused as they gave her the signal to begin the processional and every head turned my way. She swung into “The Arrival of the Queen of Sheba,” and I nearly burst out laughing at Brisbane’s choice.


    Before I could catch my breath, I was walking down the narrow aisle, my silk skirts brushing the armfuls of flowers and herbs tied to every stall. At the altar, Uncle Fly stood, white hair at attention, robed in his vestments and beaming. My brother, Plum, stood up with Brisbane, and later I would notice he wore a violet waistcoat embroidered with white rosebuds and tiny thistles in honour of Brisbane’s Scottish birth.


    But I saw none of it then. Not the flowers, nor the waistcoat, nor the Harpies nodding just behind Aunt Hermia and Portia. I saw only Brisbane standing tall and solemn at the end of the aisle, waiting.


    I went to stand next to him, and he gave me his hand, warm and strong.


    “I am sorry I kept you waiting,” I murmured.


    “I have waited for you the whole of my life,” he replied softly. “What is another minute more?”


    I ought to have cried then, but I did not. I smiled instead. We exchanged our vows, the old Duke of Aberdour shouting all the while that he could not hear. He kept demanding we repeat our responses until finally Brisbane turned to him and shouted, “I just promised to endow her with all my worldly goods, now be quiet!” To which the old man replied, “I didn’t know you had any worldly goods.” The crowd laughed uproariously in response, but in truth, I was marrying a man whose fortune might not have been quite as considerable as my own, but thanks to a providential set of circumstances, he was well able to afford the slender silver band set with diamonds that he slid onto my finger. He kissed me, rather more warmly than Uncle Fly had expected, but he lifted his hand in blessing just the same, and we walked hand in hand out into the morning sunlight.


    Just outside the church, a crowd had assembled, and to my astonishment, I saw it was the Gypsies, dressed in their best and waiting patiently.


    Marigold and Alma stepped forward, Alma smiling as she came to kiss first me, then Brisbane. Marigold hung back a moment, her expression wary. But Alma gave her a meaningful nod and Marigold cleared her throat.


    “There is a wedding breakfast if you’ll come,” she said gruffly. She turned, her scarlet skirts flaring behind her as she led the way. From behind I heard the shocked murmurs of my family and I turned, but before I could speak, Plum raised his voice.


    “That is a very jolly idea. A wedding breakfast as a picnic! And you could not ask better weather for it. Well done, brother,” he said, clapping Brisbane on the shoulder.


    My new husband turned to look at me, one black brow quirked upwards.


    “Did you do this?” I asked.


    He shrugged. “I am as mystified as you. I do not know what moved them to do this.”


    But he was pleased, deeply so, I could see from the warmth of his expression.


    “I can think of no better way to celebrate than with your kin,” I told him.


    “That is because you’ve never eaten hedgehog,” he murmured against my ear. “Now, then, don’t look so frightened. I’m certain you will get the best bits, being the bride and all.”


    At the look on my face his lips twitched a little, and I pinched his arm. “We have been married all of two minutes and already you are amusing yourself at my expense.”


    “Amusing myself with you,” he corrected.


    Behind us the Harpies were still muttering behind their fans, but Portia and Aunt Hermia took them firmly in hand. My brother Benedick’s two eldest children, Tarquin and Perdita, led the way, skipping along the path to the river meadow and dancing around us while one of the Gypsy lads played a sprightly tune on his tin whistle. It was a motley bunch who gathered in the meadow. The Roma, dressed in their finest, put the villagers and my own family to shame. The women wore their wealth in the coins that dripped from ears and necks while the men sported shirts of such brilliant whiteness I overheard Plum asking one of them how they managed it as he gazed ruefully at his own less pristine cuffs.


    Marigold had called it a breakfast, but it was a feast. The men had assembled trestle tables fairly groaning with dishes—simple salads of herbs and greens gathered from the fields, and fish taken from the river not an hour before lay crisp and golden on white platters. Loaves of bread had been bought from the village baker and sliced to dip into honey still in the comb or laden with new cheese. Fat chickens and an enormous ham had been procured and roasted until the juices ran fragrantly. My brother Benedick glanced at the ham and gave me a wink before turning to the plates of jellies and delectable pastries beckoning from the shade. Just beyond, another table held a cake—not the impressive confection Olivia had planned but a good, honest fruitcake bursting with sultanas and sour cherries, rich with spices and covered in marzipan.


    “How on earth did they manage it?” I asked Brisbane. “They haven’t ovens for making the pastries, nor larders to cool the jellies.”


    He smiled. “Surely you of all people should know never to underestimate the ingenuity of a Rom.”


    I kissed him and the feast commenced. For hours we ate and drank—not vintage champagne but strong country cider whose fragrant charms went straight to the head in the warm weather. We cut the cake to cheers from the guests, and after all had eaten their fill, a few of the Gypsy lads took up their instruments—guitars and violins and a flute—and began to play traditional melodies. The village men scurried off to fetch their own instruments, and when they returned—bearing their horns and fiddles and drums and even a small elderly harpsichord for Mrs. Netley, they began to play together—ballads and dances from years gone by. Brisbane sat with his back to the tree and I sheltered in his arm, sitting upon his coat on the grass. I watched the villagers unbend as the music played on, coaxing and encouraging. The Gypsies would always be interlopers to them, but for that afternoon, the happiness of the occasion and the familiar tunes bound us all together. To make a point, Portia walked briskly to a young Gypsy lad, Marigold’s son, and asked him to dance. He led her through the figures of a country dance as Plum partnered Alma, and before the song had ended and another begun, most of the guests had stood up to dance, villager with Gypsy, family with country. I felt Brisbane’s chest give a rumble underneath my cheek as he laughed.


    “What amuses you?”


    He nodded towards the dancers, red-faced and puffing but smiling as they hurled themselves about under the warm golden midsummer sun. “They do. Look closely, my love, I doubt we shall ever see gorgios and Roma in such harmony again in our lifetimes.”


    I stood and put out my hand. “So long as you and I dance together we will.”


    He rose and swept me into his arms, leading me straight into the centre of the throng for the next dance.


    


    We danced for hours, stopping occasionally to eat again or drink more of the potent cider, and it was only when the rays of the midsummer sun began to slant low that I went to find Marigold. She was sitting on the steps of her vardo, chin in her hand. She looked up as I approached.


    “You have complaints?” she asked sharply.


    I said nothing. I merely bent and kissed her on the cheek. She jerked, startled, but when I pulled back, she was smiling a little.


    “You are happy then?”


    “Very. This is so much better than lobster patties and champagne and aspic.”


    She gave me a searching look. “If you did not want such a thing, why did you plan it?”


    I shrugged. “My sisters rather took over the planning of it all and I went along with it.”


    She looked me over from head to toe before shaking her head. The coins in her ears jingled as she did so, a low, throaty sound like the tolling of an old bell. “You are not that woman. Not anymore.”


    “What woman?”


    “The one who meekly does as she is told. You are something new, a creation of your own making now, an invention of your own imagination. You are not what they made of you,” she said, nodding towards the little clusters of my family and friends. “You are not Julia Grey, the child of the aristocrat. You are not Julia Grey, widow of a bad man. You are Julia Brisbane now. The question is: What will you make of her?”


    There was a challenge in her tone, and I did not entirely like it. I lifted my chin. “I am sure I don’t know. But I will find out.”


    She considered this, then shrugged. “You may or you may not. But you have already made something of him that he was not before,” she added, flicking a glance to where Brisbane was chatting with Plum, his head thrown back in laughter. “He carries his past on his back, like a pedlar with his pack. His burdens are so heavy, and yet with you, I think he might learn to shed them, if only a little.”


    “I mean to help him to shed them all,” I told her stoutly.


    She smiled, almost pleasantly. “Then you have much to learn yet about men. If you can help him at all, you will have done more than anyone else.”


    She paused and I ventured a question. “Did anything I said cause you to do this? For Brisbane, I mean.”


    The smile broadened. “It was your brother, the one called Plum. He came with Mr. Benedick from the Home Farm to find us on the London road. They came with a pig and the chickens and a purse of gold to sweeten their proposition.”


    I gaped at her. “Of all the mercenary—”


    She held up a hand. “I took the pig and the chicken, and yes, the money, too. It is summer now, but winter comes and we will be glad of the gold when it does. But when they found us on the road, we were not heading to London. We were on our way back here.”


    I was suffused with a quiet joy. “You were coming back?”


    “Yes,” she said, her manner grudging. “Perhaps some of what you said is true. Perhaps just for today I can think kindly on him as my nephew and wish him well.” She broke off, and when she spoke again, it was with a fresh briskness. “It is time for the past to be the past,” she said, rising and dusting off her hands. “It is time to look to the east. A new day comes for all of us. And yesterday must be buried with the dead.”


    As bridal talks go, it was not the most uplifting, but I was grateful to see Marigold unbending in her resentments. They had not made full peace with each other, but he later thanked her and she accepted his kiss. She even went so far as to sketch a brief gesture of blessing over us before we darted through a gap in the hedge and ran away.


    I held Brisbane’s hand tightly. “This is appallingly rude, you know. We are supposed to let them send us off.”


    “Half of them are too tipsy to stand and the rest are plotting to throw me in the river fully dressed. Do you really want to spend your wedding night helping me wring out my favourite coat?” he asked.


    “Brisbane?”


    “Yes, my love?”


    “Run faster.”


    He paused. “Hear that?”


    We stood for the space of a heartbeat before I heard it, the bright unmistakable call of the cuckoo.


    “This is the day the cuckoo changes his song,” my husband said. “Gypsies say if you run and count the cuckoo’s cries, you will add one year to your life for each cry you hear.”


    Together we clasped hands and ran, counting cuckoo songs and laughing as the last of the golden rays of the midday sun fell gently over the land.


    

  


  
    


    Chapter Seven


    Get thee a good husband, and use him as he uses thee.


    —All’s Well That Ends Well, I.i.221


    He led me to the Rookery, the little house my father had given me. It belonged to the estate but had been sorely neglected until Father had it repaired and refurbished for my enjoyment. Aquinas had opened it up, airing the house and unshrouding the furniture from the dust sheets, and maids had dusted from beams to polished floors, spreading fresh linen upon the wide four-poster bed. The windows had been thrown open to the summer breezes, and as Brisbane pressed me down onto the bed, I smelled the roses at the casement surrendering their perfume at the end of the long day. He put his hands through my hair and the lavender wreath, broken to bits by the exertions of dancing, scattered like so much confetti across the sheets. What followed...well, there are words to describe such a thing, but they are known only to poets. I believed I loved him before that night; I believed I understood what passes between a man and a woman before that night. I believed I knew all there was of intimacy and pleasure and passion and perfect satisfaction.


    I was wrong. I went into the room the woman I had always been, but I emerged the next day exactly as Marigold had described—a new creation. I mourned the loss of the beautiful pale violet corset Brisbane had destroyed in his haste, but it was the only casualty of his loss of control, and as I stared mournfully at the shreds of French lace, I marvelled that I had driven him to take it apart with his bare hands. There was power in him, but gentleness as well, and he had given me both.


    We spent a few days in seclusion at the Rookery before embarking upon a wedding journey that saw us on a slow tour of the Mediterranean, tarrying wherever we fancied along the way. The summer was hot, but the Mediterranean was deliciously comfortable in the warmth of late October and a sharp breeze rolled off the coast of Africa, carrying with it the scent of spices and antique lands. We were utterly relaxed as the ship drew into the port of Alexandria, the last leg of our honeymoon. I was eager to climb a pyramid and sail the Nile, and the sights and sounds of that first moment on African soil remain with me still. The pedlars, shouting their wares of silks and fruit and donkey rides; the muezzins calling the faithful to prayer, the children laughing and the occasional sharp chatter of a monkey. Alexandria was teeming, tiny sailboats darting dangerously near the great steamships laden with cargo and passengers bound for strange lands.


    While Brisbane was busy making arrangements with a porter, I stood upon the deck watching one of the little sailboats as it tacked between the ships, carrying a tardy passenger to the mouth of the harbour where a ship stood waiting. The sailboat slowed, one of the sails snarled about the mast, and one of the young sailors scampered up to work it free. The woman passenger tipped her head back to watch him. Just then, a breeze caught her hat, lifting it from her head. She made a grab for it, laughing, and as she caught it, her eyes locked with mine. Even at a distance, I saw them widen, and then she rose, carefully, as the small craft rocked in the wake of the bigger ships. She dropped a neat curtsey and I inclined my head. She replaced her hat just as the sailor freed the tangled sail. The wind caught it and the little boat seemed to rise up then roll forward, borne aloft on the wind. The tiny figure in the boat turned once, and only once, waving her hand to me in farewell.


    “Godspeed, Charlotte King,” I thought.


    Brisbane, his business with the porter concluded, turned to me with a sigh. “A fine enquiry agent I shall be if my wife keeps letting all of my best catches slip through her fingers.”


    I blinked. “You knew I let Charlotte go?”


    He gave me a pained look. “I realise circumstances have not always shown me at my best, but I am a rather good enquiry agent, Julia. It is only in cases where you are involved that I seem to founder.”


    “You mean where I interfere.”


    “It is our honeymoon,” he said smoothly. “I didn’t like to be rude.”


    His tone was just a trifle too casual.


    “I should not have let her go without telling you. When did you know?”


    “When you allowed her to abduct you.”


    I gaped at him. “You knew I allowed it?”


    He rolled his eyes. “Julia, you have shown the tenacity of a bulldog upon more than one occasion as well as an appalling ability to elude serious harm. If Charlotte King abducted you, it was only because you permitted it.”


    I considered this. “That might be the nicest thing you have ever said to me.”


    “Do not accustom yourself to such gallantries,” he warned me. “I still have the darkest doubts about involving you in my work.”


    I smiled blandly. That was an issue for another time. “Why didn’t you tell me you knew? You could have stopped her escape.”


    “And answer to you for it on our wedding day? Thank you, but I think not. I thought it best to go along with whatever plan you had hatched for her escape and be done with it. And it seems entirely mad, but I suddenly wanted her to have it. I actually found myself cheering for Charlotte King. Not many people best me, you know. I wanted her to have a sporting chance.”


    I went onto my tiptoes and kissed him. Behind us a few of the other passengers clucked their disapproval, but I ignored them.


    He drew back with an approving smile, his gaze lingering on my mouth. “Not that I object in the slightest, but what occasioned that very public display of marital affection?”


    “For being the man I always knew you were.”


    I slipped my arm through his and we made our way down the gangplank and into the warm golden sunshine of Egypt. We had planned a leisurely tour and our first Christmas would be spent just the two of us, with no one to think of but ourselves, least of all my family.


    At least, that was the plan until Portia and Plum showed up and demanded we accompany them to India.4 But that is a tale for another time.


    * * * * *


    4Dark Road to Darjeeling
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