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          Introduction

          To Call the King Your Cousin is the 21st in a series of Queen of Gondal books and is a quasi-historical AU of the BBC Sherlock series set (more or less) in three fantasy kingdoms devised by the Bronte children. You might like to refer to their suggested reading order, family trees & series information.

          
          All through the three kingdoms they tell the tale the same. There was once a lord of ancient lineage and crest-fallen estate who married a lady of surpassing worth and modest dowry, who bore to him three daughters and a son. The eldest daughter was tall and proud, with hair black as a raven’s wing, skin pale as alabaster and lips like rowan-berries. The second had brown hair soft as a thrush’s back, and she had a voice sweet enough to sing the birds out of the trees. But the youngest daughter – ah, her hair shone like the brightest of chestnuts, her eyes were bluer than a kingfisher’s crown and she laughed, played and sang all day long. And those who knew her said that, poor as her fortune was, some day a prince would come riding by, and carry her off to live beside him in his palace and become the mother of kings.

          

          For every puissant prince must be in want of a wife.

          Notes: To Call the King Your Cousin is an instalment of the Queen of Gondal story arc which is also a fusion with Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. Some text is taken from that work.

          The timeframe of the novel runs in parallel with most of the other stories in the Queen of Gondal arc; its commencement is contemporaneous with the final two chapters of The Crown Princess of Gaaldine and it ends in early September 1689; that is, a period of some two months after the conclusion of The Master-Courier’s Gift.

          Warnings: The author chooses not to warn. Readers’ attention is drawn to the overall series note; this is late 17th century European dynastic politics with all that implies.

          Dedication: This story is presented as a gift to pashazade.

          Acknowledgements: Thanks to caulkhead for betaing and shezan for cheer-leading.

          The original central cover is from an oil painting Woman at a Harpsichord by Frans van Meirs the Elder, 1658. The fonts used in this book are from the Source Serif Pro font family by Frank Grießhammer.

          The images and fonts were used under license detailed on their respective website pages at the date of this book publication.

          As usual, Russ from shoes for industry designed the book cover, produced the books and compiled the on-line work.

          The opinions, prejudices, faults and spelling herein are all my own work, and I apologise in advance for them.

          You can read more books, discover related series information, reading orders, chronologies & contact details by visiting the website: ajhall.net

          A.J. Hall

          

    

  
          
          Chapter One

          All through the three kingdoms they tell the tale the same. There was once a lord of ancient lineage and crest-fallen estate who married a lady of surpassing worth and modest dowry, who bore to him three daughters and a son. The eldest daughter was tall and proud, with hair black as a raven’s wing, skin pale as alabaster and lips like rowan-berries. The second had brown hair soft as a thrush’s back, and she had a voice sweet enough to sing the birds out of the trees. But the youngest daughter – ah, her hair shone like the brightest of chestnuts, her eyes were bluer than a kingfisher’s crown and she laughed, played and sang all day long. And those who knew her said that, poor as her fortune was, some day a prince would come riding by, and carry her off to live beside him in his palace and become the mother of kings.

          For every puissant prince must be in want of a wife.

          

          Gondal, August 1688

          The servants directed him to the chapel. It was in darkness save for the pool of candlelight in the sanctuary, from which rose the low mutter of the priest saying Mass. He half-expected to hear the Requiem. As he rode, his mind had repeatedly returned to Dies irae, dies illa, solvent saeclum in favilla but it was not yet time, it seemed. The dark figure kneeling at the front did not stir, but his arrival had been noted. After a moment, he stepped forward and knelt beside his cousin, lips shaped to utter the time-smoothed words from which, on this night of all nights, he received no comfort. Perchance he sleeps.

          His thoughts abstracted, the ending of the Mass caught him by surprise. He scrambled belatedly to his feet and followed his cousin out of the chapel. Still in silence, the two men turned right by common assent, pacing the gravel path which encircled the chapel until they reached the angle between a buttress and the chapel wall which had witnessed so many confidences over the years.

          The stone gave back the day’s heat. The rising harvest moon bathed the old house and estate in a deceptively serene silver light. A falling star streaked down the sky, perhaps a portent of events to the south.

          Discomfited, he spoke first.

          “You did not go to the capital?”

          “As you see.” Perhaps thinking that overly brusque, Darcy added, “His Grace visited Pemberley often in my father’s day, and always took pleasure in the place. When the time comes, I can mourn him better here than elsewhere.”

          When the time comes. Futile optimism worthy of the Forty! For all either of them knew, King Ambrosine might have been dead two days, the messenger still on the road.

          “People commonly seek the company of their family at times such as these.” Colonel Fitzwilliam did not quite make it a question.

          “Indeed, so I do.” His cousin’s voice had an edge to it. “Georgiana is here with me.”

          “It was not your sister of whom I was thinking.”

          His sardonic tone woke a glimmer of humour in Darcy. “No? Well, should we say I lingered at Pemberley in the hope that I might offer hospitality should my favourite cousin chance to pass by on his travels?”

          Colonel Fitzwilliam shivered, a goose walking over his grave. In the days to come, a matter as little as the stress Darcy had placed on the word “favourite” might send them both to the Caitiff’s Tower. Darcy’s people were famously loyal but, even so there were ears ever open to receive such stuff. Odd, how habit accustomed one to ideas one would have pronounced unthinkable six short months ago.

          He made his voice determinedly light.

          “I regret, then, that I have disrupted your affairs to such little purpose. I may enjoy your hospitality only until the morning. My regiment is ordered to Fort Whitburn, to strengthen the Borders. Given the circumstances, the loyalty of the southern regiments was thought better not tested. They replace us on the north-western marches, and I wish them joy of it.”

          “But your own men are loyal?”

          “For the moment.” That half-admission offended his soldier’s soul; he felt the need to amplify. “The Abruzzi affair cut deep. The man was well-liked. I have heard it said he never spent a life needlessly, nor one unmourned.”

          Darcy nodded, but Colonel Fitzwilliam knew the impossibility of explaining such things to a civilian. Better to concentrate on what his cousin could understand.

          “Word has it that it was not so much a duel as an assassination. And for the challenger to be preferred to Abruzzi’s command with his body barely cold –”

          Darcy sounded bitter. “Why your surprise, cousin? Moran is intimate with Prince James: also, for all his many faults, a thorough soldier. The command of a crack regiment might be thought an honour long overdue.”

          “Even for the favourites of princes, such prize positions do not fall open often.” He frowned. “Though maybe vacancies will increase, should Moran’s way of creating them become the fashion.”

          “Many unaccustomed things become the fashion,” Darcy said. “And many good old customs fall into disuse. Including, it would seem, the right of a maiden to say ‘No’ to an uncongenial match.”

          His heart stopped. Darcy’s sister, their joint ward, was just fifteen, and her youth was not the only reason her marriage was an ever-present worry to her guardians.

          “Your meaning, cousin?” he enquired, cautiously.

          “Just that my heart would be a great deal easier were I to see Georgiana safely wed to a man of her choosing before too many months are over.”

          “Safely?” Colonel Fitzwilliam’s fists clenched. “Who would dare threaten Georgiana?”

          Darcy raised his eyebrows. “You’ve been away on the north-western marches too long. Did news of Sir Ronald Traquair’s marriage to Lady Agnes Campbell not reach you there?”

          The intense smells of late summer were thick in his nostrils: spoilt fruit from beneath the orchard bough, sun-warmed hay, the reek of the stable dung-heap. He swallowed hard.

          “Traquair? But he’s pushing sixty if he’s a day, and Lady Agnes must be even younger than Georgiana.”

          Darcy stretched out his hand as if to lay it on Colonel Fitzwilliam’s arm, but thought better of it. “Six months younger. She and the Princess were born in the same week. Lady Agnes would have attended the Princess to Gaaldine but I understand her father forbade it, for her own safety.”

          The bodies of the seven armsmen and two attendant ladies who had perished in the attack on the Princess’s wedding party had been brought home and solemnly interred in the Cathedral of SS Geraldine and Augusta. After the ceremony, Colonel Fitzwilliam had heard a first-hand account of the action from one of the survivors. The thought of plump, puppyish Lady Agnes caught up in that bloody horror made him want to retch.

          He drew a deep breath. “Lucky.”

          “So we all thought. At the time. Marriage to Traquair, though –”

          Darcy did not need to complete the sentence. Traquair had spent two wives’ fortunes already, for the most part on brandy, high play and the women of the lower town.

          “How could her father permit such a thing? Quite apart from the matter of age, Traquair has neither rank nor fortune to recommend him, and such influence as he may once have possessed at Court–

          “–Was in the days of Crown Prince Gerald,” Darcy concluded. “Traquair stood to the Crown Prince then as Moran stands now to his son. Now do you see?”

          “That the heavens have circled and stars long eclipsed rise once more? What a constellation they make, too, those of that set whom drink and the pox have so far spared.” Colonel Fitzwilliam wrinkled his nose. “But I would not like to think so ill of the Earl. To sacrifice his daughter for advancement, and on such an altar.”

          Darcy’s voice dropped; Colonel Fitzwilliam had to strain to hear him.

          “If you wish to retain your good opinion of the Earl, it may help to know his son and heir was taken into the Caitiff’s Tower three weeks before the wedding took place.”

          He dropped his own voice likewise. “What? Lord Glenelden? But I heard nothing of this.”

          “Is it news any family would share? Not just Glenelden’s life but the Earl’s entire credit hung in the balance. From what I have been able to make out, letters were found in Glenelden’s chambers, suggesting a treasonous correspondence with Angria.”

          Colonel Fitzwilliam nodded, slowly. “And, given the King’s illness, the Earl was in no position to protest his son’s innocence directly?”

          “Quite so. Nor – so your father tells me – were any of his connexions on the Council willing to intervene. They feared it might be taken as evidence of complicity in whatever plot the Tower’s examiners uncovered.”

          It was a warm night, but Colonel Fitzwilliam shivered. “So I suppose Traquair undertook to lend his influence. At a price.”

          “Our old schoolmaster would call that mere speculation.” Darcy’s smile had no humour in it. “Still, less than three weeks later Glenelden was released without a stain on his honour. The inquisitors were fully satisfied that the so-called correspondence with Angria was an impudent forgery, planted in his rooms by a recently dismissed valet. But by the time Glenelden saw sunlight once more, he was Traquair’s brother and had been so for two days.”

          The whole scheme rolled out before him, neat as the solution to one of the problems in gunnery and siege-craft Major Horniman had posed to him as a young ensign.

          “And never the smallest thread to implicate Prince James.”

          His cousin, having had days or weeks to reach the same conclusion, gave a small, acknowledging grunt.

          “Now do you see why Georgiana’s marriage is much on my mind? I would see her safely wed to a man of her own choosing before Prince James seeks to engage her in his stratagems.”

          Horrible visions of Georgiana fleeing to the Gaaldine border in the company of some apothecary or attorney, a desperate nose ahead of a forced marriage to one of the dissolute blades of the Prince’s set, shivered in front of Colonel Fitzwilliam’s eyes.

          “Do you think of anyone in particular?” he enquired cautiously.

          “I had thoughts of Charles Bingley.” Darcy’s studied casualness did not deceive his cousin. “He was much with us this summer and Georgiana quite came out of her shell. She remarked, when he left us, that it was almost like saying farewell to another brother.”

          Three years older, and with a soldier’s knowledge of the world, Colonel Fitzwilliam did not derive from this intelligence a perfect conviction that Georgiana saw Bingley as husband material. He contented himself by saying, “Charles Bingley’s fortune is new, but honestly got, by all accounts.”

          “That was his father. The manufactories were all sold up before Charles was born. He had completely the upbringing and education of a gentleman.”

          “I don’t doubt it; you would hardly have kept him so close about you otherwise. Does he have a place?”

          Darcy frowned. “No. He is looking to buy an estate but every place he sees is ‘universally charming, possesses every perfection’. Small wonder he cannot bring himself to settle on just one.”

          Colonel Fitzwilliam smiled, then realised his cousin’s face remained serious.

          “Are you afraid he will procrastinate altogether and leave it to the next generation to purchase?”

          “Left to himself, it might well come to that. But he has sisters. The younger one is yet to wed. I fancy she sees a country estate as the setting which will best display her charms.”

          Darcy’s tone suggested that Miss Bingley might have made it slightly too plain that she saw Pemberley itself as the quintessential country estate for that purpose. Still, that was an old story. Not one man in a hundred or woman in a thousand saw the man rather than the estate when first meeting his cousin.

          “Is she pretty?”

          “Very, if your taste runs to hot-house flowers. Ambitious, also.”

          “Ah.” Now he saw what had disturbed Darcy. “For her brother, as well as herself?’’

          “Quite so.” Darcy inclined his head slightly. “Charles is too open in temperament, too willing to see the good in everyone, too slow to look for meanings under words ever to make a courtier, even in ordinary times. But love is blind, even sisterly love. Doubtless she will force him to find an estate within easy distance of the capital and there they will entertain. Like leaving a baby unattended in the mountains, hoping to will wolves out of existence.”

          The heat in his voice made clear, as if there had ever been any doubt, the direction in which Darcy’s thoughts were tending. Of course. Georgiana’s prospective marriage would have stirred the murk at the bottom of that particular pond, if anything could.

          “History does not have to repeat itself,” Colonel Fitzwilliam murmured. “At least Charles Bingley starts having the advantage of a good heart.”

          “The better the man, the greater the Prince’s triumph.”

          “Hush. Even here, such words are dangerous. Come, cousin, let us back to the chapel. It may be God has a miracle in store for Gondal, even at this late date.”

          

          There was little to do in a country district, even if one tried to make the best of it.

          “We dine with four-and-twenty-families,” Harriet had said once, defensively, to some visiting grandee from the capital who’d tried to put the district down. Four-and-twenty families! As if she did not know what a court could be. But the grandee had seen only what she had become, not what she had once been, and turned to the guest on his other side, not troubling to hide the curl of scorn on his lip.

          Of course she knew the advantages and defects of every house of credit in the district, from the badness of the attics at Purvis Lodge to the inconvenient way the chimneys at Haye-Park smoked when there was anything of west in the winter wind. What else was there to discuss over the tea-cups or the madeira glasses? (More often madeira these days, or even brandy: there really was nothing to do in a country district. Nothing by way of entertainment rather than drudgery, at least, and of drudgery she was full to surfeit.)

          Given the dearth of other possibilities, it was a mystery why Netherfield Park should have stood untenanted so long.

          The house was of ample size, built less than forty years ago in what was then the best modern style. The original inhabitants had still been living there when Clarence first brought her to Meryton: Sir Vernon Hooper, widower, and his daughter, Molly, a mousy thing, so self-effacing as to be almost invisible. Quite a little prodigy on the harpsichord, notwithstanding. Harriet could still remember the tooth-grinding ache of sitting in one of the Netherfield parlours throughout an interminable tinkling afternoon, fighting the headache and nausea of pregnancy, torn between twin desires to strangle the priggish little brat and to run screaming into the shrubbery.

          It had been on the journey back from Netherfield, she recalled with a sharp pang, that she had started to miscarry. A son, the midwife had told her later, as if by way of consolation. Her one and only miscarriage; her one and only son. Five girls had followed, their robust health perpetual reproach to her. She would not have exchanged any of her daughters for their half-formed, never-known brother, yet still she wondered. If she could have carried the boy to term or, say, if Jane had been John or Mary, Martin would Clarence love her still? Had Clarence ever loved her? Or had she been just the woman there, at the right time, to breed (irony piled on irony) the son to save his ancestral estates?

          It had not – she bit her lip so fiercely in internal denial that she tasted blood – it had not been for that reason that she’d avoided visiting Netherfield subsequently. Indeed, Jane had been conceived hard on the miscarriage, and Harriet had barely stirred from Longbourn during the whole of that pregnancy, for fear of history repeating itself.

          By the time she was up and around again following her lying in, Sir Vernon himself had entered a sharp decline. Not long after it was bruited about the district that Sir Vernon was unwell, Sir Vernon was laid to rest. His daughter was packed off to stay with her mother’s relatives: relatives so great and proud they had never taken the smallest particle of interest in the girl during her father’s lifetime. Netherfield Park remained empty, save for occasional short-term lettings to tenants who arrived in the district in a little flurry of importance and departed with no fanfare six months or a year later.

          But now hot and strong from Meryton came the news. Netherfield Park was let at last and to a young gentleman of fortune!

          The girls were a-twitter and Harriet, too, took heart. A glittering marriage for Jane would not merely mend the fortunes of her eldest girl, but provide a secure anchor for all the rest. No longer would she wake at two of the morning, that witching hour when the comforting warmth of the ratafia she was accustomed to by way of nightcap had ebbed, to spend the lonely blank hours till dawn listing all the ways she had failed her children, picturing them forlorn, bereft, abandoned, turned out onto the streets, all because of her blameworthy, inadequate, daughter-prolific womb.

          Surely the unknown gentleman could not but choose Jane; so good, so accomplished, so beautiful, so effortlessly a daughter of the old gentry of Gondal with all the natural advantages Harriet Duplessis, once Harriet Watson, daughter of a physician (never, never, never a surgeon) had lacked.

          True, everything had the defects of its qualities. Jane perhaps was too good, too gentle. If this marriage to the new tenant of Netherfield were to proceed, Jane would need help. More specifically, she would need the sharp elbows and keen eye on the main chance which Harriet Watson had developed when, so many years ago, the Fates had granted her that opportunity. She had grabbed Clarence Duplessis with both hands. How could a sparsely-dowered girl (curse Papa and his endless charities and easy-going ways) do otherwise? And if she’d only borne a boy –

          No need to worry about that, now. Netherfield was let at last, and to a gentleman of good fortune. It only needed her to stir Clarence, whom disappointment had rendered indolent as well as cynical, to call upon this Mr Bingley and soon all their troubles would be over.

          Harriet rang the bell, and summoned Mrs Hill to bring her a carafe of ratafia, in anticipatory celebration.

          

          Charles Bingley had never found his friend to present so aweful an aspect as he did now, his elbow propped against the carved marble mantelpiece of his austere townhouse.

          “Netherfield Park? Are you completely mad, and blind to boot?”

          Charles inhaled, hoping it would lend him fortitude. “But it’s the most charming place. Everything a single man like me could wish for. I daresay there’s nothing wrong with the furnishings a little fresh air and polish can’t cure in a trice. Isn’t that so, Caroline?”

          The lady addressed inclined her head languidly. “Not a stick in the place that doesn’t deserve to be burnt.”

          “Pooh, pooh, Caroline. Good, solid, Gondalian craftsmanship. A little heavy, maybe, but with beeswax and new draperies it will look quite the thing, and we can always bring sophas and cabinets from the city to freshen the place up a little. With your harpsichord in the corner of the principal withdrawing room it will be as cosy as anywhere in the three kingdoms.”

          His sister made an airy gesture. “No-one expects men to have any taste when it comes to composing interiors. That is why, when one has the pleasure of seeing somewhere like this – so neat, so complete, so exquisite – surprise makes one’s pleasure all the greater.”

          The stuffed expression Darcy assumed in the face of such blatant flattery tempted Charles to giggle.

          “Caroline, you should not be so dismissive of Netherfield. It can hardly be bereft of fashion, given the agent told me the house was the property (or former property, I forget) of some connexion of Darcy’s, whose taste you acknowledge to be so nice.”

          His sister leant across the harpsichord, thereby displaying, in her brother’s unbiased opinion, a quite unwonted expanse of cleavage for the benefit of the gentlemen by the fire.

          “A connexion of Mr Darcy? Depend on it, that is something the agent chooses to proclaim wherever he goes. What was it, pray? A third cousin once removed? A great-uncle’s stepmother? Do tell.”

          Darcy flushed first white, then red. After a moment, he said, as if through gritted teeth, “My late mother’s younger sister made a most imprudent second match. Unhappily, she died in childbed not long afterwards. On her husband’s following her to the grave some few years later, my aunt – that is, my mother’s elder sister – took my poor cousin into her own house and raised her as a daughter. I believe my aunt sold the house because it held unhappy memories for my cousin. I know nothing of what became of it after that.”

          Caroline leant yet further forwards. “Then, Charles, it is clear. You will have to look elsewhere for your country retreat. You cannot live somewhere where Mr Darcy is not first among your guests, yet how could you expect him to visit a place with such painful associations? The matter is settled, Mr Darcy. The idea of Netherfield Park is quite given up.”

          As if to emphasise how completely she regarded the topic as closed, she turned her back to them both, and returned to her previous occupation of sorting through her music collection to find the gavotte she had promised to send to Darcy’s sister.

          Charles felt his face flame red-hot. How typical of Caroline. How damnably typical. She had been hotter for Netherfield even than himself; its archaic furniture more than compensated for by its easy distance from the capital and the well-kept expanses of its pleasure grounds. She had, too, been badgering him to get something settled now, during the dead days of deep mourning for the King. She was bored; one could not organise parties of pleasure in the capital with mourning banners still hanging from every public building and the funeral not two weeks past. Opening up their own country house, albeit one simply on lease, would give her pastime as well as consequence.

          And now to turn the matter round like that! Holy Virgin, he was going to have to admit in front of Darcy – Darcy, who never took any step without considering it from all angles, Darcy who with a reputed income of thirty thousand thalers per year was more prudent than a younger son on a strict father’s allowance – that he had signed the lease of Netherfield before leaving Longbourn. Could he even give it up at the next quarter day? There had been something about minimum lease terms in the document the attorney had put before him, but he could recall nothing of the details.

          He turned towards his friend and his words died on his lips. Darcy looked more gorgon-like than ever, but his petrifying wrath was directed solely at Caroline’s unconscious back. His words, when they came, were uttered with the most repulsive formality.

          “There is no need for any sacrifice on my account. I spoke too hastily. The place holds no memories for me, pleasant or otherwise. We did not visit there. Charles has been looking for a place so long, now he has found one that suits he had best close with it. Be assured, I should be happy to visit you there, should I be invited.”

          “Well, that’s settled,” Charles said, the sunny good humour of his voice masking the turmoil of his feelings. “I shall despatch Nicolls with the advance party, and ensure all is ready to receive us. We will be there by All Souls’ Eve.”

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Two

          Lydia pouted. “Why did the All Souls Night Ball have to be cancelled?”

          Lizzie rolled her eyes; Harriet could not but sympathise. Her youngest had been asking the same question for days, so if she did not know the answer by now it could only be because she had refused to hear it. Which, Lydia being Lydia, was almost certainly true.

          “Lydia, be reasonable,” Jane said. “How can you think of dancing, when we are in mourning for the King? And such recent mourning, too.”

          Lydia tossed her head; the firelight caught and flung back red-gold sparks from her soft brown curls. A sure way to captivate men, that. In Harriet’s younger days, she too had cultivated a repertoire of head-tosses and hair flicks, practising for hours in front of the mirror. If Jane failed to make an advantageous marriage, then Lydia would and save them all. Not too soon to think of it, either; Lydia would be fourteen next month. Following the Princess’s example, marrying young was all the rage. After all, what was there to wait for? The whole business was a game of chance. One might be as easily deceived in one’s husband at forty (look at Miss Bates and her so-called merchant sea-captain!) as at fourteen.

          What was more, for all Jane and Lizzie’s disapproving looks, Harriet took Lydia’s point. A girl’s time to shine was all too brief. One winter’s cancelled balls might mean the difference between prosperous marriage or starveling spinsterhood. Nor would King Ambrosine have expected any girl Lydia’s age to make such a sacrifice. On that point, she knew herself on certain ground.

          The old queasy regret stirred in her guts. Defying Clarence’s sardonic eye, she took a gulp of negus to quell it. How easily she could knock him from his affected perch, if only she chose. Suppose, after all these years, she told him about that All Souls Night Ball at the Palace? The night the King had paused on the staircase and beckoned to the Queen’s newest lady-in-waiting with a meaning she could not mistake.

          The staircase’s shallow treads had been shaped for men in pantofles and women in chopines. So gentle runs the way to Hell. They were at the dark, iron-bound door to the Royal Apartments by the time she found her courage.

          Saying “No” had been the hardest thing she had ever done in her life, childbirth included.

          Five live births and one miscarriage later, she wondered if it had also been the stupidest thing she had ever done in her life, childbirth included.

          It had been rash, she’d known at the time, dancing so many times with the King. But the new silk gown was so gloriously flattering and the attention of the company as exhilarating as first-class brandy – not that she’d known much of brandy, then. Back in those days, she hadn’t needed to. John had tugged her by the sleeve, telling her to moderate her wild ways and his companion, the hostage prince, had looked down his nose at her, both of which had fired her to keep going.

          She had all but made up her mind to accept the invitation, should it come. Not even the thought of Clarence, unavoidably absent from the ball, had stopped her. After all, he would be her husband in a month and husbands in such case customarily did well, whether they knew in advance or not.

          No. In the end she had refused him for the sake of the Queen, who had never enjoined such loyalty on her ladies-in-waiting, nor, overtly, blamed them when they failed to show it.

          You fool! Her still raw heart cried out into the void. She never knew what it cost me, but I did it anyway.

          But John, irony of ironies, had leapt to the obvious conclusion; that she had offered her honour to the King and failed to keep him longer than the night itself. A wanton, and, worse, a failed wanton. Not a conclusion he ever uttered, being a gentleman. Being a gentleman, he merely looked it, instead. Who can refute an unspoken accusation?

          For her sake, John, I gave up more than you could possibly imagine and for no hope of reward. Face it: I loved her too, John. And better.

          Ghostly thoughts for an All Souls Eve, indeed. The Queen dead these ten years, the King laid to rest beside her mere weeks ago, and John as good as dead, far away across the border with never a word of farewell or remembrance to her.

          She picked up the little brass bell on the table beside her and rang it, hoping her wolfish thoughts were not visible behind her smile.

          “Since there’s no ball, girls, let’s celebrate the old-fashioned way. We’ll play games to predict who everyone’s going to marry, and have a nice, comfortable time telling ghost stories. My sapphire earrings as a prize for the best.”

          Lizzie would win, no doubt; she had inherited her facility with words from her father, as well as her dark good looks. Lizzie, at least, could be trusted to lend the earrings to Jane, whom they suited so well, whenever it was most necessary for Jane to make an impression. Were she to make a present of them to her eldest, Kitty or Lydia would constantly demand them and Jane would yield every time and never get a chance to wear them herself.

          “Mrs Hill, would you be so good as to bring in apples for us all? Oh, and a silver paring knife. Raisins, brandy, and the snapdragon bowl, too. And another jug of negus. We’re going to have a proper All Souls’ Eve.”

          Clarence rose, ostentatiously folding the rug he had begun to drape over his knees of an evening. He picked up his book and his spectacles.

          “I shall be in my study and propose to retire early. Try not to be too noisy in your celebrations of death. This is a nation in mourning, after all.”

          

          “So,” Lizzie concluded, her eyes dancing despite the horrors that she had just recounted, “ended the wedding night of the Lady of Zalona.”

          Kitty’s hand went to her mouth. “Lizzie, that was so horrid! I declare, I shan’t sleep a wink tonight.”

          “And was it really Lord Laureston’s skeleton behind the curtain?” Lydia demanded, eyes wide.

          Lizzie shrugged. “How can I possibly know? I wasn’t there.”

          “Of course you weren’t.” Jane smiled affectionately at Lizzie. “My clever sister would never have consented to marry a man who kept the corpse of his first bride hidden in a chest at the foot of the marital bed. She would have been astute enough to detect his singular preference before allowing him to put the ring on her finger.”

          Harriet fumed internally. Jane was in such looks tonight, and spirits, too. If his Grace Ambrosine XVII had only had the fortitude to stay alive for two months longer, tonight Jane would have been have been gracing the Longbourn Assembly. The sapphires would have been sparkling at her ears, reflecting and enhancing the peerless blue of her eyes. Most importantly, the new tenant of Netherfield Park would have been there. He must have been: the All Souls Eve ball was the highlight of the district’s autumn season. All their hopes could have already been on the high road to fulfilment. If only King Ambrosine had lived another two months.

          She suppressed her sigh. Merry and bright, the Mistress of the Wardrobe had always told them, that’s what the Queen needs to see about her. And, if one’s spirit quailed, there was always ratafia and faking it.

          “Well, I don’t think there’s any doubt who’s won the earrings. Lizzie, bend your head and I’ll put them in.”

          Lizzie ducked her head. “Let Jane wear them tonight, Mama. I have my garnets, and Jane has only her little gold knots. They’re her colour, too.”

          “And so they are. Well, if you insist, Lizzie dear. Just for tonight.”

          The earrings slid into Jane’s ears and lay along the cream-coloured skin of her neck as though they had been crafted for her, and her alone. Clarence’s courting gift, Harriet thought, and in those days she had been as fair as Jane and her eyes bluer –

          Treacherous tears welled up. She turned, so the girls might not see, blotted her eyes with the edge of her napkin and rang the bell for another jug of negus.

          At which moment a shattering fusillade of knocking sounded on the front door.

          

          For a moment, Harriet seemed unable to take in what the butler was telling her. A carriage losing a wheel, right at the bottom of the lane? The new tenant of Netherfield, his sister, and a friend of great estate, stranded three miles from their objective and asking for the hospitality of Longbourn? Then her fogged mind cleared.

          “Well, don’t dawdle, man. Bring them in at once. Now. This instant. And have James and Frank assist their people in fetching their baggage and righting the carriage.”

          The Blessed Virgin had answered her prayers, no matter how inauspicious the season, and while they had been deprived of the ball, the company had come to them, all the same. Tears of relief swam in her eyes, so that the three tall, cloaked figures in the doorway blurred into dim apparitions.

          “A carriage accident? Oh, what a shocking thing to happen. Come in, come in and sit down. You must be frozen and so shaken, too. Girls, make space on the sopha. These are our new neighbours. Kitty: find Mrs Hill and tell her to have the maids prepare the Blue Room, the Yellow Room and the Ottoman Room. And to bring brandy – and tea – and soup – and cold meats – Oh, what a poor All Souls Night you have had of it so far, but let us remedy that. What may we have the pleasure of getting for you?”

          She babbled, and knew she did: blame the negus and hope coming all unheralded out of blackest despair. Then her vision cleared. She took in the shorter man’s clenched, agonised silence, the odd hunch of his shoulder under his cloak, his lopsided walk.

          She knew what she was seeing. And before she had been the wife of Clarence Duplessis, of Longbourn; before, even, she had been the maid of honour to the Queen, she had been the child of Hamish Watson, physician to the Court.

          “What can you get us? As you can see, my brother is injured. If you could dispatch a man to raise a physician –” the woman in the absurdly fashionable hoop skirts pleaded.

          “We have no physician in the district,” Jane said, respectful and apologetic. “And I fear Mr Perry, our apothecary, is from home tonight. His eldest daughter is very close to her lying in –”

          “No physician!” The woman seemed caught between horror that she had arrived in a place so provincial as to lack a physician within call and, Harriet grudgingly acknowledged, real concern for her brother. “No apothecary either? Then what are we to do?”

          “In these parts, ma’am, we have learnt to shift for ourselves. Lizzie! Come here. Hill, bring brandy, the strongest we have, and compresses. Light more candles. Many more candles. Mr – Bingley, is it not? Sir, you have a dislocated shoulder and every moment makes the resetting of it more awkward. Have command of yourself, sir, for the next moments will be unpleasant.”

          Bless them, her two elder daughters had wit enough for all five. They had done this before, too: one of the haymakers who, leaping extravagantly from a wain to impress his girl, had suffered a similar injury.

          Lizzie was already moving into position to steady the startled young man. Jane, facing Mr Bingley, gave him a tremulous nod.

          “I am sorry for the pain you are in, but it will start to ease as soon as Mama sets it.”

          “Stop!” the other man commanded. “This is not woman’s business. Surely the master of the house —”

          Harriet suppressed an obvious retort. Clarence was not deaf, save when he chose to be. His non-appearance must, therefore, be put down to his feeling unequal to company at this late hour. Further, he shrank from the messily physical, with a scholar’s combination of disgust and disdain. Anyone who presumed to think that Clarence, merely by virtue of his sex, was better suited to reduce a dislocated shoulder than the daughter and sister of Royal physicians was a fool, and an arrogant one, too, however magnificent his estate.

          “Nursing, sir, is always considered to fall to the feminine sphere in this house. Lizzie, Jane.”

          On cue, Jane piped up, “We are sorry you arrive in the country in such unfortunate circumstances, sir. When you are feeling restored, we very much look forward to showing you its beauties. There are some very fine rides hereabouts.”

          She favoured him with her most dazzling smile. It almost, Harriet thought, out-dazzled the sapphires in her ears. No man, no normal man, at any rate, no matter how much pain he might be in, was capable of withstanding that broadside. Mr Bingley certainly did not. His forehead smoothed at once. He even essayed a weak smile.

          “Indeed, ma’am, I hope – aargh!”

          “Back in place, sir,” Harriet said with satisfaction. She stepped back. “Here, sip this, while Hill has your room made up. Ma’am, are you travelling with your tiring woman or can I offer you the assistance of my own girl, to allow you to freshen up after your journey?”

          The management of her guests took a great deal of planning. Mr Bingley, thank goodness, could be kept away from it all by having two footmen help him to the Blue Room where his valet could undress him and put him to bed.

          That left two unexpected guests to be patched up, fed and entertained. From Lizzie’s undiplomatically raised eyebrows, Harriet gathered her second daughter shared her opinion that Miss Bingley made a great deal more fuss than was warranted over a few scrapes and bruises and that Mr Darcy’s aristocratic nose deserved to have been shaken even further out of joint than the carriage overset had achieved.

          Mary declared herself to have the headache and retired early, but Lydia and Kitty, boisterous and over-excited, took advantage of the occasion in full measure. Harriet, in two minds whether to be more irritated by Miss Bingley’s undisguised eye-rolling and knowing smiles at Mr Darcy or by the antics which had provoked them, retreated into aimless chatter: the surest defence against saying something she might later regret.

          At length the two guests retired to their rooms. After a minatory glance in her direction, Lizzie shooed her sisters upstairs. Harriet reached for the brandy decanter, in which there was barely an inch of liquor left. Better finish it. It had, after all, been a long and trying day, and it would save the butler work.

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Three

          “We could not have been more unlucky,” Caroline wailed.

          Not for the first time, Charles wondered how two children of the same parents could approach the world so differently. Also not for the first time he essayed to resolve his sister’s fears with reason, without the slightest faith in reason’s efficacy.

          “Unlucky? The carriage accident was a misfortune, but we have fallen among friends. The family here could not have been kinder.”

          He struggled to sit up, by which he hoped to increase his authority. Caroline, who was staring out of the window into the shrubbery, did not notice. His pang of regret for the perfect angel who had attended him that morning, making sure his pillows were plumped and soothing his brow with cool damp cloths, felt almost like disloyalty.

          “There is Mr Darcy in the wilderness outside.” Caroline fumbled with the window catch, and succeeded in pushing the casement a creaking few inches open. “Mr Darcy! Mr Darcy!”

          Charles slid back under the sheets. Sitting up had done nothing for his shoulder, and the opened window was letting in an unwholesome draught.

          “Oh, how provoking.” Caroline turned away from the window. “Before he could acknowledge me, he was accosted by one of those dreadful Duplessis girls. They have turned off together towards that wretched sort of arbour thing.”

          Charles’s heart almost stopped. Darcy, so rich, so well-connected: of course he would entrance any angel on whom he chose to look.

          “Really?” he croaked.

          “Shocking, I agree, how encroaching the whole family are. This was the dark one, you may recall, from last night – no, I forget, you were swooning with pain, how could you have remarked what any of the girls of the house looked like, especially since they were all so – not plain, precisely, apart from that gawky peering one, who had the head ache, but all so blowsy and unpolished. And so loud.”

          She shuddered, delicately.

          The dark one.

          “You mean Lizzie.” He hoped his look of relief was not perceptible to his sister.

          Caroline shrugged. “Some such name, I believe. Anyway, Charles, we must contrive to get you to Netherfield today, or tomorrow at the absolute outside. The acquaintance is made and we cannot escape it, but at least we need not deepen it further than we must.”

          The last miles of road had been bad, of a badness Charles had not dreamt could exist so close to the capital. He had spent over ten miles wishing he’d had the sense to ride, like Darcy, rather than give in to Caroline’s insistence that he accompany her in the carriage. The accident, when it began, seemed to have the ghastly inevitability of a dream. The thought of trusting himself to those roads so soon after the reseating of his shoulder made him run cold with horror.

          At that moment there came a commanding rap on the door. With barely enough time for decency, his hostess entered the room followed by a small, stooped man.

          “Mr Bingley,” she said breathlessly, “Mr Perry is here. Although he had a long night of it (a boy, and both doing splendidly) he could not retire to rest without he came to see how you went on. You are to be our neighbour, of course, and you will find that in this part of the country we always look to our neighbours.”

          “Do you not find it fatiguing, ma’am, to be so thoroughly overlooked?” Caroline drawled.

          “Ma’am, I can testify to the good care I have found here myself. You and your daughters could not have been kinder.” Charles spoke with emphatic sincerity, hoping his sister might take it as her cue to refrain from ill-natured jabs. “But perhaps, ma’am if I might ask you to withdraw with my sister, to permit Mr Perry to make his examinations?”

          For a moment, he wondered if his hostess might take affront at the notion that he wanted her handiwork checked. In desperation, he shot a meaningful glance towards the close-stool. Her face cleared.

          “Of course, sir, of course. Mr Perry, we will have a glass of my spiced cider waiting for you by the fire when you are done. Come, my dear, let us leave the men to their mysteries.”

          He had expected Caroline’s flash of anger at the epithet, but not his hostess’s sly, half-hidden grin at marking it. Mr Perry drew closer to the bedside, fussily rolling up his sleeves.

          “Hardly a mystery to one so skilled as you, ma’am. Ah, had you been born a boy, I do not doubt you would have proved a physician equal to your father and brother.”

          Caroline’s head went up like a pointer scenting game. She left with unseemly haste. Doubtless, Charles thought with a rare tincture of sourness, she planned to interrogate their hostess about her less-than-genteel antecedents. As if Caroline couldn’t remember coming home in tears from dancing class and being comforted by Father after some slight or other from the aristocratic daughters of Gondal. The Bingleys came of mercantile stock. A physician with a quality professional connection would doubtless have disdained an introduction to their grandparents.

          Mr Perry motioned for him to move his shoulder. The effort was excruciating. The little apothecary poked, peered, tapped, made little “tsk” sounds through his teeth and asked a series of questions so frankly personal that Charles was relieved the two of them were alone. At length he nodded permission for Charles to sink back exhausted amid his pillows.

          “The shoulder is doing well. An excellent piece of work, sir. I foresee you will be able to rise from your bed by the day after tomorrow.”

          From your bed. A wave of relief washed over him. “And travelling?”

          The apothecary pursued his lips. “I do not advise you to think of stirring far until we can be quite sure you have taken no internal hurts. Perhaps by the end of the week? The lady of the house told me I must make it clear to you that you need not the smallest scruple in staying as long as you choose, until you are quite well enough to risk travelling without undoing the good work of your recovery.”

          “Tell her – tell her I am most grateful.” Weariness threatened to overwhelm him; he blinked against tears. Without fuss, Mr Perry ran a damp cloth over his face, erasing the evidence of weakness.

          “I shall call Miss Duplessis. She will make sure you have all you need within reach and settle you for rest. I assure you, sir, she is the best of nurses. I have seen her work wonders among the cottagers. Then, I shall give orders you are not to be disturbed for the rest of the morning.”

          Miss Duplessis, his own angel! Of course Mr Perry would have seen her working with the poor. It was one of those things expected of the proprietors of a country estate, but doubtless she would still have done it had she been a cottager’s daughter herself. Of course, neither he nor Caroline had lived in the country before, so it would be important to find out what was proper from one who knew all about it, to avoid giving offence. An excellent thought: it would promote friendship between Caroline and the two elder Duplessis girls, so much to be desired. Naturally the circumstances of their arrival had put Caroline at a disadvantage, the thing in all the world she hated most, but it could all be smoothed out now.

          He smiled at Mr Perry. The more intimate parts of his care concluded, he asked if he might prevail upon Miss Duplessis for the infinite favour of a visit.

          

          “And so, Charlotte, we had to put up with all three of them for the best part of a se’ennight. Of all the boiling, Mr Bingley had the best reason for staying put. He needed to see his shoulder recovered from the abuse it had suffered and would not leave until Mr Perry assured him he was fit to travel. His friend Mr Darcy feared that one or the other of us would bewitch his friend were he to turn his back and so he dare not leave. And, of course, Miss Bingley could not leave while her brother was unavailable to act as her protector in this wild and lawless land. Or so, at least, she told us.”

          “Oh, Lizzie!” Jane’s voice rang out in loving remonstrance, but her eyes sparkled. “Of course Miss Bingley could not press on to Netherfield alone.”

          “Mr Darcy could have taken her,” a new voice broke in.

          Charlotte had almost forgotten Lydia, tagging along mulishly at the back of the little group walking into Longbourn village. To be honest, she tried where possible to forget Lydia, less from a sense that she had nothing in common with the youngest Duplessis sister than from an uncomfortable suspicion that they possessed more commonality than it would be politic to let Lizzie or Jane (“her own particular friends”) ever suspect.

          As, indeed, here. Charlotte had known what Lydia was driving at before the last syllable was out of her mouth and yet here was Jane, never doubting Lydia to be ignorant of something every girl of their acquaintance would have had drummed into her since she was first out of leading-strings.

          “Lydia, don’t be absurd. How could Caroline Bingley stay alone at Netherfield with a man to whom she is quite unrelated? Her reputation would be shattered.”

          “He’d have to marry her then,” Lydia persisted. “And then she’d be mistress of that big estate he has in the north parts. Think what jewels and pin money she’d have then.”

          “Ssh, Lydia! No-one would think the same of a woman who made a match in such a way. Everyone would be talking about it.”

          She’d still be married. Charlotte thought it an instant before Lydia said it aloud. At which the rest of the short walk was occupied with Jane and Lizzie’s loud condemnations of Lydia for saying something so unthinkable, their assurances to Charlotte that their sister was far too young to mean or even to understand what she had said, and Lydia’s noisy rebuttal of both propositions.

          Charlotte walked on besides them, and composed her thoughts in silence.

          “Unthinkable”. What an odd word. Clearly they had all thought of it, even if three out of four had rejected it out of hand. Not for the same reasons. Charlotte grimaced internally. Jane, of course, was incapable of dissimulation and a paragon of integrity. Charlotte had known her from birth, had watched for years for any crack in the façade, before concluding, reluctantly, that in Jane’s case appearance and self marched hand in hand. Lizzie, though, was quite a different proposition. She reached the same place as Jane through pride, not innate instinct. Since she would never do anything which might make Jane think the less of her the outcome was the same.

          But what of Charlotte herself? She had neither pride nor inbuilt virtue protecting her honour, just the cold pragmatism of knowing that it would not answer. Not for a plain woman well past her first flush of youth with an ineffectual father and no connections of credit. One only had to recall what happened to Miss Bates with her “merchant sea captain” who turned out to be merely a master’s mate, and married already, to boot.

          She repressed a shudder which she could by no means explain to her companions. They might, perhaps, take it for horror and pity at the destruction of the life of an inoffensive gentlewoman, who had loved not wisely but too well. Charlotte knew it had a deeper and far less creditable cause.

          At first, she had been proud that Mama had taken her into her confidence about Miss Bates, treating her for the first time as a woman grown, equal to hearing the stories the married ladies swapped over the negus while they surveyed the dancing from their matronly isolation. It was only in the dark watches of the night that Charlotte had realised the true meaning behind Mama’s disregard of protocol.

          Mama thought it a salutary lesson for her ageing, gawky, maiden daughter. A lesson having particular applicability.

          No: a man who would take such an offer from a woman of Charlotte’s type would cut and run and neither expect nor receive consequences for doing so.

          She looked sidelong at Lydia. Mr Duplessis was known and feared in the neighbourhood for his sharp wit and his eccentricities but she had always sensed an air of defeat about him. Beneath the courtesy and fussiness her own father had much the same air. If Lydia ever staked her body on such a gamble she had best not rely on her father’s help to collect her winnings.

          The broken-down cottage reputed to house a witch came into sight round the bend of the road. Charlotte expelled a long-pent breath. “Meryton, at last.”

          Lydia looked at her, sourly. “No reason to sound so excited about it. Nothing ever happens in Meryton.”

          Towards them drifted the sounds of fife, drum and marching feet.

          “Soldiers!” Without a word passing between them, they quickened their pace.

          Meryton had been transformed. A company of men were being drilled by the market cross. Another company was digging latrine trenches on the water-meadows below the church. Teams of men, stripped to the waist but nevertheless sweating in the unseasonable heat, dragged field pieces into the incipient camp. A quartermaster with an outsize roll of paper directed carters towards Farmer Armstrong’s tithing barn. Farmer Armstrong himself stood on the corner, arms folded, looking like a man who had already lost one argument that morning but would not let that stop him having another should opportunity present. The landlord of Meryton’s principal inn was locked in remonstrance with a bored-looking ensign. Off to the side the prettiest of his serving maids, her dress half-off one shoulder, sat on the way stone which proclaimed that Gondal Town was 8 leagues away, weeping quietly to herself.

          Lizzie looked up and down the main street. “We have been invaded, it seems.”

          Jane’s brow furrowed, but Charlotte instantly took Lizzie’s meaning. Meryton had already been almost overset with the excitement of the newcomers to Netherfield Hall. It seemed improbable the town could manage the additional excitement of a regiment’s being quartered in the district without incalculable harm.

          Lydia ignored her elders, exclaiming about each fresh sighting of an officer and eventually losing herself so far as to actually point.

          “There, look there. The officer on that magnificent black horse. Surely he must be the colonel?”

          “Only if we can suppose his godfather to have given him his regiment as a christening present.” Lizzie smiled sidelong at Charlotte.

          “Such things have indeed been known in the Army,” Charlotte said, playing along. “I recall Mrs Long saying once there was a Surgeon-General took up his post when he was no more than three-and-twenty. Surely that must have gone by favour of someone, so why not a godparent?”

          The silence which fell between Jane and Lizzie had its own texture: hard and spiky. As so often at home, Charlotte felt the tight, unhappy clenching in her insides that told her she had, once again, been clumsy. Not the physical clumsiness of her sister Maria, but a more profound mental clumsiness, where she could not see what she had tripped over even when she was (metaphorically speaking) on the floor feeling for bruises.

          “Miss Lucas! Miss Duplessis and Miss Elizabeth!” Mrs Long’s voice was unmistakable. “And Miss Lydia,” she added by way of afterthought and to no effect whatsoever. Lydia was exclaiming after gold epaulettes again, paying no attention to anything female.

          In the instant it took to turn to face the new arrival and greet her formally, Charlotte realised two things with absolute clarity. First, Mrs Long loathed the Duplessis family with the kind of unreasoning, deep-rooted hatred Charlotte herself felt for spiders. Secondly, both Lizzie and Jane were aware of her loathing and in their different ways it bothered them profoundly. Jane’s expression was one of blind, bewildered unhappiness, like a dog whipped after its fault, incapable of linking cause and effect. Lizzie, by contrast, gritted her teeth in a smile which was more like a grimace.

          Charlotte assumed her sweetest smile. “Mrs Long, this is a happy chance. We were just saying how well informed you are in regard to matters military. Whose regiment is this? And how long are they to stay?”

          Mrs Long opened and shut her mouth like one of the ornamental carp in the great fountain at Haye-Park. At which moment a man’s voice broke in.

          “Madam. How fortunate it is that I should encounter you. I am bid by my colonel to present his compliments and heartfelt thanks for the hospitality you extended to him, to myself and to my fellow officers last night. Your servant, ma’am.”

          Charlotte caught an impression of a mobile, amused mouth, very white teeth and a mop of black curls, before the young officer bent in the deepest of bows. Her face a mask of resentment, Mrs Long dipped an answering curtsey.

          “Ma’am – much to ask, I grant you, but might you do me the inestimable favour of an introduction to your fair companions? We are, as you know, to be quartered here all winter, and our standing orders require us to promote and strengthen the ties between His Grace’s armies and his loyal subjects, whom we are sworn to defend, by all means at our disposal.”

          Despite herself, Charlotte cast a sideways glance towards the way stone. The barmaid’s head had sunk into her hands, the bored ensign had found duties elsewhere and the landlord was patting her uneasily on the shoulder, with the expression of a man who would rather be anywhere but here.

          Mrs Long pursed her lips and admitted defeat. “Miss Duplessis, Miss Elizabeth Duplessis, Miss Lydia Duplessis and Miss Lucas. May I present Lieutenant George Wickham, of the Duke of Malham’s Own Regiment of Foot?”

          

          “You are quite sure about this?” Darcy asked again.

          “My shoulder is perfectly able to withstand holding the reins of the most placid mare in my stables for a short trot to Meryton and back. Your concern does you credit, but it is not needed. Please, take your Sultan for your customary gallop in the park, and leave me to manage my own errands.”

          That came out more testy than he had planned. Perhaps the nagging pain in his shoulder had sharpened his tone.

          For once, Darcy’s expression lacked its customary assurance. “It was not your shoulder of which I was thinking.”

          “Of what, then?”

          The messenger had come to Netherfield as they sat at breakfast. Ever since, Charles had been on edge, acutely aware that this was unfamiliar territory and so the chances of his making an utter fool of himself were even greater than normal. The last thing he wanted was a witness to whatever idiocy he might be about to perpetrate.

          Darcy pursed his lips and jerked his head towards his groom. “Brock, I’ve a concern about Sultan’s off-fore. Pray take a look. There seems to be a tenderness there, from how he was standing.”

          The groom nodded, and moved off to the far end of the stable-block, leaving Charles and Darcy alone.

          Even so, Darcy dropped his voice. “There is nothing you could do otherwise than what you are doing, since Armstrong is a tenant on the Netherfield estate. But have a care. It may be no more than an over-officious young officer exceeding his brief and doing so with scant courtesy. But be alert, in case it is someone who – seeks an occasion.”

          “An occasion?” Charles’ wits floundered, his mind running on balls and fetes. Abruptly, he made a connection. “You mean, for a duel?”

          His voice came out absurdly high and squeaky.

          Darcy shook his head impatiently. “No, not a duel. Though if it is Moran’s regiment it might come to that. A regiment takes its temper from its commander, as a fish rots from the head. But no. An occasion to make an example of the town as a hotbed of disloyalty and sedition.”

          Charles felt his jaw gape open. His friend paid him no attention. He made a flat, final gesture with the edge of his right hand.

          “Does it not occur to you to wonder why a regiment should be overwintered on Meryton, of all places?”

          It had not. Matters of military policy had never concerned him. Even in the days of playing toy soldiers he had grown bored with the march and counter-march which enthralled his cousins, and instead sent picked men from his leaden legions on voyages of exploration into far lands in Africa and the Indian Ocean.

          None of which Darcy could possibly find of interest.

          “No,” he choked.

          “No? Neither do three out of five of the gentry of Gondal; there’s no singularity in it. But consider the lie of the land. We are to the north of Gondal Town, so this regiment cannot be planned against an incursion from Gaaldine, still less from Angria. Even if it were placed to protect the capital, there are towns half as close again who could rise quicker to her defence. No. I can think of one reason only. And it troubles me.”

          “That being?” Charles was not sure he wanted to know. The bleakness in Darcy’s voice could have scoured the fertile wheat-plains of Grunador to bare, barren rock.

          “Some twenty-five years ago my Aunt Elaine died at Netherfield Park. She died Lady Elaine Hooper, but had she lived, had she not made her scandalous second marriage, she would now be the Princess Dowager, first-ranked lady in Gondal, at least until the King chooses to wed.”

          So that was why –

          Charles’ thoughts swung back to that tense evening in Darcy’s townhouse, when he had first mentioned taking a lease of the place and Darcy had first been wholly opposed then withdrawn his objections in the face of Caroline’s fulsome endorsement. But why had Darcy not said what irked him at the time? Also, when one came to look at it, it was absurd. One could hardly avoid a house because some relative, however well-connected, had died there, especially if one were a great gentleman of Gondal, with an ancestral seat. Generations of Darcys must have died and been laid to rest at Pemberley.

          Aloud, he said, “But to hold such a resentment against a place –”

          Darcy made an impatient “tsk” sound. “Not just the place. At least, not just for that reason.”

          Charles’ raised eyebrows invited further explanation. His friend looked up and down the stable block. Brock was still engaged in a tense, low-voiced convocation with the chief stableman over Sultan’s off-fore. Darcy dropped his voice even further.

          “The world knows that on Crown Prince Gerald’s death my aunt remarried beneath her and so was expelled from Court circles and disowned by my family.”

          The first, Charles had indeed known, and the second at least made sense of Caroline’s relentless hints.

          Darcy drew a deep breath, like a man nerving himself to have a tooth drawn. “Since this is a family matter, I would be obliged for your assurance, as a gentleman and as my friend, that this goes no further?”

          Darcy was famously reticent about private matters. Charles nodded, wordlessly. Then, feeling more was required, he extended his hand and gripped Darcy’s wrist.

          “My silence. Of course.”

          For a moment, Darcy paused. He looked once again towards the groom and the stableman, who were now, apparently, considering the merits of a compress and getting somewhat excitable about it. He began to speak rapidly, still in the same undertone, so Charles had to strain to hear.

          “My Aunt Elaine died in childbed and left her widower, my uncle, to raise their daughter. That, too, is well-known. However, what is less known is that he remained bitter about his late wife’s treatment at Prince Gerald’s hands during her first marriage.”

          Darcy’s voice shook a little, and small wonder. The Crown Prince of Gondal, dead these thirty years, had been by repute a monster. Who could say what truths underlying the lurid legends were known to the Royal family and their connexions? Charles’ wealth had gained him the entrée into polite society but the higher reaches of Court still eluded him, much to Caroline’s frustration.

          “How did he show his bitterness?” Charles asked, when the silence into which Darcy had fallen threatened to engulf them both.

          His friend blinked, and looked up, as if he had indeed been almost beyond reach. “Netherfield Park lies an easy distance from Gondal Town. People came to him. And he spoke to his neighbours. So, by the time his Grace Ambrosine XVI died, a new party had arisen, a party pressing for the King’s daughter Princess Felicia to take the throne in her own right and exclude Prince Gerald’s sons altogether. Netherfield Park was that party’s stronghold: almost, one might say, its headquarters.”

          Once again, Charles found himself feeling that a little less reserve on his friend’s part might conduce towards fewer complications all round.

          “But King Ambrosine XVII did inherit. And he was known as the very pattern of a monarch.”

          Even as the banality left his lips, Charles wondered if it was even partially true. For all he knew Prince Gerald’s elder son might have been worse than his father, just better at hiding the fact. No: here was Darcy nodding, acknowledging his point.

          “His late Grace grew into kingship, everyone agrees. Further, it was greatly to his credit that he had, from the time he reached years of discretion, taken steps to distance himself from his father. But my father and my uncle, the Earl of Ula, always said it was a very near thing. Had Princess Felicia not announced her willingness to marry her cousin, had she sought an alliance with Gaaldine or Angria, as the Modernist Party urged, it might well have ended in civil war or, worse, in our annexation by Gaaldine.”

          No-one had ever thought Charles was clever; not his father, his tutors and most certainly not his sisters. Nonetheless, with a bone-deep certainty, he understood what Darcy had not put into words, which he had made sure Charles alone heard. For here was another son of Prince Gerald newly on the throne; here was the late King’s and Queen’s daughter allied by marriage to Gaaldine, and here – the solidest and most concrete of proofs – troops on their very doorstep and more on the move.

          “King James or his advisors fear history may repeat itself? Here?”

          Darcy gave a short, chopped nod. “So walk warily.”

          He inhaled, and looked down at the note he had received from his tenant. “I’ll not see Armstrong cheated, no matter what high politics may be behind it. I owe him that. But I shall take care.”

          For a moment, Darcy paused, considering. Then, he turned to his groom. “Brock, I shall not ride Sultan today. Saddle me Zenobia, instead. Mr Bingley has errands in Meryton and I shall accompany him. Let’s give that leg a compress and then time to rest.”

          The flood of relief felt like weakness. Nonetheless, Charles drew himself up straighter. “Thank you.”

          They rode the two miles to Meryton in almost total silence. Charles worried over what he would say to whichever officer had commandeered Armstrong’s barn. As for Darcy, the whole world knew that Darcy would be hung and drawn before speaking of family matters. That he had come so far beyond his habit was as if the moon had danced in her courses. Small wonder he had no energy to make conversation.

          It turned out to be unexpectedly easy to deal with Armstrong’s problems. Once Darcy loomed menacingly over the ensign in question and uttered magical phrases such as the King’s army in Gondal is guest in the King’s land and an insult to the loyal subjects of the King is a direct insult to the Crown the ensign buckled and summoned a captain. The captain looked stern and efficient and summoned two sergeants.

          After that, things moved like lightning. Within no time at all, a team of soldiers were being directed to erect partitioning in the disputed barn to keep the respective stores of grain separate against future argument. Talk was being had of roofing two disused outbuildings to free up yet more storage space for both parties against the winter.

          Long before Charles took Darcy’s hint that their presence was no longer needed, the more burly of the sergeants and Armstrong were getting on famously over matters of protection of grain from rats.

          They ambled along the main street, their horses on a loose rein. Charles felt his heart lurch within him and a second later identified the cause. The fair-haired girl standing amid a group of women talking to one of the officers was indeed his own angel, not merely someone bearing an uncanny resemblance. He spurred his horse forward, hoping that something could be contrived from the formalities of neighbourly civility: perhaps an invitation to the ladies to take tea at Netherfield, if Caroline could be cajoled into doing the honours.

          He was vaguely conscious of Darcy riding beside him, pacing him stride for stride, but most of his attention was concentrated on Miss Duplessis. How close should he come before addressing her? Thirty strides was an ungenteel distance, one would have to bellow. But he needed to acknowledge their presence and shorten rein before they took him for some rash hobbledehoy trying to scare them into leaping for safety. Already the officer with the little group was looking up, watching their approach with visible concern.

          At Charles’ side, Darcy pulled his mare to a dead stop. Had he been riding Sultan, the manoeuvre might have turned into a full pesade. Startled, Charles halted his mare with much less grace. They stood in silence, looking at the little group. Miss Duplessis’ mouth widened in a ‘O’; initially an ‘O’ of pleased surprise, but changing rapidly to alarm. Charles’ eyes flicked sideways. Darcy was staring straight at the young officer, who stared back in turn. It reminded Charles of two dogs facing off against each other, with fur due to fly any moment.

          After a pause which seemed to last for a thousand years, Darcy raised his whip to his hat, barely. The officer, in turn, raised his own hand in reciprocation. Then Darcy turned his mare’s head with a savage emphasis which made Charles fear both for her mouth and for his friend’s state of mind. He had time only for a despairing and apologetic glance over his shoulder in the general direction of Miss Duplessis, before his mare plunged after her stable-mate.

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Four

          A regiment in Meryton: the town had not known such excitement during all the time Harriet had lived at Longbourn. The girls were wild for the officers, and their excitement proved contagious. It was like being back in those heady first days at Court.

          At that thought, Harriet sighed, deeply. Jane was just of an age for Court and Lizzie not so very much too young. Jane’s looks were of a style which might so easily take and Lizzie, though she could hardly hold a candle to her sister for beauty, possessed vivacity and ready wit. So often those did better at Court than conventional good looks.

          Harriet’s nails clicked in exasperation against the polished wood of her dressing table.

          Who was she trying to fool? She knew perfectly well it would never answer. A Court presided over by King James was not somewhere one should bring any family of daughters. Even in this backwater, scandal reached them daily, another blessing of having a regiment in the district. Gossip from the capital, hot, fresh and salty enough to make her realise how little savour there had been in her life over recent years.

          No, the Court of King James was no safe place for either Jane or Lizzie. Her irritation, though, was more profound. It was so unfair. Because of the late King’s mischance, Clarence was able to pose as a prudent father both to neighbours and family alike. Take Lizzie, for example. For all her vaunted quick understanding, Lizzie was far too inclined to take her father at face value. How did he contrive it?

          Almost two years ago, Harriet had planned the Duplessis family’s assault on wider society, knowing it was past time to start thinking of the future. No son would spring from her exhausted loins to save the family fortunes. Longbourn, with its chalky soil, indifferent tenants and commonplace neighbours, would pass to Clarence’s dim, dusty cousin Collins, and much joy might he have of it.

          For the girls, their only salvation lay in marriage. Given the paucity of their portions Harriet would have to rely on strategy to make up the difference. The few young men of the district were a known quantity: either impossible or already spoken for. The Duplessis would have to cast their nets wider.

          They would start small, as a general sends scouts into debatable lands. Just Clarence and herself, alone together for the first time in goodness knew how many years, and a few blissful winter weeks in Gondal Town.

          Harriet had had every last detail of her campaign planned in her head. She had repeated them to Hill in the sanctuary of the still-room or over precious thimblefuls of imported Constanza wine in the housekeeper’s pantry, until the anticipated scenes became sharper than memory.

          Once come to Gondal Town, they would first make their duty to King Ambrosine. That held no terrors for Harriet. As waves scour a sandy beach, nothing remained of that long ago might-have-been. If he even remembered the incident (why should he?) his Grace would have thrown it into a basket labelled “virtue: female, unexplained”. Arranging the audience would have been no trouble. Her brother would have made all smooth and easy. He owed her that.

          The castle stormed, the rest would have been simple and delightful: picking up the strands of useful and neglected acquaintance (how, Harriet wondered, was Mary Vittoria doing now?) renewing old friendships, and storing up connections for later seasons, so they would be placed to launch their girls creditably upon the world.

          None of it happened. Clarence’s indolence was as inexorable as time itself. Without ever giving an absolute no or saying that the thing could not be, funds had not been released, letters had not been written, some crisis or other on the estate had demanded his full attention, so even thinking about other things, let alone planning them, became quite impossible. In short, he had frittered away one entire winter season and then, behold! it was planting time once more, and no-one could be Philistine enough to drag anyone away from his country estate as it started to put on its spring glories.

          And so on until King James’s accession put all such matters out of the question. Yet now, it seemed, Clarence had arrogated to himself the credit of being the bulwark of the family against the dangerous impulses of his frivolous, reckless wife. Each little barb, sardonic aside or meaningful lift of an eyebrow in Lizzie’s direction should Harriet chance to mention the Court balls of her youth told her as much.

          Small mercies: they had a regiment quartered on Meryton and that meant possibilities. True, the Army was traditionally the resort of second sons or even third, and discreet enquiries revealed that the Colonel, who had seemed promising at first (spoke of a place, an inheritance from a childless uncle) was affianced and would wed before Shrovetide. That amusing Lieutenant Wickham, with whom Lizzie seemed so taken, repeatedly hinted about “disappointments” which, in the case of a man, usually meant that they considered their fortune by no means equal to their deserts. If things looked like becoming serious in that quarter she would need to caution Lizzie to be on her guard, but for the time being a small flirtation did no-one any harm. Such things, even more than the harpsichord, required practice.

          In any event, the presence of the regiment meant every family in the district had put forth their best efforts to entertain the officers. They had seen far more of their neighbours than they could have expected, especially given the sombre season. Mirabile dictu this included the Netherfield party. Harriet flattered herself that with a little judicious pushing and prodding Jane had done enough to captivate Mr Bingley. Indeed, tonight’s ball, the first in Meryton since the King’s death, might with only a soupçon of luck produce an announcement and with it an end to all her worries.

          If only dear Jane were a little more forthcoming in her efforts to secure such an eligible prospect. If only Mr Bingley were not so beset with gatekeepers, hostile to the very idea and far more alert than Harriet might wish.

          One relief: that harsh, proud Mr Darcy had taken himself off to town. Whether or not he returned in time for tonight’s event was a matter of sublime indifference to Harriet, who had from the outset excluded him from her calculations save as regards his influence over Mr Bingley. In any event, none of her daughters had conceived any feeling towards him warmer than a cordial dislike during his se’nnight’s stay at Longbourn so she deemed it unnecessary to warn them away from him as a comet blazing too high above their ken. Some alliance to consolidate the power and glory of the ruling family was doubtless already in train for Mr Darcy. It might even be what had taken him to town.

          “And I hope she’s eighty, with bad breath and a shrewish temper,” Harriet said aloud. “He’s not yours, anyway, my fine lady, for all your airs and graces.”

          Caroline Bingley, the lady addressed, made no response, which was less surprising given she was at present three miles off, making ready for the same ball.

          Harriet took a restorative sip from the brandy-glass by her right hand, and turned her attention to the always delicate matter of her hair, in which, regrettably, the occasional grey strand had started to make an appearance. She was on the point of ringing for her maid when the unexpected appearance of Clarence in her dressing-room put paid to all thoughts of hairdressing.

          He held an open letter in his hand. “Madam, how fortunate to find you before your toilette was far advanced.”

          His eyes slid sideways to take in the brandy glass as he spoke, and there was the faintest of edges on the word “advanced”. She felt the tips of her ears go red. Defiantly, she picked up the glass and took a substantial swallow.

          “On the contrary, I am almost finished. At our ages, sir, a woman gives up thinking of her own beauty.”

          “At our ages, ma’am, a woman commonly has not much beauty to think of.”

          The smoothness as the knife went in left her, as ever, unprepared for the pain that followed. She took another, numbing swallow of brandy and pointed towards the letter.

          “Sir. Your business?”

          Clarence looked vaguely at the letter as if it were the first time he had seen it.

          “Ah, yes. This. I have told Mrs Hill we shall have a guest for dinner and to prepare a room for him. I cannot say whether he will attend the ball but we have a spare ticket, in any event.”

          Harriet’s jaw dropped. “A guest? At this time? At such short notice? Who, pray?”

          “My cousin Collins, who will be at liberty to turn you and our daughters out of Longbourn as soon as the last breath leaves my body.”

          Twenty years of marriage had taught her to catch the meaningful emphasis Clarence put on the word ‘daughters’: everyone else, including the oh-so-vauntedly brilliant Lizzie, would have missed it.

          In sheer exasperation she reached again for the brandy-glass. “Whatever possessed you to invite the creature here?”

          “Why, I rather think he invited himself. He wrote me a little over a month ago. Here, you may read his letter.”

          Harriet took the paper her husband held out to her and pored over it, squinting a little and wondering, yet again, whether the time had come for her to consider eyeglasses, at least for strictly private use. It did not help that Mr Collins affected a crabbed, secretarial script and never chose a good Gondalian word where a bad Greek one would do.

          “So he has obtained some sort of librarianship with –” She boggled at the scrawl which followed, of which “Lady” and “urgh” were the only legible portions. “With some great lady with Court connections? And so he proposes a reconciliation? How provoking of the man. Why could he not keep quarrelling with you, as his father did before?”

          “Indeed, he does seem to have had some scruples on the point. However, his new situation, and, even more, the accession of Prince James to the throne has led him to believe that a new start should be made, an olive branch should be extended, hatchets should be buried and – ah – much to like effect.”

          Clarence, Harriet thought sourly, had never had to worry about the ageing effect of spectacles. Not three months after their marriage he had taken to using them when he wished to show her he was preoccupied with matters scholarly, and not to be disturbed. Now they were a permanent part of his armour: presumably this (together with the advantage of leisure) had allowed him to decode cousin Collins’ letter in full.

          “And the outcome?” she enquired coldly.

          “He is the heir; there seems little point in running away from the fact, tempting as it may appear.” Clarence’s eyes slid sideways towards the brandy glass and Harriet felt her face colour for reasons wholly unrelated to cosmetics.

          “I responded to his letter inviting him to visit when his duties to his patroness permitted, and his reply of a se’nnight ago told me that if he was not summoned elsewhere – when we serve the great of the Kingdom, they are our destiny as he eloquently put it – we should expect him for dinner today. As I have received no contrary word from him, I took the liberty of presuming he would, indeed, keep his engagement.”

          “And it didn’t occur to you to tell me earlier?”

          Clarence spread his hands. “My dear, why add to your cares the prospect of something which seemed, at the time, unlikely to happen?” He cocked his head on one side. “But since I do believe I hear a carriage approaching, it would seem that we will have the pleasure of his company after all. Perhaps I should leave you to complete your toilette so you are ready to greet my cousin as befits the Heir Apparent.”

          He withdrew, before Harriet could express her opinion that the Heir Apparent should best be greeted with the contents of a chamberpot, emptied over his head from an upper story. Frustrated, she reached once more for the brandy glass.

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Five

          “Your friend Miss Lucas is a martyr indeed.” The corners of Wickham’s mouth turned upwards in a deliciously wicked smile as he watched the dance floor from the nook he had found for the two of them alone. “Your cousin, whatever his other qualities, never received the blessing of Terpsichore on his cradle.”

          Elizabeth giggled. “I believe he would have refused it on principle. He would have you know he is a deeply religious man, sir, and scorns anything with the taint of the heathen. Imprimis: my sister’s hair. He complimented her manner of dressing it at dinner (and a very awkward business he made of it, almost as awkward as he made of carving the ham) but on her mentioning it was styled à la Athéne he threw up his hands in horror and spent the whole next course imploring her to change it, rather than refer even obliquely to a pagan goddess. I do not know whether he would have taken it any better had I enlightened him that it was, in point of fact, an allusion to the French King’s mistress, but my father chanced to tread on my foot so I lost the opportunity.”

          Wickham’s eyes passed restlessly over the dance-floor, as if looking for someone. “Your cousin’s patroness is Lady Catherine de Bourgh, is she not?”

          “Sir, I cannot conceive how you could know, my cousin being so circumspect in referring to her.”

          “Indeed, he could do well to be more so, as things are.”

          She raised her eyebrows in what she hoped was a provocative manner. “Surely, even if she is such a great lady, she cannot have ears in a town so small and remote from Court as this.”

          A flicker of emotion crossed Wickham’s face, too quick for Elizabeth to interpret.

          “It seems unlikely. Nonetheless, you underestimate what a very great lady she is. She is sister to the current Earl of Ula. Her youngest sister, Elaine, married Crown Prince Gerald.” He added, very deliberately, “You may also not be aware that the middle sister, Lady Anne, married a gentleman of considerable estate in the North of Gondal. That estate was Pemberley, and the gentleman the elder Mr Darcy. Lady Catherine, therefore, is aunt both to the present Mr Darcy and to our newly crowned King.”

          “Goodness!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “I had not an idea of it. Imagine a King having an aunt, like ordinary mortals. Do you suppose she sends him pages of good advice on the merits of wintergreen ointment and earnest instructions as to the care of his undergarments?”

          She feared this levity might not have concealed her very real shock. Nonetheless, Wickham took the bait.

          “Is that what your own aunts do?”

          She smiled, and hoped it did not look like relief. “My aunt Gardiner – really, she is my mother’s cousin, but bears the title ‘aunt’ as a courtesy – sends welcome intelligence as to the latest fashions in the capital, and even more welcome advice as to how the effects may be contrived if one does not have an army of seamstresses at one’s disposal. My father’s sister, Aunt Phillips, we see almost daily, so she does not need to write. Though I do not doubt the tenor of her messages, if she did.”

          “And your uncles? Does they write?”

          The ballroom felt suddenly oppressive: heavy with uneasy memories.

          A year ago the news of the Crown Princess’s marriage to Gaaldine’s heir had first reached Meryton via the blacksmith. Scarcely had that sensation sunk in when a Master Richardson, newly appointed Physician-in-Chief to the Crown, arrived at Longbourn bearing a short and unforthcoming letter from Uncle John, in which he explained that his duty to the Crown meant he needs must absent himself from Gondal for an unspecified time.

          Mama’s cross-examination of Master Richardson produced the further information that Uncle John had accompanied the Crown Princess on her wedding journey. At which point, completely out of the blue, Papa had flown into what in anyone less phlegmatic would have been a towering passion. In Papa’s case it entailed tight, withdrawn silences, punctuated with bitter philippics about No daughter of his and Had the King’s advisors lost their collective wits? Which Mama, either from mischief or from maladroitness, countered by observing that, given the pool of suitors even for the Crown Princess had proved self-evidently shallow and foetid, parents of daughters of lesser degree had all the more duty to exert themselves on the matter, and perhaps now he might consider the merits of their going up to Gondal Town for a sojourn?

          It had not been the easiest of seasons at Longbourn.

          Elizabeth rose to her feet, holding herself as straight as if her dancing master’s eye were upon her. “Forgive me, sir, but the dance is over and I see Miss Lucas imploring me to join her, though whether she seeks balm for her feet or her spirit, I cannot discern at this distance. I must take my leave for the moment.”

          She dropped a quick curtsey and turned away before Wickham could forestall her. Charlotte gave her a quick, encouraging wave and she began to cross the dance floor in her direction.

          “Miss Elizabeth. Would you – might I have the honour of the next dance?”

          For a moment she thought her own preoccupations had summoned him up, but no, Mr Darcy of Pemberley (Mr Darcy the cousin of the King) was standing in front of her, faultlessly dressed, and – her brain caught up with her – asking her to dance.

          For a moment she paused. Out of the corner of her eye she caught sight of the ponderous form of her cousin Collins making his determined way in her direction. It decided her. She dropped a quick, assenting curtsey.

          

          “So, Lizzie, tell. How did it feel to dance with the great Mr Darcy, who, it seems, is so very close to the Crown?”

          “It felt like dancing,” Elizabeth said, shortly. Lydia’s transports, after a night which had promised so much and in the end delivered very little, that little tainted, were altogether too much, especially to irritable spirits and a sluggish head.

          “No, but really. What did you talk about?”

          “We tried not to talk about what undignified asses you and Kitty were making of yourselves with the junior officers. That is, Mr Darcy tried not to talk about it and I was forced to be humiliatingly grateful for his forbearance.”

          “We weren’t – we weren’t at all – that is, they all thought we were amusing, and anyway if you want to point at one of your sisters for making an ass of herself, how about Mary? Everyone knows she can’t carry a tune. I can’t think why Mama and Papa didn’t stop her singing.”

          “Papa tried.”

          “Yes, and look how that turned out! You should have heard what Denny said about it.”

          “Consider me delighted that I didn’t. I did hear Ensign Denny exercise his so-called wit on our cousin’s introducing himself to Mr Darcy and talking endlessly about my patroness, Lady Catherine de Bourgh. And also Mama’s boasts to Lady Lucas about ‘Dear Mr Bingley, what a pleasure it will be to welcome him as a son.’ Holy Mother, did my entire family have a sweepstake on how badly each of them could behave last night? What must the district have thought of us?”

          “It’s our district. They all know us,” Lydia observed tranquilly.

          “Quite,” her sister agreed, with feeling.

          “Anyway, things cannot be too bad. Jane has had a letter from Netherfield. I saw the groom deliver it, and then she ran up to her room with it. Perhaps Mr Bingley has proposed already. And I shall be a bridesmaid at the wedding.”

          Something stirred queasily in Elizabeth’s guts. A letter from Netherfield could hardly have taken more than minutes to read and she had heard the stable clock strike three quarters while she had been slumped on this bench in the walled garden, drowning beneath Lydia’s mindless prattle. From their cradles, she and Jane had always shared. A piece of news so great and she would have been told it already.

          “Stay here,” she commanded. “And, for Heaven’s sake, stay quiet!”

          The door to their shared chamber was closed. That, Elizabeth had expected. She laid her ear very close to the wood above the handle. The sounds she heard, faint as they were, precipitated her entrance into the room.

          Jane lay prone across the bed, a piece of crumpled paper in her hand. As her sister entered she turned onto her back. Her tear-flecked face had set into lines of acute misery.

          “They are leaving. They will have gone already. The whole Netherfield party has returned to Gondal Town. Caroline writes that they do not expect to return again until the spring. Perhaps never. He’s gone, Lizzie. Gone forever.”

          Elizabeth ran forward to catch her sister in her arms. The storm of tears overwhelmed them both.

          

          “Miss Elizabeth, my thanks for receiving me. You will, of course, have noted the very cold way in which Mr Darcy deigned to acknowledge me when we met in Meryton the other day. I thought you deserved an explanation. It is a painful subject, but since Mr Darcy must have given you his own views on our relationship while you were dancing, for my own credit I must endeavour to set the record straight.”

          Elizabeth suppressed a sigh. Since achieving the distinction of being the only woman Mr Darcy had danced with at the Meryton Ball, Elizabeth had found herself on the wrong end of constant demands to know what she and the King’s own cousin could possibly have discussed. She had found by experiment that informing people Mr Darcy had only uttered the commonplaces expected of a dancing partner merely produced accusations of dissembling. She had been driven to contemplate extremes: telling her interlocutors that he had proclaimed himself the Angel of Revelation, that he had been summoned back to Gondal Town for a council of war, that Netherfield would play host to the King himself in the springtime.

          There was no hope of rescue. She and Wickham were alone in the drawing room at Longbourn. The offended Mr Collins (what could the man have been thinking, to propose marriage on less than three days acquaintance?) had bustled off with the thinnest of possible excuses about seeing Miss Lucas had taken no chill at the ball. After that scene in the drawing-room, Mama was prostrate in her bedchamber, decanter to hand. Papa had retreated to his study. Jane was at church. Her other sisters had decided to walk over to Aunt Phillips, doubtless to transmit the gossip while it was still fresh.

          She surrendered to the inevitable. “Please feel free to speak, sir. You may be confident in my discretion.”

          Wickham settled himself on the sopha, in an attitude nicely judged between supplication and weariness.

          “My father, like your Uncle Phillips, began as a country attorney. In my father’s case this was in Lambton, a market town in the north. There he came to the favourable notice of Mr Darcy’s father, who in due course appointed him to be steward of Pemberley. I was born in the steward’s house on the Pemberley estate and the present Mr Darcy and I grew up as boys together. Old Mr Darcy treated me as another son; he could not have been more generous.

          “Old Mr Darcy was the best of men; it pains me to see what his son has done with that name. It also pains me that I – But perhaps I bore you.”

          “Not at all,” Elizabeth said, though in truth a certain moth-wing of stop beating about the bush and come to the point did flutter against her overstretched nerves.

          Wickham drew a deep breath. “On the older Mr Darcy’s death, which occurred when I was still at the University in Zalona, I was bequeathed from his estate an annuity of 600 thaler per annum for my lifetime, enough to sustain me while I established myself in the law. I was to be granted it on achieving my majority, then some months off. However, when that event arrived, I wrote to Mr Darcy as a matter of form, asking for clarification of certain particulars concerning my inheritance and found myself bidden to a meeting of state, with Mr Darcy and his man of business. There, I found myself lectured and upbraided, my ambitions set at naught, every instance of youthful imprudence flung into my face, and – to cut a very long story short – forced to compromise my expectations for a lump sum, very much short of their true value.”

          “But surely,” Elizabeth exclaimed, “the law could not allow such a travesty?”

          Wickham smiled, as one who had been out in the world and knew its ways.

          “The law? Madam, the law is administered by the King’s justices and his late Grace –” He left the sentence delicately hanging, but Elizabeth completed it.

          “–was Mr Darcy’s connexion. Oh, how odious the man is! And how unfair that the King’s kin should be favoured in such a way and the King’s justice so subverted.”

          “The King’s justice? Perhaps you sense justice would be better served had we a Queen on the throne?”

          Elizabeth’s brow creased in puzzlement. “Had Queen Felicia sought the throne in her own right, a generation ago, you mean?”

          “In part, perhaps. But it was the Crown Princess I had in mind. I think of her often; more since I came to Meryton. Did you know, in some lights you almost have a look of her? Though she was but a child when I saw her last, she, too, showed promise of having uncommonly fine eyes.”

          This gallantry rendered her, for the moment, speechless. Wickham’s own melting brown eyes were fixed on her face, almost as if he might be on the point of declaring himself.

          No, Elizabeth admonished herself with angry pride. Almost as if he would have liked to declare himself, had he had a competence of 600 thalers per annum and the legal connection such security would have allowed him to build up. Mr Darcy had rendered that impossible. As, of course, did her own lack of dowry. In this matter, there were faults on both sides.

          That recollection did her good. It allowed her to say, with tolerable composure, “I had not thought you would have met the Princess.”

          Wickham waved an explanatory hand.

          “While Mr Darcy’s father lived, the Princess would often visit Pemberley with her father. As a child she was open-hearted and amiable, notwithstanding her rank, and uncommonly fond of me. You cannot imagine the dismay I felt on hearing of her marriage to the Dark Prince of Gaaldine. If rumour speaks true, King Mycroft has long used his influence to soften and conceal the vices of his brother. Who knows what such a one reveals in the seclusion of the marital chamber? It would ease my heart if there were a way to let her know her friends in Gondal keep her in their thoughts and prayers. It is what the elder Mr Darcy would have expected. That portion of his legacy his son will not deny me.”

          The fingertips of Elizabeth’s left hand reached out to caress the mourning knot on her right sleeve, its silky smoothness recalling the last time they had donned mourning for a Royal death.

          A footman springs forward to open the carriage door. Uncle John descends. His face is grey and drawn, worse even than after Vannstown. As he limps towards the family drawn up to greet him, it is as if he neither knows nor cares whether he is dead or alive.

          Mama stifles a sob. Quite overset, her words tumble out at random. She urges everyone to come inside to take refreshment, calls for servants to bring towels and hot water so her brother may wash off the dust of the road, asks him not to mind any of them, but to go straight to his chamber and rest, then tells him to take a glass of brandy for his health’s sake.

          Papa’s lip curls. He tries to catch Elizabeth’s eye. For once, she pretends not to see. She is learning not even adults are proof against loss and sorrow. The knowledge terrifies her. The air is choked with tension, as on the eve of a thunderstorm.

          As soon as she can, she retreats to her secret place in the grounds. It needs agility to climb into the fork of the lightning-struck tree, but once up there a small person can tuck herself away, secure and hidden.

          The late afternoon heat drugs her senses. She forgets, almost, what has brought her here, until she hears her father’s voice below, mere yards away.

          “So, our last frail hope is gone. Prince Gerald’s line will triumph and Gondal go down into the dark.”

          Her uncle’s voice has an edge to it. “Prince Gerald’s line, yes. But it need not be through Prince James. The King is hale. He may yet remarry and father a son.”

          Papa makes an indescribably vulgar noise. “John, I am not Harriet. Do me the credit of assuming my wits are not drowned deeper than lost Atlantis.”

          “A different man would demand a meeting for that.” The quiet chill in Uncle John’s voice sends shivers down Elizabeth’s spine.

          “In fellowship to a brother, consider the words unuttered.” Papa’s voice hardens. “But not unthought. Brotherhood only goes so far.”

          Her uncle sighs. “I, of all men, know how little a man’s thoughts may bear close scrutiny. Let it pass. But we are not without hope. The Palace still holds a child of the senior Moriarty line. Given time, the King may yet be persuaded to name the Princess his heir.”

          “You dream, John. We learned our lesson last time, as did the King. Were he to live thirty years more – forty, even – he dare not take such a risk with the realm. The country will never unite behind a woman.”

          “As the father of daughters, you should not dismiss the Princess so easily.”

          Her father exhales, so close below Elizabeth’s perch that she can fancy the warmth of his breath touching her skin.

          “God knows, I love my daughters. Yet there are days when I can hardly bear to look at them. After my death all I have built here falls into the hands of a pedantic, toadying nincompoop. And why? Because I have no son. And if I feel so, for my poor estate, how much more the King, when the realm itself is at stake, and the heir is – what he is? Who was it who wrote ‘A man writes his history through his sons: the best he can hope through his daughters is to become a footnote?’”

          Elizabeth suppresses a gasp. Her leg has gone to sleep, but she dare not shift her position. To be detected now would be intolerable.

          Her uncle sounds impatient. “He was a fool, whoever he was. You aspire to be a scholar, Clarence. Tell me, how often has it been the footnotes which have taken you off down a sparkling new line of enquiry?” His voice changes: it seems he has reached a decision. “Forgive me. You and Harriet have offered me a refuge, but I find myself unable to accept it. I did not run from Vannstown, and I cannot – after all – run from this. If the King will accept the renewal of my service, then I owe it to him and to the Princess, until my death. I shall return to Court tomorrow.”

          Uncle John never came back to Longbourn. Mama took the news of his return to Court so badly, with tears, recriminations and thrown objects, that even his letters had dwindled to matters of form: at Christmas, Easter and on each of their birthdays.

          Elizabeth chewed at her lower lip. Nothing could be more disinterested than Wickham’s concern for the Princess, or more flattering than his assumption that she might be in a position to assist him. Nor was the thing wholly impossible. Form letters they might be, but her uncle had written them and seen them delivered, even from Gaaldine. Replies might be managed, somehow.

          Would it be prudent, though? One did not have to pay too much attention to the wilder stories circulating about the new King to hesitate to enter into a correspondence with someone deep in Gaaldine court circles, even a close blood relative.

          To conceal her expression, she looked down at the floor. The polished wood was as familiar as her own skin. There was the never-smoothed dent where Kitty had managed to overset a stone urn and nearly crushed her foot in the process. That darker patch was from an unsuccessful experiment in walnut-oil polish. The Duplessis family had mapped its history onto the house, yet when Papa died, she and her sisters would no longer have any right to enter it. Footnotes, indeed. Had the Crown Princess taken her last look at the Palace in Gondal Town in a similar spirit?

          “Forgive me, madam; my duties call me away.” Wickham must have caught the little bustle at the front door which signalled one or more of the other residents of Longbourn returning to disturb their tête-à-tête. “But do me the favour of thinking more on this matter. It would mean a very great deal to me could something be contrived.”

          They rose. He bowed over her hand, and whisked himself away through the garden doors which, on this fine bright winter’s day, stood open. Scarcely half a minute passed before the butler flung wide the drawing room door.

          “Miss Lucas is here, Miss Elizabeth,” he announced.

          Pleasure rushed through her. Charlotte: the very person with whom to discuss her present dilemma. Jane would be all on the side of writing, from sympathy for the Princess, love for Uncle John and a settled belief that whatever people might hint about King James, he must at bottom have sufficient family feeling and goodness of heart to appreciate any attempt to cheer his kinswoman in her foreign exile. Elizabeth could open the matter fully to her friend and count on her good sense and judgement.

          Provided, of course, they could do so in private.

          “Did my cousin not accompany you from Meryton?” she enquired.

          Charlotte flushed: an ugly, blotchy affair.

          “No.” Her voice was low and breathless, as if she had been running. “He offered, but I wished to be able to tell you our news myself.”

          ” ‘Our’ news?” Black clouds of suspicion rose in her mind, but Elizabeth would not name them, would not give them power over her, not until she had to. Her uncle was a veteran of Vannstown; resistance in the teeth of the inevitable was her heritage.

          “Yes.” Charlotte was looking anywhere but at her. “Mr Collins has made me an offer of marriage, and I have accepted him.”

          It would not do. All the last week’s fears, frustrations and humiliations came to a head at once.

          “Marry Mr Collins? My dear Charlotte, impossible!”

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Six

          The weather remained clear long after the winter storms should have started. “King’s weather,” said Lady Lucas, who was inclined to be sentimental about the dark-haired prince who had so recently become a king. “A green winter makes a fat churchyard,” Aunt Phillips muttered.

          “The roads will be open from Gondal Town,” Mama said. “Your Uncle and Aunt Gardiner and the children will be able to come to us for Christmastide.”

          Papa rolled his eyes. “Ah. A little quiet cheerfulness is in store for us, I see. Perhaps I shall have the carpenters run up thicker doors and shutters for my library, so my ears are not to be deafened altogether.”

          He smiled, though. His wife’s cousin and her family were favourites of both Elizabeth’s parents. Jane looked up from the embroidery at which she had been working with listless diligence, and essayed a weak grin: a pale imitation of her normal spirits. At the sight, Elizabeth was forced to run upstairs to their room and compose herself, a task which took no small effort.

          If only that unspeakable Caroline Bingley and the even more unspeakable Mr Darcy had not destroyed Jane’s happiness. Jane would never marry Bingley now. A different union would shortly be upon them, for Mr Collins would return to them in the first week of January, marry Charlotte and take her away with him to his grace-and-favour house in Hunsford, the village belonging to Lady Catherine de Bourgh’s estate, there to be pawed at by his limp-fish hands and bear his children.

          So this was what it came to, in the end, for ladies of small fortune. Worse even than being sold into the seraglios of the Sultan or of his pashas. At least in that case one would have sisters in misfortune.

          More than either Mr Darcy or Miss Bingley, though, she blamed the King. The King who, like Mr Collins, would be nobody if the law were not set against women inheriting any semblance of power. The King whose relationship with Mr Darcy had puffed the latter up with so much pride that he could not bear for his friend to be connected to a girl from a minor family of country gentry, whose grandfather was a physician and whose uncle was a country attorney.

          The walls of their room compressed her like the jaws of a vise. Elizabeth’s hands clenched into fists. Had Jane married Mr Bingley, Elizabeth too could have escaped this place. From their earliest days, they had always promised each other that whoever married first would always find a space for the other in their new home.

          “Even when I elope with a cottager, the loft above the cow stall will always be yours,” Elizabeth had joked.

          Now both were tied to a Longbourn where their mother’s simmering resentment over her multiple disappointments all too often erupted into lachrymose outbreaks of self-pity, met with cutting sarcasm or speaking silence from their father. It was like walking through a powder magazine.

          All because that odious Mr Darcy had connections to the King. Well. He was not the only one with Royal connections. Since her talk with Wickham, Elizabeth had been thinking long and hard about her Uncle John. Her memories were old but vivid. He had been the one reassuring constant in the stormy turmoil of her childhood. Now he, too, was in exile.

          Elizabeth sat up and reached for her portable writing desk. Wickham had been right. It was her plain duty to send Uncle John a letter. How she might contrive to get it into Gaaldine was another day’s problem. For now, writing was the thing. Writing letters to one’s relations was one of the few respectable solitary occupations a lady could claim. Let her avail herself of it, then.

          

          “I think, Lizzie, when we return we shall try to prevail upon Jane to accompany us to Gondal Town.”

          The weather continuing clear and dry, though the nip of frost tingled fingers and toes, Elizabeth and Mrs Gardiner were taking a turn about the grounds of Longbourn.

          “The very thing! I have been wishing so hard for Jane to have a little distraction. Here, all our walks remind us of Bingley, and Mama –”

          Mrs Gardiner nodded, before Elizabeth could finish the sentence. “Harriet always chatters when she’s upset. I know it relieves her feelings, and Jane is not the kind of girl to let her mother know how deeply it wounds her. It will be better for them to be apart until time has healed matters somewhat. But I trust, Lizzie, that no consideration with respect to this young man will affect Jane’s decision as to whether she travels back with us or not. We live in such a different part of town, and move in such very different circles that there is no likelihood that their paths will cross, unless the young man himself wishes it.”

          “Impossible! Mr Darcy has such influence over his friend he would never allow Mr Bingley to sully himself by venturing into the mercantile quarters of town, even if he knew where to find them.”

          “Good. I very much hope they will not meet at all.” Mrs Gardiner surveyed the tree-lined walk down which they were promenading. They were alone, but she dropped her voice nonetheless. “I would not say this to anyone but you, Lizzie. I know the match if considered on a material basis was more than eligible, and that Jane’s heart is very much engaged. Nor do I know anything to the discredit of the man himself, or of his friend.”

          “But?” Elizabeth enquired. There was most assuredly a ‘but’ coming.

          “As matters stand, I would not happily see any relative of mine brought so near the King, still less a gentle, sheltered girl such as Jane. Mr Darcy is the King’s own cousin. The wife of Mr Darcy’s closest friend would, of necessity, be brought into the highest of Court circles.”

          The thought that even her own aunt thought them unworthy to mix with the aristocracy of Gondal stabbed like a knife. “And why should Jane not be an ornament to those circles as she is at home? My mother was a lady of the bedchamber to the Queen; my grandfather and uncle Royal physicians. Even now, my uncle is at the Court of Gaaldine, the Princess Charis’ most trusted companion.”

          “And those very facts would put Jane in all the more danger: especially the last. Have you no inkling why his late Grace chose to marry his daughter into a family which could put thirty thousand troops into the field should anyone challenge the match?”

          The shock at her aunt’s unwonted sharpness must have shown on Elizabeth’s face, because the older woman stretched out a hand and patted her shoulder.

          “Forgive me, my dear: I should not have snapped. It has been an uneasy time in Gondal Town since the old King’s death. Each day that passes brings fresh rumours, none of them good. The old guard at Court are in rout. Those who have replaced them test the limits of their new powers and find (at least, while they enjoy the King’s favour) that for them limits do not exist.”

          Elizabeth reminded herself it was all of a piece with Mr Darcy’s cavalier assumption that he could ignore his father’s bequest of a competency to Mr Wickham and the King’s justices would not lift a finger to assist the injured party. Perhaps, she thought with angry scorn, that story itself was common gossip in Gondal Town.

          “This is so very shocking, I had not an idea of it. Are there any specific instances you can recount?”

          “Indeed I can, and on the best authority. One of my husband’s business correspondents (Italian merchants, though the family is of Spanish origin, I believe) wrote to him recently. The poor man was quite distracted. His only daughter had been induced to leave her family’s protection and put herself into the power of one of the King’s inner circle, a lord with a terrible reputation, exiled for years by King Ambrosine. The Italian merchant hoped my husband might be able to reach out to send a message to his daughter so she knew her friends still cared for her and would receive her should she leave this lord’s protection. He tried his best, but all attempts to pass that message failed. In the end Mr Gardiner found himself confronted – positively confronted – by masked bravos with cudgels who made it quite clear what he might expect if he continued to stick his nose into his Lordship’s affairs.”

          “How terrible! That poor girl. But tell me, aunt–”

          Mrs Gardiner’s hand tightened on Elizabeth’s arm. Thus forewarned, she turned to meet her mother with a suitably composed expression.

          Mrs Gardiner smiled at her cousin. “Harriet, how opportune. I have been regaling Lizzie with tales of the water-sprites and kelpies of the lake-country of north-west Gondal. I hoped to whet her appetite for the place. Mr Gardiner and I propose a tour there in the summer, and, if you can spare her and Lizzie has no dislike for the plan, we should very much like her to make one of the party.”

          Mama sniffed. “Why you should waste your consideration on such a heedless, ungrateful girl is beyond me. But of course she may accompany you if you wish to take her. She is so headstrong that I don’t doubt that even if I were to say no, she would ignore me completely and go with you come what may. So have her and good riddance. But now, will you come inside? I am sure you must be frozen, and if you are both driven into your beds with fever and chills, who but me will be put to running up and down stairs at all hours with compresses and febrifuges? Also, Mr Wickham and Colonel Forster have arrived to pay a call. Colonel Forster is to be wed within six weeks and has come to invite us to the ball which the regiment throws to welcome his bride. Oh, why does everyone conspire to thrust their wedding plans into my face?”

          Mrs Gardiner smiled. “Surely, Colonel Foster must have planned his wedding for no other purpose but to irritate you. You should feel flattered, Harriet, that you can still inspire a young man to take so serious and life-changing a step upon such a comparatively slight acquaintance.”

          For a moment, Mama’s expression remained stony. Then, it broke apart in a broad grin. “Penelope, if only you could stay with us forever. You always lift my spirits when you come. Now, take my arm. Lizzie will introduce you to the Colonel and dear Wickham and I shall procure hot spiced wine, to stave off the risk of your having taken cold.”

          The admiring glances from both young officers as Elizabeth entered the drawing room told her the frost outside had heightened her colour and sent a sparkle to her eyes. The great gilt-framed mirror over the chimney breast confirmed it. Wickham, in particular, regarded her with an intensity which made her regrets at the loss of his inheritance even more poignant.

          Out of the corner of her eye she saw Mrs Gardiner glance from her to Wickham. Elizabeth had inwardly scorned her mother’s obtuseness and her father’s detachment alike, but it occurred to her now she had also relied on them. Having someone take an intelligent interest in her innermost concerns was a new sensation, and not so wholly desirable as she had once believed.

          She introduced the officers to Mrs Gardiner, and the ensuing conversation flowed with more animation and more real taste and wit than the drawing room had witnessed in many months. Even above his usual qualities, Wickham possessed one singular charm. Mrs Gardiner had spent the best part of her youth in the village of Lambton, not five miles distant from Pemberley. In talking over familiar scenes, describing the many recollected excellencies of the late Mr Darcy and reminding each other of local tales and gossip, they found much mutual enjoyment. The gentlemen stayed for dinner as a matter of course, and Wickham in particular formed an essential element of the numerous parties of pleasure Mama organised for her cousins during the next seven days.

          On the morning of the Gardiners’ departure, Elizabeth and Mrs Gardiner found themselves alone together in the smaller upstairs drawing room. Elizabeth’s suspicion that this was not by chance crystallised when Mrs Gardiner began with the following words:

          “I have too much faith in your judgment, Lizzie, to fear that you will fall in love simply because you are warned against it, so I can speak openly. Your friend Wickham seems a most interesting young man; had he the fortune he deserves, I could hardly suppose you could do better. But, Lizzie, you must know he does not have that fortune.”

          “Thanks to that odious Mr Darcy, he does not.”

          Mrs Gardiner pursed her lips. “Hush, Lizzie. However true that observation may be, it is one better not made aloud. Not when it concerns the King’s cousin. In any event, it is not entirely that loss which lies against Mr Wickham when one considers him as a husband. His current profession, dashing as it may seem, is not one I would like to see any young friend marry into, especially not at the present time. It is almost a certainty we shall have war during the coming year, perhaps before summer is out.”

          Elizabeth’s cheeks flamed hot.

          “In war, an active, gallant officer may distinguish himself and rise to great heights, however much his earlier life may have been marked by hardship.”

          “Lizzie, Lizzie! One in five hundred officers – each equally gallant, equally active – may do so. But such a rise takes luck, as much or more as it takes skill and address. The luck, for example, to serve in a regiment whose commander is in official favour, and who can therefore expect to have his commendations of his junior officers listened to and acted upon appropriately.”

          Elizabeth’s brows drew down. “You fear Colonel Forster may be in poor odour with the Court?”

          Mrs Gardiner shook her head. She rose to her feet, opened the main door to the landing, and then, similarly, opened the servants’ entrance which was concealed behind a screen in one corner. Only once these precautions were complete did she resume.

          “It is not Colonel Forster of whom I speak but of the regiment’s commander-in-chief, the Duke of Malham. My husband has had a hint from a correspondent in town, a reliable man, close to the inner workings of the Court. It would seem that the Duke of Malham stands on shaky ground at present. The King showed most cold to him at a recent levee. Many noted the Duke did not make one of the Royal party at Christmas morning Mass. It is given out by his people that an old tertian fever has flared up, but those who read such signs and portents daily wonder if the next step will be a summons to the Catiff’s Tower.”

          Elizabeth shuddered. Many were the tales of those who had entered the dungeons beneath the Catiff’s Tower over the long centuries since its building. Those taken might never appear again or emerge years later, broken beyond all mending.

          A tendril of suspicion touched her mind. Could this new assault on Wickham’s fortunes also be laid at Mr Darcy’s door? She stifled that suspicion with what she intended to be robust fairness. Surely a Duke of Malham must be engaged in high politics, far beyond her ken, and Mr Darcy, proud and resentful as she knew him to be, would not stoop so low as to further harm a man whose hopes he had already blackened.

          She shivered, as if to shake off ill-fortune as a dog shakes water.

          “I see it would be imprudent in me to fall in love with Mr Wickham, or he with me. But what or when has prudence ever had to do with love? How can I promise to be wiser than my fellow mortals? What, indeed, is prudence in such a case? Suppose he were to make me an offer today – I have no expectation he will do such a thing, but suppose he did – and I refused him because of want of fortune, perhaps seven years from now all would pity me for having scorned a man destined to become a dashing young colonel, high in Court favour and loaded with the wealth of his conquests.”

          “And if you accepted and found yourself that same seven years later with five children and a husband crippled by wounds and unable to work? We are not talking of fancied futures, Lizzie, but of the here-and-now. At least, you could refrain from encouraging him to be here so often. If he truly cares for you, it is unkind to tantalise a man who knows he cannot honourably propose marriage to a woman he is unable to support. I would think less of him were he to do so.”

          “Mama would not. You heard her last night, when you were reading aloud. All for love and the world well lost.”

          Mrs Gardiner smiled. “You should not assume, Lizzie, that conduct someone applauds in a play is likely to be welcome if translated into the domestic circle.”

          Her aunt’s face became serious. “Harriet learned romance late in life. As a girl, she was all for the prudential motive. And your mother, as you know, is never less than whole-hearted about anything.”

          Even her inconsistencies. Aloud, Elizabeth said, “But really, and upon my honour, I will try to do what I think to be the wisest; and now I hope you are satisfied, Aunt.”

          “I am indeed. I know your good sense, Lizzie, and I am confident you will apply it. But now I shall leave you to say your farewells to Jane.”

          

          A mere ten days later and it was her friend to whom Elizabeth was obliged to say goodbye.

          Melancholy as it was to know Charlotte bound to such a companion for as long as they both should live, it was still a relief to think of Mr Collins dwindled into an innocuous cousin, resident almost twenty leagues away.

          The boxes had been packed before the ceremony, the wedding breakfast consumed down to the last crumb. The carriage horses stamped at the gates of Lucas Lodge. Mr Collins and Papa stood awkwardly on the front steps, all that could possibly be said having already been said twice over. Papa clearly knew it, though Mr Collins was volubly impervious.

          Charlotte caught Elizabeth’s hand and pulled her into the small drawing room.

          “Lizzie, you will promise to write, most often and most particularly, won’t you?”

          “Of course, I —”

          “And another thing. My husband and I speak as one in this matter.” That came with another of Charlotte’s awkward, blotchy flushes. Elizabeth’s insides clenched in sympathetic embarrassment.

          “My father and my sister Maria come to visit me in March. Would you – dare I hope that you might make one of the party? It would mean a great deal to me.”

          Elizabeth could only accept with becoming gratitude and hope something – war with Gaaldine, the end of the world, Mr Collins being struck by a lightning bolt – would prevent her having to make good on it. Though, since she must pass through Gondal Town, it would at least give her an opportunity to see Jane. Although no words of unhappiness appeared in Jane’s letters, her lack of her normal spirits came off each page like a miasma. Elizabeth would give much for an opportunity to see for herself and hear the opinions of the more sensible part of her family.

          Mentions of family reminded her of another task still to do. She had thrust the still-unsent letter to Uncle John into her reticule before they had left Longbourn for church that morning.

          “Stay here, just a moment, I have a favour I would beg of you.”

          “Anything,” Charlotte breathed. Tears stood in the corners of her eyes. Elizabeth’s conscience struck her a sharp blow, but she persisted, nonetheless.

          “I collect from the map my cousin showed us last night after dinner, your new home is an easy distance from the south-eastern ports?”

          “Indeed. Elbe lies a little over four leagues away. When you come to us in spring perhaps we may be able to make up a party of pleasure to the coast. I have never seen the sea and I believe you have not, either?”

          “I have not. That sounds delightful. But I was wondering – as you know, my uncle is at present in Gaaldine, and the landward routes are shut for the winter. I wish to send Uncle John a letter and hoped it might be possible to contrive to send it by sea. Could you enquire, when you reach Hunsford, and let me know if you have been able to send it?”

          Charlotte gave her all the assurances a friend could give, especially a friend on the brink of parting from home, who seemed acutely aware of the chasm which her marriage had opened up between her and the Duplessis family. However unlovely Charlotte’s husband, he was the heir apparent of Longbourn, and a more sensible woman than Mama would surely find the prospect of being supplanted by a girl she had known from the cradle more than she could reasonably bear.

          The letter was handed over, the die was cast, and Elizabeth watched the carriage rattle away round the bend of the south-bound road.

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Seven

          “So, I can be assured you will attend tonight?” Charis said.

          “Consider it set in stone.”

          John did not look up from his correspondence. She drew a deep breath.

          “Good. The event promises splendidly. Live dragons are to perform a masque for our evening’s entertainment and Frances is in so much doubt about what to wear that I have persuaded her to appear as Venus Anadyomene, to avoid her having to make her mind up.”

          John nodded, and turned the page he was perusing, so he could re-read it.

          “I myself have had the Mezentian Coronet broken up into its constituent stones and will be wearing the largest in my navel at tonight’s event. I am not yet sure what to do with the remainder. Perhaps I shall auction them at the party, for the benefit of the lying-in hospital. If so, Big Gertie has undertaken that her girls will display them to best advantage, to ensure the bidding runs high.”

          “Sound move, that.”

          Charis’ hand smacked down onto the tooled leather expanse of the desk. “John! Admit it. You’ve not listened to a single thing I have said for at least the last quarter turn.”

          “You were talking about your birthday dinner and ball this evening,” John said, defensively.

          “In general. But certainly not in particular.” Sherlock’s self-assured tones cut through the air in the chilly study. John and Charis looked up.

          “And when did you arrive?” Charis demanded.

          “Early enough. What an extraordinarily sensible proposal for the Mezentian Coronet. Its setting must have been hideous when first conceived and time has not been kind to it. But I daresay Mycroft will be boring about permitting your otherwise excellent plan. So, John, what disaster has your niece contrived to embrangle herself in?”

          “How did you know my letter came from a niece?”

          Sherlock leant against the edge of the desk.

          “Imprimis the only courier we have had today came in from the port a turn and a half ago. There are few boats sailing at this time of year. Coastal traffic between the three kingdoms and some desultory fishing is about the size of it. So the letter must have come from either Gondal or southern Gaaldine and the winds have set strongly from the north for the last five days. Secundus the hand is also that of Gondal. Given the similarity between that hand and my wife’s, this could only have been written by a woman, and a gentlewoman at that. Tertius the degree of abstraction which the letter provoked in you suggested that you have concern – anxiety, even – for the writer. Quartus your attitude is protective, almost paternal, suggesting that the writer is young: someone for whom you both feel the responsibility of a close relative and in whose own parents you place little confidence.

          “Ergo: the writer is one of your sister’s daughters, and since the difficulties of getting a letter to Gaaldine in the off-season and the current political climate are numerous, the fact that she has written at all implies a crisis of no small dimensions.”

          John blinked. “If it does, I wish she could have been clearer about it. All I can tell from this letter is that her sister has suffered a disappointment in love, and for some reason Lizzie blames Mr Darcy of Pemberley – who is not, apparently, the man in question – for that disappointment.”

          “Mr Darcy?” Charis came round to John’s side of the desk. “Georgiana’s brother?”

          Sherlock snapped his fingers. “Of course. The nephew of the Earl of Ula: connexions of the Pretender on his mother’s side. Given the politics of your brother-in-law, John, I am more surprised that your niece is acquainted with this man at all than that she blames him for everything that may be going wrong in her or her sister’s life.”

          “It’s not as simple as that,” Charis said with assurance. “Papa always said that Mr Darcy – that is, this Mr Darcy’s father – was the least interested in Court intrigue of any man he knew. That’s why he always loved going to Pemberley. He said it refreshed him more than any other place on earth. I have known his children since forever. Georgiana was to have accompanied me to Gaaldine, but for some reason Papa forbade it at the last moment. He wouldn’t say why. He was very angry, though. He tried to pretend he wasn’t, but I could tell.”

          A pale, long-fingered hand reached out and captured the letter. “John. Ring the bell. Recall the courier. Say you have received distressing family news, and wish to know more about how – and from whom – he received the letter. I shall send word to the port to deter the ship’s captain from an early departure.”

          Although he was already reaching for the bell, John looked up quizzically. “A niece crossed in love and her sister distracted? Hardly your usual mystery.”

          Sherlock’s eyes glittered. “Oh, but it is, John. It so very much is. Ring the bell. The game is afoot.”

          “I used to wonder what it would be like to be crossed in love,” Charis murmured. Neither man paid the slightest attention to her.

          

          Even so early in the evening hair pomade, candle-wax, scantly washed human flesh, expensive perfumes and whatever preparations everyone’s maids had deployed to protect stored finery from moths or mould made a roiling, nostril-assailing fug in the ballroom. As she and Mama passed arm in arm across the threshold Frances staggered beneath its assault.

          The Crown Prince materialised at her elbow. His first words, unexpectedly, were in English.

          “Frances, thank you so much for consenting not to dance this dance with me. Let us sit it out in the arbour. I need to talk to you, and this oh-so-overblown coranto provides the perfect opportunity.”

          Through the miasma Lady Anthea signalled imperiously with her fan. Mama dropped Frances’ arm and headed in her direction. Bereft of support, Frances allowed the Crown Prince to guide her to the corner arbour, which had been contrived from evergreen shrubs brought indoors, profligately illuminated with beeswax candles. Their glow was reflected in tiny fountains in the arbour’s heart. Above their heads the casements, blissfully open, spilled cool, pine-scented air into the arbour’s centre. She breathed in, and wished her head could feel as clear as the air.

          On All Souls Eve Frances’ world had turned. She was still turning with it. Her companion’s ability to command the calm as well as the tempest was not the least strange part of this new-minted world.

          “Improbable as it sounds, it is possible to get used to us,” the Crown Prince said, still in English.

          Frances shivered. At Oversbank his facility for hearing the unspoken would have seen fingers crossed and talismans touched against devilry. She summoned her courage enough to speak.

          “It hardly feels so. Though, at least, I am acquiring greater facility with the language. Regrettably, perhaps.”

          Their carriage had been forced to thrust its way through the mob at the Palace gates. Some of the things shouted at Mama still rang in her ears. She had not meant to allude to them, though.

          The Crown Prince smiled, infuriating and knowing.

          “Think of it this way. An expansion to one’s vocabulary is rarely wasted, no matter what the source.”

          A full glass was at her right hand, though she had not seen the servitor. The chill, delicate white wine came as a relief, more so because she might bury her face in the glass, to defer giving a response.

          “It is indeed about language I wished to speak to you. I prefer you to speak English, for preference, or – at a pinch – French when you and my wife talk together. Could you oblige me in this?”

          “Why?” The assurance with which she challenged him, here on his own ground, shocked her. Perhaps the world’s topsy-turviness accounted for her unwonted freedom. The baby beats the nurse, and quite athwart goes all decorum.

          His eyes were cool and assessing.

          “Is it not obvious? Charis is likely, in due course, to be Queen of Gaaldine and, should fortune permit, also of Gondal. When that day comes, it will help if she knows as many languages as possible. It is fortunate that chance has thrown two native speakers of a hitherto obscure language which seems to be attaining unexpected commercial importance into our ken.”

          Frances sensed a test. As at the dissection, she was acutely anxious in case she failed.

          “Since coming to Gaaldine I have met very few people who know more than a word or two of English. Save for our Legation, those have been sailors or traders. I have met none but you and the King at Court.”

          “A couple of courtiers have a smattering. But you are correct in your assumption. It is not the most obvious language to learn and knowing it conveys little status.” He waited.

          “But if the Princess were seen to be learning it, that would make it fashionable.”

          “Unless –?”

          The matter unrolled all at once, like a proof in mathematics. “Oh – unless she were seen as doing it as a favour to someone who was the very reverse of fashionable. Like speaking kitchen Greek to the servants.”

          The Crown Prince smiled. “I see you and Sarai have been talking. I thought so. Good. But continue.”

          “But there would be no need for that in my case. I can get by tolerably in Gondalian, and my fluency in the language of Gaaldine improves daily.”

          “So I have observed. Few others have. You speak little in company and that little is in Latin, for courtesy and for precision. Our language is difficult for outsiders to learn and we, in our arrogance, tell ourselves that not using it betrays ignorance, not choice.”

          She chewed over the thought, finding it to have an odd savour.

          “Do I understand, your grace, that you wish me to appear to have less facility at speaking your language than I do? And to encourage Ch- your wife to secretly improve her English, so she can converse with you and the King with less risk of being understood by eavesdroppers?”

          A slow smile crossed his face. “How fortunate we are that your party decided not to press on to Constantinople. The average intelligence at Court has increased ten per cent at least from the presence of you and Elizabeth.”

          The compliment passed by scarcely felt.

          “Conversing in secret tongues. You believe there may be a spy in our midst?”

          The Crown Prince’s expression was that of a man who had unexpectedly encountered a hippogriff. When he spoke, there was a new note in his voice.

          “We live amid a network of spies, both voluntary and paid. Our every move is witnessed. Spies permeate the highest levels of our councils. Exemplum, the Pretender of Gondal knew of King Ambrosine’s proposed marriage treaty before I did. More mundanely, at least fourteen people at this very moment are visibly speculating about what we are discussing.”

          Frances’ world lurched. Nevertheless, it gave her an unlooked-for opening. “And what, sir, are we discussing?”

          Rather than answer immediately, the Crown Prince reached inside his satin frock-coat and pulled out a soft leather pouch and a pipe.

          “Do you mind?”

          Frances shook her head.

          He lit his pipe, drew deep and blew a smoke ring. Out of the corner of her eye, Frances spotted two beribboned courtiers leaning in towards each other and tittering. She closed her eyes, in the hope it might compose her senses. When she opened them again the Crown Prince had his head on one side, his expression cool and assessing.

          “Frances, I have watched you these last months. You appear to have made it your mission to gather as much data as you can about the plants and animals of Gaaldine: at least, so far as the limitations of the season and your own circumstances permit.”

          It was hard to respond to such an opening. She did her best. “I aspire to become a natural philosopher. I hope – I hope Aristotle would have approved my methods.”

          “He may well do. But it is Herodotos I wish to commend to you at present. He would sit down and listen to stories from every source, whether they be kings, generals, sailors, soldiers, market traders or fishwives. While he heard many lies, tall tales fashioned specially for his hearing, he gained many insights which would not have been his had he adopted less expansive methods. In which light, did you have occasion to hear the songs of the Borders, when you travelled between Gondal and Gaaldine?”

          It had not yet been half a year, but it felt like an age. All that remained was confused impression upon confused impression, filtered through her position as the lowest-ranking member of the party save for the servants, hardly able to call either her time or her preferences her own. Diana had hated the music, she remembered. Those wailing cadences and use of minor keys had set off a spiralling whirl of melancholy within the other girl which had inevitably ended – if it did not begin – in an outburst of violent anger. In the end, it had been easiest to avoid the music altogether.

          Too complicated to explain, of course. Conventionalities would have to serve.

          “I heard a little. I would like to hear more: now my fluency with the language has improved, perhaps I shall understand them better.”

          He blew another smoke ring. “Even those who have lived all their lives in the three kingdoms find that difficult. It is not just the dialect, though that is tricky enough. More, it is penetrating into the minds of the songs’ framers. Love and murder wound together endlessly: the bower fair with roses and lilies, beside the midden within which the head of one’s enemy rots. And always, within each story, beings from the other-world watch from the shadows, awaiting the step onto the wrong path or a false answer given to a riddle.”

          Frances shivered.

          “You seem to have made them a study, sir.”

          “Do you think I should have devoted my time to more courtly music? The polyphonic motets of Lassus, perhaps? I assure you, there are more similarities between the two than you might think.”

          He blew out another smoke ring.

          “You are right, of course. I have made a study of them. And yet I know less of the inwardness of the matter than Charis, whose cradle music it was. The Moriarty ancestral lands lie in the Borders and if there is one thing those songs teach us, it is that the bitterest feuds are those within a family. Charis is the Pretender’s weak spot and he knows it.”

          “But where do I come in?”

          The Crown Prince blinked, as if for the first time realising that Frances was not some faceless recipient of his confidences (if confidences they were) but a person in her own right.

          “As a true son of the Borders, the Pretender seeks to use John’s kin against him. Not wittingly: the Watson family are loyal to a fault. No doubt that is why they function so much better when separated each from the other. So much high-mindedness is bound to cause friction at close quarters. You need not tell him I said as much.”

          “Consider my discretion assured.” Frances tried, without complete success, to keep the corners of her mouth from quirking up.

          A tinge of exasperation sounded in his voice. “I did not mean – Oh, by the Holy Virgin, why is it I am so persistently misunderstood?”

          Frances paused for a moment, and then decided, all things considered, it was worth the risk. “Perhaps, sir, it is because you do not blunt your sharp wits sufficiently to allow for the dullness of those around you. But what has John’s kin to do with spies?”

          “Messages came from Gondal today. John’s niece wrote to him; a commonplace enough account of the doings of her and her sisters. But it jogged Charis’s memory, and, in consequence, I learnt two facts about her wedding journey which I had not known before. In addition to her paid attendants, she was to have been accompanied by a high-ranking female companion of her own age. But both girls chosen for that position withdrew; in the second case, on the express order of the King, the day before she had been due to depart. Furthermore, Charis’ journey was then brought forward a day, at the King’s urgent and most secret command. And two days after that, the Princess’ party was ambushed in the mountains, supposedly by brigands.”

          Frances shivered, remembering the precautions the men of their own party had made when they, too, ventured the high passes between Gondal and Gaaldine. That had been high summer. But Charis must have set out with winter snows already on the peaks. Not a time for opportunistic theft.

          “Supposedly?”

          “Indeed. My party arrived in time to save Charis, but too late for her attendant ladies, and a number of her arms-men. Until earlier today, I believed my delay in setting out was due to the treachery of a single man – Anderson – himself killed in the raid and subsequently found to have been in treasonable correspondence with agents for the Pretender of Gondal.”

          “Until today,” Frances repeated. She looked across the ballroom to Charis, dancing with the King’s dry-stick secretary, Fullerton. She had plainly set herself the task of making him lose his composure before the set was out and looked like making good on any bets which might be riding on the outcome.

          “Quite. I have spent most of this day in the archives, reviewing the letters Anderson supposedly received from Gondal. Now, I am nine parts certain that they were forgeries, planted among his belongings to be found after his death, to lead us to a false conclusion.”

          There had been a blind Fellow of St Jerome’s, so old and withered that it was rumoured he had come up to Oxford as a precocious boy in the reign of the old Queen, Gloriana of fabulous memory. He had taken a fondness for Frances, to whom had been assigned the task of daily reading. When that amusement palled, he had talked of times long ago, when the world was young.

          As a boy I was all for fishing. Every chance I got I would play truant, and be away to the river. My masters whipped me for it, often. But when I became a scholar, I realised it is more like fishing than they imagined. Ideas cannot be compelled, any more than trout. One can only watch the stream, free your mind to drift with it and then, where something seems to stir the water, there cast your line.

          Frances let her eyes fall shut, the better to allow her mind to float free. The Crown Prince’s voice continued, a low burbling counterpoint to her thoughts.

          A chance-caught phrase made her jerk her head up. “Sir, did you say the first girl – I forget her name –”

          “Lady Agnes Campbell. What of her?”

          “I understood you to say that she left the wedding party at her father’s request? Did her father say why he changed his mind? For surely, he must have consented to her being one of the party in the first place.”

          A slow smile broke over the Crown Prince’s face. “A good question. And one, it seems, you and I are the first to ask. Perhaps you owe that to being English.”

          “Sir?”

          “You English celebrate Gunpowder Treason Day, do you not? And you must have heard the story of how it came to be discovered?”

          “Did not one of the conspirators write a letter to his cousin, warning him not to attend the opening of Parliament? Oh!”

          “Quite. You may be interested to learn that Lady Agnes recently married: highly advantageously, so far as her family’s interest with the Pretender is concerned. As for the lady herself, I suspect she may by now be wondering whether the bandits of the mountains would not have been a better option.”

          Frances flinched. “A Faustian bargain. And one it seems the King did not consider: his anger and suspicion seems to have been directed at the second girl alone. But could she have had time to get a message through?”

          The Crown Prince’s face lit up. “The very point I have been considering. The short answer is, she could not. At the Gondal end, yes: the party might have been followed. But the ambush into which they walked must have been days in the planning. Our few prisoners told us as much.”

          “So it was the first girl who imperilled Charis’s party.”

          “So I believe. But I see no reason to doubt King Ambrosine’s belief – evident from his actions – that the second girl was also compromised. But she or her brother must have told the King of their concerns, and that shows no small degree of courage. Or of integrity. It is never easy to bring bad news to kings, especially bad news which includes a confession of fault. Though King Ambrosine mellowed in his latter days, I do not fancy he would have been minded to show mercy, not on that topic, not at that time. My wife, should she hope to take the throne of Gondal, will need to know who among the high nobility can be trusted to put integrity above interest. Here we have a fire-tested example of that very thing. And, piquing my curiosity to a high degree, the brother is mentioned in John’s niece’s letter and by no means in a good light.”

          “That might be the merest chance.” Frances did not believe it but, as a natural philosopher, she felt it must be said. The Crown Prince flicked a finger for more drinks and leant forwards.

          “Apply the tenets of logic. John’s niece might have written to him at any time, but she chooses now, when war between Gondal and Gaaldine is almost a certainty.”

          Sensing she had been cast as advocata diaboli, Frances cleared her throat. “Isn’t that also the most likely time when someone might think of a relative about to be cut off in hostile territory?”

          The Crown Prince considered that for a moment. “Indeed. But you will see that all reasons why it is plausible this Elizabeth should have written are equally good reasons why someone might have worked on her to write. But who can that be, that’s the question? I have asked John, and it seems his niece is some two years older than Charis.”

          The emphasis he put on her age must be significant. Frances thought for a moment.

          “How old was the first girl, or the second?”

          “The first girl? Born in the same week as Charis. The second, six months later.”

          Eight years ago, when she had been Charis’s age, the gulf between sixteen and eighteen had loomed large. Now, it was nothing. She looked across the ballroom, at the handful of ladies sitting out, and recalled Oversbank dances and similar galleries of disappointed hopes. It was not age, nor looks, nor animation that made the difference between sheep and the goats. Attention was a coin spent by young gallants with as much or greater care than they spent the contents of their purse. She could feel her own worth increasing minute by minute in the eyes of the passing courtiers the longer she spent closeted with the Crown Prince. Attention and admiration, that was the key to it.

          “There’s a man involved,” she declared, and blushed. Who was she to make such a confident pronouncement? Indeed, how absurd a pronouncement to make. Espionage and high politics were male preserves: how could there not be a man involved?

          To her surprise, she saw nothing but respect in the Crown Prince’s expression.

          “You have, I believe, got to the heart of the matter. I do not know who this man – let us call him ‘X’ – may be and I do not wish to prejudice your own views of the matter by describing how I have reached the same conclusion. But I believe at least two, if not all three young ladies may have been the target of X, that he uses gallantry rather than any other weapon and that at least one person in Gondal shares my suspicions of X and, moreover, is in no doubt of his identity.”

          “But how can I help?”

          “The letter from John’s niece came by an unusual route. The ship carrying it sailed from Elbe, the southernmost port on Gondal’s eastern seaboard. As you would expect, we keep a close eye on all vessels originating from that quarter. The franking on the letter caught my eye immediately. It had been issued under the authority of a very great lady: Lady Catherine de Bourgh.”

          Frances raised a puzzled eyebrow.

          “Who?”

          “To quote Charis: the most pestilential, interfering old hag in all of Gondal. As you can probably guess, Lady Catherine’s her relative. Or, to be strictly accurate, connexion. Her sister was Charis’ grandfather’s second wife.”

          Not for the first time in this conversation, Frances wished she were in a position to take notes. Still, if her job was now to improve English at the Court, there was only one thing for it. She drew a deep breath and plunged.

          “There is an English term: perhaps you have not heard it. For simplicity’s sake, would it hurt if I called her Charis’ great-aunt?”

          The Crown Prince gestured with the glowing bowl of his pipe. “‘Great-aunt’? That has the right ring. Indeed, as matters stand in Gondal, you might class her the greatest of aunts. The sister in question, Lady Elaine, was the Pretender’s mother.” After a moment, he added, “Another sister, Lady Anne, was the mother of the second girl. I do not readily believe in coincidences.”

          “Oh.” After a moment Frances hazarded, “In both cases, she does not seem to be at all the obvious route through which such a letter would be sent.”

          “You spotted that, did you? A minor peculiarity, but very suggestive. Do you know anything of fishing?”

          She tried to tell herself it was the neck-wrenchingly abrupt change of subject which caused her blood, for a moment, to run cold. Once she had command of herself she managed to stutter out, “No. Sir.”

          “Really? Well, no matter. It is a most imperfect analogy, in any event. But this letter is a line flung out, baited with John’s family feeling. Left to himself, he would send a short, bland response to his niece, shutting down further approaches lest they be diverted or suborned.”

          She gulped. “And surely they are likely to be so. But how can I help?”

          “I disagree with John about shutting down the correspondence. It is too good an opportunity to miss. We can spread confusion among our enemies, and tease out information they may not suspect they are giving. Accordingly, I need you to do two things. First, I will translate the letter John received. Then, I request you read it: read it as yourself, both in original and translation. Your insights as to what its writer meant are invaluable. You have more in common with John’s niece than any of the rest of us; even more than Charis.”

          Frances wondered what that was supposed to mean. No doubt the Crown Prince would expand on it if she enquired further, but equally without doubt she would in the process end up far better informed on the inward life of the Crown Princess’s physician and his relations with his family than either of them could possibly desire.

          “And the second thing?”

          “That? Yes. Second, I would like you to help me in constructing a reply.”

          Her hand stopped halfway to her mouth. With an icy control which she had never suspected she possessed, she said, “A forgery?”

          The Crown Prince shrugged. “Words, only. My wife’s safety depends on my taking all necessary steps for her protection, will-I, nil-I. This attack is aimed at Charis. We need to turn it back on itself. I can imitate John’s hand with a facility which would astound you. But I need to sound plausible when writing. And I need to somehow tease out anything John’s niece knows of X. Will you give me assurance of your aid?”

          Frances could have said many things. But her life so far had been a narrow thing, like that of a bird’s in a cage, until her uncle had taken them on this grand journey and there died. Her mind had been expanded further since then than she could possibly have imagined.

          Her heart caught fire, and rose phoenix-like towards the sun which gave it birth.

          “I shall indeed assist you, your grace.”

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Eight

          “I’m sure I can’t think what Charlotte has to write so much about,” Mama observed disagreeably.

          The envelope was too thick; there must be a letter from Uncle John concealed within. How fortunate that Charlotte’s situation permitted her to send letters already franked, so Mama had no financial leverage to compel Elizabeth to share their contents. Such pressures as family habit and maternal disapprobation put at her disposal, however, Mama deployed to fullest measure.

          Elizabeth affected a disinterested air. “For the first time she has her own home, cows and poultry. Can you wonder she is eager to share her impressions?”

          Mama sniffed, but Elizabeth detected pity and regret in the sound. Once, I too was a bride. Must married life always come to this? Had her parents (so dissimilar in tastes, so seemingly ill-suited) begun their married life with the same cold calculation which repelled her when she encountered it in Charlotte?

          She coughed. “May I have your receipt for curing the bumblefoot, ma’am? I collect Charlotte requested it in her last, and I omitted to send it. No doubt this is why she writes again so soon.”

          Mama puffed up. “Bumblefoot! Aye, you may have it, but be sure to let her know I have not had need of it this many a long year. Depend upon it, she will be allowing her fowl-houses to become too damp. She should ensure they are properly aired out the first dry spell she gets, and have words with a carpenter about lifting the laying pens off the floor. And make sure the floor is as smooth as can be contrived.”

          “I shall be sure to let her know,” Elizabeth promised, and made her escape upstairs. Jane’s prolonged absence in Gondal Town made their shared bedroom chill and forlorn. No wonder Uncle John’s letters been such a beacon. She had only meant to write once, in a vague spirit of defiance, to show in some way she did not even understand herself that she was on the side of Mr Wickham against Mr Darcy. To strike a blow for Jane. She had not expected to find her uncle so understanding. He was older than Mama and divided from her not just by age but by masculine preoccupations in which Elizabeth could play no part. His letters, though, had proved quite the reverse. Sometimes, it felt like writing to Jane, albeit a Jane informed by knowledge of the wider world. Such a one, no doubt, as Jane could have become, had she only married Mr Bingley and taken her rightful place among the cream of Gondal’s society.

          At first, Elizabeth wondered if the Princess might have had a hand in the correspondence. That notion, improbable to begin with, foundered as time wore on. His charge seemed, in Uncle John’s account, to be little more than a royal cipher. He spoke of her progress at white-work, at her musical skill, at the hours she devoted to her charitable works. Elizabeth learned nothing at all of whether a real person breathed beneath his cultivated picture of Royal perfection.

          It was not for Royal gossip that she pursued the correspondence.

          Once Uncle John let his pen stray from the confines of Court life, his delicately drawn miniatures of life in Gaaldine delighted her. Though Elizabeth had travelled little within her own land and never ventured beyond its borders, she felt on reading her uncle’s letters that she had herself fallen too readily into her country’s besetting sin: jealousy of place. Gondal was a land of majestic uplands, jewel-bright mountain lakes and soaring peaks. Its people, it was often said, too readily dismissed the two southern countries as gardens, not landscapes: carefully fenced, highly cultivated gardens, with neat borders and delicate flowers, but lacking the wild splendour of their own land.

          Uncle John wrote of Gaaldine’s ports: half a hundred different languages spoken on the dockside and the air heavy with incense out of Arabia and spices from the Indies. He told how the new civic buildings in Gaaldine’s capital bid fair to equal any in Italy or the Imperial states. But he spoke, too, of darker things. The same tensions stirred south as well as north of the border. Like everyone else around Elizabeth (save for Lydia and Kitty, who did not count) Uncle John seemed convinced there could no other end for it but war.

          Take his account of a diplomatic visit the Princess had taken to Brendelhame in the autumn, where a demagogue had inspired a drink-inflamed mob to attack the Governor’s residence in which the Princess was lodged. The local women had rallied to defend the residence, facing off against sons, brothers, husbands and fathers in the crowd. Would those whom Providence placed in far higher stations in life had shown similar loyalty Uncle John observed waspishly. Clouded by his partisanship of the Princess as it was, his resulting description cast a startling light on tensions at the very heart of Gaaldine.

          The Governor had been removed from office and remained under house arrest in the capital. Even if his fault had stopped at negligence, Elizabeth assumed such would have been his fate. But had it been negligence alone? Uncle John’s correspondence, frustratingly, dropped hints but did not carry them through. Could there have been treachery? If so, who else might be implicated?

          More than once in the days after receiving one of Uncle John’s letters she had braved Papa’s disapproval (never extended as seriously in her direction as in that of her sisters or Mama) to enter the library, and study maps and histories. More than once Papa, intrigued despite himself by the unusual direction of his favourite daughter’s studies, had pointed out volumes of interest, or expounded on matters which were ancient history to Elizabeth, but to which Papa’s account gave the freshness of recent disappointments. While she never alluded to Uncle John, for fear of being drawn into dangerous waters, she collected from Papa’s account that the estrangement between him and his wife’s brother after Crown Princess Felicia had agreed to marry her cousin Ambrosine had been gentle, unaccompanied by remonstrations or oaths, but conclusive, nonetheless.

          He chose the perfect. I opted for the best, Papa said, in one of those precious, disjointed moments in the library. But when Elizabeth pressed him to define his terms, he would not, turning towards the window and looking out into the garden, where the blossom under the influence of a sharp south-easterly wind was counterfeiting the snows of last month’s north-westerlies.

          She had been half-hoping for Papa’s companionship when she abandoned her chamber and, the letter still half-read in her hand, made her way to the library. It fell to the butler to announce her father had been called away by his forester to some crisis caused, she gathered, by troops from the encampment having wantonly chopped down a covert of thriving young beech trees.

          Baulked of this comfort, she returned to Uncle John’s letter, only to find it a disappointment. With the passes opening both to Gondal and to Angria, and the rumours of war louder than ever, it stood to reason that the Princess’s advisor would be on his travels once more. He hinted that they might be taking a further diplomatic tour of the southern provinces of Gaaldine and that in consequence he feared he might be unable to write for some time.

          Dissatisfied and empty, Elizabeth turned to Charlotte’s letter. In her own bereft mood she was more sensitive to the real loneliness which, without one single word to express discontent, nonetheless radiated from her friend’s letter. She was depending on Elizabeth’s visit, with a kind of despairing hope that made Elizabeth ashamed.

          With the briefest acknowledgement to her mother and sisters, Elizabeth found her outer garments and thicker shoes, and made her way to Lucas Lodge. She returned some hours later to surprise Papa, still mourning for his slaughtered trees, with the news that all was settled and that she proposed to depart for Hunsford with Sir William Lucas and his daughter Maria in five days time.

          

          Charlotte’s letters painted a picture of Hunsford and their great neighbour’s domain of Rosings Park which differed little from her husband’s save that she softened his wilder flights of enthusiasm. Sir William, however, did not apply any nicety of judgment in differentiating their accounts. For him, the accord his daughter had found with her new husband was of phoenix-like rarity. He congratulated her, himself and Mr Collins indiscriminately on it all the way from Meryton, until Elizabeth was on the point of screaming. Maria, overcome by having ventured so far from the familiar fields of home, and in internal agonies from the constant rocking and bumping of the Lucas family carriage, hardly ventured a word.

          With such companions on her journey, even the sight of her cousin outside the door of their house with Charlotte tucked two paces behind him came as a relief.

          The house itself was substantial and well-built, standing a little back from the road amid a riot of vines and climbing plants. The distance from Meryton to Hunsford was not great, but the latter’s proximity to the sea and south-facing slopes tempered its climate to such a degree that Elizabeth felt she had travelled a month into the future, as well as twenty leagues from home.

          “My husband delights in his garden,” Charlotte confided to her as they passed for the first time beneath her roof. “He devotes hours to tending it.”

          “And the care he puts into it shines through,” Elizabeth agreed, grateful to have a compliment she could pay without any shade of equivocation.

          “I confess, it is such a healthful exercise, I encourage it as much as I can.”

          The genius of her stratagem became clear with every moment of their tour of the house. Despite Charlotte’s broad hints that she should be allowed the bride’s customary prerogative of showing off her new home to her family, Mr Collins insisted on carrying out that office. The most scrupulous of inventory-takers could not have accused him of omitting the smallest chest or the most insignificant of platters. Only Charlotte’s intervention on the grounds that her sister and friend were drooping from thirst and hunger saved Maria and Elizabeth from a similarly exacting tour of the pastures and outbuildings.

          What passed for conversation at the supper to which they eventually sat down continued this pattern. Charlotte spoke very little, except to press upon her guests some delicacy or other from the well-spread table. Her father and husband talked of public affairs, or rather, Mr Collins parroted his patron’s opinions and Sir William exclaimed, “How true! How penetrating! How profound!” at appropriate intervals. Maria, plainly still feeling the effects of travelling, ate little and said less. It was a relief when Charlotte showed them upstairs to the guest chamber and Elizabeth could finally close her eyes and shut out the multiple trivial annoyances of the day.

          The day dawned brighter. The smell of fresh-made coffee drifting up the stairs lured Elizabeth downstairs to the breakfast room. The warmth of Charlotte’s smile as she entered even surpassed the warmth of the freshly baked rolls, nestled in the folds of a linen napkin.

          “Papa and Mr Collins have breakfasted already. The morning was so fine and dry, and Mr Collins was anxious to show Rosings Park to Papa. We enjoy the greatest freedom to roam the park, you know. He wanted me to wake you and Maria so we could all go together, but Maria was so done up from travelling yesterday that I did not have the heart. Also, as I pointed out, the gentlemen will be able to see so much more without having to slow their steps to match ours.”

          “Indeed not.” Elizabeth slid into place opposite Charlotte and reached for a roll. Their eyes met in perfect understanding across the bread-basket.

          Maria had descended and breakfasted, and all three ladies settled down to their workbaskets by the time the gentlemen returned, glowing with exercise and pregnant with news. They had met – actually met – Lady Catherine, as she returned from the village in her pony carriage. Furthermore, she had extended an invitation to the entire party to dine with her at Rosings that very day. The gentlemen were in ecstasies of mutual congratulation, even as Maria and Elizabeth regarded each other with horror and Charlotte pressed the hand of friend and sister alike in silent commiseration. To be forced to dine with the lady of Rosings, the King’s own aunt, when they had barely had time to unpack their trunks, let alone refresh their clothes!

          Abundant steam and hard work with goffering irons were their best resorts and the outcome at least presentable. As Elizabeth strolled damply through Rosings park, flanked by Maria and Sir William Lucas, she consoled herself by thinking that Lady Catherine could hardly be less censorious than her nephew, and since he had found fault with her appearance when she had brought all the advantages of home to her turnout, it might be safest to present herself a trifle crumpled, to avoid undue effort all round.

          That degree of philosophical resignation was not, it appeared, shared by her hosts. Elizabeth became uncomfortably aware of a muttered discussion between husband and wife on the path behind her, in which her and Maria’s appearance figured largely. Her exasperation with her cousin increased. This whole farrago was entirely down to his lack of forethought. Let him take the consequences, if only, that was, he did not then take out his frustrations on Charlotte. A flicker of recollection stirred. It had been an article of faith for longer than she could remember that in disputes between her parents Papa must be in the right. It might be an effect of the distance, or of similarities in pitch and tone, but for the first time it struck her that Papa arguing with Mama and his cousin chiding Charlotte sounded more similar than it was comfortable to contemplate.

          She shivered and looked back over her shoulder.

          “Ought we not hurry a little? It would never do to be late.”

          

          “So, Miss Duplessis, I understand Mr Collins is your father’s heir. For your sake, Mrs Collins, I am glad of it. Longbourn sounds a prettyish kind of small estate and I am sure you will do justice to it as its mistress most creditably when the time comes. But in general, I see no good reason to will property away from the female line. It was never thought necessary in my late husband’s family.”

          With difficulty, Elizabeth resisted the temptation to enquire whether Lady Catherine’s views on female succession extended to her late sister’s family. However, nothing in that lady’s demeanour since the party’s arrival at Rosings suggested levity on any subject, least of all her great connections, would be either welcome or understood.

          “And you have four sisters, I understand. What a charge for your poor mother. Tell me, what are their ages? Do they all play and sing? What of drawing?”

          While Elizabeth had been prepared for Lady Catherine’s hauteur, her inquisitiveness came as a shock. Within the first quarter turn of their meeting, in addition to interrogating her about her sisters and exclaiming over the deficiencies of their education, she had forced Elizabeth to play the harpsichord, compared her fingering unfavourably to that of her absent ward, Miss Hooper, told her she must practise far more often, and generally inserted her nose so completely into Elizabeth’s affairs that she was almost on the point of feeling pity for Mr Darcy, who must have suffered like intrusions into his private affairs since before he was out of skirts.

          Walking back across the park in the evening cool, Elizabeth reflected that she had, nonetheless, acquitted herself tolerably under the relentless barrage of questions. Lady Catherine’s interrogation had not entirely prevented her from enjoying a meal more extravagant than any which had previously passed her lips and there was much of interest in Rosings itself, should she ever be allowed to examine its treasures with a modicum of leisure. They were invited again for two nights hence, by which time Elizabeth hoped her dress and hair would be the best she might contrive, given her resources.

          Sir William and Maria departed for Hunsford at the end of a week, both convinced that Charlotte had met with a husband and a patroness few women in the land could boast. Elizabeth, now suffering the undiluted attentions of Lady Catherine, ventured to differ a little from that conclusion.

          The next meeting at Rosing following their departure produced the intelligence that Mr Darcy and his cousin, a Colonel Fitzwilliam, were due to arrive on their annual visit: an event in which their aunt took quite as much pride as if she had personally endowed Mr Darcy with his estate and fortune and promoted his cousin to his present rank herself. She seemed almost angry that Charlotte and Elizabeth had seen Mr Darcy frequently at Meryton and that Elizabeth had spent a week under the same roof.

          “A carriage accident! Surely there was some grave mismanagement there. I have always advised my nephew never to travel except in the best appointed and maintained carriages and behind the quietest and best schooled horses, and I should expect his friend to do no less.”

          Charlotte blinked a mute appeal across the dining table.

          “Well-schooled indeed, ma’am,” Elizabeth interjected smoothly. “I have been driven behind those animals several times. But any beasts will struggle on an indifferent road, especially when that road is rendered a quagmire after a week’s autumn rains.”

          “Ha. Indifferent roads; there you have it. Such things would never happen in this district.”

          The excellence of the local roads carried the burden of conversation for the remainder of the visit.

          For the next four days they saw nothing of the Rosings party, though Mr Collins, from his position in the front garden, overlooking the road, was able to report in minute detail the arrival of the gentlemen on horseback, their luggage trundling behind them in a coach. Sunday came, and with it church. The Rosings party were, as a matter of course, arrayed in state in the pew of honour.

          Lady Catherine slightly acknowledged them and Mr Darcy, concealing any surprise he might have felt at seeing Elizabeth (but no, she corrected himself, Lady Catherine would have told him not merely of her presence but of all the minutest particulars of their conversations) made a surprisingly deep bow. The third person in the pew, presumably Colonel Fitzwilliam, directed towards them a smile so thoroughly welcoming and interested it was almost improper for church.

          Elizabeth found herself regrettably distracted during Mass.

          When all was over and the congregation had spilled out into the sunshine, there came another novelty. The Rosings party, rather than making their usual rapid exit in the Rosings carriage, seemed minded to linger outside the church door. Much to Elizabeth’s surprise (and to Mr Collins’ ineffable gratification) they found themselves positively summoned to Lady Catherine’s side and introduced to her other nephew, the younger son of her brother the Earl, with a degree of conscious hauteur that could only make it all the clearer that the introduction had been at Colonel Fitzwilliam’s request.

          Elizabeth dipped her knee and murmured the word, “Happy” several times, and rose to the dazzling intelligence that they were bidden to make up the evening party at Rosings that very day and to dinner on the morrow.

          As the two groups parted, the carriage-and-horses group towards whatever extravagance by way of Sunday dinner had been bespoke at Rosings and the walking party towards Hunsford high street, Elizabeth could only reflect that Colonel Fitzwilliam, at least on first acquaintance, seemed a great deal more amiable than his cousin.

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Nine

          “So, Miss Duplessis, another splendid day, is it not? At times like this, one can see why they call this region ‘the garden of Gondal’.”

          Elizabeth nodded. The fresh green leaves above their heads filtered a sun which would otherwise be overpoweringly hot. The stream flanking the path rippled between mossy stones. Dragonflies danced over its pools. Left wilder than the mannered formality of the grounds nearer Rosings Hall, this part of the park felt home-like. Since the arrival of Mr Darcy and his cousin almost two weeks ago, the two young men had frequently met her walking there; sometimes together, more often Mr Darcy alone. Although, the first time that happened, she had made a point of letting him know it was a favourite haunt of hers, not only had she met him there a second and even a third time but he had actually taken pains to converse with her. Not, of course, that she had troubled to listen much.

          This, however, was the first time she had met Mr Darcy’s cousin on his own.

          “Indeed, Colonel Fitzwilliam, I have found it a most delightful place; so sheltered and fruitful. Did you spend much time here as a child?”

          “Very little. My father’s seat lies west of Pemberley and he has another place on Lake Elderno. My childhood was spent between those two estates and Pemberley, of course. But after Darcy and I grew up we adopted the custom of spending a few weeks here at this time of year so we could see our cousin, Miss Hooper. We are fortunate to meet you at Hunsford, though. It is quite the gift of fate.”

          “Indeed?” If this were flattery, Elizabeth found she could endure it with surprising fortitude. “Why so?”

          “Well, this year, we had planned our visit to coincide with Molly’s return to Rosings and when Darcy heard she would be absent he wrote to our aunt asking if we might delay our visit, but –”

          He spread his hands in a gesture which conveyed such comic helplessness that Elizabeth laughed out loud.

          “No: I can imagine Lady Catherine would not look kindly on anyone seeking to alter her plans, once she has decided on them.”

          “Indeed not.” His face changed, becoming more serious. “Though perhaps it is unkind of me to laugh about it. In accepting my cousin as an adoptive daughter, my aunt took on the most complete disarrangements of her habits, and one with lasting consequences.”

          Elizabeth raised her eyebrows, inviting his confidence, were he minded to share it.

          After a pause, Colonel Fitzwilliam continued.

          “You must, of course, be aware my father’s youngest sister became Crown Prince Gerald’s second wife. What you may be unaware of, however, is how materially that changed the whole family’s fortunes. Her father – my grandfather – was elevated to the rank of Earl and, especially when his daughter gave birth to Prince James, loaded with land grants and other favours. As the elder sisters of a Crown Princess and the daughters of an Earl, my aunts Anne and Catherine were, of course, much sought after in marriage. Lady Catherine married Sir Lewis de Bourgh and a little later Lady Anne married Mr Darcy. The sisters were very different in temperament. Lady Anne delighted in the countryside and spent very little time at Court after her marriage, whereas Lady Catherine and Sir Lewis were prominent among the Crown Prince’s set. They say the entertainments at Rosings in those days were among the wonders of the three kingdoms.”

          Elizabeth half-wondered whether the emphasis he placed upon “entertainments” was born out of astonishment that the word might ever take a respectable position in a sentence which also included “Rosings.”

          “I am sorry to have missed them,” she murmured.

          “I too – But no matter. The Crown Prince’s death was sudden –”

          And violent. And most completely hushed up. Elizabeth heard Papa’s voice. Breathless, she nodded acknowledgement.

          “– and it caused a degree of scandal when my poor Aunt Elaine should, so soon after being rendered a widow, consent to become a wife once more. Especially when her choice was – who he was.”

          Elizabeth found herself moved to partisanship on the part of the long dead woman. “Your family felt she married beneath her?”

          Colonel Fitzwilliam began an assenting gesture, but halted it.

          “Not quite. She married a gentleman of long and honourable lineage and of moderate fortune. Such a man, indeed, as her own father had been, before her marriage to the Crown Prince elevated him to the ranks of the nobility. That, I believe, was what stung the most. My father and his sisters saw it as her seeking to undo the past, in such a way as to undermine the family’s position most profoundly. The wounds still run very deep, that I know. Should the day come when I seek my father’s blessing on my own engagement, I do not doubt that my unhappy Aunt Elaine’s choices will be prominent in his thoughts. It would be hard – nigh on impossible, indeed – for me to present as my intended bride a gentlewoman of modest fortune, whatever her merits, without the risk of utterly estranging my revered Papa.”

          Is that meant for me? She had, more than once, wondered if Colonel Fitzwilliam were attracted to her. If so, this might well be his way of letting her down lightly.

          “And did the King and Queen see your aunt’s remarriage in the same light?”

          “The King, I believe so. Or at least, he saw it as a slight, since she had not sought royal consent to wed and the wedding took place before Aunt Elaine’s mourning year was out. His resentment affected our standing at Court. Lady Catherine, in particular, felt the effects greatly.”

          The green leaves of Rosings park waved above them. In the circumstances, Elizabeth found it difficult to feel too much sympathy for Lady Catherine.

          “But was your aunt Elaine’s second marriage happy, despite all that?”

          Colonel Fitzwilliam paused. “I believe it promised most favourably, until my aunt died giving birth to my cousin Molly. Even that did not reconcile the King to her widower and child. They lived in the most perfect obscurity until Sir Vernon also died, when Molly was about ten. In offering to adopt her, my aunt Catherine risked any advances she had made into the King’s good graces, and though the Queen supported her fully, I believe she very much felt the estrangement from Court circles and her friends there.”

          While honouring all that Colonel Fitzwilliam intended, Elizabeth could not but feel that it might have been better for an orphaned little girl not to have grown up constantly reminded of how many sacrifices had been made for her sake. She could not imagine Lady Catherine would have left her in ignorance of them. Since letting slip any hint of these thoughts would be imprudent, she elected to change the subject.

          “So, then, you have four cousins on your father’s side, his grace the King being the eldest and Mr Darcy’s sister Georgiana the youngest? How does she get on? She will I collect be rising sixteen? It can be an awkward age and I don’t doubt, if she has the true Darcy spirit, she may like to have her own way.”

          “What leads you to say that?” All traces of banter vanished from Colonel Fitzwilliam’s tone.

          Startled, Elizabeth jerked her head up to see suppressed anger in his expression. She hastened to mollify him.

          “Oh, not the least thing in the world. I was speaking quite generally. I know not a scrap of harm of her, and she is a great favourite with a lady of my acquaintance, a Miss Caroline Bingley.”

          “Ah. I see.” Colonel Fitzwilliam, it seemed, had some difficulty recovering his earlier ease of manner. Elizabeth chattered on, trying to smooth over the awkward moment.

          “Perhaps you know the Bingleys?”

          “I know of them.” Perhaps suspecting that sounded too cold, he added, “That is, Charles Bingley is a pleasant, gentlemanlike man, and a great friend of my cousin.”

          That reminder served as an irritant to Elizabeth’s jangled nerves, and her voice came out drier that she intended.

          “Mr. Darcy is uncommonly kind to Mr. Bingley and takes a prodigious deal of care of him.”

          “Care of him! Yes, I really believe Darcy does take care of him in those points where he most wants care. From something that he told me in our journey hither, I have reason to think Bingley very much indebted to him. But I ought to beg his pardon, for I have no right to suppose that Bingley was the person meant. It was all conjecture.”

          “What is it you mean?”

          “It is a circumstance which Darcy could not wish to be generally known, because if it were to get round to the lady’s family, it would be an unpleasant thing.”

          “You may depend upon my not mentioning it.” Elizabeth’s sincerity could not have been more patent.

          “And remember that I have not much reason for supposing it to be Bingley. What he told me was merely this: that he congratulated himself on having lately saved a friend from the inconveniences of a most imprudent marriage, but without mentioning names or any other particulars. But he and Bingley were together for the greater part of last summer and autumn, and I judge Bingley the sort of young man who might get into that kind of scrape.”

          Concealing her fury took all the strength she could muster. “And did he explain his reasoning?”

          “I understand there were some very strong objections against the lady.”

          Her voice dropped to a near whisper. “And what arts did he use to separate them?”

          Colonel Fitzwilliam smiled. “He did not talk to me of his own arts. He only told me what I have now told you.”

          She walked on in silence, until she was sure she was controlled enough to speak with a plausible veneer of dispassion.

          “And in a matter of such moment to Mr Bingley, why was Mr Darcy to be the judge?”

          “You are disposed to consider his interference officious?”

          “I do not see what right Mr. Darcy had to decide on the propriety of his friend’s inclination, or why, upon his own judgement alone, he was to determine and direct in what manner his friend was to be happy.” She paused, and drew a deep breath. “But, as we know none of the particulars, it is not fair to condemn him. It is not to be supposed that there was much affection in the case.”

          “That is not an unnatural surmise,” Colonel Fitzwilliam said, “but it is a lessening of the honour of my cousin’s triumph very sadly.”

          He smiled. That did it: she had to change the subject once more, or in her fury she would betray herself and Jane together.

          “So, Colonel Fitzwilliam, the park is just coming into its summer beauties, and Lady Catherine was talking of pic-nics and parties of pleasure. Will you be taking part in them, or do you and your cousin plan to leave Rosings before then?”

          “To my sorrow, I believe we must leave tomorrow afternoon, or the day after at the absolute latest. Hence my decision to make my tour of the park today. There has been some quite extraordinary intelligence come in from Gaaldine, and I would rather be on the spot should new orders be cut for me, than have to scramble to obey from a distance.”

          Elizabeth’s heart leapt into her throat. “Is it to be war, so soon?”

          There was an odd, calculating look about his face, as if he were mentally sorting out what intelligence was his to share and what needed to be locked tight away, for the good of Gondal.

          “Rather the reverse, or so we hope. Conflicting accounts are swirling about, and I do not doubt fresher intelligence will already have reached the Palace, but from what one can tell there has been some serious estrangement between the King of Gaaldine and his brother, the Crown Prince. This week a proclamation in the pulpits and market-places of Gaaldine required Sherlock, Crown Prince of Gaaldine to surrender to his King’s authority within twenty-one days on pain of exile.”

          A day of shocks indeed! How would Uncle John fare, caught up in such an intrigue, with his loyalties to the Crown Princess above all else?

          “Do we know what may have occurred to prompt this?”

          Colonel Fitzwilliam led them to sit on a fallen tree, having first spread his handkerchief so that Elizabeth’s gown could take no hurt from its mossy bark.

          “We can guess. You may be aware that his late grace King Mycroft I of Gaaldine left numerous natural children.”

          From something Uncle John had let slip in one of his letters, King Mycroft’s namesake the current King of Gaaldine seemed to be in a fair way towards emulating his grandfather. Elizabeth prudently kept this intelligence to herself, and merely nodded to Colonel Fitzwilliam to continue.

          “Very recently, however, a new rumour has begun to be whispered in the Palace: a rumour that before Mycroft I rode out on his last campaign, he contracted a secret marriage with his then mistress. There were further rumours that she bore a son, after the King’s own death. And also that that son survived infancy.”

          The green-gold of the park shimmered before her eyes. “But – such a one would be –” Such was the enormity of the idea, Elizabeth’s voice failed her.

          “Indeed he would. His mere presence, particularly if he could find disaffected noblemen to support his claims, could provoke civil war in Gaaldine, and make it impossible for them to look northwards at us.”

          He did not sound as happy about this as Elizabeth might have expected. Perhaps he had hoped for professional advancement from the rumoured campaign against Gaaldine.

          “And the estrangement between the King of Gaaldine and his brother concerns this?” she prompted.

          “Stories differ. However, most agree that some days before the proclamation there seems to have been a meeting between the Crown Prince and the man in question – or boy, rather, since he can be no more than seventeen, or eighteen at the outside.”

          Her own age. It shocked her to think that Colonel Fitzwilliam might think of her as a mere girl, though of course Mama always said that men were allowed to grow up more slowly than women, so it was safer always to think of oneself as the elder, when dealing with a male contemporary.

          “Where did this meeting take place?”

          “There is a small town in north-east Gaaldine; it has a famous bridge –”

          A sheet from Papa’s portfolio of maps unrolled before the eye of her imagination. At the bottom was a hand-tinted scene of men and women in the dress of thirty years ago, who stood on a riverbank and marvelled at the single span crossing the gorge above their heads. She knew exactly where that small town was.

          Less than twenty leagues from Rosings as the crow flies.

          “What happened there?”

          Colonel Fitzwilliam’s face had that calculating expression again. “Rumour runs wild. I expect to hear more when we reach Gondal Town. What all the witnesses attest to, however, is that a man and a boy of about the right ages met on the bridge, had a few minutes conversation, and then both went over the parapet, and have not been seen since, either alive or dead.”

          Elizabeth’s hand went to her mouth. “I had not an idea of any of this.”

          Her companion looked amused. “Why should you? At the time it would have been considered just a local tragedy – madness, a feud, a joint suicide, who knows?”

          “Would have been?”

          “Until several companies of soldiery turned up out of nowhere and started beating the downstream river banks, on both sides. That at once took the matter out of the sphere of local feud and, whether by accident or by design on the part of one or more of the factions whose interest must have been bound up in procuring such a meeting, sufficient information was dropped for the local people to get a pretty clear idea of who the parties must have been.”

          “And do you know if they have found –?” She tailed off.

          Colonel Fitzwilliam’s expression was grim. “No trace of either man. But, of course, if either or both of them survived the fall, we cannot rule out their having crossed the border. But it leaves Princess Charis in the most equivocal position. King James will surely have a mind to his niece’s protection. But come. They will be sending out companies of soldiers to search for us if we are out much longer and I still have letters to write, taking my leave of our friends in the district.”

          He escorted her to Charlotte’s door, where she found Charlotte engrossed in negotiating with the fishmonger and too distracted to take note of Elizabeth’s strained manner. She escaped upstairs, her heart almost too full for continuing its proper office.

          The luxury of tears, though, had to be postponed for a little. She reached for her writing case, and began a letter, the words tumbling over themselves as if coming from a well uncapped within her.

          My dear uncle Rumours of alarming purport have reached us here, such that you and her grace– She paused, thought, crossed out “her grace” and substituted “yr most honoured charge” are foremost in my mind. My heart is turned in especial towards her; from the limited intelligence which has come to hand, it seems she finds herself betrayed in that quarter where she should feel most secure. How profoundly I sympathise with her situation! Given our respective ranks it would be improper to express it, were it not, my dear uncle, I can be confident in your discretion. I could not but write on such an occasion to tell you how close you both lie in our prayers. If there is any means by which I can aid you, please contrive to tell me of it. As you will see from the direction of this letter, I am within reach of those on whom your charge has all the claims of relationship and affection, and who have power within the land and outside its borders. Further, I doubt not that all matters of family PRIDE and family CREDIT lie close to their hearts; all too much so, too often, but I will not burden you with trivial personal concerns at this time. A line from you will tell me whether I may speak to them of our connection or not. Farewell and may the Blessed Virgin protect you. Yr most loving niece,

          After a little thought, she sealed it and placed it inside an envelope addressed to Mgstra Sarai Benveniste at the Poor Person’s Lying In Hospital in Gaaldine’s capital, under cover of a brief couple of lines asking her to forward it to John Watson since Elizabeth was unsure of his current direction. She still cherished memories of the unassuming woman with the brilliant smile who had accompanied her convalescent uncle to Longbourn after the disaster of Vannstown and who had made a point of sending birthday gifts to her and Jane for years after. She, too, might be suffering the aftermath of the Crown Prince’s downfall, since he was, Elizabeth collected, the principal patron of the hospital. Still, her uncle had spoken of Sarai Benveniste principally in connection with the Princess’s charitable work there and that might shield her, at least for the moment.

          On descending, she found Charlotte and the fishmonger wreathed in smiles, their negotiation having apparently concluded with credit on both sides. Seeing his empty creels, a thought struck Elizabeth.

          “Do you return to Elbe tonight?”

          The fishmonger seemed struck dumb at being addressed so directly, but after a little pressing was persuaded to admit that, allowing for a few hours rest at his uncle’s house, dawn would rise for him over Elbe harbour.

          “In that case, I wonder if you might take this letter and see it safe on a boat for Gaaldine?” She extended the letter, together with a small purse whose contents she thought should cover all relevant expenses, with a little over for compliments.

          Charlotte frowned.

          “Elizabeth, my dear. Lady Catherine would frank every letter which you might wish to send.”

          She smiled. “I’m sure she would. But I have trespassed too far on Lady Catherine’s good nature in that regard. I do not wish her to think either me or you encroaching.” She turned to the fishmonger. “It will not put you out of your way?”

          Mindful, no doubt, that his interest was bound up with acquiescence, the fishmonger shook his head. After his departure, Elizabeth was at last released to go to her room and give her pent-up feelings the release of tears. So severe was the headache that this brought on that she had no difficulty in convincing Charlotte that she was quite unequal to the proposed evening’s tea-drinking at Rosings, despite Mr Collins’ fears that Lady Catherine might take this amiss, and his fussing several times along the landing, asking in a loud, nerve-jangling whisper (which she supposed was his concession to her illness) whether she was sure the exertion would not do her good?

          Her point carried at last and her hosts departed across the park to Rosings.

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Ten

          As soon as the Collinses were out of the house, Elizabeth unearthed from her band-box all the letters which Jane had written to her since their parting.

          Mr Bingley was not mentioned at all; Miss Bingley only in passing, and with mild disappointment at her perfunctory attentions to Jane in Town and her cold and repulsive manners. Nevertheless, a sense of quiet, stoically borne unhappiness steamed off every line Jane had written. How dare Mr Darcy boast of his triumph in separating Jane and Mr Bingley, when this was the result?

          A knock came on the door; she heard the Collinses’ manservant admitting a visitor. To her utter amazement, Mr. Darcy walked into the room.

          “Miss Duplessis, how are you feeling? Your cousin told me you were unwell, and I could not rest without finding whether you were feeling better.”

          She could not help herself. “Somewhat, thank you. Solitude and quiet have proved sovereign remedies against my headache.”

          If he took the hint, he showed no signs of acting on it. He sat down for a few moments, and then, getting up, walked about the room in a manner so agitated that Elizabeth wondered what liquors had Lady Catherine been serving at her party. Not wishing to provoke him if her surmise were true, she remained silent, hoping he might come to his senses, and leave. Instead, his erratic perambulations about the room soon brought him close to her chair, at which point he burst into speech.

          “In vain I have struggled. It will not do. My feelings will not be repressed. You must allow me to tell you how ardently I admire and love you.”

          Astonishment struck her silent. The moment when she could have stopped this lunacy at its source was forever lost.

          All that he felt, and – he claimed – had long felt for her spouted forth in one overpowering torrent. To be fair, he expressed himself well: at least while he confined himself to the warmth and sincerity of his feelings. Once he veered away from that safe topic onto his sense of her inferiority, his expectation their marriage would be taken as degradation by all the principal part of his family up to and including the King himself; onto the personal and political obstacles he foresaw and the family feelings he would undoubtedly wound by his proposed course of action, Elizabeth’s initial regret that she must refuse him was overcome first by resentment, and then with outright anger.

          Finally, thankfully, his spate of words trailed off into a mere trickle.

          “I hope, Miss Elizabeth, that the strength of feeling I have detailed: a strength of feeling which has overcome such earnest striving for so many weeks and months on my part to conquer it, will induce you to take pity on me, and say those words which must make me the happiest of men.”

          Elizabeth’s cheeks flamed. She drew a deep breath.

          “In such cases as this, it is, I believe, the established mode to express a sense of obligation for the sentiments avowed, however unequally they may be returned. It is natural that obligation should be felt, and if I could feel gratitude, I would now thank you. But I cannot—I have never desired your good opinion, and you have certainly bestowed it most unwillingly. I am sorry to have occasioned pain to anyone. It has been most unconsciously done, however, and I hope will be of short duration. The feelings which, you tell me, have long prevented the acknowledgment of your regard, can have little difficulty in overcoming it after this explanation.”

          At first, Mr. Darcy seemed unable to comprehend what he was hearing. Then his complexion became pale with anger. During the ensuing dreadful, interminable pause Elizabeth waited for the storm to break.

          When he spoke, it was in a voice of enforced calmness.

          “And this is all the reply which I am to have the honour of expecting! I might, perhaps, wish to be informed why, with so little endeavour at civility, I am thus rejected. But it is of small importance.”

          That wound up the mainspring of her anger so much that she must speak or have it snap.

          “I might as well inquire why with so evident a desire of offending and insulting me, you chose to tell me that you liked me against your will, against your reason, and even against your character?”

          There was more, but those were the last words she recollected until she surfaced, abruptly, shouting, “Do you think that any consideration would tempt me to accept the man who has been the means of ruining, perhaps for ever, the happiness of a most beloved sister?”

          His smirk redoubled her anger.

          “Can you deny you have done that?”

          He sneered openly at her. “I have no wish of denying that I did everything in my power to separate my friend from your sister, or that I rejoice in my success. Towards him I have been kinder than towards myself.”

          Holy Mother, the impudence of the man! She curbed her impulse to spit.

          “It is not merely this affair on which my dislike is founded. Long before it had taken place, my opinion of you was decided. Many months ago Mr Wickham revealed the kind of man you are. On this subject, what can you have to say? In what imaginary act of friendship can you defend yourself on that point?”

          Mr Darcy’s colour deepened. If she had cared, she might have feared him on the point of apoplexy.

          “You take an eager interest in that gentleman’s concerns.”

          “What person who knows what his misfortunes have been can help feeling an interest in him?”

          “His misfortunes! Yes, his misfortunes have been great indeed.”

          That incensed her further.

          “Misfortunes of your infliction. You have reduced him to his present state of poverty—comparative poverty. You have withheld the advantages which you must know to have been designed for him. You have deprived the best years of his life of that independence which had been not merely promised to him, but which he deserved. You have done all this, and yet you can treat the mention of his misfortune with contempt and ridicule.”

          At this, Mr Darcy broke into speech: none of it welcome.

          That he should reproach Elizabeth for rejecting him, that she had expected. That he should put her rejection down to hurt pride at his manner of confessing his love, rather than a considered and rational objection to the idea of putting her life and happiness within his sole control: well, she had the experience of rejecting Mr Collins, and – disappointingly – it would appear there was a family similarity about these affairs.

          But even Mr Collins had not dreamt of throwing her supposed inferiority of birth or the vulgarity of her connexions in her face.

          She drew herself up with all the dignity she possessed.

          “You are mistaken, Mr. Darcy, if you suppose that the mode of your declaration affected me in any other way, than as it spared me the concern which I might have felt in refusing you, had you behaved in a more gentlemanlike manner.”

          He started, visibly, but she had the floor, and would not be deterred from completing what she had to say.

          “You could not have made the offer of your hand in any possible way that would have tempted me to accept it.”

          She would never have the opportunity of speaking such truths again and would not back down.

          “From the very beginning—from the first moment, I may almost say—of my acquaintance with you, your manners, which impressed me with the fullest belief of your arrogance, your conceit, and your selfish disdain of the feelings of others, were such as to form the groundwork of disapproval on which succeeding events have built so immovable a dislike that I had not known you a month before I felt that you were the last man in the world whom I could ever be prevailed on to marry.”

          Mr Darcy appeared, visibly, to collect his shattered self.

          “You have said quite enough, madam. I perfectly comprehend your feelings, and have now only to be ashamed of what my own have been. Forgive me for having taken up so much of your time, and accept my best wishes for your health and happiness.”

          With these words he left the room, and Elizabeth heard him the next moment open the front door and quit the house altogether.

          She collapsed onto the sopha and cried for half a turn without ceasing. Once she had emerged from her first paroxysms of reaction, though, her dominant feeling was astonishment.

          An offer of marriage from Mr. Darcy: incredible. More incredible: that he should have been in love with her for many months.

          But with unblushing assurance, he had admitted his behaviour towards Jane and towards Wickham. Those put him quite beyond the pale. Thank goodness for Colonel Fitzwilliam’s indiscretion and Wickham’s confidences; they had protected her from any temptation she might otherwise have felt to accept him, despite her inherent dislike.

          Still, she continued in agitated reflections till the sound of Lady Catherine’s carriage bringing the Collinses home made her feel how unequal she was to encounter Charlotte’s scrutiny, and she took refuge in her room.

          

          Morning saw Elizabeth out early along her favourite walk through Rosings park. She hoped strenuous exercise might do something to deaden the agitated feelings which had permitted her little rest. With equal fervour, she hoped she might be spared meeting any of the Rosings party. That hope was destined to be dashed.

          On reaching the stepping stones spanning the stream, she saw Mr Darcy on the far bank. Retreat was impossible. He held out an envelope with a muttered entreaty that she read it, and once he had seen it into her hands, turned away, seemingly as terrified she might seek to engage him in conversation as she was of hearing him.

          She found a secluded spot and opened the letter: a densely written sheet, covering both sides of the paper and enclosed in an envelope containing almost as much again.

          The opening words – Be not alarmed, madam, on receiving this letter, by the apprehension of its containing any repetition of those sentiments or renewal of those offers which were last night so disgusting to you – deprived Elizabeth of any expectation of what she might find in the remainder.

          Indeed, the opening part proved to be an involved and, to Elizabeth’s mind, self-serving account of how Mr Darcy had conspired with Caroline Bingley to separate Jane and Mr Bingley. Some of the key phrases she could not but read aloud to herself in a tone of angry contempt, garnished with fury.

          The situation of your mother’s family, though objectionable, was nothing in comparison to that total want of propriety so frequently, so almost uniformly betrayed by herself, by your three younger sisters, and occasionally even by your father.

          That observation left Elizabeth shaking with rage. She had to rise, take deep breaths and compose herself before she could continue reading. Only once Mr Darcy turned to the topic of Wickham could she recover a portion of her self-command.

          Wilfully and wantonly to have thrown off the companion of my youth, the acknowledged favourite of my father, a young man who had scarcely any other dependence than on our patronage, and who had been brought up to expect its exertion, would be a depravity, to which the separation of two young persons, whose affection could be the growth of only a few weeks, could bear no comparison. But from the severity of that blame which was last night so liberally bestowed, respecting each circumstance, I shall hope to be in the future secured, when the following account of my actions and their motives has been read.

          His account of Wickham’s early life and connections with the Pemberley family differed from Wickham’s own only in that Wickham had, if anything, understated the degree of interest the late Mr Darcy had taken in his young protégé. He had indeed treated Wickham as a second son, sending him to the University in white-steepled Zalona where, free from the constraints of home, Wickham had somehow ingratiated himself into a fast, aristocratic set, who inclined towards Prince James as the promise of all that was novel and fashionable.

          How Wickham had managed in such rarefied circles, given the expensive and dissipated habits of his companions, Mr Darcy confessed he found a mystery. That Wickham had contracted debts, and strained the limited resources of his father and the generosity of his patron went as a matter of course, but, still, he had managed better than one might imagine. Though Mr Darcy touched only lightly on these matters, Elizabeth was left with the strong impression that Mr Darcy believed Wickham had survived amid the fast set of Zalona by doing favours for his wealthy fellow students: favours of a kind which would by no means withstand the light of day.

          The death of the elder Mr Darcy allowed the two young men to avoid even the appearance of acquaintance, save only for matters of business.

          In his Will, the elder Mr Darcy bequeathed Wickham an annual competence of 600 thalers per annum, to be paid in twice-yearly instalments once Wickham reached his majority. However, by contrast to Wickham’s own account, the approach to Mr Darcy and the proposal for converting this annuity into a lump sum had come from Wickham. There was a profitable business opportunity which would assuredly make him wealthy for life, Wickham asserted, could he only find the capital to buy his share. Despite numerous remonstrances from Mr Darcy and from his man of business as to the imprudence of committing one’s entire resources to a single speculation, Wickham had carried his point. He had compromised his entire expectations for a lump sum of ten thousand thalers.

          When, some three years later, Wickham applied to him once more, the speculation having utterly failed and his circumstances being very bad indeed, Mr Darcy had had no scruple in refusing to assist him further. From that time the men had no contact at all.

          I must now mention a circumstance which I would wish to forget myself, and which no obligation less than the present should induce me to unfold to any human being. Having said thus much, I feel no doubt of your secrecy. Nevertheless, having committed it to paper, I implore you to burn these pages once you have read them, lest what follows come to eyes other than your own.

          Such an opening could not but whet Elizabeth’s curiosity.

          As you may be aware, my sister Georgiana is of an age with the Crown Princess and, as a result of our connexion through our mother’s family, has known her since her earliest years. On several occasions the Crown Princess and the King have been guests at Pemberley. The convent at which Her Grace spent four years of her education is located at a convenient distance from Pemberley, and she sometimes spent holidays with us, when brevity of time and the shortcomings of the roads made it ineligible for her to return to Gondal Town.

          During our father’s lifetime, Mr Wickham came and went at Pemberley with almost the freedom of a son, so in consequence he saw a good deal both of my sister and of the Princess.

          The marriage treaty with Gaaldine was a closely guarded secret. I did not myself hear of it until the King summoned me to a private meeting, within days of the planned date of departure. Lady Agnes Campbell had been due to accompany the Princess on her wedding journey, but at the last moment her father had withdrawn his permission. Faced with the prospect of sending his only child into a foreign land with no companion of her own age and near rank, the King turned to me. If Georgiana consented, he asked, would I permit her to accompany the Princess to Gaaldine? I debated long and hard with myself, but concluded that if Georgiana wished to accompany the Princess I should not stand in her way. Despite many qualms and grief at leaving me and the home she loved, she accepted the Princess’s’ invitation.

          The day before they were due to leave, I had business with my bankers which I could not avoid. I hurried it as much as I could, however. To my considerable surprise and annoyance, on my return home I apprehended Mr Wickham in the very act of leaving the house. Ignoring my anger, he laughed at me and went on his way. I confronted Mrs Younge, the widowed lady who acted as Georgiana’s companion and chaperone. It appeared that in her character we had been most grievously deceived. Under pressure, she revealed that Mr Wickham had renewed his acquaintance with Georgiana during the summer, which she and Mrs Younge had spent in a villa near the port of Elbe. Playing on the affections she had cherished for him as a child, he had persuaded Georgiana to believe herself in love. When I spoke to my sister, she confided that her clandestine meeting with Mr Wickham that day had been to inform him that they must part for some considerable time, but that her heart remained as affectionate as ever. She steadfastly denied having told him the reason for her impending departure, but I did not doubt a sly, plausible man such as Wickham might have obtained more intelligence from an unsuspecting and infatuated young girl than she intended to give him.

          Given the matter touched upon the safety of the Princess, there was only one thing I could do. I rode straight to the Palace, demanded a privy audience with the King, and laid the whole before him. His wrath was terrible. Georgiana was forthwith dismissed from the wedding party, and he sent soldiers to apprehend George Wickham, albeit without success. Believing speed essential, now the element of surprise had been lost, the King instructed the Princess’ party to depart at once. I myself, having dismissed Mrs Younge straightway, took Georgiana and retired to Pemberley. We were there when the terrible news reached us of the ambush of the Princess’s party, and the slaughter of seven of her men and her two attendant ladies. Georgiana’s grief and contrition were so excessive that for a time I feared her reason and health would be overthrown.

          Elizabeth’s hand went to her mouth. Her first instinct was to deny the truth of everything. But she had always heard Darcy speak with the deepest affection of his sister. She could not credit that he would implicate Georgiana in something so serious simply to exonerate himself in the eyes of a woman whom he was unlikely ever to see again and for whose good opinion he could have little value.

          Once the matter of espionage came into play, George Wickham’s encouragement of Elizabeth’s communicating with her uncle at Gaaldine’s court bore a by-no-means innocent explanation. Dear God, why had she been such a fool? With a trembling hand, she turned the page.

          In consequence, we remained at Pemberley into the summer. The King’s illness progressed; it was an open secret that he could not survive long past the Midsummer Festival. My letters to His Grace, requesting a final audience, in hope that we might be reconciled before his death, were returned unopened. Either he had given orders to that effect, or someone in his circle had taken it upon themselves to stand gatekeeper. My suspicion it was the latter increased when the annual lists of those honoured for services to the realm were published. Such an honour, as you know, carries with it a general pardon. Those so honoured last Midsummer numbered several close friends of Prince James, including Lord Rupert Lestrade, exiled to his estates these many years past for duelling. They also included George Wickham. I could not conceive of any circumstances under which the King would voluntarily pardon George Wickham. I was forced to conclude that acts done in the King’s name were not necessarily acts of the King’s own volition. It seems that George Wickham had somehow acquired a powerful protector in Prince James’ circles, perhaps in consequence of his earlier services.

          In such circumstances, you can imagine my consternation when George Wickham reappeared in Meryton in the character of an ensign in the Duke of M-’s regiment. As your father will doubtless already have informed you, Meryton has long had the reputation of being a stronghold of the Modernist Party of which your father was once a well-known adherent, as many suppose him still to be.

          If Papa had once been a passionate adherent of Queen Felicia’s cause, the ashes of that passion were cold past rekindling. But, it occurred to her with a stab of apprehension, if Mr Darcy was misinformed on the point, so too might be the King. Her most imprudent attempt to contact her uncle could then be seen in the worst possible light. Mr Darcy’s next words confirmed it.

          I find people are often apt to suppose me more inward to Court circles than is in truth the case, especially since my cousin succeeded to the throne. I have several times of recent months been warned – no other word will suffice – of a rumoured clandestine exchange of information with Gaaldine, such exchange centring around Meryton. Longbourn itself has been mentioned more than once. I can but suppose that too much is being made of the ordinary exchange of commonplaces between families, though I fear George Wickham, being conscious of the need to supply those to whom I suppose he answers, may also have provided material cut from whole cloth. I need not urge you to keep this information close within your heart; I confide that your discretion is to be relied on.

          This, madam, is a faithful narrative of every event in which we have been concerned together; and if you do not absolutely reject it as false, you will, I hope, acquit me henceforth of cruelty towards Mr. Wickham. I know not in what manner, under what form of falsehood he had imposed on you; but his success is not perhaps to be wondered at. Ignorant as you previously were of everything concerning either, detection could not be in your power, and suspicion certainly not in your inclination.With which, Madam, I must close. I will only add, God bless you.

          The letter was ended, but Elizabeth’s turmoil of soul only just beginning.

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Eleven

          “Lady Anthea!”

          Frances’ voice wobbled a little. A sense of sacrilege in initiating this meeting in a Cathedral, albeit one dedicated to a faith not her own, increased her shakiness.

          She admonished herself to maintain control, hard as this might be before the armoured self-possession of the woman Court rumour claimed was the King’s discarded mistress. Especially when one was the daughter of the King’s current, very publicly known petite amie.

          Gracefully, Lady Anthea inclined her head. “How unexpected to see you here. His Grace – we all supposed you to be still in the country. How may I assist you?”

          Frances cast a quick look up and down the Cathedral transept. There was no-one within earshot. “Ma’am, if you would do me a great favour – I find myself in need of advice and – and a friend told me that there was no lady at Court whose advice was better worth hearing.”

          Lady Anthea’s perfect brows arched. “How odd. Several of my friends (at least, they claim the title, and who am I to gainsay it?) would say that reputation belonged to your own mother.”

          Hot blood mounted to her cheeks, but her voice came out commendably steady.

          “Sometimes, ma’am, one’s mother is the last person one would wish to ask for advice.”

          Those dark brows reached even higher. “True. By the same token, I sincerely hope that the confidence you are proposing to share with me is not that the Crown Prince has left you with child? The King is angry enough with his brother as it is: the merest trifle more on the scales could provoke an explosion which might consume the three kingdoms.”

          Frances’ inner natural philosopher noted that the human jaw did, indeed, drop when confronted with a statement impossible to comprehend. Lady Anthea, it seemed, found the spectacle fascinating. It was some moments before Frances regained control of her tongue.

          “You think I – that we – that the Crown Prince – that were I to be with child, it would be the Crown Prince gossip would name as the father?”

          With ineffable elegance, Lady Anthea shrugged. “Over recent days at least three personages of the Court have confided that information to me: not as gossip but as Divine truth. I am not precisely sure whether the Holy Wisdom has it that your so-called retirement to the country is because you wish to conceal your condition as long as possible, you are prostrate from an induced miscarriage or because Princess Charis has had you secretly garrotted. Accounts differ.”

          Frances set her teeth. “I am not with child. Were I to be so, it would be an event unprecedented since the Archangel Gabriel visited Nazareth. Furthermore, whatever the Court gossips may insinuate, I am on the best of terms with the Crown Princess.”

          She hesitated, but only for a moment. This was not a time for reticence. “She was, in truth, the friend who sent me in your direction. If you are as well-informed as I believe you are, you will know Charis is on the road to Castle Cavron. She may already have arrived. She is certainly beyond the King’s order of recall, if she even acknowledged such a thing.”

          She fancied Lady Anthea’s eyes flickered.

          “So, your need of advice?”

          “The Crown Prince has not wronged me, nor is the situation anything at all like whatever the Court speculates about.” With momentary bitterness, Frances added, “It would be delightful if things were that simple.”

          Unexpectedly, she saw Lady Anthea’s lips curl with amusement.

          “So I have frequently thought in my dealings with this family. Pray proceed.”

          Frances brushed her hand down her face. The gesture opened the sluice gates; she could talk at last.

          “There is indeed a wronged woman – a girl, in truth. Not wronged in the conventional sense but the Crown Prince and I have done her wrong, nevertheless, though it was never my intention to do so. Indeed, she may have no notion as yet that she is wronged at all.”

          “The situation, then, is singular indeed. Might I know more of the young lady in question?”

          “She is John Watson’s niece. The Crown Prince was convinced that she was the target of foreign spies. He engaged me to counterfeit a correspondence with her, as if I and he – collectively – were her uncle. He told me what to say, to draw her out, expecting all the time the correspondence would be read, and he told me the stratagem was working, that certain devices of the Pretender of Gondal had already fallen awry because of the misinformation we were sending, but now he is gone, and a letter from her has just come to hand, written most plainly in distress of mind, and now I see, as I did not before, that we have put her in the gravest danger. And there is no help for it. He is gone, and I dare not trust the mails. I have to go myself to Gondal and sort things out. But I am terrified, and besides, I do not know the way.”

          If Lady Anthea was disconcerted, she did not show it. She linked arms with Frances.

          “To be here so early, you must have left the country before sun up. I suspect, too, you may not have eaten. Come with me, and let me introduce me to some friends of mine, who do not move in Court circles but who keep their ears to the ground, nonetheless. To the extent my advice is worth having, it may be because I have them as a sounding board when perplexed. And they are not without experience in transferring young women about the three kingdoms. If the Crown Princess is indeed now in Castle Cavron, she owes her safe arrival to the friends in question.”

          The relief of having an older, more experienced friend to guide her was dizzying. Frances went wherever Lady Anthea led her, not questioning their direction.

          

          The departure of the two young men from Rosings threw Lady Catherine back on her own resources. These being scanty, the Hunsford party was more than ever in demand to remedy the lack. Even the superlative dullness of the evening parties at Rosings proved a kind of relief to Elizabeth; her reflections when left to herself were of a most agitating and depressing kind. She almost dreaded her reunion with Jane, burdened as she was with so much she would have to conceal and so much that would surprise and distress her.

          However, after four days it appeared even this slight relief would be lost to her. With a mixture of chagrin and perverse pride Mr Collins returned from Rosings to say that Lady Catherine’s ward, Miss Molly Hooper, was due on the morrow.

          “The fatigues of Court – of doing the honours as the ranking lady of Gondal – have left her quite done up. Lady Catherine made it clear that her ward will require the most absolute rest and quiet. We will, I fear, not even see the Rosings party at church during Miss Hooper’s stay. The chapel at Rosings has been turned out and new-furbished and the family will hear Mass there.”

          Elizabeth turned her head, to catch an expression of such exquisite relief on Charlotte’s face that her initial disappointment was swallowed up in guilt.

          “Well,” she said lightly, “they must be the losers. We shall not suffer by it. Charlotte: we have talked from time to time about taking a truly long walk around the district so you can show me your favourite places but with our engagements at Rosings it has been hard to find the time. Perhaps we should do so tomorrow.”

          “The very thing! Perhaps we may reach Paulson’s Hill; the view from there is justly celebrated.” Charlotte turned to her husband. “My dear, you know so much about the district, will you be able to accompany us?”

          Elizabeth ducked her head, to hide her consternation, but she had misjudged her friend. Mr Collins puffed himself up.

          “Thank you, my dear, but I dare not stray so far from home. Lady Catherine de Bourgh may not wish to receive us socially during her niece’s visit, but this does not detract from my duties. If she needs me to explain a point from her library, or to extract portions of some of the more esoteric books into a form which may be palatable to their ladyships, I need to be on hand to resolve those concerns.”

          “How foolish of me. Of course your importance to the Rosings’ household precludes your absence. There may be new works that Miss Hooper will expect to have ordered for her perusal, or material she has brought from the city which has to be catalogued. I quite see that you have to be on hand. But as to me and Elizabeth –?”

          Mr Collins, having established the point of his indispensability, was disposed to be magnanimous.

          “Of course, my dear. Nothing could be more healthful than a long walk. Make sure that you wear hats against the sun, and I recommend that you set out early in the morning, so as to have the benefit of the cool of the day.”

          His directions to them as to the route they should take, the persons to whom they must give greetings, guidance as to which cottages might be relied on to offer them milk or water to quench their thirsts and which wells or springs they must on no account drink from occupied the remainder of the evening.

          They were, indeed, away in the dawn, walking through the quiet, dew-soaked lanes and talking as if nothing – neither Charlotte’s marriage, nor Mr Darcy’s unexpected proposal (which she still kept from her friend) – had ever come between them.

          So absorbing was their conversation, that it seemed no time at all before they had walked quite out of Elizabeth’s knowledge. Even Charlotte was looking around with anxiety, relieved only when she caught sight of a church tower in the distance, plainly a landmark for which she had been searching.

          “There! If you feel equal to the attempt, Paulson’s Hill lies a little beyond that church.”

          That proved more optimistic than warranted; the church itself was a good half-league away, and they did not begin the ascent of the celebrated hill for another half turn after that. The lower slopes of Paulson’s Hill were thickly wooded: their path to the summit wound through the most delicious shade, so that when they finally emerged amid the crags and scorched, sparse vegetation of the hill top the brilliant noon light dazzled them. And then –

          Below Elizabeth unrolled fold upon fold of lesser hills, carpeted with trees: a swathe of green baize lying, carelessly opulent, across the landscape. Eventually, when the green ran out, came a hazy, infinite azure expanse, stretching to the horizon.

          For the first time in her life, Elizabeth knew she was seeing the sea.

          “Oh!”

          Charlotte’s face was equally enraptured, though with a tinge of melancholy which reminded Elizabeth of angels in paintings of the Last Judgment.

          “When I first came to Hunsford, I knew we would be close to the sea and hoped to see it for myself. It is not much more than half a day’s journey from here to Elbe, given the quality of the roads. But I do not know when William will ever bear to be away from Rosings for long enough for us to make the attempt.”

          The wistfulness in her friend’s voice tore at Elizabeth’s heart.

          “Perhaps,” she essayed, “something could be contrived when Lady Catherine goes to Court? Perhaps when Miss Hooper returns to Gondal Town, her aunt will return with her?”

          Her friend did not answer; instead, she turned once more to stand, lost in thought, contemplating that sublime vista. It was some time before Elizabeth plucked up courage to touch her on the arm.

          “I do not wish to leave this place, but we should be returning. It is quite some distance to Hunsford, and I should not like to cause anxiety to my cousin. Besides, the sun is so very strong. We should retreat into the shade.”

          Charlotte assented, but Elizabeth could not help feeling that there was a certain constraint as they descended the hill.

          Despite a lift offered and gratefully accepted from a buffalo cart slowly wending its way along the dry dust road with a load of early cherries and cucumbers, the sun was declining and they were worn out by the time they stumbled into the Collins’ house.

          If Elizabeth had cherished dreams of wrapping her aching feet in wet towels, and then taking her strained body to an early bed, they were forestalled. Mr Collins met them on the threshold, waving a note about his head and babbling so that it was almost impossible to take his meaning and, when she did, Elizabeth was taken aback to such a degree that she could not but speak her doubts aloud.

          “Miss Hooper wishes to see me?”

          Her voice came out in a squeak.

          Since Elizabeth’s arrival at Hunsford, Lady Catherine had repeatedly spoken of her niece Molly as Mr Darcy’s destined wife, albeit not in the presence of the man in question. The scene which had so recently taken place in Charlotte’s parlour had shown Elizabeth Mr Darcy did not see himself as bound to his engagement to his cousin. Nevertheless, she had yet to know the lady’s views on the matter. Miss Hooper might not have the power to compel Mr Darcy’s affections, nor, evidently, did his family’s expectations preclude him from thinking of another wife. Nevertheless, had any whisper of recent events reached Miss Hooper, Elizabeth was in no doubt that the King’s sister could make life more than unpleasant for a woman who had had the temerity to attract the man she expected to marry her.

          Mr Collins positively glowed. “Indeed, my dear cousin. Invited to drink coffee at Rosings with the sister to the King himself. I can see how you must be overcome by the honour.” He turned to his wife. “Indeed, this is a compliment to you also, my dear. Lady Catherine has always had the nicest judgment of propriety. Many times, she tells me, she has declined to have a young lady introduced to her niece, because of some scruple as to the character of the young lady’s chaperone.”

          From hints Mama had dropped, Elizabeth thought such a system must have left Miss Hooper singularly ill-prepared for life at Court. She concealed her thoughts, however, and at length was permitted to retire to bed.

          Next morning saw her changing into her finest morning dress, a procedure which was complicated by her cousin’s insistent urgings from the landing that she hurry herself, lest she make the party late, and that she omit not an iota of care in her preparation, lest the lack of attention to appearance be interpreted as a slur on the royal guest at Rosings. After one final struggle to dissuade Mr Collins from having the gardener’s boy accompany them in the character of a page, she and Charlotte were permitted to set off across Rosings Park, now adorned in all the finery which spring could lend it.

          A second morning of being alone with her friend revived her spirits. Charlotte, too, had a pinkness in her cheeks which warmed Elizabeth’s heart. Preoccupied with her own affairs, she had neglected her friend and hostess.

          Charlotte smiled at her. “Lizzie, I have a confession to make. I suspect this invitation stems less from the personal qualities of either of us, than from an accident of geography.”

          Elizabeth raised her eyebrows, inviting more.

          “Did you not know? Miss Hooper – do you not think it is strange that my father, who is but a country gentleman of small estate, should be ‘Sir William Lucas’ but the King’s own sister is plain ‘Miss Hooper’?”

          Marriage, it seemed, had not changed Charlotte’s predilection to digress when nervous.

          “Charlotte! The point?”

          “Um. Well. Miss Hooper’s late father, Sir Vernon Hooper, used to be a neighbour of our families in Meryton. Indeed, it was his father who built Netherfield. Miss Hooper was born there.”

          “Born at Netherfield? Why did you never say anything of this?”

          Charlotte cast her eyes down at the grassy path. “Lizzie, promise never to breathe a word of this? At home, I mean. Either of our homes.”

          Friendly ease enveloped her, like a winter cloak on a frosty night. “Not a syllable.”

          “Well. The first evening we dined at Netherfield, Lady Catherine chanced to mention her niece, then away at Court –”

          “I’ll wager she did.”

          Charlotte could not quite conceal a smile. “In any event, as we walked home across the park I ventured to observe to William the curious circumstance that I and Miss Hooper must have been neighbours, years ago, when we were both children. But he seemed so offended at the very thought – certain that I must be mistaken, that I must have confused some other Miss Hooper with Lady Catherine’s royal ward, persuaded that breathing any hint of my surmise in the hearing of his patron would be the ruin of us both – that I have not mentioned it since and William, I am sure, has forgotten all about it. But Lady Catherine has always made it clear I should not expect to be honoured with an introduction to her niece, when she visits her guardian. This invitation must have come from Miss Hooper herself and why would she have cause to know anything of either of us if she were not Miss Hooper of Netherfield?”

          “Why indeed?” Elizabeth echoed, while cold claws of apprehension reached up and squeezed once more at her entrails.

          

          Contrary to normal custom, once they arrived at Rosings they were not shown into any of the great rooms of state. Rather, a footman escorted them through a series of winding passages to a part of the house Elizabeth had not entered before; a kind of glassed-in gallery built out on the south side of the building, with floor-to ceiling windows on three sides, a herringbone brick floor, and a fine array of miniature citrus trees in pots around the whole space. Despite the warmth of the spring day, fires burned in fireplaces at either end of the gallery. In the very centre, a small figure lay on a light wood sofa, swathed in bright shawls.

          The figure raised a hand. “Please, forgive my not rising. I foolishly allowed myself to take cold on the road, and find myself absurdly feeble this morning. Thank you so much for coming to cheer me.”

          Elizabeth and Charlotte sank into their deepest and most formal curtseys.

          “Please, do rise. And do be seated – oh, no-one’s put out anything for you to sit on. Please, could one of you –” (this was addressed to the attendant footmen) “– find chairs for Mrs Collins and Miss Duplessis. Quickly, now!”

          The footmen responded instantly, but with a palpable air of discombobulation. Elizabeth suspected neither Lady Catherine nor her domestic staff had expected the visitors to be invited to sit in Miss Hooper’s presence. Furthermore, when the majestic silver coffee urn was wheeled in, surrounded by filigree baskets full of loukum and candied fruits, little pastries and spiced, stuffed dates, Miss Hooper smiled at the servants and told them they need not stay.

          “Though I shall have to entreat you, Mrs Collins, to do the honours of the coffee pot. My hand shakes so, I dare not risk spilling coffee on your gowns. Coffee stains are of all things the hardest to remove.”

          Charlotte appeared so overcome by the possibility that the King’s sister could even have thought of pouring coffee for her that the truth of this proposition was almost proved by actual experiment. Quietly, Elizabeth put out a hand and gave the wobbling silver spout a surer direction.

          “Thank you.” There was a glint of amusement in Miss Hooper’s eye as she received the fine porcelain cup. It gave Elizabeth enough courage to look properly at the other woman for the first time.

          Lady Catherine had always spoke of her niece as “delicate”, which Elizabeth had mentally translated to “spoilt, sickly and cross.” Now she saw Miss Hooper in the flesh, she repented her hasty judgment. Miss Hooper’s pallor, the lines around her mouth, the violet hemispheres beneath her eyes and her thinness of face bespoke either intolerable stress or chronic pain. Attributing her current collapse to a cold caught on the road must be for mere form’s sake. The signs of persistent invalidism were too well-marked to be of recent occurrence. If only Elizabeth might summon Uncle John on the spot to make a proper diagnosis.

          Despite that, Miss Hooper possessed very regular, very pretty features, and a great quantity of soft brown hair, united with great sweetness of manner. Taking those into consideration, along with her great connections, it must be a matter of wonder that she could be on the brink of her twenty-ninth year and still lack a husband. Perhaps the greatness of her connections scared all suitors away.

          “Might I offer you one of these?” Miss Hooper held out a dish of small, gilded biscuits. “They are Mrs Jenkyns’ celebrated chestnut fancies. She made them specially when she heard I was coming. She will be distraught if she spots any have not been eaten when the servants clear things away. When I first came here, when I was no more than ten years old, she happened across me hiding in one of her pantries. I was shy and homesick, and could not face any more of Aunt Catherine’s great visitors. Mrs Jenkyns took me down to the kitchens, gave me sugar plums, and asked me about my old home. I told her about Netherfield Park, and the great avenue of sweet chestnuts which line the ride down to the lake there. I told her how we used to gather those nuts, and grind them for flour. That night and for weeks afterwards, she sent a plate of these biscuits to my nursery, with my hot milk, so I could have a little of home to remember.”

          “The Netherfield chestnuts remain fine, ma’am,” Elizabeth said. “They were putting on their spring growth when I left Meryton. But the current tenants did not come into residence until after All Souls’ Eve, and by then all the nuts had fallen. I do not know if anyone gathered them last year, or if they were left for the wild pigs.”

          “The new tenants will have been the Bingleys? I met them at my cousin’s house in Gondal Town this winter. Both my cousin and Mr Bingley spoke most highly of the care your family took of his party after that shocking carriage accident. Something really needs to be done about that curve of the main road. Especially when the autumn rains undercut the bank, it is truly dangerous. There was an appalling accident there with a dray, when I was no more than seven. I still dream of it, sometimes.”

          Elizabeth nodded. “Indeed, ma’am. But what is to be done? The road forms the boundary between the Longs’ estate and the Gouldings’ and neither of them will give up an iota of land to straighten it.”

          Charlotte leant forwards. “Perhaps, ma’am, you might appeal to your brother?”

          Miss Hooper’s open, friendly countenance clouded. “To do what? To order the Gouldings and Lacys to surrender their land for the common good?”

          “Is that not the King’s charge? The common good, I mean?” As Elizabeth spoke, some of the things Papa had said to her in the library came back to her and she wished the words unuttered. Miss Hooper, though, put her head on one side, as if giving the matter all due consideration.

          “It would not answer. Their ancestors fought for their King, when Gaaldine invaded a century ago. If the King of Gondal were now to take that land, even if it were just one sod, it might lead them to wonder what, after all, they had fought for. And if, should the same circumstances come again, they should make the same choices. At least, so the late Queen told me, when I asked her a similar question, long ago.”

          Somehow, Elizabeth sensed there was more that Miss Hooper could say, if she would.

          “And so the King would not do it if you asked him to?”

          “I did not say that. Yes, it is the kind of thing he might do, for me. But I would not ask it. Tell me, Miss Duplessis, I understand there has been a regiment quartered on Meryton these five months. How has the town coped?”

          The change of subject did not have the effect Miss Hooper had no doubt hoped. The kind of thing: did that suggest that there were other kinds of thing about which her brother was not minded to be accommodating? Her mention of attending events at Mr Darcy’s house had been cool and cousinly, with nothing about it to suggest more than family affection subsisted between them. Perhaps, though, she had set her hopes on another, and been told – whether by aunt, brother or both – that it must not be. A romantic disappointment might also account for the collapse in Miss Hooper’s health. Elizabeth had not the medical skills of her uncle or even of her mother, but certainly it seemed probable that there was a strong nervous element to her condition.

          Miss Hooper was looking at her, a question in her eyes. In order to distract her, Elizabeth launched into an account of the regimental ball Colonel Forster had given in honour of his new bride. For once, the follies and absurdities she described owed nothing to Lydia or Kitty, but to the near-miraculous elevation of one Mary King.

          Mary King had been a shy, be-befreckled presence on the edge of Meryton events for all of Elizabeth’s life. Her father had owned a ropewalk, and on his death (an event which occurred when Miss King was no more than three years old) his widow, disregarding the advice of her man of business and the opinion of the district, assumed management of the ropewalk on her own account. Further, she had sunk her jointure into building new sheds on the most modern principles: doubling the quantities of hands, and bringing in experts from Venice and the Low Countries to coach them in the newest principles of the craft. So successful had this strategy proved, Mrs King’s small local business had in short order become a most prosperous and renowned manufactory.

          The district was too small to be exclusive. A father in trade would not have been a great handicap to Miss King’s social success. A mother engaged likewise was an eccentricity too great to be borne. Save with a handful of families of the second rank, she and her mother did not dine out and Elizabeth knew Miss King principally from the public balls of Meryton and her Aunt Phillips’s larger and less select gatherings.

          All that, though, had changed in the course of the winter. Mauro di Sidonia, chief ropemaker to the Royal Dockyards, had arrived in state to consider whether Mrs King’s ropewalks might be entrusted with the sub-contract manufacture of some of the finer grades of cordage required aboard His Majesty’s ships.

          Having devoted his life to rising in his trade, he had now achieved the pinnacle of his ambition and found, like many before him, such elevation was a cold and lonely place. Mrs King, uniting a knowledge of the ropemaker’s mysteries and a warm, confiding personality, would have been precisely the woman to win his heart, even leaving aside her handsome house and prospering business. Mrs King, too, was far from unwilling to make a second matrimonial experiment, once she had ascertained that Milord di Sidonia cherished no unreasonable expectations that his wife would withdraw into idle gentility once the ring reached her finger.

          The news that Mrs King had become Milady di Sidonia had broken over the district with the shock of a tidal wave. Every local family district had fallen over themselves to pay off two decades’ arrears of hospitality. Appearing at the last Meryton ball of the winter on the arm of her new stepfather, Mary King had found herself for the first time besieged with suitors, and her pleasure in dispensing alternate smiles and snubs had been transparent.

          It was a good story and Elizabeth told it well; both Charlotte and Miss Hooper laughed out loud, several times. There was no reason to mention that Mr Wickham had been foremost among the aspirants to Mary King’s favours, and received a more than generous proportion of her attention in response. That was a private hurt: perhaps to be shared with Jane (though better not; it would be too reminiscent of her own woes) or with Aunt Gardiner, but with no-one else.

          More than once, though, she caught Miss Hooper’s eye on her, with something unreadable in her expression. It intrigued her, so that on Lady Catherine’s bustling into the orangery to tell them that her niece was well overdue for a rest, and they must leave at once, Elizabeth was most pleased to hear Miss Hooper request that they both attend on her at the same time the next morning. They accepted with the most cheerful alacrity.

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Twelve

          “Sir! Read this! Read it at once – it arrived by express from Hunsford, and the courier waits below to take our answer by return.”

          For one iota in time Harriet saw Clarence open, unguarded, vulnerable. The thousand agonising thoughts that had gone through her own mind when the courier galloped in (two daughters from home, a brother in a hostile land) she saw mirrored in Clarence’s face. Then, abruptly, the shutters came down. It was all she could do not to cry aloud from sheer frustration. It was her own fault, though. Papa had tried to warn her, years ago, when Clarence had gone to him to ask for her hand.

          “I will not refuse my consent, if you truly want to marry him. He is a respectable man of good fortune and estate and I believe truly esteems you. But love – when you loves someone, love them truly, you strip off a layer of your skin. One who loves fully exposes themselves to the most intense pain imaginable.”

          From his expression, Harriet had known he was remembering Mama, and the terrible last weeks of her illness.

          “There are many successful marriages that do not require that sort of love. The parties rub along together very well. But where one whose temperament it is to expend themselves to the last drop of blood is yoked to a partner of a colder, more reserved nature, the yoke chafes sorely, and the wounds it produces fester.”

          Even back then, Harriet had enough self-knowledge to understand she could never have a last-drop-of-blood love for any man. Still, Clarence Duplessis had never struck her as the passionate sort, either. It was his dry wit and reserve, in a Court not noted for either, which had attracted her in the first place. She told herself that she and Clarence Duplessis could easily achieve the sort of easy companionship that Papa described. What she had not expected was for his cool detachment to be applied to their children, even to Lizzie, his favourite. When Jane and Lizzie had had the scarlet fever, Harriet had sat up with them night after night, while Clarence barricaded himself into his library. She had realised then what underlay his coolness. It was fear.

          It was not, as her father had hinted, that he lacked the capacity for love. As Harriet had found out during those hot, agonised, stinking nights, Clarence could love as deeply as any man on Earth. But he knew the pain love could bring, and in the final extremity he shrank from it.

          Now she saw that quality again. She thrust the letter towards him. “Read it. Read it. We are to answer within the next quarter turn. And what are we to answer?”

          He adjusted his eyeglasses, polished them, read and read again. Her every nerve crawled at his delay. The courier had, on her order, been taken down to the kitchens, expansively fed and given their best ale. Nonetheless, an answer must be written soon, and if Clarence had a genius, it was for procrastination.

          At length he looked up.

          “Lizzie asks if we have her permission to travel to a villa near Elbe, to enjoy a week of sea air with Miss Molly Hooper, the first lady of the land. Mrs Collins is to accompany them.”

          Clarence’s voice sounded as if he could barely comprehend what he had read. Harriet, despite having had half a turn to digest the letter’s contents, sympathised.

          “It seems Mrs Collins is invited in the character of Lizzie’s chaperone. Is that better, one wonders, than being invited in her own right?”

          Clarence wrinkled his nose.

          “At least, that she is by virtue of the fact one remove distant from James of Gondal.”

          Harriet exhaled. She had not expected Clarence to express her fear aloud.

          “I cannot see Miss Hooper, daughter of Sir Vernon Hooper of Netherfield, in the role of procuress Royal,” she hazarded, by way of whistling in the dark.

          His brows drew down and his lips pursed, as if he was about to make some cutting remark, but after a moment he gave an acknowledging shake of his head.

          “Nor I. She was always a quiet, biddable child. Intelligent, also. Her father would set her chess problems to work through while he and I played.”

          “I trust she played better chess than harpsichord,” Harriet murmured, despite herself. For one fleeting moment Clarence’s lips twitched and she saw again the man she had married. Then the shutters came down again.

          “She was an admirable chess player, especially for a girl and for one so young. That is a two-edged blade. Her skill is doubtless a family trait and King James plays chess with human lives. Nor have I ever heard of his being bested.”

          I have. She almost said it aloud. But it was not her story to tell, she had no proof, and, besides, Clarence would not believe her. It gave her an idea, nonetheless.

          “In that case, our answer is clear. Whether this is a scheme of the King or the simple kindness of a former neighbour, we must accept on Lizzie’s behalf: to do otherwise would be to put ourselves in open enmity. He may be waiting for such a thing.”

          “My dear, I am sure his grace has more claims on his time than to squander it on paying off decades-old scores against minor country gentry.”

          Harriet gritted her teeth, but made herself smile, nonetheless. “In which case, the invitation is an innocent one, and it would be grotesquely rude to our old neighbour to deny her the opportunity of doing our daughter an immense honour.”

          Clarence had never rated her abilities as a chess-player but he knew when she had him in a fork, all the same. In less time than she would have believed possible the courier was pelting down the road to Gondal Town, insincere professions of gratitude and delight from both Elizabeth’s parents scorching a hole in his saddle-bag.

          Husband and wife looked at each other being, for once, of a single mind. Clarence spoke first.

          “Whatever is afoot, it would, I think, be wise not to bruit it abroad. The letter spoke of Miss Hooper’s exhaustion, of her need for rest, seclusion and contemplation.” He frowned. “It is to be hoped she has not inherited her father’s constitution.”

          Harriet nodded. “If the King does set traps for us, there will be those in the district watching to see them sprung. Not a word, even to Lydia. I shall give it out that Lizzie extends her stay with Charlotte and no-one will trouble themselves to enquire further.”

          

          “Oh, is this not sublime!” Charlotte exclaimed.

          The last curve of the white dust road had opened up a new vista: two wooded headlands, curved inwards like a crab’s claws, enclosing a jewel-blue bay.

          Elizabeth nodded, her heart to full to speak. Seated in the place of honour, in the forward-facing seat of the carriage, Miss Hooper produced a silver bottle from her reticule, dropped some liquid from it onto a fine lawn handkerchief and dabbed her temples. Elizabeth’s nostrils caught the sharp scent of peppermint oil. Headache she deduced.

          She leant forward. “Miss Hooper –”

          “Molly, please. After all, had but Providence allowed, we would have grown up together, as equals. Are we not all the daughters of gentlemen of Meryton?”

          Elizabeth blinked. She chose her words very carefully. “We are, indeed. But you are also the sister of the King, and the cousin of –” The words of Mr Darcy of Pemberley stuck in her throat. For the life of her, she could not utter them. She swallowed, hard. “And the cousin of the Crown Princess of Gaaldine.”

          “A distant cousin, at best, in Charis’ case.” Miss Hooper arched her feathery brows. “Were we all in company together, you would be more likely to be taken to be her kin.”

          The skin between Elizabeth’s shoulder-blades prickled. Wickham had said something about her resemblance to the Princess. But since she had read and re-read Mr Darcy’s letter, she knew not which, if any, of Wickham’s professions could be trusted. In this, though, it seemed he had spoken truth.

          Molly dabbed her temples again. “In any event, my connections are not material. Not now. Not here.”

          She leant forward and dropped her voice, as if for fear the coachman might be able to hear, or, absurdly, their voices carry to the maid and attendant manservant in the following carriage with the luggage.

          “In Elbe, I wish to present myself only in the character in which I was born: a gentlewoman of Gondal, accompanied by two friends of the same rank. Not as a noblewoman, nor as a member of the Royal family. I need sea air. I need tranquility. I must have privacy. I will not let false consciousness of rank get between me and what I must have.”

          Her colour rose, as did her voice; her hands turned over and over in her lap, twisting the handkerchief into knots.

          Confronted by this overt emotion, Charlotte seemed frozen into her seat. Elizabeth reached out across the carriage and caught Miss Hooper’s wrist, feeling the racing pulse beneath her fingers like a trapped bird.

          “And if there is anything we can do to assure you of those, we will do it.” She drew a deep breath. “But surely – we are arriving in Lady Catherine’s carriage. You bear the surname ‘Hooper’. Surely someone will put two and two together?”

          Molly’s smile managed to be both impossibly sweet and impossibly remote.

          “I assure you, I was hard put to it to convince my aunt of the necessity of this stratagem. But I am Mary Arba for the purposes of this visit. I opened my Bible and shut my eyes, stabbed down with my finger and lo! My incognita.”

          Elizabeth opened her mouth but Molly raised a hand to forestall her. “If you are worried about the servants, please don’t be. I sent my maid home a few days after we arrived here: she was long overdue some leave. Both Jeanette and Giulio have known me since childhood. When I told them of what I planned, Giulio said, ‘Trust us. We are good, faithful hounds, who run silent.’ As for the carriage, this one does not bear my aunt’s arms, but only her livery, which is interchangeable with that of several others. At this time of the year, you know, people come to Elbe from all over Gondal.”

          A villa near Elbe. Despite the stifling heat of the carriage, Elizabeth felt suddenly cold. She had not enquired, but surely the villa to which they were travelling must be the same one in which Wickham had wormed his way into the affections of Mr Darcy’s sister, with disastrous results.

          With a jingling of harness and a blowing out of breath, the horses came to a halt. They felt the lurch of the carriage as the coachman jumped down, the creak and clank of iron gates opening and then the carriage turned sharp right, down an avenue overshadowed by umbrella pines and cypresses like black flames. Elizabeth leant out of the carriage window, inhaling great gulps of resinous, salt-tanged air.

          They drew up before the villa and saw the housekeeper coming out to meet them, all smiles.

          “I must lie down,” Molly said. “I do not believe I am equal to dinner, though I shall ensure it is laid on the terrace at whatever hour you prefer. But do not let my weakness prevent your exploring the villa and its grounds, or further afield if you have strength for it.”

          Charlotte’s eyes shone. “Are we far from the port itself? I have been told there is a market along the quayside, which opens as the sun goes down. They say there are fire eaters and sword dancers, acrobats and musicians: ship’s crews from Venice, Sicily and Constantinople and even from Egypt.”

          Momentarily, Elizabeth’s mental picture of her cousin swung askew: the thought of Mr Collins describing such exotic (ill-regulated) scenes to his wife was too incongruous. Then reality, and the recollection of Charlotte gossiping with the fishmonger, obtruded themselves. Whatever intelligence entered the Hunsford household, it was overwhelmingly likely it came there by way of the tradesman’s entrance.

          Molly gestured with her left hand. “Over the saddle of that headland. It is a short walk, and well shaded for much of its length. But, if you are planning to go there in the evening, please ensure Giulio escorts you. It is not a large port, as such places go, but it is a port. Seamen cast ashore are not known to respect the niceties. Also, Elbe, in particular, is very close to the border. Were trouble to arise, the instigators could be secure in Gaaldine before six turns of the glass, even against pursuit. These men are smugglers born.”

          Elizabeth’s spirits lifted and she could see Charlotte’s do likewise. After the close confines of Hunsford and, for all its spacious grounds, Rosings itself, such freedom was intoxicating.

          “We will be sure to bear it in mind, ma’am.”

          “Molly. Do you bear that in mind, also. All consideration of rank is left at Rosings or in Gondal Town.”

          For one fleeting moment, Elizabeth saw something flicker in Molly’s eyes; a tightening around her lips which gave an entirely different cast to her gentle features. However disarming her manner, there was steel at Miss Hooper’s core, and woe betide anyone who provoked her to unsheathe it. Her nerves prickled.

          “Lemonade, ladies?” The housekeeper was among them, and all dissolved into smiles.

          

          They did not taste the sweets of Elbe port that evening. Barely had they drunk their lemonade, eaten and praised the almond biscuits which accompanied it, unpacked their bags and seen their clothes safely consigned to the heavy, old-fashioned, cedar-wood presses than clouds were looming, dark and ominous, over the seaward horizon.

          The housekeeper had a swift, muttered convocation with Jeannette (Molly, true to her word, had retreated to her room) and announced that dinner would be served indoors.

          They had a nervous meal: the heavy-beamed room lit by frequent flashes of lightning, the relentless pounding of rain like small-shot on the tiled roof above. Nor did the storm let up until long after they had retired to bed. In the uneasy sleep that come to someone accustomed to sleeping with the deadweight of a husband – and, prior to that, a sister – on the right-hand side, Charlotte dreamt herself standing on the ramparts of a besieged castle, her arms tight around a swaddled infant, while below armies raged. Her arms ached and the backs of her legs were taut with tension when she at last awoke into the pearlescent glow of dawn.

          Further sleep was impossible.

          She rose, threw a shawl around her shoulders against what proved to be an entirely hypothetical morning chill, and walked out on to the terrace. The servants would not be stirring yet and it would be both arrogant and unkind to rouse them for her whim, but when they woke she might bespeak a cup of coffee, or perhaps a herbal infusion. Lately she had found herself pulled down by weariness; primed by Mama’s hints, she might wonder did she go increase, save that she was so far free of queasiness.

          A white shape materialised in the corner of her eye. Charlotte’s common sense quelled fears of ghosts and fae before her conscious mind had time to entertain them. She turned to see her hostess, barefoot and clad, like her, in sleeping wear, her hair loose about her shoulders.

          “Did the storm keep you from sleeping, also? Was it not loud?”

          Such forwardness: utterly unbecoming in Mrs Collins of Hunsford, but Charlotte had known that if she hesitated she would be utterly tongue-tied, so disconcerting it was to see the first lady of Gondal mere feet away, looking not at all like a lady of quality, but like –

          She gaped. In truth, it was a ghost she was seeing: her older sister Olivia as she had dreamt of her so many times since she had died of the measles when Charlotte herself was only five years old, making the younger children Charlotte’s responsibility, then and forever.

          Molly shifted her stance and became once more herself, neither a symbol or a phantom but most truly an enigma.

          “It was not the storm entirely. I have been sleeping badly of late. News came to Court weeks ago that a certain young friend of mine, a protégé of sorts, had suffered a grave misfortune in Gaaldine.”

          Then, in a voice so low Charlotte had to strain to hear it, Molly breathed, “I should not have allowed him to go.”

          So that was what Charlotte had sensed. Authority. Yes. She had had responsibility thrust upon her, but Olivia had worn it like a garment, even at seven years old. That was why Charlotte had always felt like a perpetual imposter. That was why she had always known she needed to make a superhuman effort to make up for that deficiency.

          “Whenever I think of him, I cannot lie idle. I must be doing. Mrs Collins –” There was a note in Molly’s voice which was not the conventional one.

          “Charlotte,” Charlotte corrected, her backbone freezing at her own audacity. How wonderful that William was not here!

          Molly paused. “My pardons. Charlotte. The morning is cool and early, we are both wakeful when our companion is not –”

          Indelicate it might be to allude to it, but their bedrooms were aligned in a row, and it could not be denied that a rhythmic hum (only the most vulgar would decree it to be a snore) was emerging from Lizzie’s bedroom.

          “Quite so,” she said, suppressing a grin and seeing from Molly’s face that she was doing likewise.

          “Could you accompany me on a walk into Elbe port over the headland, while the morning is still cool? We could dress quickly, I think, and be back before breakfast.”

          Charlotte ducked her head, and confessed herself happy.

          The walk, as Molly had promised, was shaded, the incline gentle and the morning cool. They were the very conditions for a rapid improvement of acquaintance, and then for an acceleration of the progress from acquaintance towards friendship. It helped that they were just close enough in age to remember some of the older residents of Meryton and its district, many of them dead these ten years or more, and to laugh over their peculiarities, reminiscences which would have left the younger Lizzie baffled.

          Altogether, the walk was so agreeable that they were on the final descent to the port, the water sparkling in the bay below them, almost before Charlotte realised it.

          Among the small caiques and fishing smacks moored alongside the quayside one great three-masted vessel towered above them all, like a goose in a poultry yard of bantams, cedar-dark, heavy with carving, the rising sun glinting off the gold paint on prow and stern.

          “Oh, a galleon!” Charlotte exclaimed. “Is it not magnificent?”

          Molly’s grin made her look like an impish boy.

          “I daresay its master would be delighted to hear his vessel flattered so. But it is not a galleon but what they call an argosy. They build them in the Adriatic, and they ply through all the three kingdoms. I understand they roll tremendously in rough weather. One of the lords of the court was forced to take passage across the straits of Otranto in one this January. It came on to blow and oh! How he suffered! Granted, he made a very good tale of it, and perhaps his sufferings may have been exaggerated just a trifle to suit his audience, but I should not care to sail in one. That said, should we inspect it more closely?”

          “An argosy?” Charlotte savoured the word in her mouth. It felt familiar and exotic at the same time, with a curious edge. Surely she had heard it before: in a song, maybe? An elusive memory beat at her brain with futile moth wings. Never mind. It would come to her in time. Such things always did.

          The tall sides of the ship cast welcome shade over the quay. Close to, one could see how much in need of touching up was the white, brown, blue and pink paint on the ship’s figurehead, and how cracked and thin the gilding which picked out the ship’s name and port of origin on the stern-boards. The Santa Gertrude of Ragusa did not appear to be a prosperous vessel. Nevertheless Charlotte, brought up in Lucas Lodge, where fresh paint and the workmen to apply it had had to be squeezed out among a dozen other claims on Papa’s purse, found the argosy’s shabbiness curiously endearing.

          The gangway was down and two men in the act of disembarking; one a fresh-faced, boyish clerk with an armful of papers and his companion an older man, whose military bearing was slightly marred by a sort of stiffness about the shoulders.

          An unexpected wave washed in just as the two men reached the landward end of the gangplank. It lifted, and the young clerk stumbled, almost sprawling. His papers slithered from his hands and distributed themselves all over the ground. He said something brief and emphatic in a language Charlotte had never heard before.

          “Now then. None of that,” the older man said in the language of Gaaldine, his voice gruff but, Charlotte thought, carrying a note of warning. The young clerk looked up, muttered an apology in the same language, albeit with a strong foreign accent. A tantalising breeze chose this precise moment to spring up, sending the scattered papers whirling across the quayside and involving the two men in a frantic but somehow absurd dance to recapture them before they were blown into the harbour and lost forever.

          A treacherous little eddy sent one of the sheets flapping close to her. She captured it beneath her sole on the very edge of the quayside, stooped and picked it up. It was closely written on both sides in a neat, precise hand. A woman’s hand part of her brain told her mechanically, and then A familiar hand.

          Dark grainy spots swirled at the edge of her vision; she was at once too hot and shivering.

          Molly was instantly by her side. “Charlotte: are you quite well?”

          She gestured, feebly, with the hand holding the paper. “A – a moment. A moment of dizziness. I bent to pick this up, and must have stood up too sharply.”

          “Ma’am. Many thanks.”

          There was a calloused hand outstretched below her. Dumbly, she surrendered the paper into it. The man, the older of the pair, tucked it inside his jerkin before taking her arm, stolid and respectful.

          “Now, ma’am, let’s be helping you into the shade, so you can recover yourself. Then I’ll see they send you out a nice, cool drink from the inn.”

          She suffered him to lead her to a seat beneath the umbrella palms lining the harbour, Molly in careful, watchful attendance all the while. She sank, gratefully, into the shade.

          “Head on your knees, now, until we are quite sure the dizzy spell has passed.”

          Gratefully, she buried her face in the soft fabric of her dress. At least that way she could not betray anyone by her expression.

          She would have wagered everything she possessed and ever hoped for that Lizzie Duplessis was the truest daughter of Gondal who ever drew breath. But, that being so, how in a million years had a letter in Lizzie’s handwriting, addressed to My dear uncle, found its way via an argosy of Ragusa into the port of Elbe, and, further, into the hands of an old soldier who spoke the tongue of Gaaldine like a native and of a willowy clerk who spoke it like nothing Charlotte had ever heard on God’s green earth?

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Thirteen

          The deck above rang with pounding footsteps and barked, contradictory orders. Jonathan knelt by his trunk, trying by force of will to blot out the pain in his shoulder, which last night’s rough voyage had aggravated to screaming pitch. Saints alive, surely the wit of man could discover some less penitential mode of sleeping at sea than swinging in a net?

          He bit his lip, discerning the voice of Frances amid the clamour above. At least now she was mangling the tongue of Gaaldine, avoiding her native English. The dressing-down he’d delivered on the quayside must have had some effect.

          Frances! To think of him, son of the village drunkard, butt of the village jokes since he could first remember, being on scolding terms with the daughter of the King’s mistress. Of course, no-one back in that pestilential, flea-ridden hole would have believed he would become one of the Crown Prince’s chosen men, either, but the Crown Prince’s penchant for hiring irregulars was notorious, and, in any event, however unconventionally he interpreted the role, the Crown Prince was his commanding officer, now and forever. Whereas Frances –

          He stood towards Frances as a sergeant-major stood towards the the most shivering-shy junior officer ever arriving at barracks with the ink on his commission barely dry and an entire peck of plums in his stammering mouth. Nonetheless, King’s Regulations and the time-honoured customs of the Army governed every last breath of the relationship between sergeant and officer, however wet behind the ears the latter might be. Nothing in either of them had anything to say about a problem like Frances.

          He shook his head and put off the problem to a more convenient season. His groping hand closed around the roll of drawings and he grunted in satisfaction. Enough sunlight streaked down the companionway for him to decipher the drawings, just. He set aside Jim, sleeping and David and shuffled through the pile until he came to the one he had overlooked before.

          Self-portrait.

          He sucked in his breath. Even allowing for the passage of years and natural vanity on the artist’s part, the subject of Self-portrait could be none other than the elder of the two ladies who’d been hanging about the Santa Gertrude at the very moment Frances had let slip her thrice-cursed exclamation in English.

          Instantly, he was back in an improvised camp on the edge of the Great Gaaldine Mire: throat and nose seared with woodsmoke, skin alive with insect bites, the rough local spirit burning his gullet, ears strained to catch the howl of hunting dogs and to catch one specific dog’s howl above the rest.

          On that long-ago night, the Crown Prince had elected to deliver a sermon, his text taken from the first book of coincidences.

          The Great Architect of the universe is rarely so lazy as to permit coincidence.

          Should a wild boar appear when you set out to hunt here, in autumn, when the sport is at its finest, you would hardly put that down to coincidence. But should you them come across someone from your home district, the country’s breadth away from this benighted spot, would you not then cry, ‘coincidence’? And yet all that has happened is that your desires and his have aligned. But aligned how? Is he simply hunting the same game as you, in the best place to find it? Has he come here in the hope of encountering some other sportsman? Or is it you, yourself, who are the quarry? All these questions and more should you ask, and see answered, before you load yet another burden onto that tired old workhorse, ‘coincidence’.

          A woman whom the Pretender of Gondal would allow to sketch him as he slept was not, surely, a woman whom mere coincidence had brought to Elbe. Not at such a time.

          Jonathan exhaled, bit his lip against the renewed pain in the shoulder, now joined by a chorus of complaint from his cramped hams, and cleared his throat.

          “Francisco! Below, at the double. Come and read your blasted writing; I can’t make out if we’ve got a discrepancy on the manifest or not.”

          

          Their hostess had been wrapped in thought throughout luncheon, responding but slightly to Elizabeth’s attempts at conversation. It was only once the servants had cleared away that she bestirred herself.

          “I find myself enthused with a passion for sketching. There was a curious ship down in the harbour which would, I believe, make an excellent study. Charlotte was, I believe, a little done up by our walk, so I would advise her to take an afternoon nap, but would you, Elizabeth, care to join me? One never sketches with so much enthusiasm without a companion to whom one may enquire, ‘Does this look lop-sided, or no?’”

          There could be no demurral to a request phrased so close to an order, not from a ‘Mary Arba’. As they made their preparations, Charlotte hovered by Elizabeth’s shoulder, her face pinched and wan. Charlotte’s air was that of one who teeters on the edge of a confidence. However, the ruthless urgency with which Molly manoeuvred her little expedition into position, commandeering Giulio into carrying the sketching equipment, water bottles &c, left no space for private conversation. Almost before Elizabeth knew what was afoot they were in motion to the harbour.

          Not, in truth, that she was minded to object. The beauties she had glimpsed from the road proved even more enchanting as they approached the sea. The argosy itself, once they reached the quayside, was an imposing, towering beast, the port itself a bustling delight, full of exotic smells and sights. She found a convenient palm to give shade, and with Giulio’s help arranged Molly’s stool, stand and parasol to that lady’s satisfaction.

          On this being accomplished, Molly gestured gracefully.

          “I shall be some time planning my sketch and nothing is more tedious for the observer. Pray feel free to take your time to explore. I am sure, having been in the confined neighbourhood of Hunsford for so long, you must have purchases to make. Pray do not let concerns of time affect you: with Giulio with us, we need not think of turning for home much before Vespers. I only advise you to avoid the narrowest lanes between these buildings, and do not suffer yourself to embark on any vessel, on whatever pretext.”

          Gently as it might be expressed, it was a dismissal, albeit a very welcome one. As Elizabeth wandered along the quays and across the sunlit squares of the little town, she amused herself by reflecting on the capriciousness rank lent its possessors: first for Molly to insist on having a companion for her sketching expedition, secondly that the companion must be Elizabeth rather than Charlotte and then finally to pack Elizabeth off to her own devices as soon as they arrived. A thought struck her and she laughed out loud.

          A ward of Lady Catherine de Bourgh, a cousin of Mr Darcy shows herself capricious and autocratic. Who could ever have suspected it?

          With the memory of Mr Darcy her thoughts turned in a different direction, to Gondal Town and Jane, now staying with Uncle and Aunt Gardiner. A handful of days remained before they must meet again, and over that reunion, which two weeks ago Elizabeth had anticipated with such keen excitement, now hung the shadow of Mr Darcy’s proposal and, more, the contents of his letter describing the role he had played in destroying the happiness of Jane and his friend.

          So much she had to tell, and so much to conceal, and so little time for her to sort out in her own mind which was which, and to order her thoughts accordingly.

          She was passing a little church. She stepped into the cool, incense-hung dark, lit a candle and stood before the altar in the Lady Chapel, asking for guidance.

          

          “But why do I have to pretend I’m eloping with myself?”

          Even double-timing up the steep hill with the sun at its zenith, Frances had enough breath to spare for idiotic questions. Inwardly, Jonathan commended her energy and deplored her timing. He jerked his head in the direction of their objective, the discreet gates some fifty paces ahead.

          “Explanations later. Inside.”

          At the gates, he reached inside his jerkin for the letter of introduction he’d prayed he’d never have to use. At least, not in the presence of Frances. Thank all the saints, the broken-nosed ex-soldier in the gate-warden’s kiosk kept his expression immobile as he inspected both them and the seal on the letter with meticulous attention, at length waving them through without words.

          Once inside the villa’s extensive gardens, Jonathan pulled Frances off the path into the shade of a cedar tree.

          “When we get inside, leave me to do the talking. And whatever you hear or see, try not to look surprised.”

          A misjudgment, that: Frances’ face lit up with interest.

          “What’s in there for me to be surprised about?”

          He coughed, repressively. “Never mind that for the moment. Here’s the plan –”

          

          The inn’s capacious first-floor parlour commanded an excellent view of the harbour, including the Santa Gertrude and the slight, industrious figure sketching on the quayside.

          “Mais, c’est charmante! Frances threw the casement wide and leaned extravagantly out. Behind her back, she could almost hear Jonathan and the chambermaid jointly rolling their eyes.

          “French!” Jonathan whispered, at a perfectly audible volume. “What can you expect? Oh, don’t worry. I don’t think she understands a word. It’s a miracle to me how she and the young master managed to fall in love at all, with him so tongue-tied he can barely get a syllable out in company and her jabbering away in foreign. But, however it was, they did and now here we are. If you can make my lady comfortable, I’d best be away to see after the horses and see whether the young master’s found the priest yet.”

          The chambermaid managed, with a great deal of dumb show, and a few essays into very slow, very loud Gondalian, to bring Frances hot water and towels and unlace her bodice. Frances, using gesture and excitable exclamations in French and Italian, managed in turn to explain that she required no further attention for now and that after she had washed away the dust of her non-existent journey, she proposed to lie on the bed with slices of cucumber over her eyes, awaiting her lover’s return.

          Encouraged, doubtless, by the gold thaler Frances pressed into her hand, the chambermaid departed, wreathed in smiles. Nonetheless, she lay still on the bed, cucumber slices in place, for a good half turn before she could be sure the maid would not return.

          When she rose the convent bell was ringing Nones. She stole to the window, and saw with a pang of alarm that the little figure seated under the palm was no longer alone. Arthur, son of the Santa Gertrude’s owner, was standing beside the artist: judging from the excitable hand swoops, not in silence, either.

          Frances cursed under her breath. Over their three-day voyage from Gaaldine, she had concluded that Arthur’s facility for grasping the wrong end of the stick was equalled only by the enthusiasm with which he shared his conclusions with all and sundry. Nevertheless, the artist could learn a lot from his flood of conversation, if she only had skill and patience to sift out the flotsam it had gathered in the kinks and bends of Arthur’s understanding.

          She rose and changed into the wide-sleeved linen shirt, full-skirted coat and fine broadcloth breeches which were concealed in her portmanteau. The smooth feel of the breeches against her legs felt at once odd and curiously familiar, like coming home after long absence.

          The people at the villa on the hill had expressed neither surprise nor objection at Jonathan’s requests. No word had been spoken of payment for the two sets of clothing with which she had been supplied, or for the services of the expert seamstress who had altered them to fit. Nor had any question been raised as to why Frances found it necessary to dress both as a sober scion of a mercantile house and a frivolous French mademoiselle. Big Gertie’s signature on their letter of introduction entitled them to infinite discretion in addition to limitless credit.

          She donned the wide-brimmed hat which had been rolled up at the bottom of the portmanteau, straightened the plume, which was looking the worse for its confinement and, having taken a precautionary glance to ensure the landing was deserted, stole down the back stairs and outside, blinking, to find Jonathan in conclave with the ostler. At her appearance, Jonathan concluded his business with a wink and a piece of sleight of hand suggestive of the passing of coins.

          “You saw your lady well, sir?”

          “Sl-sleeping.” Her voice, husky with nervousness, could barely choke out a whisper. With shock, she noted Jonathan’s covert nod of approval.

          “That’s as well, sir; we’ve a long journey tomorrow, once you’re married; it’s a good step to Gondal Town from here, and let us pray your aunt and uncle have yet to leave town for the summer, or it’ll be a longer journey yet. But I have the horses all in hand” – a nod to the ostler – ”and a dinner prepared for you at your lodging, for as you know, sir, it would be terrible bad luck for you and your lady to dine together or stay under the same roof on your wedding eve.”

          “And what of the lady herself?” the ostler asked. “Should I send word to the kitchen to send something up?”

          Frances dare not meet Jonathan’s eyes. He remained unperturbed.

          “Not unless my lady rings. I saw to it there was fruit and sweet cakes and Madeira wine in her chamber myself, and I doubt she’ll ask for more; no more appetite than a bird at the best of times and with a journey behind, another before and a wedding in the middle, she’ll be hard put to keep anything down. I’ve travelled with her long enough to know. No; let the lass have her sleep out. With me, sir.”

          After the shocks of the noontide, she was prepared for Jonathan to lead her anywhere and into any thing. It came as a relief when their walk ended at a little inn on the main road, just outside the town boundary marker. It might not have had the elegance of the waterfront establishment in which her alter ego was, at this moment, supposed to be at rest, but Frances, who had not eaten since hard biscuits at dawn, approved the good smells arising from its kitchens.

          The smells did not lie. The landlady presented a soup of early sorrel, sharp and fragrant; oysters on a bed of seaweed; young lamb spiced with cumin, garlic and pepper; small flat fish grilled over charcoal and bubbling with butter; roasted peppers and baby leeks stewed with olives.

          Frances spared a passing thought for her alter ego, the shy young bridegroom who no doubt would be too nervous to eat, shamelessly broke character and reached for the fish platter. A wonderful meal it would have been, if Jonathan had not been so patently on edge: head on one side, listening to every sound which drifted in from the road to their place in the inn’s walled garden.

          What distinguished the step of that particular animal from all the other beasts of burden he had let pass, Frances never knew. Still, Jonathan leapt to his feet, and a moment later the ship’s boy from the Santa Gertrude, white with the dust of the road, stood before the table. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a drooping, exhausted mule being led off by the inn’s ostler.

          “Go and put your head under the pump in the stable yard,” Jonathan commanded. “And drag a comb through your hair. We’ll have an extra place set by the time you get back, provided you’re fit to eat at a decent table.”

          In less time than Frances could have believed possible, a damp ship’s boy had appeared at their side. Jonathan gestured, grandly, towards a stool at the table’s end. The boy reached out for the food; it was some minutes before he resurfaced.

          When at last he raised his head, his eyes were troubled.

          “Looks like a wasted journey, sir. I did just as you said, sir: went ashore at dawn, hung about the fish market and kept my eyes peeled for anyone as looked to be taking a load inland. There were three of ’em set out together, as it turned out. I let ’em get a bit of a lead, and then I followed with the mule. I feared they would divide when the roads split, and I’d not know which on ’em to follow.

          “As luck would have it, I came across them not five hundred strides up the road, ’cause one of them had to stop to fix his creel. A strap had split, and a sorry job he were making of it, too. Naturally, being as how I’d learnt my knots before I learnt to scratch my name, I hopped off my mule and asked if I could help any. I got the creel fixed – in truth, I could have done it in half the time, but I wanted to hear what they had to say, and very much to the purpose it was. He was on his way to Hunsford, too. The other two turned off on their different ways, and we went on together.”

          He paused, and Frances pushed the ale jar across to him. He refilled his mug, took a deep, grateful swallow, and recommenced.

          “I trotted out my story of a letter to be delivered and it was like leaning on a pump handle. Seems he’d met Miss Duplessis at her cousin’s house in Hunsford, and been much struck with her. She’d asked him to see a letter safely put on a boat to Gaaldine, and paid him handsomely for it, too, so it was no surprise to him to hear an answer was on its way. That was a bit of luck, to begin with.”

          Frances exhaled: a sharp-edged, jagged sound of relief. In her appeal to Lady Anthea, foremost in Frances’ mind had been the fear that if a spy had read her most recent letter, Elizabeth Duplessis must stand in sore danger of being taken up for treason. That it had gone directly from Miss Duplessis’ own hand via an intermediary not in the service of Lady Catherine took a load off her mind.

          Jonathan nodded.

          “Did you learn much about the household where she’s been staying?”

          “Aye. He’s her cousin: a clerk or somesuch to Lady Catherine de Bourgh, the lady of Rosings, and a prosy sort of gent he seems to be, to say nothing of penny-pinching. His wife’s a different matter, though. The fishmonger spoke highly of her. Not a handsome lady: kind, but shrewd with it. You’d not pass pollock off as cod on her, but then, with that one, you’d be ashamed to try.”

          “Did he say that, indeed? He seems a man whose opinion is worth having. So what did he think about Miss Duplessis?”

          Meditatively, the boy reached across the table and helped himself to a honey-and-almond cake. He munched it slowly, and spoke only once it had been devoured.

          “Prettier than her cousin’s wife by a long chalk, and a good seven years younger, at a guess, though from what he said, living with this Mr Collins would age any woman beyond their years. But they were good friends, better than a lot of women. The women had grown up together, he said: the cousin’s wife had been a Miss Lucas before she married, and she and this Miss Duplessis had been neighbours in some place called Meryton, about thirty leagues north of here, t’other side of Gondal Town.”

          Frances sat bolt upright. The night they left Gaaldine Lady Anthea had vouchsafed some disquieting intelligence. Only the two of them had been left in Big Gertie’s parlour by then, the owner of the house having vanished to write letters and issue commands and Jonathan busying himself about their baggage.

          Once we learnt of Hebron’s existence, the King set out to discover what influences might have been brought to bear on him growing up. Too late, of course. Nonetheless, our man discovered that a derelict manor in the neighbourhood where Hebron spent his boyhood had, some five years earlier, been renovated at considerable expense for a Gondalian lady of quality, who then occupied it for a mere eighteen months. During her time in the district, Hebron escorted her everywhere.

          What brought her there? our man asked. A most intriguing and pathetic tale emerged. This Gondalian gentlewoman was rumoured to be the poor relation of a family ranked high in their nobility. Orphaned young, plain and overlooked, she had, all unexpectedly, inherited the derelict manor through her Gaaldinian grandmother and she had determined to cross the border and enter into her inheritance. It had the stuff of fairy tale about it.

          Frances vividly recalled the dying firelight casting hollows and shadows across Lady Anthea’s face, and her restless hands twisting a big ruby ring round and round on her finger.

          And a fairy tale it proved, once Fullerton’s men worked through all the records of land transfers in the district. The manor was no inheritance: it had been sold cheap by a foreclosing mortgagor to an undisclosed purchaser some years before.

          This plot has been long in the making, and whether the lady in question has a Gaaldinian grandmama or not, the manor never formed part of her dower lands. Also, a matter of concern, the lady was surnamed ‘Hooper.’ It is a common enough name in Gondal, but the fact is disquieting, nonetheless. After the death of Prince Gerald, the Pretender’s mother married a country gentleman of that name and was exiled from court as a result. She died in childbirth about a year later, at her husband’s country seat. The child, a girl, survived.

          Lady Anthea’s eyes were black and compelling under their heavy lids.

          The Crown Prince is not generous with information, even with those whom he makes allies in his schemes. I suspect he will not have vouchsafed the name of the country seat at which the Pretender’s mother died, nor its location. It was Netherfield Park, not three miles removed from Meryton. Sir Vernon Hooper, Lady Elaine’s second husband, was not merely a neighbour of the Duplessis family. He was, like them, a firm adherent to Queen Felicia’s cause. No wonder the place attracted spies. The seeds of this intrigue were sown before Elizabeth Duplessis was even born.

          “Did your fishmonger friend have news of who has been frequenting Lady Catherine’s house?” Frances enquired, with a casualness she did not feel.

          The cabin boy snorted with laughter; ale sprayed from his nose.

          “Did he not! Why, that was how he said his creel strap come to be worn through. Lady Catherine was entertaining her nephews for weeks together and nothing but the freshest for them, day in, day out. Not the King, of course, but two other nephews. One of them was a colonel in the Army and the younger son of an Earl, and the other a great landowner from the north parts of Gondal.”

          Jonathan nodded. “That would be Mr Darcy of Pemberley. We’ve heard tell of him. Aye: I don’t expect he’s the sort to put up with stale mackerel. A fine thing for the fishmonger, indeed. When did that come to an end?”

          The cabin boy started to reckon on his fingers. “The gentlemen went away – it will have been a fortnight ago come Monday, I reckon.”

          Frances and Jonathan exchanged glances. King Mycroft’s sentence of exile on the Crown Prince had been proclaimed on 13 April. News of it would have reached the palace in Gondal Town within a day at the latest; it was the kind of intelligence worth foundering horses over. Elizabeth’s last letter had been dated 16 April, two days before the gentlemen’s departure. Both men were powers in the land; one a commander of men, the other the possessor of a legendary fortune. What more likely than that one or both of them had received a Royal summons and somehow let something slip to Elizabeth? So, an explanation for the urgency and her letter’s indiscretion, both.

          Jonathan managed to sound bored. “What then?”

          “I thought it as well to change the subject, sir. I didn’t fancy him wondering why I was so interested. So we continued our way, and a tedious long journey it was, too. We came to Hunsford, and there we parted ways, me to the clerk’s house, and him to Rosings. But when I called round at the clerk’s house with the letter, doesn’t his housekeeper tell me the lady of the house and her friend have gone to visit an old neighbour of theirs who’s taken a villa in Elbe for the sake of her health. Seems like these Meryton ladies stick together, sir, doesn’t it? But that makes it a wasted trip, after all. All you needed to do was ask around the port.”

          Frances could have said a great deal on that subject, and when the boy, with his bright eyes and precocious intelligence, was out of earshot she planned to do so. She signalled with her eyebrows to Jonathan and he reached inside his jerkin.

          “Now, here’s the two thalers we promised to give you for delivering the letter. Since we were overheard I don’t think you’ve got much hope of hiding them, though good luck to you if you bring it off. So this here’s your real reward. Make sure that you keep that hidden: as an old soldier, I can tell you, you could do worse than sew it into your jerkin, but whatever works for you.”

          From the way the boy’s eyes widened, the reward amounted to far more money than he had ever seen in his life before. He kept a protective hand over it, even as he stuttered, “But I didn’t find the lady. She’s been in Elbe all along.”

          “And without you, how’d we have known that, eh? Let alone how we’d have guessed it’s three ladies we’re looking for, not one. No; you’ve earned it, but don’t let ’em know you’ve got it, eh? Now, cut along. What’s that? Oh, yes, take what you like: we’ve finished.”

          Once the cabin boy had gone, Jonathan lent across the (by now much barer) table.

          “Well? What do you make of that?”

          “If there are four ladies of Meryton in the case I’ll eat my hat,” she said promptly. “The Pretender’s sister has brought Miss Duplessis and Mrs Collins to Elbe. But for what purpose?”

          “We’ll only find that out by finding them. Back to the villa it is, then. They know all the houses that are let to summer visitors, the value of each one of them to a one-cent piece and who’s rented them from day to day. Stands to reason they do. It’s their business, after all. So, if a carriageful of ladies arrived within the last fortnight, they’ll know it and where they’re lodged.”

          “But surely – a lot of women – why would the people at the villa –?” Sudden embarrassment about the whole business overwhelmed her, and she stuttered to a stop. Jonathan eyed her sidelong.

          “For a man who’s to be married on the morrow, you should be more worldly wise. Come to think of it, were you be married on the morrow, we’d most like be up at the villa already, making sure you was worldly wise enough.”

          The implications of that hardly bore thinking of. Jonathan looked at her sidelong and tipped the last of the wine into her glass.

          “Here’s the thing. A carriage-load of men arriving in Elbe, that’s news to them at the villa, because they might be customers. But a carriage-load of women arriving, that’s bigger news or could be. Depend on it, they’ll have someone checking that, for fear it might be competition.”

          That made sense, when one came to think about it, but she struggled to cope with the quick facility with which Jonathan understood brothel economics. What had he done for a living before being swept up by the Crown Prince? What had the Crown Prince asked him to do afterwards, for that matter?

          With her last gulp of wine, she swallowed any desire to ask those questions. Any answers Jonathan might give would be ones for which she was by no means prepared.

          “Right, then. Back to the villa.”

          

          “So, Elizabeth, you can see how it comes on. Indeed it comes on.”

          The artist gestured towards her easel and Elizabeth, who had a goodly store of pre-prepared phrases honed over the years to soothe the vanity of women whose self-worth outran their talent, found herself for once at a loss.

          The technical skill of the drawing was outstanding, beyond that even of the few drawing masters who had, in their day, come to Meryton and left dispirited at the almost uniform lack of artistic talent possessed by the ladies of the district. True, the quality of instructor available even to a poor relation of the House of Moriarty would be far beyond that to which even the Gouldings or Laceys had a claim, but all the instruction in the world could not compensate for the want of genius in a pupil. Such genius Miss Hooper had indeed, albeit of a peculiar cast.

          By whatever tricks of technique and perspective, Miss Hooper had rendered the sun-drenched harbour of Elbe a place of menace. The argosy loomed over the quay, casting all beneath it into impenetrable gloom. The few caiques which bobbed at their moorings out in the bay had been drawn with a delicacy of line which showed them as heartbreakingly fragile, such that a breath of wind could destroy them. The ornate carving on the argosy’s hull had been elided into the shadows; the only points of contrast were the muzzle of the foredeck gun, which shone as if it had been gilded, and the bleached figurehead at the prow: less a benevolent saint than an Athene come armed and vengeful to the plains of Troy.

          Elizabeth looked from the work to the artist, and back again. Her skill at drawing was no better than average, even for Meryton, but she had always loved looking at paintings, teasing out inner meanings behind their composition or letting them inspire wild flights of fancy to amuse Jane. The meaning behind this one unrolled as plainly as if written in red, in letters a foot high.

          “So you think war with Gaaldine must come?”

          “I fear it must. We should all prepare.” Molly’s eyes narrowed. “You have family there, I collect.”

          For a moment Elizabeth’s thoughts whirled towards Wickham and the dark suspicions Mr Darcy’s letter had raised in her mind. Then they cleared. Of course the King’s half sister would know the royal physician had accompanied Princess Charis to Gaaldine. Further, as a neighbour at Netherfield, back in the old days, perhaps she had even seen Uncle John as he really was: the tired, lovable family man Elizabeth had missed so much over recent years.

          Before she could raise the question, Molly spoke again.

          “I lived in Gaaldine for a year and a half, some time ago. A magical experience. I think of it daily, especially of late. I grieve that, as nations, we are edging closer to catastrophe.”

          “But with this news from Gaaldine – the Crown Prince estranged from his brother – surely the threat to Gondal is much lessened?”

          Molly put her head on one side. It occurred to Elizabeth that, from a distance, an observer might assume she was merely sizing up the work on the easel.

          “You think so? For my own part, I believe it is a link – perhaps the last link – in the chain which drags us to war.”

          It was like being in Papa’s study; Elizabeth felt that same sense of being set a puzzle to work out, with the fear of disappointing her hearer ever present. That last conversation with Colonel Fitzwilliam, mingled with recollections of Meryton dinner-tables with the officers present, floated into her mind.

          “I suppose,” she said hesitantly, “there are those at the Court of Gondal who see the estrangement between King Mycroft and his heir as a weakness to be exploited? Or who, perhaps, see Princess Charis as a victim to be rescued, given how the marriage seems to have turned out?”

          “Young hotheads, for the most part.” Molly frowned. “Though we do seem to be over-supplied with those, at present. But think more deeply. Strategically. What else has changed in Gaaldine since this time last year?”

          Curious: it seemed Molly was not striving to catch her out but to tease out a better understanding of the situation for both of them. Odd, how almost the same words could convey so different a sense of the mind behind them. On that realisation, she had it.

          “The King! The King of Gaaldine is now a widower, and not so old a man, comparatively speaking. Will he be looking for a bride?”

          The expression on Molly’s face was like sunrise through spring trees. “It would be extraordinary were he not. While Queen Iphigenia lived, one might almost forget the Crown Prince of Gaaldine was his brother’s heir presumptive, not heir apparent. Her death in that sea wolf raid changed everything. Another year could see Mycroft of Gaaldine married with a son of his own and the Crown Prince one step removed from the succession. Such an event would give signal encouragement to the disaffected within Gondal.”

          Does she consider the Modernist party ‘disaffected’? What would she make of Papa and Uncle John?

          “Would it? But why?”

          One of the paint brushes had been resting on the easel. Molly picked it up, reversing it so its end formed a pointer. With it she drew rapid lines in the dust.

          “See, here, the three kingdoms. See how we are caught between the Emperor to our North, the Sultan to our East and South and, to the West, across a short expanse of sea, the Papal states and the Italian princedoms. How do you think we have avoided being swallowed up by one or the other of these Powers?”

          She did not allow Elizabeth a chance to interject. She sketched another quick set of lines.

          “Our separateness is also our strength; a three-legged stool is not easily overset. But should two of the legs combine, whether by conquest or by the merging of two lines of descent, it matters not for these purposes, then the kingdoms as a whole would be weakened. Marrying Charis to the Crown Prince of Gaaldine may have seemed a prudent course to King Ambrosine at the time, but it proved a most signal set-back to the Modernist party. Many who would have supported Charis on her own merits could not countenance Gondal becoming a mere province of Gaaldine should Prince Sherlock succeed his brother. King Mycroft married with a child of his own would bring many back to the Modernist fold. Provided, that is, his new bride came from neither Gondal nor Angria.”

          Her voice sounded dispassionate, but her knuckles, white from the ferocity with which she gripped the brush-handle, told a different story. But why should she conceal her emotions? If Jane ruled a kingdom and someone, anyone, however good their claim, threatened her throne, Elizabeth would not be so restrained.

          She could not ask why, nor would she receive an answer if she did. Instead: “And this leads us closer to war –?”

          Molly’s mouth was a set line. “Because the proponents of prudence and of recklessness are both in alignment on this one point: if war with Gaaldine must come, then it were as well it came sooner rather than later. Yes, what is it, Giulio? Of course we shall. The best of the light has gone, in any event. Come, Elizabeth.”

          

          The night was black; the moon two turns shy of rising, and would be a thin crescent when it did. Jonathan trailed his hand along the outer wall, feeling for the place he had noted earlier, before the sun set.

          Ah! There they were, the two missing bricks.

          His foot was in the lower one, and his stronger arm reaching for the wall’s coping stone when he heard the dog howl. He froze. The howl came again; faint, far-away and from the opposite direction. He breathed again and blessed his decision to veto Frances’ participation in this expedition.

          He scrabbled for the higher foothold, found it, shifted his weight, and pulled himself up and over the wall in one smooth movement. He landed on the balls of his feet and paused for a moment, letting his senses adjust to the changed atmosphere inside the wall.

          There was a faint light glowing over to the left of the house. He concentrated on it until he could make out that it was the dying embers of a brazier on the terrace. There were no other lights; the house must be shuttered, locked up for the night.

          He took one step towards the light – and froze, the cold bite of steel at his neck.

          “Not one word, not one squeak, if you want to keep your gizzard whole,” breathed a voice in his ear. “Now, march. My lady will learn who you are and what you’re doing here.”

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Fourteen

          With a dagger at your throat, there’s no percentage in arguing. Which is why your prime object is NOT TO LET THE OTHER BASTARD GET THE JUMP ON YOU IN THE FIRST PLACE. Do I make myself clear?

          If he got out of this alive, the Crown Prince’s master-at-arms was going to kill him. Then the Crown Prince, whenever that slippery bastard showed up again, would treat the remains to his most polished sarcasm.

          Jonathan stumbled along the brick path to the back door of the villa, a massive timber-and-iron structure propped helpfully ajar. The bravo thrust him through it into a big, shadowy space, smelling of beeswax, good soap and – yes – lavender. The scent took him back instantly to an abandoned bedchamber in a deserted manor house amidst the wooded uplands of northern Gaaldine.

          Dried yarrow stalks.

          His mouth dry, limbs weak and heavy as in nightmare, he hesitated, goggling at the small, white-clad figure sitting in an upright chair at the far end of the room. The only light came from a single thick candle mounted on a carved oak torchère, set a little to the left and behind her, making it hard to discern her features.

          “Well, move it,” the bravo growled into his left ear. “Milady wants to hear what you’re up to from your own mouth, and you can’t expect her to strain her ears, or have you bellowing at her.”

          Jonathan regained control over his voice with an effort. “I can walk by myself, thank you. No need of shoving.”

          He halted a polite two swords-lengths away from the lady in the chair, bowed low, settled into an easy parade rest and prayed to all the saints neither she nor the bravo could hear his heart thumping.

          “Ma’am. It seems we’ve been dancing around each other all day, with you down at the argosy and us looking for intelligence on the road to Hunsford. It’s past time you and me had a talk.”

          “Visitors who wish to talk present their credentials at my porter’s lodge. Within daylight hours.”

          Princess Charis would have delivered that line as a self-evident truth. This woman sounded as if the power to exclude or welcome visitors was one which had only recently come into her hands and she still feared it might be snatched away.

          For the first time he dared look her in the face. Any last shreds of doubt that he was looking at the original of ‘Self-Portrait’ dissipated. So. He had allowed himself to be captured by the Pretender’s sister on Gondal’s soil.

          A thousand potential disasters flicked through his mind. Frances, dragged from her bed by the Pretender’s men and taken to Gondal Town as a prize of war. King Mycroft, begged by his mistress to intervene. The Crown Prince drowned in disgrace beyond hope of rehabilitation. The rebel lords of Gaaldine in revolt, incursions from Gondal, war along the border, and no-one with sense to direct it. Vannstown after Vannstown shimmering in flame and smoke and through them the face of Queen Genia, crying, “Betrayal!”

          He stiffened his back.

          “Mine aren’t the credentials to pass current at Rosings, ma’am. And I’d lay odds that your brother would know I’d made the approach long before you was ever told of it. If you were. No, ma’am. Direct is best. I’ve information that’s to your advantage and it’s my job to see you hear it.”

          “You talk big for a man with a blade at his neck.” The bravo’s sneer came from uncomfortably close to his left ear.

          He did not allow himself to move a muscle. “It’s a lesson I learned on the road from Vannstown. Your excuse?”

          Giulio moved in front of him, his dagger much to the fore. “I’ll see you –”

          The lady made an emphatic, slicing gesture of dismissal.

          “Enough. Giulio. Leave us.”

          “Ma’am! I dare not expose you so.”

          “You may remain within call.”

          The bravo looked mulish. “If this man really is a veteran of Vannstown he wouldn’t let you call.”

          To be perfectly honest, given the state of his shoulder and the shocks of the last month, Jonathan thought that put his ability on the high side. Still, the Crown Prince always maintained all battles were won or lost in the mind and Jonathan wasn’t the man to surrender any advantage the fates offered him. He assumed the sunniest of smiles.

          “No, indeed, she wouldn’t. But I’m no fool, at least not so big a fool as to think you, signor, would let me leave here alive, were I to silence her. But trust me: I mean no harm.”

          “Are you quite sure of that?” The lady’s tone, gentle as it was, held a sardonic note reminiscent of the Crown Prince’s.

          He ducked his head. “Outcomes lie in the hands of God, my lady. I can only speak for intentions.”

          “Is that so? Giulio. Rely on me. Stay within call, but not too near. I will have private speech with this man. And, should our guests wake, ensure they don’t disturb us.”

          The way Giulio’s hand caressed the top of his poniard spoke volumes, but he obeyed. Jonathan watched with careful friendliness until he was on the other side of a closed door. The lady’s face changed the moment her servant was no longer there. Jonathan recognised her expression; he had seen its like plenty of times in green soldiers nerving themselves for a skirmish.

          “I know your accent, soldier; I know what vessel brought you here, and I know from what port you embarked.”

          Jonathan sighed. “Our garrulous Arthur, I take it.”

          She neither confirmed nor denied his guess, but ploughed straight ahead, as if she feared her courage might fail at any moment.

          “Tell me what they are saying in the Court of Gaaldine about the Reaching Beck Bridge.”

          He was not to be had so easily.

          “As to that, my lady, I’m not sure I can say. I’m no courtier.”

          Her hands picked ceaselessly at a dangling thread on the edge of her sleeve.

          Dried yarrow stalks. ‘David’: a round boy’s face stamped with the features of the old wolf of Gaaldine. An old walnut writing desk with a mended leg.

          Whoever’s side this one’s on, I doubt it’s entirely her brother’s. And the tree that’s already leaning is the one easiest to topple.

          “I can tell you what I saw with my own eyes, ma’am, if that would help.”

          “You were there?” A flash of hope, as quickly shielded.

          “I was, ma’am – at a distance. The arrangement was that the Prince and Hebron were to meet unaccompanied. Unarmed. We weren’t going to be the ones to break truce. Unchancy as well as being bad tactics. But prudence dictated we be out in the crowds, in disguise, in case of trouble.”

          She nodded. “So. Tell me what you saw.”

          “There was a fair; they’ll have told you as much. The Crown Prince was disguised as a travelling fiddler. The two of them met; they were close enough to touch. His grace took something from Hebron, flipped it over the parapet. It glinted as it fell. A knife or something of that sort, I reckon.”

          “Oh, David.”

          Jonathan could have snapped his fingers in triumph. He had been right. Hers was the voice of a sister deploring the latest scrape in which an adored but feckless younger brother had entangled himself. The fish was hooked; now all he had to do was land it.

          He took a charcoal stick from the kidskin pouch inside his jerkin.

          “It’ll help if I sketch it on the flags here, ma’am.”

          She nodded assent, and he dropped to one knee.

          “This is the line of the river, and here are the bluffs either side of it. These two lines here are the bridge; there’s a ‘V’ built out at the midpoint on the downstream side, look. I was here.”

          He scrawled in an ‘X’ on the southern approach to the bridge, on the upstream side.

          She nodded. “Go on.”

          “I’m persuaded the thing was planned. The two of them were standing in the”V” of the bridge and a carter lost control of his rig, about here. Next time I could see anything, his Grace was in the water – alive, I’ll go bail on that – and holding onto Hebron.”

          “Was he alive?”

          The desperate hope in her voice broke his heart. Very slowly, he shook his head.

          “I’d give 500 thalers to be able to say different, my lady, but though I didn’t see either man go off the bridge, I spoke to those as did.”

          He swallowed, hard.

          “His grace dived. Must have. I saw him surface, swimming. What I’ve heard, though, from two good men with their eyes and wits about them, was that Hebron fell. A clean sheer plummet. No windmilling of arms. He made no attempt to break his fall. Ma’am, I’ve seen people go like that off battlements in a siege. But I’ve never known any living man do so.”

          She exhaled, long and slow. “Could a shot have carried so far? The marksman would have had to be on one of the bluffs, yes?”

          Having feared hysterics or sobbing, Jonathan found her cool assessment a blessed relief. “With one chance to make the shot, you’d not have been able to rely on a musket. A rifle-gun might have the range, but trust me, ma’am, if anyone on either side had heard a shot there’d have been all to pay. No, it was something silent: arrow or cross-bow bolt would be my guess. And the man who fired it must have the steadiest hand and nerve of any marksman in the three kingdoms.”

          Over her face it was if dawn had broken: a red, bitter dawn with lowering clouds and a storm approaching fast from the East.

          “The late Queen’s grace told me a strange story once, of a hunting party and an attempt on the life of King Ambrosine.” She paused. “The man her grace referred to in connection with that affair is an intimate of my brother’s and, by repute, the finest marksman in Gondal.”

          He whistled through his front teeth. “Praise indeed, ma’am. I’ve learnt to my cost how well Gondal trains her sharp-shooters.” Memory quirked the corners of his mouth. “Not just on the field of battle, either. Word to the wise, ma’am; don’t bet against Doctor Watson in any contest of marksmanship.”

          She smiled. “You’re over-late with your advice, sir. You forget: while I never attended court during the lifetime of King Ambrosine, my cousins did. But even the good doctor would give place to the man I speak of. Moreover, that man is away from Court at present. Indeed, he has been absent for over a month. In and of itself that would not be suspicious. He is the colonel of a regiment stationed in the Borders. But I have heard from an impeccable source that he has not been observed with his regiment, either.”

          Something about that assertion caught at his mind, like a burr in a cloak. He teased at it, trying to dislodge it.

          “But why isn’t he back now?” Miss Hooper pondered.

          The very words he had been groping for. He seized upon them with relief.

          “Aye, ma’am, why not? Speed and secrecy were the very essence of Hebron’s assassination. The man who did it assuredly would have displayed himself in his accustomed haunts as soon as humanly possible afterwards. That he has not –”

          He came to a stop, but once again she was ahead of him.

          “Suggests either that he is unable to do, through injury, imprisonment or some more permanent impediment –”

          Jonathan, who knew just how permanent an impediment the Crown Prince could make himself when he so chose, cheered up immeasurably. Her next words dashed him.

          “Or that his task is not yet done, and he is absent fulfilling it, ignoring whether that creates speculation or not. In which case, the task must be vital indeed.”

          She paused, and then, very deliberately, added, “My own hope is that the answer is the former.”

          The very air thickened in his nostrils, like the smoke of battle. The choice opening before him – that sort of decision was for the King’s Council, the Crown Prince, the King himself –

          Only, you forgot to bring any of those with you, didn’t you? So it’s up to you.

          He swallowed. So this was what it must be like to walk through the powder magazine of a capital ship. There was, though, one point to get clear first.

          “Forgive my impertinence, ma’am. But is that a reflection on this gentleman’s personal qualities or – or a more general one, on the situation?”

          Her eyes opened very wide.

          “You have clear sight, soldier. Perhaps he whom you serve should have sent you into the navy, instead.”

          Recalling his last voyage, Jonathan was hard put to it not to roll his eyes. The faintest tinge of amusement touched Miss Hooper’s lips.

          “The answer, as it happens, is both. I trust I can rely on your discretion in this matter? Good. Well. The gentleman in question made an offer for my hand, shortly after Queen Felicia’s death. Situated as I was — undowered, and still the object of the King’s disfavour — it was an offer very much more advantageous than any I could have hoped to receive. My guardians —”

          She came to an uncertain halt.

          “They put you under some pressure to accept, I take it, ma’am?”

          That was safe. Whatever their rank in life, families were always keen to get surplus daughters off their hands.

          Miss Hooper nodded gratefully.

          “Indeed. My reluctance was painted in terms of the blackest ingratitude. Worse, I had nothing more than a vague feeling of unease and the recollection of the late Queen’s hints, which no-one but I had heard, and which I could so easily have misinterpreted. I was saved by unlooked for chivalry on the part of one of my cousins. Seeing my distress, he – ah – came to me and proposed a subterfuge. He pretended to his father and to my guardians that he had fallen most hopelessly in love with me. His father forbade the match as a matter of course. Indeed, since my cousin was then only 15, with his studies to finish and his mind as yet unformed by contact with the wider world, any prudent parent would have done the same thing.”

          “You’d counted on that, I take it? If that’s your cousin the colonel, ma’am, he’s got a better tactical brain than many I’ve come across holding that rank.”

          She forbore to comment on his guess. “My guardians, however, were forced to take stock. What my cousin thought at 15 he might still think when he inherited, at which point he would be a far more eligible suitor than Major Mo – than this gentleman. So I was permitted to decline the latter’s offer, though I did not think his hopes were completely extinguished. When, some few years later I discovered I had dower lands in Gaaldine, the notion of putting the border between me and any renewal of his addresses stood foremost among my reasons for deciding to reside there myself.”

          He sucked his teeth, unable to say a word for sheer pity. The move to Gaaldine must have seemed like escape at last, but from what he knew that house in the woods had all been part of a long-devised trap by the Pretender, with his own sister the bait.

          The pause threatened to become prolonged. It was Miss Hooper who broke it.

          “Some months ago, he proposed again. This time, I went to my brother. He declined to give his consent and yet – when I should have felt blessed relief – I had no confidence it was the end of the matter.”

          “How so?”

          She tilted her head, considering. “My suitor did not seem as cast down as I’d expected. And I sometimes felt – no, I sometimes did catch him and my brother looking at each other, as if they shared a joke. As if my troubles with him had not been ended, but put off to a more convenient season.”

          “A man who contrived that shot might ask for a very large favour as his reward,” Jonathan observed, irrelevantly.

          “You know who I am and yet you accuse my brother of having connived with a faction within Gaaldine to unseat her King? And that David was sacrificed to that end?” There was an odd expression on her face: not surprise but a sick relief that someone else had reached a conclusion she had long worried over in secret.

          He grinned. “That’s high politics for you, ma’am. But I’ll not dwell on it, ma’am, if it offends you. Still, what I think, so might others.”

          There was a little lift about her lips, as if the message he had intended to convey had arrived safely at its proper address.

          “Hebron’s assassination might be taken, perhaps, as a provocative act?” she enquired. “In Gaaldine, I mean?”

          “There could scarcely be a greater, ma’am, if it were brought home to Gondal. No King’s Council would readily refuse to support a declaration of outright war in such a case. Most members would be urging the King onwards.”

          Her voice was slow, her tone deliberate, as if she tasted each word before she spoke it.

          “Especially, I daresay, if members of the Council were secretly members of that very rebel faction. Then they would have to urge the obvious upon the King, for fear of being marked.”

          Time slowed yet further.

          “Do you, perhaps, know of a spy within the inner councils of his grace of Gaaldine, ma’am?”

          She looked at him as if he were a zany capering in the market square. Her voice, too, had the gentleness of one dealing with someone whose wits were astray.

          “I do not know his name. And I think, from what little I do know, from what I have overheard, or pieced together from hints and snatches of conversation that have come my way, he is – how shall I put this? Could one be an inadvertent spy? Or a spy against one’s better judgment, or interest?”

          Dear God. His stomach lurched. His hand was on a lever which would move nations.

          “Can we stop pretending, ma’am? No – I’ll grant you don’t know who our high-placed traitor is, but you’ve given me first-class intelligence regarding them, nonetheless. And you must know, I’ll see it to the right home to follow up on it.”

          But if you are telling the truth, you have just committed treason against your brother the Pretender.

          The words did not need to be uttered; they hung between them.

          “That is the intention behind casting one’s bread upon the waters, is it not, soldier?”

          In another woman, her mocking expression might have been flirtatious. This one, he judged, was too complex. He knew only one man who could have decoded her.

          And he’s not here. But you’ve stood in for him before now.

          Memories pressed hard on him: fear, pain, the noise of battle and an odd, whirling exhilaration, never experienced before or since.

          It’s not the quantity of powder that makes the blast; it’s where you place the cartridge.

          If he guessed wrong, then one of the greatest secrets of Gaaldine would go straight to the Pretender. But he’d seen the Queen of Gaaldine setting out with cold glee to entrap the sea wolves of Gondal who had despoiled her land and he’d seen what the Crown Prince had left of the fleet which had sailed into Alwentport, all guns firing and pennons at the masthead. What he’d seen on both their faces had been mirrored in Miss Hooper’s a few moments before.

          “Ma’am. You’ve got a young lady staying with you.”

          “I have two young ladies staying with me. And?”

          “One of them has kin in Gaaldine. In the highest circles in Gaaldine, at that. Not as safe as it could be, that, with war rumours running faster than the gossips’ tongues at a shotgun wedding. And however many pairs of ears listening for any wheat that might be flying amid the chaff.”

          She went, for a moment, very still. “Are you accusing Miss Elizabeth Duplessis of being herself a spy?”

          He shook his head. “No, ma’am. Not the least in the world. But she’s in such a situation as to attract the wrong kind of interest, nonetheless. And being a nicely brought-up young lady and innocent in the ways of the world (and I’ve never heard anything to contradict that, ma’am) it could be that she might stand in some danger of being used by spies in her vicinity. We were talking of inadvertent spies earlier. And there’s one name which recurs in her letters.”

          “Would that name be Wickham?”

          He hoped he had kept his reaction to himself.

          “Indeed, ma’am. But I sense the young lady maybe has started to wonder about him herself, judging by the tone of her last. But I’ve got a letter, not from her uncle, he’s away from Court at present and who knows when he’ll be back? We tried to have it delivered to Hunsford, but we were told she was not at home. But if you could see it into her hands our minds would be easier.”

          “Might I enquire what this letter contains?”

          “A warning that – painful as it may be to her – correspondence with Gaaldine had better cease until the times are more congruent. And she’s to burn it once she’s read it; that, most of all.”

          She nodded. “I can certainly see that delivered to its proper address. And to its long home. We do not have house fires at this time of year, but we have the most admirable bread oven.” She paused and added, with a delicate note of interrogation in her voice, “You have undertaken a dangerous mission, soldier, merely to deliver a letter. Since I cannot imagine you expected to achieve this encounter from it, I wonder what your incentive might have been?”

          Jonathan rested back on his heels. “Well, ma’am, Dr Watson is one of the best of men. I’ve cause enough to know it, and I’ve little doubt but I could bring a regiment of men, near enough, that he’d treated in the field, and they’d all say the same. They’d do anything for a niece of his.”

          “Would they do the same for a daughter?”

          That was unexpected. Very carefully, he said,

          “The good doctor has no acknowledged daughter. But I think, ma’am, some return for your earlier intelligence is in order. I do not know if you are aware that your brother went to some lengths last year to acquire an opinion of canon law, touching on a certain subject relevant to the throne of Gondal–?”

          Miss Hooper shook her head; her fine eyebrows rose interrogatively.

          He took a deep breath, and told her everything, as he had heard it: the cardinal with the bee in his bonnet about illegitimacy, the opinion that mere propinquity of the reputed parents during the relevant time was not determinative of legitimacy in the offspring, the accident which had happened to that opinion aboard ship, up to and including the reconstitution – forgery, indeed – of the Papal seal, with a highly unorthodox addition to make up the bulk of the wax.

          It’s not the quantity of powder that makes the blast; it’s where you place the cartridge.

          Had he turned this greatest of coups into a damp squib or placed a petard below the throne of Gondal, with the slow match handed to her who might best ignite it?

          Miss Hooper blinked.

          “So it was not merely for the sake of his Moorish mistress Lord Lestrade crossed the Straits of Otranto in the off-season. What a pity; it made such a good story the other way. Miss Donovan is truly lovely. But your account tallies better with what I have seen of the Santa Gertrude and her crew. Oh, yes: his noble Lordship did vouchsafe the name of the vessel, albeit only by way of a warning given for the general safety of travellers. Nonetheless, it piqued my interest to see her moored in Elbe. You should pass word to the Crown Prince, or whoever is acting as his regent. What I have seen, so can others. From now on, he should change his courier of choice.”

          Jonathan suppressed the urge to tell her precisely whose money was paying the charter fee for the Santa Gertrude. Indeed, there was no time for digressions. The candle on the torchère was beginning to gutter. The night was running on, and his freight delivered, for good or ill. 

          “Well, my lady, I’d best be going. Just one word, if I may, before I do. Miss Duplessis: it seems like she’s fallen into deep water. Those who sent me will be easier in their hearts to learn she’s found someone ready and willing to teach her to swim.”

          Miss Hooper’s slight smile broadened. “And for what other reason, soldier, did I capture her away from her family, and steal her away to the seaside?”

          

          Dawn light bathed the hills on the further side of the valley, though darkness still wrapped the sleeping village below. In the grove of pines just below the western crest of the ridge, a man rose to his feet. From the tree stump to which she had been tethered a mantled falcon rose likewise, agitated almost to baiting. He strode closer, letting her fly to his gauntleted wrist, gentling the feathers behind her head and chirping falconer’s nonsense at her in a soothing monotone.

          Reluctantly, amidst the mess of blankets beneath the pines, a second man raised his dishevelled head.

          “Not so soon?”

          “There’s no time left, John. Look after Thetis for me, please. Adair is the most generous of men, but I can’t take his gift into the places I’m planning to go.”

          “I could come with you?”

          “As what? A wandering fiddler and his personal falconer could hardly hope to pass unremarked, even in the Borders. John; I’m a wanted man. Also, Adair needs someone to stand between him and his uncle for a week or two, while he mourns his dead, detects and distracts those sent by the Pretender to find out what’s become of Moran, and strengthens those weaknesses in the castle’s defences which we must suppose have been faithfully reported back to Gondal. Given the proclamation nailed to every church door in the land, can I be that man? You’re clean. You may have set out to find me – whether to plead with me to return to endure my brother’s chastisement or for any other purpose being left as an exercise for the King’s examiners and no-one else – but, since you failed, no blame can possibly smirch you. You can even go back to Court –”

          “Sherlock, are you completely mad?” John cast off his blankets and stood in turn.

          “Never said you’d want to. Just pointed out that you could. Or, alternatively, you can make pious noises to Maynooth to the effect that you are persuaded that the only reason you can think of why I would not have surrendered to my brother’s proclamation is that I must be dead, so that you are – following, I might remark, the example of thepickled Colonel Moran – continuing to look for my body in the vicinity of Sancta Maria inter Prata. You can even continue the close search drills. To which end, incidentally, since you knew the man and can describe him as well or better than I, you could consider finding who besides Theo the potman spotted a slight, dark man who moves his head from side to side like a weasel entering this village, how often and on what occasions. And whom he consorted with in the district.”

          The falcon decided to throw a temper tantrum at being ignored. The tall man calmed her with strokings and titbits of dried meat.

          “You aren’t making it easy, are you? Sherlock. Please. I can’t lose you now.”

          “Lose me? Not after – Look. John. I’ll be back before Pentecost, and then things will really start to happen. You’d better have your salves and eye-charts packed. There’s going to be fairs and markets all along the borders as the days lengthen. Cattle raids galore, too, as they get sent up for spring pasture. One could hardly have a better time for stirring trouble.”

          “Trouble?”

          Sherlock’s eyes glinted in the rising dawn light. “Oh, indeed. The game, John, the greatest of games is afoot.”

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Fifteen

          Dawn broke over Zalona in a cacophony of chiming bells. When he had first come to the University Julian had wondered how anyone managed to sleep here. By the end of his first term it was the deep peace of his father’s estate at Castle Malham which kept him awake at nights.

          Last night, though, it had been neither bells nor silence which had kept him wakeful, but gnawing dread. The courier from Gondal Town, weekly bearer of at least two and more often four pages of fatherly advice and admonitions, had failed to arrive. Nothing from Crispian, either, and that was even worse, since Crispian’s last had been so short as to be almost evasive. One of the hardest things to come to terms with on arriving at Zalona (apart, of course, from the pestilential bells) had been realising that it was far from common for the younger sons of great estates to be on the closest and best of terms with the heir apparent. For himself Julian could no more resent Crispian’s place in the sun as he could the sun’s own place in the heavens. It had been so for as long as he could remember. Indeed, the very thought of doing Crispian’s job assisting Papa to manage the estates, let alone Papa’s job if, when –

          His thoughts skittered. Suppose that were the reason no courier had come. But no, the death of a Duke of Malham was like a great tree falling, whose wreck brings half the hillside down in ruin. Some intimation of so great a disaster must have reached Zalona, courier or no courier. Crispian would have seen Julian received the first news of any faltering in Papa’s health, not allow catastrophe to sweep over him unannounced.

          No. All was well – or would be, after his breakfast. Beer, bread and cold bacon did much to calm affrighted nerves, or so McAllister, Papa’s sergeant-at-arms (who had been at Vannstown, and therefore Knew) always asserted.

          “Boots!” he yelled at the full force of his lungs, throwing off the bedclothes. His bare feet hit the cold boards of the floor with a thud that doubtless rattled the elegant chandelier of Percy, Viscount Exina, in the set below his.

          No-one came.

          Another grievance. His body servant had been absent on his return to his lodgings last night and he had been forced not merely to contrive his own supper from an unlovely mess of victuals extricated from the corner cupboard, but to extricate himself from his ultra-fashionable, tight-cut riding boots, with the help of a door jamb, a stout chair and infinite quantities of bad language.

          “Boots, damn your eyes!”

          Crispian would never have had to put up with this. The meanest churl on the estate fell over himself to do Crispian’s bidding. It was only Julian who had to work at enforcing his authority; only Julian who had to face his private humiliations when that authority was disrespected.

          “He’s not coming.”

          The voice was flat, arrogant – and utterly unfamiliar.

          Julian’s head whipped round so fast it hurt.

          “Who the devil are you?”

          The tall stranger uncoiled himself from the corner between the wall and the clothes-press. He had extraordinary eyes, Julian noticed with a shiver: of a sea-agate opalescence, focussed, at this precise moment, upon his night-shirted, flustered self.

          “I’m your last hope of salvation – in this world, at any rate. I can’t speak for the next.”

          He cocked his head on one side, as if listening.

          “I think your porter’s still arguing with them about college privileges at the front gate. Consider that quite a testament to your character. And pay for masses for the repose of his soul when you are next in a position to command them. Well, man, what are you waiting for? Grab any money you have and wear shoes you can run in. Not boots. They’ll have all the gates covered. It’ll have to be the roofs. The mist hasn’t burnt off yet, thank the saints, so with luck they won’t spot us climbing the drainpipe. People never look up until they’ve looked in every other direction first. That’s because they’re idiots.”

          “I – but – I.”

          “No time, man. Shoes, cloak, sword, cash. Don’t worry about your jewels: I’ve already secured those, it’s a wonder you’ve not been robbed blind before now, the way you leave things lying about. Pity about the books, but all but the Boccaccio are replaceable. Take it, if you must. But we have minutes, Malham: less, even, so grab what you need, and go.”

          He had been stumbling automatically into his clothes while the stranger spoke; anything seemed better than being at the mercy of that piercing gaze while practically naked. That, though, brought him up short: one leg in and one leg out of his breeches.

          “Malham? Sir, you mistake me. I am Julian d’Ancona –”

          “The last in the male line of the dukes of Malham. So if you are not his grace, then you are no-one. And you will be no-one, snuffed out like your father and brother before you, if you don’t move. Now.”

          The air of his chamber stifled him, thick as sugar syrup. His ears were muffled as if he had stood too close to a 12-gun salute. Underneath it all beat a strong, sure note of truth. That was why no courier had been sent. That was why his body-servant had gone missing. That explained Crispian’s odd silences on his last visit.

          It had come at last: the thing long-feared, never spoken. James of Gondal had destroyed them all. He sank onto the bed and put his head in his hands.

          The stranger grasped his shoulder with a brusque hand. “Tears are for Hecuba, friend, and for the women of Troy; tears are the hand the Fates dealt them. Later. Now, we run.”

          Jagged thoughts of betrayal flashed through his mind. They said the new King was a subtle man; the very sort to let his prey think he had escaped, only to find at the last that he had been herded into the trap all along. But if that were the case, what hope had he in resisting?

          “Come on!”

          The stranger was kneeling on the window seat, wrestling with the fastenings of the casement. Julian’s mind flooded with incongruous memories. How often in the months since he entered this set had he had to advise visitors who failed to grasp the trick of it? He was across the room, his hand on the latch almost before he knew it.

          “Let me: it opens like this –”

          The window swung suddenly wide, bringing gouts of Zalona’s notorious morning mist swirling into the chamber. Through it, for the first time, another noise became audible above the sound of bells: the jangle and clang of armoured men running fast across cobbles.

          Tears are for Hecuba.

          It might be a trap, but even so this room was a greater one. He uttered a quick prayer to the Virgin, reached for the drainpipe to the right of the window, and swung himself out.

          Many hours later, in a tumbled bothy somewhere out of his reckoning, Julian collapsed exhausted into a heap of foul-smelling straw and tried to make sense of the thing his life seemed to have become.

          Their flight from Zalona, the stranger leading the way at a pace which made Julian wonder if his heart would crack (but no, not yet; when he had leisure to think of Papa and Crispian, yes, then) faded to a blur. Odd images shimmered up out of the whole confused mess. The chimney stacks rising like sea-cliffs out of the murk. Crossing the crowded market-place: the heart-stopping moment a member of the city watch had turned his head, apparently taking a second look at them, and that overwhelming, knees-sagging relief when Julian realised it was a coquettish farm-girl, clearly in town to offer more than pullets, who had arrested the watchman’s attention. Lying for what seemed like hours on the chill, damp ground under the overhang of a willow-shadowed river bank. Dodging through copses and spinneys, wading along culverts in case their pursuers elected to use scent-hounds. Paddling a half-rotten, semi-waterlogged punt across the River Zalon leagues below the city where it flowed, wide and sluggish, through dense banks of reeds, alive with ducks and even more alive with mosquitos.

          The stranger – barely affected, it seemed, by the hardships of the day – tended a carefully banked fire, and contrived something between a stew and a soup from strips of dried meat, green onions and river water, with hard bread crumbled in. When passed a mug, Julian shook his head but, under the stranger’s glare, he assayed a sip and, after the first mouthful, found he was ravenous and finished it.

          With a kind of dull hilarity it occurred to him that tonight would be Viscount Exina’s birthday feast and Viscount Exina was rumoured to have engaged two or three French cooks at least, to ensure the victuals met his exacting standards. That was where he should have been, not sipping a meagre soup from a battered pewter mug. He would have been there, but for –

          “But for James of Gondal,” his companion concluded. Aloud.

          “But I –”

          “It’s no sorcery. Merely observation. Here.”

          The stranger reached inside his miscellaneous garments and pulled out a flask.

          “Try a little of this. It will help your digestion.”

          Wonder of wonders, the contents of the flask proved to be a brandy so smooth and sophisticated that Julian could have served it to Viscount Exina with no more comment than, perhaps, a discreet enquiry as to the name of his victualler.

          Over the flask’s mouth he looked at his rescuer; looked at him properly for the first time. He saw a tousled mop of black curls; those wide-set, extraordinary eyes; a mobile, expressive mouth, and cheekbones high and sharp as the ridged cliffs of the moors above Castle Malham. On that thought he crumpled, tears flowing unstoppable.

          The stranger waited, courteously silent, until at length Julian raised his head from his hands.

          “I’m sorry –” The words felt inadequate, pitiable even, on his tongue.

          “Why should you be? You do right to mourn, not just as a son but as a citizen of Gondal. The Duke was a great statesman, a shrewd and just magistrate, and a most uncommonly accurate judge of character. I still recall his calling me ‘a capering mountebank’ on one memorable occasion. It stung at the time, but, with the benefit of some years hindsight, I am forced to conclude he may have had the right of it. On that specific occasion, at least.”

          His throat swelled up. It was hard forcing the words out. “I do not recall ever seeing you in Castle Malham, sir.”

          “You would not have done. You would still have been in the nursery, and in any event it was not at Castle Malham I met your father. I met him at Court, in Gondal Town. Queen Felicia wished most particularly that we be made known to one another.”

          A wave of something akin to relief washed over him.

          “So, sir, you are of Gondal?”

          The stranger paused for a moment, considering him. Under the cool scrutiny of those peculiar eyes, Julian felt suddenly young and unfinished, like a boy who had burst into a formal dinner at the castle, still with the muck of the midden on his boots.

          “I was not born here, and my first allegiance was – some would say, still is – to Gaaldine. But Gondal shaped me; there is much of which I might have been forever ignorant had I never crossed her borders. Most importantly, for your purposes, I am the consort of your rightful Queen, and on that ground alone my last allegiance is to Gondal. I would see Charis enthroned in state, spend the rest of my life ensuring the peace and prosperity of her land and find my final resting place beneath this land’s rocky moors.”

          The world tilted, whirled, and came, abruptly, right side up once more. Julian exhaled. He brought his clenched fist down on his knee with a thump so violent he was hard pressed to suppress a yelp of pain.

          “You are the Crown Prince of Gaaldine? So by my being here with you, whatever lies the King has told about my family, whatever accusations of treason he has levied against our name, are now rendered truth.”

          “Not all of them, I assure you. The Pretender of Gondal has a most vivid and foetid imagination.”

          The Crown Prince took a swig from the flask.

          “But think, man. To what do you propose to stand loyal? To a symbol, to a Gondal in the grip of a madman who will requite not one iota of the loyalty any one of his subjects gives him? If so, it will be in your family’s best tradition. We sent out messages to your father, you know, when we learnt the Pretender was moving against him, information we had courtesy of a merchant who is far shrewder than the common run, by way of his niece, who sees, recounts, but does not observe: of all creatures, the most valued to an intelligencer. We offered him Gaaldine’s support, but he refused. Are you going to make the same choice and let your line be extinguished? Or are you going to avenge your father and brother?”

          “Revenge? Against the King? How? When I have nothing?”

          One of those fine-drawn brows arched. “Nothing? The signet ring on your little finger would feed a peasant family for a year.”

          It was difficult to keep from punching him. How dare the heir-presumptive to the throne of Gaaldine lecture him on what a Gondalian peasant needed to survive?

          A ragged thought restrained his fist. The Prince, insufferable as he was, had saved his life ten times over that day. And (he glimpsed a tell-tale corner of binding) also saved his Boccaccio incunabulum. And his jewels. Holy Virgin, what a weight of obligation to a man he could barely tolerate.

          With an effort, he made his voice steady.

          “That may be so. But it would not, my lord, pay a garrison, let alone an army. Nor would all the valuables you and I have managed to bear away with us. To say nothing of the point that attempting to liquidate my possessions – my extremely identifiablepossessions – would also expose me to the gravest risk of discovery.”

          He caught a flicker of surprise cross the Prince’s face. He sounded a shade less arrogant when he responded.

          “All that, of course, is true. And we cannot, I regret, at this present moment purchase an army on your behalf. But the Pretender’s principal motive in impeaching your father is likely to have been to secure his estates as a reward for one of his loyal supporters. Now comes the hour when that person must realise what a poisoned chalice they have been given. They say the people of your family lands are dour, silent to a fault, close-handed and unforgiving.”

          Certain memories crossed his mind. Unwillingly, his lips quirked upwards.

          “I would say, to that extent, your informers speak truth.”

          “And would you also say they speak truth if I said I had heard they also hate those of southern Gondal, those of the Court most of all; that their loyalty, hard won as it is, is equally hard lost and that they detest change?”

          Julian paused for a second. Then he nodded again. “That, too, is true.”

          “So. You have no doubt learnt, in your studies of Quintus Fabius Maximus, nicknamed the Cunctator?”

          “Of course I have. Indeed, I took the Vice-Chancellor’s prize for my essay describing his strategies against Hannibal –”

          His voice wobbled, as he recalled how irrelevant the University of Zalona’s prizes were to his now-destroyed life. The stranger nodded, imperturbed.

          “Better than I could have hoped. We cannot afford to furnish you with an army, indeed. But we can give you some gold, and, more valuable by far, trusted contacts among the men and the women whom the Pretender has also expropriated. Never overlook the women, they can be most especially vicious in warfare of this kind. I learnt that in Alwentdale. With that help, you can cut supply lines, gather allies, organise ambushes, make your estates a hell on earth for whomever the Pretender awards them to. Your family motto is What I have, I hold. I invite you to live up to it. Are you in, or out?”

          Julian drew a deep breath. The task outlined was mountainous; it would have daunted even Crispian, but nonetheless he felt his veins run with liquid fire.

          “What option do I have? Pass me that flask. To Charis, Queen of Gondal!”

          “To Julian d’Ancona, twelfth duke of Malham.”

          

          The rain clouds gathered before they were a league from Hunsford. By the time two turns had passed, the rain was thick and relentless. It persisted throughout their journey to Gondal Town and turned the two hours break at Charlescut Halt, where her uncle had arranged to meet her, into a chilly misery.

          As they drove under the massive South Gate, Elizabeth noted the heads of traitors on pikes, and suppressed nausea. So many. When she had passed through that gate a bare three months earlier, on her outward journey, there had not been half – not a quarter – of those grisly relics. What was her country coming to?

          The weather did nothing to cheer her depressed spirits. She tried not to think of the palms over Elbe waterfront. She tried not to contrast the city’s ordure, running in brown streams down the cobbles, with the sun-warmed sand along which she had walked only two days ago.

          Nor were her thoughts of a nature likely to give any relief from the gloomy prospect. How great was the contrast between her anticipation three weeks ago of the joy of being homeward bound and her current feelings. She almost dreaded the reunion with Jane, burdened as she was with secrets that she must not share. In one respect only did reality improve on imagination: the speed and comfort of her journey. The smallest of Lady Catherine’s carriages had brought her to Charlescut Halt, over half-way, a convenience which Elizabeth now acknowledged at its true worth.

          Charlotte had intended to travel with her up to that point, so they could say their farewells at the last possible moment, but she had woken with a megrim. At the sight of her greenish face and drawn brow her friend and her husband were, for once, unanimous in their desire that she return to her bed. Their parting under such circumstances was perfunctory. Though Elizabeth formed the distinct impression that Charlotte had something she wished to confide, all that was possible was a quick pressure of the hand and a fervent, albeit low-voiced, wish that she might be safe, both on her travels and on her coming home.

          Safety, indeed, appeared to be the watchword for her journey. Giulio rode on the box of the carriage and he and the coachman bore both pistols and daggers. Long guns rested along the coach roof. Her uncle, too, arrived accompanied by two well-armed servants.

          Despite these precautions, they encountered no trouble on the road. Indeed, there was less traffic than Elizabeth had expected, even in Gondal Town itself. Those people whom they saw kept their heads down and walked with hurried, unswerving steps. Even when a young blade in a gig careered down the street, splashing everyone he passed, people did little more than glare.

          Her uncle, too, seemed subdued. He spoke little, and that only commonplaces regarding the weather or the state of his horses. Only when they were inside her uncle’s house and Aunt Gardner had come downstairs to greet them, trailed by a troop of shy children, Jane – dear Jane – had hugged her and all the ladies were sitting down to coffee and muffins did Elizabeth start to feel at ease.

          “You will find changes when you return to Meryton,” her aunt said, after the maid had left the room. “You know what we spoke of at Christmas? Well, the blow has fallen. The Duke of Malham and his elder son were taken into the Catiff’s Tower three days ago, and word is give out this morning that they have confessed all; sedition, talking against the King, and, it seems, treasonous correspondence with Gaaldine, carried out over many months.”

          A cold shiver went down Elizabeth’s spine. What else had she herself been doing these last months, since that unlucky suggestion of Wickham’s at Christmas? It had hardly needed that badly-spelled note she had received at Elbe, from someone with an odd, foreign-sounding name, to know that she had better cease the correspondence, or, rather, that it would have been better had she never started it. The letters she had received from Gaaldine she had (not without regret, and some tears) consigned to the bread-oven at the villa and pounded their ashes into powder. Still, anyone could have intercepted them, and her outbound letters, too. Take Charlotte’s servants, for instance. Charlotte had all-but confessed they had been selected for her by Lady Catherine, and doubtless their true allegiance would lie with she who had most to give.

          “Could not there be some hope of reconciliation, even now?” Jane asked. “The fact of correspondence may be shown, but who is to say the Duke and his son had bad intentions behind it? At times such as this, is it not a Christian duty to reach out to one’s enemies? Perhaps the King may be brought to see this.”

          “My dear, you mistake matters. Things do not happen like that, not in Gondal, not in these times. Very probably sentence has been carried out already on the two of them, within the confines of the Tower. One of the King’s earliest proclamations was to the effect that persons of rank found guilty of capital crimes would no longer suffer the indignity of public execution.”

          Nothing in Aunt Gardiner’s words or tone could raise the slightest question about her sympathy for the policy. Her face, though – Elizabeth shuddered once more. This time she could not avoid her aunt’s sharp eyes.

          “My dear, you must be chilled quite through from your journey; I hope you have not taken cold. Let me have warmed bricks put into your bed. I recommend you retire as soon as maybe. We shall have plenty of time to catch up on news in the morning.”

          Elizabeth would have remonstrated, but a massive sneezing fit overcame her. That, of course, decided the matter. Jane stood over her while she downed a cup of spiced wine, laden with nose-streaming quantities of pepper and ginger. Then, the sheets on the bed in the tiny room above the portico being pronounced both aired and warm, she made the most perfunctory of toilettes and slid between them, her aching limbs and pounding headache easing beneath the caress of the fragrant linen.

          Aunt Gardiner, usually the most sensitive of women, came into Elizabeth’s room when she was almost on the point of dozing off, bearing a carafe of water sweetened by the addition of cucumber slices and a plate of caraway biscuits, in case Elizabeth felt hungry in the night. Further, she did not merely leave her offerings and steal away, leaving the invalid in peace, but hovered, so that eventually Elizabeth could not but call out, “Is there something wrong?”

          Apparently taking that for invitation, Aunt Gardiner sat down on the bedside stool.

          “Not wrong, precisely, my dear, but you recall what we spoke of at Christmas? This business of the Duke’s – you will understand that the downfall of a man such as that affects the lives of hundreds, tens of hundreds, of other people?”

          Her head, swimming with incipient fever, fastened onto that phrase and clung, as if it could pluck her from the whirlpool. “You spoke of changes at Meryton? Did you mean, concerning Mr Wickham?”

          “Indeed, my dear. The regiment will be moved from Meryton, most certainly. The King, or one of his close advisors, will wish to bring them close under the Royal eye, to test the regiment’s loyalty, and see if the Duke’s sedition has spread to his officers. It may end with the regiment being broken up. No, don’t be afraid, my dear. It may work to Mr Wickham’s advantage in the long run, since doubtless he will be able to demonstrate to any questioner where his true loyalties lie, and preferment may well come of that.”

          “I do not doubt for a second where Mr Wickham’s true loyalties lie,” Elizabeth observed.

          Her aunt either did not hear, or chose to ignore the subtlety.

          “Then let that be a comfort, my dear. Anyway, I shall leave you to sleep, and trust that you feel better in the morning.”

          

          Giulio saw the horses put up and expertly rubbed down by the head farrier of the best inn at Charlescut Halt. Having paid for their care and left instructions to have the carriage prepared for the return journey to Rosings in four turns, he wrapped himself in a cloak against the gathering mizzle and slipped unobtrusively through the back door of the inn yard. A few minutes down the twisting streets found him at an unpretending hostelry, which afforded him space to change from his crisp livery into the nondescript breeches and jerkin he had brought with him. For a small consideration, the inn also hired him a hairy-fetlocked, balky piebald.

          The horse’s steady, jogging gait brought Giulio to Gondal Town within the hour. He swathed his hood across his face, a move which the growing rain made blessedly innocuous, and made his way by unobtrusive degrees through the crowds who, despite the weather, thronged the streets.

          He nudged the piebald forwards with his knees, his rein slack on its neck.

          North, north, you fool. Up out of this reek. Away. North. Up. Away. Away from Elbe. Away from Hunsford. Away. North.

          By gradual degrees they won free of the crowds and into the airy reaches of Belmont, the fashionable district which sprawled across the southern slopes of the hills which bounded Gondal Town. Without trouble, he found the garden gate he had heard described. The great walnut tree which overshadowed it must be two hundred years old or more. He gave the bell-pull three hard pulls, counted fifteen, and gave it three more. Silent, efficient servants admitted him, took his horse and his cloak and led him to the study of the master of the house.

          He found him standing at the window, on the far side of the desk, looking out into the murky garden. He did not turn round when Giulio was announced, merely said, “Did you leave your lady well?”

          “Much improved, your –”

          The other man made a slight, silencing gesture with his hand. Giulio swallowed, hard.

          “My pardons. My lord, I am happy to report a great improvement in my lady’s health. Her state of nervous prostration on her arrival troubled her aunt and the household greatly.”

          “It risked troubling the Court. It was wise for her to seek refuge in the country immediately after news came of Reaching Beck, rather than stay to let rumours start. Such a deplorable sink of gossip, the palace. One has to contrive an escape from it, however one can. How went her stay at Rosings?”

          “We were not at Rosings the whole time, my lord. My lady spent some time at the villa in Elbe, accompanied by two ladies from her home town of Meryton, whom chance – I enquired, my lord, but could find no evidence of contrivance behind it – had brought to Hunsford. One of them was the niece of John Watson, a Miss Elizabeth Duplessis.”

          “Oh. Her. Another correspondent has spent much ink on the topic of Miss Duplessis. I rather think he cherishes a tendresse. Tell me more about her. Is it true that she bears a striking resemblance to my own unfortunate niece?”

          “Their eyes and expressions are very like, my lord. Miss Duplessis is darker, however – hair and complexion, both – and I think she has the advantage in height over the – over your niece.”

          “Still, a likeness worth remarking on. See that you do, and that it spreads. It will be taken as mere flattery of Miss Duplessis, of course, but every little helps an idea take root. Did she correspond with her uncle during the time she spent with your lady? Elbe is a convenient base from which to dispatch letters abroad.”

          “No. I believe she may have had some such intention, but a man came, I believe bearing a warning for her to walk warily. She burnt papers in the bread oven, the day after.”

          For a second, Giulio let resentment swirl up into his mind. Why had Miss Hooper allowed that grizzled veteran an audience? More to the point, what had they discussed, in that long convocation from which he had been excluded? What of it dare he mention in the current discussion – and, assuming there could have been other eyes at the villa (one could never rule that out; he had wondered even about Jeanette, from time to time) what dare he leave out?

          “Where is that man now?” The other’s voice was silky smooth, but Giulio saw the pit opening beneath him, nonetheless.

          “My lord, I had no orders –”

          “A lack of initiative can be as much to be reprobated as an excess. Had he been secured, he could have told us much. He might not have wanted to, but they all do. In the end.”

          And what would the mistress have thought of that? Giulio hoped no hint of his thoughts showed. “A thousand pardons, my lord. I will not make such a mistake again.”

          “Assuredly, you will not.” The hint of amusement in the other’s voice might have been intended to reassure. If so, it failed signally. His heart thumping loud enough to be heard, Giulio swallowed again.

          “He may yet be traced. He and a companion, a youth called Francisco, who, judging by his accent, was not from any of the three kingdoms, arrived in Elbe from Gaaldine aboard an argosy, the Santa Gertrude of Ragusa, and, I believe, departed the same way: certainly she slipped her moorings before dawn on the day after she docked. She neither took on nor discharged cargo in the port.”

          “The Santa Gertrude? You interest me. But tell me, Giulio, what this man said and did? No, first, describe him. He may be one who has interfered in our affairs before.”

          Before he had time to do no more than gather his thoughts, a sharp series of raps sounded on the study door. For the first time his interlocutor turned to face him. His whole body held the frozen concentration of a hunting stoat.

          “I recognise that knock. He knows me to be engaged and would not trouble me for any small matter. Open it.”

          Giulio’s haste to obey caused him to trip on a rug; he saved himself from going flying but felt cold eyes boring into his back, nonetheless. He stammered out an apology, and opened the door.

          The tall, fair man who walked in did not even acknowledge Giulio’s presence. He strode straight to the desk, bowed very low, then lent over the desk so he could whisper into the other man’s ear.

          “What? Say that again.”

          His malice and fury were towering presences of their own: great invisible ogres dominating the room. The fair man’s voice trembled, as well it might, but he held himself upright and did not take a backwards step.

          “Your grace, it is true. I saw the device on the underside of the barrel myself. And I saw the – the head. There can be no possible doubt.”

          “I will burn him.”

          Without a second glance, he stalked from the room. The fair man made a quick, shooing gesture towards Giulio, then followed his master.

          How he found his cloak and horse, how he got himself off the premises, that he never knew. Giulio was on the road, head down riding into driving rain before he emerged from the dark fog of nightmare even enough to perceive his surroundings.

          Devils populated his dreams that night. An infinity of devils, the great Last Judgement from the East wall of the Cathedral of SS Geraldine and Augusta given life and descended in ranks of hellish degree to persecute him: devils horned, hoofed, finned, feathered, skeletal or gross. As the dream wore on he realised each devil had the same eyes: wide-spaced black pits, deeper and darker than the chasm in which they had spawned. He woke, shaking, and reached for his rosary. But the beads eluded his fumbling fingers, his Aves came out awry, and the words of the Paternoster froze on his tongue, as they said happened to witches once they had accepted Satan’s mark.

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Sixteen

          “Tell her. Mama, tell Mrs Foster that it simply isn’t fair to take Lydia with her to Lake Elderno, and leave me behind.”

          Not for the first time, Harriet wished Kitty had spent some time on the study of human nature. From the outset Clarence had handicapped her in educating the girls in that direction. He laughed at her in front of them, making words trip awkwardly off her tongue, rendering the products of hard-won experience “Mama’s absurdities.”

          Had years of Clarence not weighted down her tongue she might have told Kitty this: Mrs Forster is your own age, near enough. Less than six months ago she accepted the hand of a career soldier with a handsome private fortune. Any girl of sense would have done the same. Now her husband’s regiment has lost its commander-in-chief to high politics and dark accusations. On whom may blame settle next? Women in Mrs Forster’s case cling to any familiar spars they spot drifting past on the current. She may have known your sister less than three months and each of them may have no sense worth two cents, but if they come through this season together nothing can sever the bond between them. Who knows where that will lead? For the moment Mrs Forster remains the wife of a career soldier with a handsome private fortune.

          Harriet poured from the decanter with a careless hand. “Kitty, my dear, for the moment you need to resign yourself. But if Lydia does well at Lake Elderno, who knows how wide our circle will be opened? But I know, love, I know how disappointment feels. Trust me. I know. I cried for two days together when Colonel Miller’s regiment went away.”

          Back then most of her grief had been, in truth, for the Colonel’s daughter, Ruth. Dear heavens, Ruth: pale, willowy, grey-eyed and silent. Harriet had been so very much taken with Ruth during that summer the Watsons had spent at Aspin Castle, where her father had been sent as resident physician to an elderly dowager.

          What a brilliant summer it had been, too. Once the Royal engagement lifted the shadow of civil war from the land a collective outpouring of relief had manifested itself in balls, water-parties, treasure hunts, steeple-chases, pic-nics and festivities galore. Thanks to the dowager’s gratitude, the Watsons had had the entrée to every fête in the district. For the first time in Harriet’s life she found herself mingling on equal terms with the officers of the regiment encamped in summer quarters on the river meadows below the castle and with their families.

          And so Harriet Watson met Ruth Miller on the shores of Aspin water, and found her world, her very sense of self, forever changed in consequence.

          Colonel Miller, Ruth’s father, had been a fervent traditionalist though he and her father managed their political differences with the honed tact developed over decades of professional experience. It was not her father who had precipitated the disaster but John; John, who with all the blundering partisanship of fifteen had declared in passionate accents that the Royal wedding was no more moral than the sale of a Circassian slave into the harem of the Sultan. Declared it, moreover, in front of officers who had spent the winter wondering which of their comrades they would find themselves firing upon if tension over the Succession broke into outright conflict.

          A puzzle piece dropped into place: an assignation planned twenty years ago on the shores of Aspin water. Ruth had come to their usual meeting place even more silent than usual. Towards the end of the evening she had murmured, apologetically (what could Ruth possibly have to apologise for?) that the Regiment had orders for the Borders, and would be leaving in two days, but Harriet would write, please? She would write, would she not?

          But Harriet had written, and written again, but no answer came, though she had wept for two whole days together when Colonel Miller’s regiment went away.

          

          For the first time in her life, Elizabeth found herself equally unhappy with both parents. Bound by ties of honour to reveal nothing of what Mr Darcy had vouchsafed concerning his sister Georgiana, she could only point to Lydia’s general boisterousness and the shame it reflected on the family as reasons to prevent the Lake Elderno expedition. She marshalled her best arguments to this effect and her father laughed down all of them.

          “Do not make yourself uneasy, my love. Wherever you and Jane are known you must be respected and valued; and you will not appear to less advantage for having a couple of—or I may say, three—very silly sisters. We shall have no peace at Longbourn if Lydia does not go to Lake Elderno. Let her go, then. Colonel Forster is a sensible man, and will keep her out of any real mischief; and she is luckily too poor to be an object of prey to anybody. Let us hope, therefore, that her being there may teach her her own insignificance. At any rate, she cannot grow many degrees worse, without authorising us to lock her up for the rest of her life.”

          As for attempting to persuade her mother, the matter was hopeless. From the moment Lydia had rushed into the drawing room in raptures, holding out Mrs Forster’s invitation like a diplomat holding out a peace treaty negotiated after decades of war, Mama had been all aglow, talking (particularly in the evenings, after dinner) of the conquests she expected Lydia to make and how greatly the consequence of the Duplessis family would be enhanced thereby.

          Worse yet, Mama had elected to mark the departure of the regiment by a round of dinners and pic-nics, so Elizabeth was constantly forced into company with Mr Wickham. Lydia and Kitty had gleefully informed Jane and Elizabeth that, during their absence, Mary King’s stepfather had packed her off to his married sister in Gondal Town, arguing that it was more than time she was introduced to wider society and given a proper season. In Miss King’s absence, Wickham seemed disposed to resume his attentions to Elizabeth. Did he consider her to be deficient in understanding or in self-respect or both, to assume her willing to resume their former terms, when they had been interrupted for such a reason?

          The more they were forced into company, the more the warnings she had received weighed on Elizabeth’s mind. Every time Wickham addressed a conventional gallantry to her, she wondered if it was one he had used to Georgiana Darcy. When, with flattering deference to his host, he invited her father to opine upon the chances of peace or war with Gaaldine, she imagined crabbed reports in cipher travelling up to some spymaster in Gondal Town. Each enquiry as to how she had found her sojourn with her cousin Collins, she suspected to be a sally designed to elicit intelligence about the doings of Miss Hooper or of her formidable guardian.

          Strain sent Elizabeth into a desperate mood. Her shafts of wit were fired high and with a fevered brilliance that almost frightened her. Her efforts stimulated all around her to equivalent indiscretions. Wickham, indeed, went so far as to hint of Court rumours to the effect Mr Darcy was understood to be waiting only for the expiry of the King’s mourning year to pay his addresses in form to his cousin, Miss Hooper.

          “For,” he added with a hint of his old confidential air, as they walked in the garden at Longbourn, “I have it on the most excellent authority that his Grace the King intends the forfeit estates of the Duke of Malham to be the dower lands of his half-sister. That will make her the richest heiress in the three kingdoms, which I imagine will pique even Mr Darcy’s interest.”

          Elizabeth shook her head, as if to deter the attentions of a buzzing fly.

          “I should have thought Mr Darcy of Pemberley would find chasing after another fortune an exertion quite beneath him.”

          Wickham tapped the side of his nose. “Were it just the fortune, perhaps, though I never set store by any man’s protestations that they do not wish for more money. But the King will most surely ennoble anyone who marries his sister, it being impossible, of course, for him to confer a title on Miss Hooper directly.”

          “Impossible, indeed. For if ladies were to hold titles in their own right, might that not shake the very foundations of King James’s throne?”

          She saw a quick flash of calculation in Wickham’s eye: the look, perhaps, of a man making a mental note on some unseen ledger. Elizabeth rushed on, to cover her slip.

          “What rank awaits Miss Hooper’s intended husband, do you suppose? No mere barony, surely. To conquer Mr Darcy’s pride surely only a marquisate or a dukedom would suffice. But can we imagine Miss Hooper as a duchess, or even a marchioness?”

          He pursed his lips. “You find the thought incongruous? Why?”

          “Well, her aunt Lady Catherine would surely wear such honours with far more befitting pomp. Such a shy, mousy creature –” Belatedly, Elizabeth realised she was on the brink of a precipice of indiscretion. “At least, so my mother always told me. Miss Hooper lived at Netherfield as a child, did you know? Her harpsichord playing made a considerable impression on Mama: not, I’m afraid, a favourable one. You know how my sister Mary plays? Well, I cannot tell you how often I have heard, ‘La, child, you give me the head-ache. You remind me of little mousy Miss Hooper, before your sister Jane was born. How we all suffered through ’tinkly-tink, plonkety-plonk’ – aye, accurate to the note, but with less spirit than a Mohammedan doctor’s teething water.’”

          Her imitation of Mama’s querulous tones brought a welcome laugh from Wickham, but as it died away she caught another sound: the swish of a lady’s skirts and petticoats. But when she looked across at the doorway, there was no-one there.

          

          “But a Bishop–” the unhappy young man said again.

          Julian brought his closed fist down on the table of rough-hewn planks that was the cave’s principal concession to comfort.

          “Enough. I must take that convoy, if it contains the entire college of cardinals and his Holiness the Pope at their head.”

          The young man backed further into the cave’s shadows uttering whimpers that would have shamed Julian’s best spaniel bitch (who had her now, back at Castle Malham, was she being cared for properly, did she still miss him and look for his return?)

          Julian permitted himself a grim smile.

          “Go down to the road. I shall be with you shortly. And rest easy, man: there’s to be no killing of priests, no plundering of holy relics or communion vessels and, as for the Bishop, let us handle him as gently as a babe in arms. Tell the men so.”

          The other man gave a quick, awkward bow, and vanished. Julian raised the crudely wrought goblet to his lips, and took a swallow of thin red wine. He was back in the library at home, long ago, on that day when Papa had steered his pudgy infant finger across the great map unrolled across the table.

          “See the crags here, where they overhang the road. See how the opposing fell thrusts out its own spur, narrowing the road to a gorge between rock faces quite sixty cubits high, and sheer for better than half a league. Then that precipitous descent, a league along. We hold treasure here, little one. Oh, not gold. But golden, nonetheless. In years of good harvests no-one notices. But in poor years we have all Gondal at our feet. Our hands are about the throat of the supplemental corn supply from the plains of the Russ down into the three kingdoms. They cannot take the grain by the western roads: fell and marsh, bog, and swamp and awful biting insects bar that route for mass transport. The ports on the western coast are shallow and prone to silting; those on the East are overlooked by the Sultan. He who holds the Great North Road holds Gondal. We are the House of Ancona, and what we have, we hold. Remember it, little one.”

          The pock-marked Gaaldinian, whose name he had not been vouchsafed, loomed unexpectedly at the cave’s mouth.

          “It’s done, my lord. All in position. A rider came in a quarter of a turn ago. The convoy has left Egremont.”

          Destiny, then, was little more than three leagues away, rolling down the road to meet him on cumbrous, iron-tyred wheels. He nodded, dry-mouthed.

          The Gaaldinian contorted his face into a devil-grimace like those one saw carved on rood-screens in back-country churches. Belatedly, Julian decoded it as a smile.

          “McAllister’s party are securing the rear. I pity the Bishop, if his party elects to retreat. That’s a good man, and a steady one, but his women-folk –”

          He spat, eloquently. Truth to tell, the McAllister women were, indeed, something to shudder at: granite-faced farming women, who could butcher a sheep or pig in less than half a turn and whose desire for revenge for their murdered sister burnt like molten copper in their veins.

          Julian nodded. “Thank you. Give me a quarter of a turn, and I shall address the men. Please tell them so.”

          The Gaaldinian nodded and with an almost unconscious courtesy refilled the goblet from the wineskin lying, flaccid and mouth-knotted, at the far end of the table. He handed it to Julian.

          “A blessing on this venture, my lord. The Queen will know of your valour.”

          Julian recalled Princess Charis, aged eight or so, accompanying the King her father on a hunting party at Malham Castle: a small, doll-like figure in a velvet three-cornered hat and a miniature riding habit, sitting self-contained on a long-lashed grey pony with a plaited mane and the most perfect dapples.

          Could that doll have grown into someone who could credibly topple James of Gondal from his throne? At any rate the Gaaldinian thought so. He had arrived out of the mist, as the Prince had told him his counsellors in these ventures would: without name, without rank, without anything save for a rectangle of cloth, tightly stitched in whitework, by way of passport.

          Not sure if he could trust his voice, Julian nodded, The Gaaldinian saluted, and went. Julian downed the wine and turned to face the small, makeshift shrine, before which candles guttered in the draught from the cave mouth, flicking the rosary between his fingers, telling the beads and the decades with the words he had learnt to lisp in the nursery. But at the end of it, as at the start, his real prayer remained the same.

          Holy Mary, how did my life come to this?

          Two hours later, lying amid the dry rocks on the thin, friable soil of the hillside, the sharp scent of sage and thyme rising to his nostrils, a shutered dark lantern at his left hand, his heart thudding loud enough to be heard in the night, Julian had still had no word of an answer.

          The moon rose over the shoulder of the fell at his back. It was not the yellow circle it would be later in the year, pregnant with harvest and promise. Now it shone red for Pentecost. Wisps of cloud scudded across its face, portents of stormy weather ahead.

          (And the devil took him up to some high place, and showed him all the kingdoms of the world, and the glory of them.)

          By the red moon’s malignant light the winding panorama of the road below was laid out clearly as Papa’s map. From this height it was as if one could see in time as well as in distance: the trap unfolding as he watched, each part of its intricate workmanship rendered transparent. On the northern end of the gorge a party of coaches, shrunk to the size of beetles by distance, emerged from round a fold of the hills.

          Lantern lights danced like fireflies as the Bishop’s party passed slowly into the mouth of the gorge and vanished. Julian, who had walked the route yesterday evening, knew how dark it would be beneath the shadow of those overhanging crags, how every slight sound – water dropping, stones dislodged by carriage wheels or by goats on the crags above – would be magnified, stretching each man’s nerves to snapping point.

          Once the last of the lanterns had passed into darkness Julian stood up, grinding his nails into the palms of his hands, counting. Directly below him an overturned wagon and barrels, artistically arranged to look as if they had spilled from it, blocked the whole of the roadway.

          An age passed in less than a quarter of a turn.

          Fireflies re-appeared in the throat of the gorge’s southern end.

          Now.

          Julian turned and lifted and dropped the shutter on the dark lantern; once, twice, thrice. Dark, silent shapes poured past, downslope.

          The scattered fireflies became a swarm as, with stately slowness, the Bishop’s wagon train emerged round the spur. From his eyrie, Julian waited and watched, every nerve thrumming, an arrow nocked to a bow but not yet loosed.

          The first coach slowed as it approached the barricade. In a visible ripple the convoy came to a halt. Dark figures leapt off and assumed a defensive formation.

          Something ached in Julian’s chest. He raised his hand to his cheek, to find it come away wet. This was the first raid where his place sent him away from the action. The jangling bite of a sword thrust, the white-hot agony of arrow wounds, the bewildering burn of gunshot – all those horrors threatened his men below, yet he was safe up here. Blood spilt tonight would not be his blood, nor would his hands do the spilling.

          Two ant-like figures moved cautiously forwards from the leading carriage to the stricken wagon. They had almost reached it when each jerked backwards, and fell, kicking legs and struggling to rise. Julian reminded himself to commend his archers. Inflicting disabling but non-fatal wounds by moonlight at that distance was no mean achievement.

          The Bishop’s guard turned, visibly in two minds about whether to send a party to retrieve the injured men or to muster a counter-attack. No foes being visible or further arrows forthcoming, four of them scurried forward under cover of a hastily-improvised truce flag and assisted the two injured men back into the shadows of the coaches.

          A great shout went up from the rear of the convoy. Tillotson and Greene, the most accomplished poachers for five leagues around, must have managed to sneak up on the last two coaches, wedge their wheels and slash the traces while all eyes were turned to the barrier ahead.

          Recklessly, the guards broke formation and ran towards the shout. Two more went down to arrows shot out of the dark.

          Charges hidden in the mouth of the gorge exploded. The night broke apart in fire and storm. All the horses tried to bolt at once. One wagon toppled on its side. A horse’s scream, like a soul in torment, rent the night. The horses freed by the poachers broke free and stampeded into the dark.

          Ambushers rose up like a wave and overwhelmed the trapped convoy. Bewildered, bedevilled, the Bishop’s guard put up little better than token resistance. Sooner than Julian could have dared hope, all active fighting ceased, leaving only the moans of men and horses to pollute the silence of the night.

          He rose to his feet, checked sword and dagger in their respective scabbards and then pulled from the sack at his feet a hat with a fine plume of ostrich and a cloak with a high, wired collar, captured two weeks ago from a bewildered and indignant troupe of wandering players.

          Suitable clothing for a mountebank and a faker a mocking voice breathed in his ear. Ignoring his queasy conscience, he descended to the road where six of his men were standing, armed, around the largest of the coaches, the only one still standing.

          Their leader nodded. “In there.”

          Julian stepped forward but before he could reach it the carriage door swung open.

          A deep voice rang out. “Do not trouble my attendants within; they are elderly men, worn out from decades of devotions. Do with me as you will, but spare them. They have nothing worth your taking: their riches lie in heaven, and are stored up there beyond the reach of thieves.”

          A massive form stood outlined in the opening to the carriage for a moment. Then he jumped down to the valley floor with unexpected agility.

          “I am he whom you seek. I am the Bishop of Zalona.”

          Several of the more impressionable among Julian’s men dropped to their knees. The tall man crossed himself, then raised his hand in blessing.

          Julian cleared his throat.

          “My pardons for correcting you, sir. You are a brave man, a loyal friend and, I doubt not, a devout priest. But you are not the Bishop of Zalona.”

          “Impious boy! How dare you say such a thing?” The rich-timbred voice perfectly blended outrage and a kind of cosmic sorrow.He came unto his own, and his own received him not.

          Julian walked forwards, very erect, conscious of how his cloak fell about him and how his men whispered. He did not speak until he was no more than a handspan away from the other man’s face.

          “I dare because I am the Duke of Malham. By his grace of Zalona was I baptised, from him I received my first communion and many times I spoke with him at my father’s table. You are, I repeat, a gallant man and I esteem you for your efforts to shield my lord Bishop, but you cannot deceive me.”

          A new voice broke in, querulous and old. “So the rumours are true, after all. I would they were not: it grieves me deeply to see you in such company.”

          With nothing of the panache of his counterfeit the real Bishop emerged arthritically from the carriage. Before Julian could collect his wits enough to take his arm, the Bishop was standing beside him, blinking up at him from rheumy, familiar, old eyes.

          Exasperation lent an edge to Julian’s voice.

          “Would I be in better company if my mutilated corpse were resting now in quicklime beneath the Catiff’s Tower? I suppose so, for then I would have my father and brother beside me: better men by far than I am or ever will be. But is that the end you desire for the house of d’Ancona?”

          Even by the uncertain light he could see in the Bishop’s face the wound had gone deeper than he had intended. He extended his hand.

          “Sir. We have a mule prepared for you, one with an easy gait. My southern hunting lodge lies little more than an hour’s ride away. I invite you to sup with me tonight. Your entourage will not be molested, I assure you. See, the wounded are already receiving the best care we can render them.”

          The Bishop’s cherubic features creased into well-worn lines which, nevertheless, Julian did not remember. How could the Bishop have aged so much since he had visited Malham Castle to say a requiem for King Ambrosine and stay to a funeral dinner in the Great Hall?

          “You invite me? To sup with you? You invite me, in such circumstances?”

          Julian made his voice very gentle. “Come, sir. The dew is rising, and we have contributed not a little to the discomforts of what can have been no easy journey. Come with me. We can talk later.”

          His pressure beneath the Bishop’s shoulders directed his steps towards the mule, away from the chaos behind. One of his most trusted men took the mule’s leading rein and swathed a (surely unnecessary) scarf around the Bishop’s eyes. Then he left them to it, mounted his own horse and sped down diverse country tracks to ensure that, when the Bishop arrived, he would have a fitting welcome.

          His people had made heroic efforts to turn the old, semi-derelict hunting lodge into a place where a Bishop might be welcomed. Julian’s own chamber saw evidence of solid, if crude, recent carpentry to repair rotten floorboards, and a similar smell of new sawdust and varnish breathed from the larger chamber reserved for the Bishop.

          In his own chamber a basin and an ewer of steaming water offered him welcome. Laid out on the bed were fresh linen and a frock coat and breeches in damascened black velvet in the latest Court style. He mentally saluted the Gaaldinian prince and his envoy who had brought them. They fitted to a nicety. Wearing them, Julian felt more himself than he had for weeks, armoured against the tense interview ahead.

          He ignored the sounds of the Bishop’s arrival and went down the backstairs to the securely barred cellars, where Vernon, the clerk, and McAllister were methodically sorting through the loot from the convoy and making notes in a ledger: gold, silver, a fifteenth century bronze Triton, packages of pepper, cinnamon, civet and a waxy lump of ambergris. To one side, as Julian had ordered, were set communion vessels, a monstrance like a great gold sunburst set with rock crystal, and two elaborately bejewelled and enamelled reliquaries, ready to be returned to their owner.

          “This should keep us going for a few months, sir,” Vernon reported, though Julian caught him casting a wistful look at the reserved objects.

          “It’ll have to,” McAllister commented grimly. “I can’t see many merchants sending their goods up and down the Great North Road once the news we’ve bagged a Bishop reaches Gondal Town.”

          “Not for some while, perhaps.” Julian stroked his chin, hoping the gesture made him look older. “But the marshes along the western road bog down heavy wagons in all but the driest parts of the summer, and the flies make that way a torment in all seasons when it’s passable. And there is not shipping enough in the three kingdoms to send all Gondal’s freight by sea. Provided we make our toll rates known, I daresay there’ll be some willing to pay them, even on top of the King’s.”

          “Blackrent, on Malham lands?” McAllister turned his head, and spat, accurately, into the corner of the cellar.

          “It was no choices of d’Ancona that brought matters to this pass. Thank you, gentlemen. Secure the valuables and tell the wounded men I commend their sacrifice and will visit them before long.”

          He found the Bishop sitting in a low chair in the corner of the hall, a glass in front of him from which he was pointedly not drinking. His glance was thunderous as he looked up to see Julian approach.

          “So now it comes, does it, boy? You’ve softened me up, now you wish to break me? Doubtless your couriers are already on the way to Gondal Town, bearing your demands for ransom. Is that your game, hey?”

          Julian sat in the opposite chair, and waved away the servitor proffering wine.

          “Let us indeed talk of ransom. But I am afraid that you have mistaken the direction of the transaction. It is I who must be redeemed, and in a coin which does not tarnish, and, while infinitely precious, is also infinitely renewable. In short, I desire that you will hear my confession.”

          The Bishop inhaled, sharply.

          “You are, I confide, in sore need of that sacrament.”

          Moths as big as pipistrelles hurled themselves into the swinging oil-lamp above their heads, falling stunned to the table only to blunder back aloft and join the lunatic dance around the lamp once more. The silence threatened to drag itself to infinity. At length the Bishop roused himself.

          “I am truly glad to hear your wish and more relieved than words can tell.”

          “As am I, that you have accepted. But you should be aware, before we proceed, that there is peril in it for you.” He leant forward and whispered in the Bishop’s ear.

          The churchman recoiled. “That suggestion is an abomination. I do not accept it for a moment. I cannot accept it.”

          Heads turned all through the room. Though Julian made ferocious gestures at his inquisitive people, he was not displeased. This would be remembered. When a moor fire catches, nothing can stand before it, and the peat below ground smoulders and breaks out unexpectedly, even when the flames seem to have been thoroughly extinguished. So, too, runs gossip, and so it flares.

          “I can offer you no proof.” This time he made no effort to whisper. “Furthermore, the sources of my information will doubtless confirm your suspicions that I am indeed – that you suspect. Let that be so. But it would be wrong of you to ask you to hear my confession if I did not first warn you that it may not be safe for you.”

          The Bishop’s face was incredulous. “Safe for me?”

          So, Julian thought with a small twist of pain, might he himself have sounded three months ago. He put the slightest shading of that thought into his voice. “Even for you. What I may confess – that, I daresay, is something the King’s intelligencers would be agog to learn.”

          “It is confession. It is a sacrament.” The fine white brows were drawn down, the rubicund face perplexed.

          Julian rose to his feet. “Sir, will you do me the honour of walking with me a while outside? No –” He raised his hand to forestall a hesitance that might, after all, have been imaginary. “I shall not ask you to receive my confession in a pine grove on a mountainside.”

          “It would make a most excellent story for the Episcopal Palace if you did,” the Bishop observed drily. “Though, to say truth, my arthritic bones might never recover.”

          “The night is as warm as you can expect, so late in the evening.”

          The Bishop emitted a quick huff of amusement. “Nevertheless, in tribute to those same old bones, I need my cloak. Ah, thank you, my dear boy. Now. I have always thought there are things easier to say beneath the stars. And to hear.”

          The moon had only just started to decline. Julian had expected more time to have passed. They were almost at the edge of the bluff above the river before either of them spoke.

          “I take it you will have heard of the affair at the Reaching Beck Bridge?” Julian said.

          It was too dark to see if the Bishop rolled his eyes but the studied restraint in his voice spoke volumes.

          “It would hardly do the Church credit were I to be unaware of an event of such moment.”

          “And do you know the identity of the two men concerned?”

          “I know who report has them be.” The Bishop paused. “The Crown Prince of Gaaldine, and a pretender to his brother’s throne, a bastard begot by Mycroft I.”

          Somewhere over to Julian’s right an owl called: a single sharp, sweet, note, repeated endlessly. His father had hated that call, he recalled with a sharp stab of unexpected pain.

          “Report, then, has it almost right. The boy – David Hebron – was raised quietly, in the countryside, ignorant of his connections. However, it appears he made regular visits to the Abbey of Norburyness.”

          “Ah.”

          The monosyllable was enough. The Abbess of Norburyness was hailed throughout Europe as the greatest female theologian of the age. Her pellucid theological essays and biting pamphlets had earned her the title ‘the second Heloise’, though that name had more than one significance.

          At seventeen she had been presented at Gaaldine’s Palace, possessing the face and figure of the goddess Diana and a wit capable of sparking a bonfire in a blizzard. Queen Ismenia of Gaaldine was whispered to be fading: her only son, the Crown Prince Rollo, a childless bachelor, prematurely old. The ultimate prize was on offer for someone sufficiently bold to step up and take it.

          But, at the very moment when her triumph was at its height, she had laid aside her gorgeous brocades, legendary silks and tottering chopines, sold her jewels to make her nun’s dowry and retreated to the cloister. From then she had ceased to be a sensation. Instead, she had become a legend – almost, some said, a saint.

          “I met her once, you know,” the Bishop mused. “There was a treaty or some such in train – there always seemed to be, in those years, not they ever came to much, not until the last one, when King Ambrosine demanded that boy as a hostage. Well, it would have been Queen Felicia’s notion, of course, but we all praised his Grace the King for his genius. One did, back then – Where was I? Ah. Yes. Even with all one thought one knew, there was a stillness about her. A depth. But the boy could not have been her own. The King of Gaaldine would not have suffered him to grow up in obscurity. It must have been her sister’s. They spoke of a sister, I collect.”

          Julian nodded.

          “Indeed, sir, the younger girl slipped into the King’s bed when the elder quitted the world for the cloister. Further, the boy was born some months after King Mycroft’s death at Castle Cavron, and his mother died bearing him.

          “The boy – David Hebron – believed that the King secretly married his mother on his way to his final campaign. No, sir, pray hear me out. That information he had from the Abbess herself, who had attended her sister’s deathbed. Had it rested there, doubtless nothing more would have been heard of him. But then he received confirmation from another source, indeed from Prince James of Gondal, as he then was.”

          Julian paused, the next words heavy in his mouth. He had carried them for weeks, since they had been vouchsafed to him in a stinking bothy on the far side of the River Zalon.

          “The Prince had that confirmation from King Mycroft’s former confessor. Under torture. My informant felt very sure that the Prince had himself been present while the priest was put to the torment. That if he had not performed the deed, he had lent it his authority. And that his intent from the outset had been to extort the secrets of the confessional.”

          The light breeze sighing in the trees was the only sound for what felt like an eternity.

          The Bishop’s voice was very low when he finally spoke.

          “You speak the purest infamy. A man who would countenance such an act would not be God’s anointed. The whole of Christendom would set their face against the realm he ruled. But that makes spreading such a lie of the greatest advantage to Gaaldine. Either way, one has a gross falsehood, a damnable falsehood and between the King and the Prince of Gaaldine but so much of truth as to make one honest man. But with which of them does it lie?”

          Only the owl’s monotonous note broke the silence that followed. When the Bishop spoke again, it seemed to Julian half an age had gone by and they were only now awakening out of a trance. The Bishop’s voice, too, had a lilting quality, like a man who tells over a dream he wonders might be a revelation.

          “I recall, now, there was a priest in Egremont, just a short, round-faced parish priest, like a thousand others up and down the land. He came up as we were setting out and asked my blessing and then, when I had given it, looked up at me and said, ‘But you are more in need of God’s blessing than I, for I labour among friends, whereas your path encompasses the Paradise of Thieves.’ And when I asked him what he meant and whether he had fears for my wagon train going through the gorge (for you should know, my dear boy, that rumours of bandits have been running rife for weeks) he shook his head, and said, ‘No; the real Paradise of Thieves lies at your journey’s end. The other is just a distraction on the way. But don’t be too hard on the boy when you meet him. If a man knows his father foully murdered and is too impatient to wait for the judgment seat, he may turn his feet to strange paths and at least we can be thankful he’s not chosen the broad, broad road.’ He said it quite quietly, but I wondered if he were not a little touched, all the same, so made my leave quite abrupt. But perhaps his simplicity sees more into these matters than those of us who have grown sophisticated. I shall have him sent for; my secretary will have noted his name. I heard it but have forgot – something quite commonplace, Smith or Brown, or something of that sort.”

          “Be assured of his safe passage through Malham lands, my lord.”

          The Bishop tutted. “As I said, it grieves me to see you in such company. But, since it concerns you, it is indeed a warm night, and I shall take my chance on rheumatism. So, my child, let me hear your confession, here, now, where none will mark it and then let us return to the hall.”

          “Bless me, father, for I have sinned –”

          

          My dear Elizabeth

          First, let me assure you that we are all in the best of health and prosperity, since I know a letter from me less than ten days before we are due to see you will have set the most alarming thoughts running in your head. However, I have unfortunate news to convey, nonetheless. The Lakes are quite out of the question for the moment. The news may not have reached Meryton as yet but the Bishop of Zalona arrived in the capital late yesterday, in very sorry case – his convoy ambushed on the Great North Road, some few miles south of Egremont, in a very bad place, and it is rumoured by no ordinary bandit leader, but by the dispossessed heir of the late Duke of Malham or, at any rate, someone claiming to be that heir. Whatever the truth in that, it will have a profound effect on trade with Northern Gondal and with the world beyond.

          Indeed, your uncle has been forced to arrange sea transport for certain goods to Trieste which were supposed to have gone up by the Great North Road to Vienna. With all the other exporters vying for sea transport for the same reasons, cargo space is trading at a premium. He thinks he has secured a ship, departing ten days from now, but needs to see his consignment safely on board himself, in case he finds himself outbid and his wares left on the dockside at the last minute.

          We must be back in Gondal Town within the month following this later departure, so even were the road safe, we would have no time for the Lake Country. So, we have determined on making a leisurely journey to Lambton, where I grew up. There are many remarkable things within a short drive – including, of course, Pemberley, where Mr Wickham spent his early life, and I confide that we will find a great deal there to amuse us.

          I know this news is excessively disappointing, but I trust this will soon pass. You have a disposition to be happy, and I know that will come to your aid now.

          My best love to your Mama, Papa and sisters.

          Yr most affectionate aunt.

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Seventeen

          “She’s home, she’s home and you didn’t tell me?”

          The King looked up from his contemplation of a weed-ruined wilderness which had once been a badly-proportioned knot garden.

          “My dear, when I found you sound asleep on my return from the Council meeting I hadn’t the heart to wake you. It was past two in the morning.”

          For all their seeming solitude there must be bodyguards within reach. Battering her beloved’s head with a trowel would, doubtless, alarm them excessively. Elizabeth contented herself with a piercing glare. Ceremoniously, Mycroft extended his arm.

          “Madam, even so early in the season the sun is getting hot. Should we retire into the shade?”

          There was something in Mycroft’s expression that she had come to recognise. Bodyguards. And so, one or more potential spies within earshot. She suffered herself to be led indoors.

          They did not turn into one of the shabby, grandly-proportioned sitting rooms on the ground floor. Nor did they repair to the suite of rooms off the first landing which had already been put in excellent order for the use of his Grace the King. Without pausing, Mycroft led her to the upper floor, which was, in the estate’s current state of dilapidation, the province of bats and squirrels. Nor did he stop there. Only when they were standing beneath the awning on the roof terrace did Mycroft speak again.

          “My dear, I know how much anxiety Frances’ absence has caused you –”

          “I don’t think you do,” Elizabeth snapped, before she could restrain herself. “I’ve thought of forty ways in which she could have be captured, imprisoned, tortured by the Beast of Gondal –”

          Mycroft looked altogether too calm.

          “I’ll warrant your imagination will barely have scratched the surface of his depravity. But happily, and thanks to her own wit and good judgment (qualities she inherits from you, my dear) as well as Jonathan’s loyalty and ingenuity, here she is back with us unscathed, having inflicted no little injury on the Pretender. What is more, if I read Anthea’s report correctly, I doubt he even knows he has suffered injury at all. Yet. Frances has made herself the very spirit of chaos. How could the Pretender adjust his play to hers, when no-one – not Anthea, not myself, not even my brother – could have predicted her taking a hand at all?”

          Slowly, she counted to fifty.

          “Do you think for a moment – do you imagine Frances thought for a moment – that what she staked in this game, along with her life, was her reputation? She’s been away for weeks, with no chaperone and no explanation. People have said all sorts of things. Or at least, thought them at me very loudly and allowed them to be said in front of people who then dutifully reported them. And you can hardly say that she did anything to soothe my fears, simply leaving a note saying Jonathan was a sensible man and would do his utmost to care for her. Jonathan: a common soldier!”

          Mycroft raised an eyebrow.

          “Surely a most uncommon solider. What’s more, you can rest assured, my dear, that neither his interests nor his interest would incline him towards Frances’ bed.”

          Tears welled up: whether of helplessness, relief or temper she hardly knew or cared. She took a step backwards. Mycroft caught her elbow in a firm grip. Her vision cleared and she gasped at her proximity to the crumbling balustrade.

          So, much like my life in general.

          “Sit down, my dear. No, here, under the canopy, in the shade. My pardon for my flippancy. But, truly, Jonathan is completely my brother’s man and the loyalty runs deeper than I can fathom, in both directions.”

          Bitterness rang in his voice. Elizabeth permitted herself an inward snarl. Who could wonder, given what he had suffered at the hands of a feckless, faithless cockscomb, who deserved to be taken out and shot (if indeed he had survived the Reaching Beck Bridge, which doubtless he had, since warlocks always floated) for the anxiety he had caused his brother.

          “Thank you, my dear.” The heartfelt gratitude in Mycroft’s voice sent a jolt up Elizabeth’s spine, reminding her that sorcery ran in families, at least in this one.

          All her pent up feelings burst out at once.

          “But what am I to do? Good God, when Frances has been trying to observe some elusive bird I have seen her fade into the background so effectively that even I, her own mother, could not have told she was there a quarter turn later. Why, why, why, in the name of all that’s holy can she not apply that discretion to moving through society?”

          The hand on her arm clasped a little tighter.

          “Do not try to confine her, my dear. She is no barnyard fowl, but a falcon. Or perhaps a reed heron. They, too, blend patiently into the sedge, awaiting the moment to strike. And this is her moment, just as it is Charis’. Which reminds me. I have had word of Charis – most disquietingly.”

          While she appreciated his attempt to distract her from contemplating Frances’ misdemeanours she could hardly summon up much interest in those of the Crown Princess. Nevertheless, she did her best.

          “Really? Don’t tell me she’s taken to gallivanting around unchaperoned and unexplained, too?”

          “Quite the reverse, my dear, at least according to her attendants. She has gone off on a spring pilgrimage under the care of a widowed gentlewoman of unimpeachable reputation.”

          Elizabeth shook her head, as if to rid herself of a persistent, buzzing insect.

          “Charis, on a pilgrimage? Incredible.”

          He leant forward, and took both of her hands between his.

          “In every sense of that oft-misused word, my dear. Which is why I need to send an agent of proven resource, wit and – most important of all – having the confidence of the Crown Princess to Castle Cavron at once, to find out what is truly happening.”

          Elizabeth narrowed her eyes.

          “You cannot possibly think of sending Frances. That would set the seal on the Court’s gossip. What else could they think but that she had been sent to some secluded part of the country to bear a bastard child?”

          She could not quite catch Mycroft’s next remark, so low did he speak, but it sounded rather like a better cover story than a pilgrimage, at that.

          “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

          Mycroft looked her full in the eye, his face for once open, all disguise dropped.

          “I believe, Elizabeth, that as a mother you should put that point of view to Frances. And then, as one grown woman to another, accept her verdict as to whether she considers the game worth the candle.”

          His words hit her like a blow in the diaphragm. As in the aftermath of such a blow, she lost all power of speech. Her power of observation seemed unaffected, however. She saw regret in Mycroft’s face but no trace of apology or retraction.

          This is indeed a war. And even Frances is a warrior. Or a weapon. To the extent the King of Gaaldine can even distinguish the two.

          From his suddenly wry expression he had read something of her thought.

          “Forgive me, Elizabeth, but I am the King. If I attend not to the defence of my realm, I am nothing. And your daughter, I think, knows that.”

          Better than you hung, unspoken, in the sultry air of the roof terrace.

          “But she’s so young,” Elizabeth choked out.

          Mycroft raised his eyes. “By the time you were her age, you were widowed, with a five year old child. Or am I mistaken on that point?”

          She gritted her teeth. “I loved my husband. Dearly. Nevertheless, I accept I married full young. I learned wisdom afterwards.” But that is not the point. “You wish to turn Frances – you wish to turn my daughter – into a spy, and send her into hostile country. What mother would not object?”

          His expression was disturbingly bland.

          “What mother indeed?And yet, my dear, she has been a spy for Gaaldine these last ten weeks and I turned her into nothing; I can turn her into nothing, except she consent. Elizabeth, accept it. Your daughter’s hand rests on a fulcrum by which she intends to shift worlds and time. And she pushes hard, and in the right direction.”

          Every crumb of comfort lost, she nodded acquiescence.

          “If I hear her tell me – in her own voice – that she agrees to you sending her to Castle Cavron, then I shall not oppose you. But please, do your utmost and also ask Anthea to do what she can to protect her good name along the way.”

          Mycroft’s eyes were dark, his mouth solemn. He nodded.

          “You have my word. Trust me. And now, of course, I find on this exposed height there is nothing to quench your thirst. Let us go below and have the servants bring lemonade and iced ginger tea.”

          They were half-way down the second stair before he looked back over his shoulder and said, “Expediency is one thing, but I dislike the idea that my courtiers have offered you impertinence. Tell me, which of them were insistent on – ah – thinking loudly at you about Frances?”

          Revenge smelt delightful in her nostrils. But in truth –

          “Frankly, my dear, it would be a far shorter list if I told you who didn’t.”

          His expression changed, becoming hidden and watchful.

          “And that shorter list?”

          She spread her hands. “I’m not sure one person can comprise a list. But I have been most grateful for the forbearance and – to say truth – charity extended to me by the Countess of Alwent.”

          He stopped his descent and turned to face her fully. His hand gripped the neglected oak of the bannister so hard his knuckles were white, though his tone was that of light banter.

          “The Countess of Alwent? I have always supposed my cousin’s wife believes charity begins at home and stirs abroad not at all. Husband and wife should always have one point on which they are in perfect accord, should they not?”

          Her breath caught. So much bitterness. What had the Earl and Countess of Alwent done to him? Then her laggard brain caught up. My cousin. My cousin’s wife. But the dead Queen – Evgenia – had been the Earl’s sister, and the Countess had, smilingly, referenced “his Grace, my brother” in their conversation. And she, scrupulous not to encroach upon a family’s still-fresh grief, had taken that assertion at face value. What an idiot she had been. Vultures and shrikes the lot of them, and her beloved their prey.

          The broad sweep of the main staircase lay before her. She plucked at Mycroft’s sleeve.

          “My dear, do you not think Frances may come to a greater appreciation of her fault if left to contemplate it alone, until we choose to acknowledge her return? We are, surely, in no hurry? And the servants might just as well bring the lemonade and iced ginger tea up here.”

          “Elizabeth? What –?”

          Her eyes danced.

          “I have, my lord, found it hard to sleep of late. But now my worries about my daughter are allayed, I find I could sleep the clock round. You, in turn, were delayed in Council until the early hours. No-one could accuse either of us of the sin of sloth, were we to catch up on our proper repose for an hour or five.”

          She drew him towards the first floor suite of rooms, which had already been put in excellent order for the use of his Grace the King.

          

          All the young ladies of Meryton drooped at the regiment’s removal. Despite the relief of Wickham’s departure, the sameness, narrowness of the district without the relief of external visitors struck Elizabeth forcibly, as it had never done before. In this bitter season she came to understand that Mama’s shrillness, her resort to ratafia in the afternoon and brandy from a tea-cup in the evenings, derived from a like sense of suffocation. Regrettably, this insight did not cause her to love either Mama or herself the better.

          Deprived of alternatives, she must now pin all her hopes of happiness on the prospect of her tour with the Gardiners, now deferred by three weeks.

          At length the dull wait passed. Late one summer afternoon the Gardiners’ carriage rolled up the long white road from Gondal Town. At dawn the next day, yawning and regretting their beds, Elizabeth and her aunt and uncle trundled off north on their party of pleasure.

          Much has been written of the wonders of Gondal: its majestic ravines, barren moorlands, bonny brooks, brooding castles and owl-haunted country granges. It is not the purpose of this work to supplement those accounts. The travellers saw and marvelled and said all that was proper and when they were full to the brim of sights and memories they repaired to the small town of Lambton, which possessed, among its other charms, the merit of having been the place where Mrs Gardiner had spent the happiest years of her youth.

          Unexpectedly, at least so far as Elizabeth was concerned, their journey to Lambton took them along the outer perimeter of the Pemberley estate. Pemberley itself lay not five miles from Lambton. Furthermore, it appeared that by application to the Darcy family’s housekeeper respectable visitors might be permitted to see the house’s great state rooms and tour the grounds.

          The moment this was mentioned, Elizabeth’s heart sank. Her aunt and uncle had taken advantage of every similar opportunity during their travels north. It seemed hardly likely they would desist when it came to Pemberley. Indeed, they showed no patience with Elizabeth’s demurrals, especially since it was impossible for her to give the real reason she was reluctant to risk encountering Mr Darcy.

          “If it were merely a fine house richly furnished, I should not care about it myself, but the grounds are delightful,” her aunt scolded her. “And, too, you must have heard so much about it. Surely you cannot pass up an opportunity to see Pemberley for yourself. Wickham passed all his youth there, you know.”

          Although she could not mention this to her aunt, that reflection was hardly calculated to recommend the scheme. Elizabeth fell silent, then when she retired at night made a few commonplace enquiries of the chambermaid. They had passed the fine Pemberley estate in the travels; from the glimpses she had seen through the trees it seemed a monstrous fine place. Was it true that it was owned by the King’s own cousin? Indeed, and were the family down for the summer?

          “No, ma’am. I believe they will still be at Lake Elderno.” The chambermaid shuffled from one foot to another; her next words came out in a rush. “They say that the Earl of Ula (he is Mr Darcy’s uncle, you understand) has made a great party down there, with balls and pic-nics and water-parties. His son commands a regiment and with all this war talk who knows where the Colonel may be by this time next month, or his men with him? Small wonder, ma’am, if his father makes the most of what little peace may be left to enjoy his son’s company, and his family comes to join them.”

          The maid’s voice held a note of bitter yearning. Elizabeth’s next words came out unbidden.

          “You speak as if you have also watched those you love go to the wars.”

          She had not meant to pry, but the maid took her comment for question.

          “For the most part, ma’am, this is poor, sheep-farming country, save for some mining and quarrying in the high dales. There’s little work for the young men so they are tempted to follow when the recruiting parties come calling, no matter whether it’s for regiments of Gondal or the Pope’s wars or the Emperor’s. Two of my brothers went that way.”

          Without asking, Elizabeth knew those brothers had not come back.

          “That must be hard, for the families especially.”

          The maid stiffened her shoulders, as if to guard against committing an over-familiarity.

          “Perhaps, ma’am, the times are changing. The present Mr Darcy has done a very great deal to improve the district, even more than his father before him. Last year, when the harvest was poor, many families would have gone without had it not been for road improvement schemes and bridge-building he put in hand and now a family who fled France because of the religious wars have started a silk manufactory in Lambton and all are saying that Mr Darcy has leased the land at a peppercorn to them, provided only that they take two apprentices a year with no premium asked and teach them the trade too.”

          The news of Mr Darcy as a far-sighted and generous landlord upset all Elizabeth’s ideas. Furthermore, now she was assured there was no risk of meeting its proprietor, it kindled in her as great a desire to see Pemberley as her aunt could wish. They departed on their excursion at an early hour the next day.

          The first views of Pemberley were delightful. It was a large, handsome stone building, standing well on rising ground, and backed by a ridge of high woody hills. Before it, a stream had been artfully dammed and weired to swell into a small lake, having all the appearance of nature. On their application to the housekeeper they were readily admitted and shown through a succession of rooms: grand and well-furnished indeed, but displaying far more real taste than Rosings’ stately apartments.

          Mrs Gardiner’s astute hint that Elizabeth was acquainted with Mr Darcy drew the housekeeper’s respect, and prompted confidences which left Elizabeth marvelling. For what praise could be more valuable than that of an intelligent servant? The housekeeper must have had every opportunity to see Mr Darcy at his worst and yet phrases such as “sweetest-tempered” “good-hearted” “never a cross word from him in my life” kept dropping from her lips, like the roses and jewels from the good girl in the fairy story.

          Nor was it possible to dismiss it as the misguided partiality of someone who depended on the Darcy family for everything. Her words amplified and confirmed all the chambermaid had said that morning, and everything about the rooms through which they passed reinforced their truth. Take, for example, the elegance and charm of the sitting room which the master of the house had just had fitted out for his sister Georgiana, to surprise her on her return from Lake Elderno.

          “Everything which may please his sister, is sure to be done in a moment,” the housekeeper said. “I look forward very much to seeing her face, when she enters this room tomorrow and sees what he has contrived here.”

          “Tomorrow?” Elizabeth said, astounded. If their journey had been delayed but a single day –

          The housekeeper nodded. “Yes; an express came yesterday. We expect Miss Georgiana and the master here by dinner time tomorrow, with a large party of friends.”

          Her aunt took this as a civil hint the housekeeper had duties she must be about. They gave their thanks, and were handed into the care of the gardener, to be shown the pleasure-grounds. They had, though, barely crossed the paved area in front of the house (her uncle had just turned to admire the front elevation, and speculate about the date of the building) when its master himself turned the corner from the stables, barely twenty paces in front of Elizabeth.

          It was impossible to tell which of them blushed the deeper; her cheeks felt on fire, and Mr Darcy’s looked so. But the greatest surprise was to have him greet her with civility. He was not at ease, no-one could have accused him of that. His words stumbled out without any order, and he repeated his enquiries after her family several times, without apparently heeding her responses. But he was certainly civil; more than civil. After a few minutes awkward conversation, from which her aunt and uncle stood politely detached, he seemed to recollect himself, gave a nod to the gardener as if to say, “Carry on” and took his leave.

          Where the gardener led them, Elizabeth had no idea. Her thoughts were in an uproar, mingling anger at her own folly at coming here, at the fates who had not let them depart ten minutes earlier, embarrassment and abject misery at what Mr Darcy must think of her. That, then, turned itself back into anger than she should even care and so the cycle started anew.

          Only the need to conceal her emotions brought her back to herself. She bestirred herself to converse with her aunt and uncle, who were exclaiming over the beauties of the woodland through which they were walking, and, in her uncle’s case, speculating about the prospects for fishing in the little river which bordered the path.

          “Perhaps we could walk the whole park?” Her uncle, absorbed in his contemplation of the rushing, peat-brown waters from the mid-point of a little wooden bridge, was unaware of the expression of horror on his wife’s face. The gardener, wiser perhaps than the gentleman, let out a low whistle.

          “Sir, that’s not a trip to be taken lightly. ’Tis four leagues round.”

          Her uncle swung round. “So much?”

          “If it’s an inch, sir.”

          “Perhaps we could make our way back to the carriage, dear.” Mrs Gardiner’s tone had none of Mama’s querulousness, but somehow that made her weariness more convincing. They turned, Elizabeth now leading the party and so first to see Mr Darcy advancing to meet them from the direction of the house.

          All her ideas fled; she stood fixed to the spot while he caught up with her. After a few moments most awkward conversation on both their parts, he seemed to reach an inspiration.

          “Might you introduce me to your friends, Miss Duplessis?”

          Elizabeth’s surprise was no less than her jubilation. He takes my aunt and uncle for people of fashion, not merchants from the trading quarter of Gondal Town.

          She performed the introduction with alacrity and if he was surprised he hid it well. He immediately entered into conversation with them and Elizabeth delighted that he should see that here were two relatives for whom she need not blush. Moreover, he seemed most interested in Mr Gardiner’s tales of the capital, which it was clear shed new light on issues which Mr Darcy could only have heard about from the Court’s perspective. Indeed, once conversation turned in this direction, he dispatched the gardener ahead of them to the house, with some message about the Gardiners’ horses, so that her uncle might share his opinions more freely.

          However, soon Mrs Gardiner’s exhaustion caused her to need to lean more heavily on her husband, and conversation flagged. Mr Darcy stepped forward and offered Elizabeth his own arm. Her uncle waved the two of them forward down the path, giving his wife the temporary relief of a short rest sitting on a fallen log. Now, then, was Elizabeth’s opportunity to clear up any misunderstandings with Mr Darcy.

          “Your arrival must have been very unexpected; we understood from your housekeeper that your party was due to arrive tomorrow, and indeed, in Lambton it was believed your family were all at Lake Elderno and like to remain for some time.”

          He nodded. “Indeed. We had planned to stay by the lake another ten days at least, but my cousin has been ordered south to rejoin his regiment unexpectedly and my uncle had not the heart to continue the party. To help him, I offered the hospitality of Pemberley for some part of his guests, and thought it as well to post on ahead, to ensure all would be in order for them.”

          Cold chill struck at her heart. “Colonel Fitzwilliam is ordered south? Is it – has war with Gaaldine come so soon?”

          He frowned, though (Elizabeth thought) more in puzzlement than anger.

          “Nothing is certain. Perhaps Gaaldine is at the back of it, but nothing on the surface shows it. The Borders, you know, are apt to erupt without warning, and many in those parts are loyal to the Princess, even without overt instigation.”

          “But what happened?”

          He half turned, to see her aunt and uncle ambling along some distance in the rear. He waved encouragingly towards them, but Elizabeth fancied he quickened his pace a little, as if to ensure that was he was about to say was heard by the two of them alone.

          “I’m afraid, Miss Duplessis, that it is a bloody story and a strange one, and you must understand all intelligence is partial and imperfect, so I cannot tell if what I have been told is truth or no.”

          She nodded, fascinated beyond measure by the change in him.

          “I believe your cousin, Miss Molly Hooper, said something to like effect. About intelligence and its failings, I mean.”

          His countenance opened into a smile. “I am happy you made her acquaintance. She has always lacked companionship; the companionship of sensible women near her own age, I mean.”

          Given Miss Hooper must be within touching distance of thirty, Elizabeth hoped Mr Darcy merely meant to contrast Elizabeth (and, perhaps, Charlotte) with Lady Catherine de Bourgh. The reflection stung, notwithstanding. Oblivious, Mr Darcy continued his account.

          “Anyway, some months ago, spies out of the Debatable Lands brought word that riding families long estranged had shorted their differences, and hatched a plan for a major raid come Pentecost. Early reports the raiders looked towards Gaaldine proved a feint. The raiders doubled back into Lestrade lands, burning and pillaging as they went. So out came his lordship from Castle Lestrade with what few men he could summon at short notice.”

          Elizabeth had heard of Lord Lestrade from her uncle John, whose account put his lordship in no good light.

          “He who was exiled from court for duelling, years ago?”

          Mr Darcy nodded. “A rattlepate of the first water. No commander, either: he was ambushed and captured, leaving his castle wide open to the raiders. Lord Lestrade’s mistress – no-one else was in command by that point – negotiated terms of surrender and safe-conduct and gave earnest of ransom for his lordship himself. Her treaty made, she rode out of the citadel on a white mule with two pack animals carrying her gear – the Holy Virgin herself knows where she went after that – and the reivers fell upon Castle Lestrade. Before word reached any garrison of Gondal, it had been looted and burnt. My cousin is charged – I do not envy him – to see if it may be restored sufficiently to make it a strong point of the Borders once more, and to find its former lord.”

          Elizabeth’s hand went to her mouth. “No easy task.”

          Mr Darcy looked sardonic. “Our lord the King does not give easy tasks to his chosen men. Nor does he readily forgive those who fail in their trust. My cousin, to speak truth, is not sure whether he is supposed to restore Lord Lestrade to his estates or to bring him to judgment for losing them. But I have bored you too long on military affairs. Tell me, how have you enjoyed your travels?”

          It could only be a deflection. Elizabeth, recalling things Molly had said, saw why that might be so. They talked with great persistence of the beauties of Gondal and of the houses and sights Elizabeth had seen. This conversation lasted until they reached the flagged space before the great frontage of Pemberley house. Nonetheless, their ideas were almost exhausted by the time her aunt and uncle came into view.

          Mr Darcy remarked, with an air of casualness Elizabeth thought not wholly natural, “Among the party arriving tomorrow are some who will claim an acquaintance with you—Mr. Bingley and his sister. But there is also one other person in the party who more particularly wishes to be known to you. Will you allow me, or do I ask too much, to introduce my sister to your acquaintance during your stay at Lambton?”

          This was a surprise too great to be comprehended: a compliment, too, of the highest water. She murmured assent and then her aunt and uncle were upon them. He invited them to come in and take refreshment, but they declined; they had bespoken an unfashionably early dinner at their inn in Lambton and the hour pressed close upon them. Their carriage ordered, they rolled away down the long straight drive through the park.

          “Well,” said her aunt, “I can, now, agree with his housekeeper. Many may call him proud, but I have seen no sign of it. Lizzie, my dear, why on Earth did you come to tell us he was so disagreeable?”

          That was a poser. All Elizabeth could do by way of excuse was to say that though he had been far more civil when she met him at Rosings than he had appeared at Meryton, she had never seen him so agreeable as today. She also took the opportunity to drop as many hints as she felt at liberty to do about the falsity of Mr Wickham’s stories. On that last point, though, she was too much constrained by obligations of silence to convince her aunt, and at length they had to agree to disagree on Mr Wickham’s character.

          The very next day, while she was idly watching the street from the window of her in room, a carriage drew up outside. The coachman’s livery gave away who the new arrivals must be even before Mr Darcy and a very tall, solidly-built young lady emerged. Elizabeth spun away from the window, towards the mirror, grasping for a hairbrush. She had completed a hurried toilette before the chambermaid, tapping on the door, announced in a flustered whisper that there were visitors come to call.

          As she entered the private parlour of the inn, its grandest apartment, her first sight was her aunt’s face. Mrs Gardiner was all-too obviously struggling with mixed emotions: surprise, pleasure and wild conjecture as to what this honour could mean. Then she was face to face with Mr Darcy and he was requesting her permission to make her known to his sister.

          Miss Darcy acknowledged the introduction in a monosyllable as gruff as anything Lady Catherine could have produced. Any suspicion that the niece was a pale copy of the aunt, however, was immediately dispelled by seeing the pink at the tips of Miss Darcy’s ears and the way her fingers wrung in the sides of her gown. Insight hit Elizabeth. Rather than being exceedingly proud, as repute had her, Georgiana Darcy was merely exceedingly shy.

          Her heart opened in sympathy.

          “Miss Darcy? I am honoured to meet you. We all admired your drawings yesterday, when we visited Pemberley. I wish I had your skill with paper and crayons.”

          Mr Darcy’s smile was like sunrise over the sea.

          “Georgiana is too modest about her abilities. I often try to convince her that she is the best artist in the family, but she will not hear it.”

          Miss Darcy went brick red. Her working hands bid fair to ruin her gown.

          “Not me. Mu-Molly.”

          Unbidden, Elizabeth’s hand went up to deflect her aunt, who had risen from her seat in the dark corners of the parlour. Mrs Gardiner sat down again, words of calm and comfort dying on her lips.

          “You speak of Miss Hooper? I saw her work at – at Rosings, and it is truly fine.”

          Mentally, she made a note against her next confession. But confidence as to the Elbe visit had been enjoined upon her and promises were also sacred to God. Her voice strengthened.

          “There is a brooding quality in her work; her landscapes breathe tragedy. It is superbly done, but I confess I was born under Thalia’s influence, not Melpomene’s. Your sketches bring balm to the spirit, and that is no small gift.”

          Although no-one could call her handsome, in that moment Miss Darcy looked most truly her brother’s sister. “You truly think so? What –”

          She got no further. The door opened and Mr Bingley was in the room.

          However frustrated Elizabeth might be that better acquaintance with Miss Darcy had been interrupted, the genuine warmth with which Mr Bingley greeted her and claimed the right to be introduced to her aunt and uncle had a cheering effect. The particular intonation he used when asking her if all her sisters were at Longbourn, and a certain sense when he looked at her that he was trying to trace a likeness both seemed significant. Nor could she detect any form of partiality beyond an almost brotherly affection subsisting between him and Miss Darcy. Best of all, he took the opportunity, when the other members of the party were occupied at the parlour windows, exclaiming over a dancing bear being led down the street, to remark, “It is a very long time since I have had the pleasure of seeing you. We have not met since the 26th of November, when we were all dancing together at Netherfield.”

          She could not think his exactness of memory a mere fluke. But now another miracle was occurring: shyly, and with many promptings from her brother. Miss Darcy was asking her aunt if they might have the honour of meeting their party for dinner during their stay in this part of Gondal. She permitted herself the smallest nod of acquiescence at her aunt’s sidelong, unspoken enquiry, and the day after next was fixed upon. To cap the day’s wonders, Mr Darcy made a particular request that her uncle join him and the gentlemen of the party on the morrow, since a fishing party was in contemplation, and he understood Mr Gardiner to be partial to the sport?

          When the Pemberley party departed some half a turn later, Elizabeth’s mind and heart were so full of confused emotions she hardly knew where to turn. Fortunately, though her aunt and uncle were clearly full of curiosity about the nature of Mr Darcy’s interest in Elizabeth, they were far too tactful to enquire.

          Next morning, Elizabeth and Mrs Gardiner felt that they should exert themselves to call on Miss Darcy. The latter’s extraordinary civility in calling on them on the very day of her own arrival at Pemberley could never be equalled, but they could surely do their best.

          They found Miss Darcy in a parlour on the ground floor, accompanied by Miss Bingley and an older lady, introduced as Mrs Annesley, who acted as Miss Darcy’s companion and chaperone. The room’s north-facing aspect and windows opening to the ground made it delightful to sit in on a summer’s day, especially given the refreshing view of high, woody hills.

          Between Miss Bingley’s pride and Miss Darcy’s shyness, there would have been almost no conversation, but Mrs Annesley’s tact led her to introduce a topic she hoped her visitors might share.

          “Our one consolation for these troubled times is how many visitors from Gondal Town have chosen to linger in this part of the world this summer. In previous years, travellers have bypassed the district, to press straight on towards the Lakes, which are far more celebrated. Which is a very great pity, I believe.”

          Mrs Gardiner laughed. “And so do I. I lived in Lambton as a girl, and was terrified that I might have cried up the beauties of the district so much that my husband and Elizabeth would stare at me aghast once we arrived and accuse me of gilding the lily. But the scenery is finer even than I remembered.”

          She gestured towards the window. “In my childhood, those hills were bare, or bore only spindly little saplings. The old growth was destroyed in a forest fire, years before I was born. But now, look how beautifully wooded they are!”

          “Those hills border Malham lands,” Miss Darcy breathed, almost too low for Elizabeth to catch. Certainly none of the other ladies seemed to have done so: Mrs Gardiner and Mrs Annesley had moved on to other improvements to the district made by Mr Darcy’s father, and Miss Bingley was standing by the window, in a pose designed to show her profile to best advantage, pointedly avoiding conversation. Elizabeth knitted her brows in speculation.

          Doubtless the deceased Duke had visited Pemberley, sat in this very apartment, eaten peaches, cherries and grapes at this very table. (At Mrs Annesley’s broad hints, Miss Darcy had remembered her duties as a hostess and the servants were now bearing in plates of fruit and cake.) One could not ask the question, of course; tactless in all seasons, it could be downright fatal in this. But surely there had been something wistful in Miss Darcy’s voice when she murmured, “Those hills border Malham lands”?

          A little stir around the door was all the warning that Elizabeth received before the master of Pemberley entered the room. He had apparently abandoned fishing on learning from her uncle that she and Mrs Gardiner planned to call on Miss Darcy. To her embarrassment, Elizabeth found the eyes of all the others sliding from him to her and back again, ill-concealed speculation detectable on their expressions. Miss Bingley, now there was someone in the room whom she considered worthy of attention, thrust herself back into the centre of things.

          With sneering civility, she said, “And so, as a result of their colonel-in-chief’s fall from grace, the Duke’s regiment is removed from Meryton and they say is to be broken up entirely. Surely, Miss Duplessis, that must be a great loss to your family?”

          Elizabeth caught a hiccup of stifled distress from Miss Darcy. She moved smoothly forward to the table, selecting a choice handful of cherries and, incidentally, shielding the younger woman from Miss Bingley’s scrutiny.

          “We manage tolerably. Meryton is a quiet district, and so we have learnt to make the most of such little sensations as come our way and not to fret overmuch when they go. By this time next year, the regiment’s visit will have passed into local legend; of almost as much moment as the year the mill burned down, or the time wild pigs overset the Gouldings’ cider press.”

          Mrs Gardiner’s eyes sparkled; Mrs Annesley tried to hide a smile behind a lace handkerchief, but Mr Darcy laughed out loud. Although Miss Darcy did not recover her courage enough to join the conversation, her manner eased, and on Mrs Gardiner and Elizabeth taking their leave, she clasped Elizabeth’s hand between both of her own and expressed most fervently her pleasure at the prospect of seeing Elizabeth at dinner the next day.

          That day dawned bright and clear. Elizabeth looked forward to a walk through the woods which they had admired yesterday, before returning to the inn to dress for a late dinner at Pemberley. However, while she and her aunt and uncle were still at breakfast, a messenger arrived bearing two letters from her sister, on one of which was marked that it had been missent elsewhere. Elizabeth was not surprised at it, as Jane had written the direction remarkably sloppily.

          She waved off her aunt and uncle onto their walk, since she had been waiting for days to hear from her family, and craved leisure to enjoy Jane’s account of the doings at Longbourn. The first letter began with an account of trivial parties and engagements, but then came a break, a re-dating of the letter to the next day, and the hand in which Jane had written showed she wrote in haste.

          “Since writing the above, dearest Lizzy, something has occurred of a most unexpected and serious nature. What I have to say relates to poor Lydia. An express came at twelve last night, just as we were all gone to bed, from Colonel Forster, to inform us that she was gone off with one of his officers; to own the truth, with Wickham! I am very, very sorry. So imprudent a match on both sides! But I am willing to hope the best, and that his character has been misunderstood. Thoughtless and indiscreet I can easily believe him, but this step (and let us rejoice over it) marks nothing bad at heart. His choice is disinterested at least, for he must know my father can give her nothing. Our poor mother is sadly grieved. My father bears it better. They were off Saturday night about twelve, as is conjectured, but were not missed till yesterday morning at eight.”

          Without allowing herself time for consideration, and scarcely knowing what she felt, Elizabeth seized the other letter, written a day later than the conclusion of the first.

          “Dearest Lizzy, I hardly know what I would write, but I have bad news for you, and it cannot be delayed. Imprudent as the marriage between Mr. Wickham and our poor Lydia would be, we are now anxious to be assured it has taken place, for there is but too much reason to fear it has not. Colonel Forster came to us yesterday, having left Lake Elderno the day before. One of Wickham’s friends in the regiment had dropped something expressing his belief that W. never intended to marry Lydia at all. My poor mother is really ill, and keeps her room. Could she exert herself, it would be better; but this is not to be expected. And as to my father, I never in my life saw him so affected. I am truly glad, dearest Lizzy, that you have been spared something of these distressing scenes; but now, as the first shock is over, shall I own that I long for your return? Circumstances are such that I cannot help earnestly begging you all to come here as soon as possible. I know my dear uncle and aunt so well, that I am not afraid of requesting it, though I have still something more to ask of the former. My father is going to Gondal Town with Colonel Forster instantly, to try to discover her. Please ask our uncle to follow them, since with his knowledge of the capital he may have intelligence which could prove most material in tracking our sister.”

          Elizabeth sprang from her seat, anxious to follow her uncle and enlist his help as soon as possible. As she reached the door it was opened by a servant, and Mr. Darcy appeared.

          This was no time for time-wasting civility.

          “I beg your pardon, but I must leave you. I must find Mr. Gardiner this moment, on business that cannot be delayed; I have not an instant to lose.”

          “Good God! what is the matter?” He caught her elbow. “I will not detain you a minute; but let me, or let the servant go after Mr and Mrs Gardiner. You are not well enough; you cannot go yourself.”

          Elizabeth’s knees trembled under her and she felt how little would be gained by her attempting to pursue her aunt and uncle. She stammered some barely coherent instructions to the servant, he vanished, and her knees gave way. She barely managed to reach a couch before collapsing, unable to support herself.

          “Let me call your maid. A glass of wine; shall I get you one? You are very ill.”

          Mr Darcy’s tone was all gentleness and consideration; if anything, it made the horror of what she had just read even starker.

          “No, thank you. There is nothing the matter with me. I am quite well; I am only distressed by some dreadful news which I have just received from Longbourn.”

          She burst into tears and for a few minutes could not speak another word.

          “I have just had a letter from Jane, with such news. It cannot be concealed from anyone. My younger sister has left all her friends—has eloped; has thrown herself into the power of—of Mr. Wickham. They are gone off together from Lake Elderno. You know him too well to doubt the rest. She has no money, no connections, nothing that can tempt him to—she is lost for ever.”

          He seemed barely able to hear her. His brows drawn down, he paced up and down the parlour. After a few minutes, he paused, and turned to her.

          “I’m sorry; I am afraid you must have been wishing me away for some time, and I should be going. But I wish to God I could do something to ease your distress. I’m afraid this business will prevent my sister’s having the pleasure of seeing you at Pemberley to-day?”

          Elizabeth gulped.

          “Oh, yes. Be so kind as to apologise for us to Miss Darcy. Say that urgent business calls us home immediately. Conceal the unhappy truth as long as it is possible. I know it cannot be long.”

          He nodded. “Trust me, your secret is safe, and I hope things may have been misrepresented and everything will soon look brighter for you and your family shortly. Give my very best wishes to your aunt and uncle, and to your sister Jane. God bless!”

          The door closed behind him and Elizabeth was alone with her thoughts.

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Eighteen

          When his captors at last removed the blindfold his eyes dazzled and swam with water, as if he had looked into the noontide sun.

          Lestrade snarled inwardly.

          No-one who had subjected him to the humiliation of capture would be forgiven. Nor those who had failed him and fled when the field was all but won, when it needed but one more push forward to victory. Nor the louse-ridden sons of whores who had burnt and despoiled his lands, entrapped him most despicably and borne him away to who-knew-where, his eyes covered.

          His vision settled. Sally Donovan was sitting directly opposite him, her heavy skirts, split for riding, falling each side of the three-legged stool which she straddled. They were in some rough-walled space lit by torches which flared, with much oily smoke, from sconces in the walls. A cellar, perhaps; the roof and walls were part living rock, part barrel-vaulting. Shadows danced in their cornices and hollows.

          Sally smiled at him with a good cheer that seemed almost indecent.

          “Well, Rupert. Fancy us meeting here, after everything. Have you a better answer this time round?”

          His throat was parched from the privations of his journey. His tongue seemed swollen to thrice its normal size. Still with the same air of demented cheer, Sally picked up the Bohemian crystal jug (his own, most prized Bohemian crystal jug) and poured water into a chased goblet. He recognised the goblet, too. She held it to his lips, since his hands remained bound behind his back. He swallowed greedily, even as he squirmed at the indignity of it all.

          “Answer?” he croaked.

          Her sunny smile never faltered.

          “As to when you’re planning to put into practice that proposal of marriage you made to me before we left Italy. You do recall that, I hope?”

          Her words drifted past his ears, irrelevant as the buzzing of summer bees. His full attention was on the goblet, the jug and, most of all, Sally Donovan’s impossible presence here, wherever “here” might be.

          “You bitch. You thief. You bitch. You thieving fucking bitch.”

          “That’s no way to talk about your intended. ’Specially when it’s not true. You lost Castle Lestrade, all by yourself. I told you to send for reinforcements, not go out after the reivers yourself.”

          He gritted his teeth.

          “And I told you no-one would have come if I called. Even if there’d been time.”

          How could she be so blind to a truth which, for weeks now, had been as much a part of him as his skin?

          Ever since that awful morning he had wakened late, the previous night sour on his furred tongue, to find Charis and that appalling animal of hers gone he had been caught in the jaws of a steel trap. Why could Sally, whose wit had been almost more of an attraction than her beauty, not see that simple truth?

          Even without allies, even with half his best troopers dispersed throughout the Borders in a futile search for the Princess, even with Fernihurst and his rabble half-way back to their home, a nascent feud already simmering between their houses, the reiver attack had come not as threat but as a desperate, unlooked for hope of salvation.

          Maybe – just maybe – the spectacular fireworks of a gallant defence of his land against massive odds might slake the King’s wrath. Lestrade had, after all, stood close to him during the long years of exile, tending his flame in secret. Who of that clandestine brotherhood was left now? Not Douglas, killed on that rash sea-wolf adventure. Moran, after the spectacular coup of the Reaching Beck Bridge, was long overdue on his return to Court, unless he had re-emerged while Lestrade was occupied elsewhere. Even before he had left Gondal Town it was whispered Traquair declined daily, his episodes of aphasia or blank-eyed confusion becoming almost impossible to hide.

          A victorious Lestrade might have hoped to trade on past loyalty and on the King’s growing isolation. A gamble, yes, but he had been a gambler from his youth. Throwing his lot in with the exiled Prince had been the greatest of wagers, and how it had answered – until the day that Prince, now King James had come to him and with hints and significant gestures set him on the path that led to the Cock o’ the North Fair. (Odd, how it had not occurred to him until today how indirect the whole approach had been: he could have sworn he had been told in terms to seduce the Princess but now he looked back her name had never been mentioned from beginning to end.)

          He groaned. Sally’s expression changed. She moved forwards.

          “Let’s get that rope off your wrists. We’ll be moving out soon, and you’ll need to start getting the feeling back into your hands before anyone expects you to hold a horse’s reins with them.”

          He blinked, incredulous.

          “Moving out? Moving out where?”

          “To the coast, of course. Holy Virgin forgive me for breaking my oath, but if you could manage to shift that fetching arse of yours before the ship either rots and breaks up or pisses off back to Venice, we’ll be breathing good Italian air by the time Sunday rolls round.”

          He had lost track of the days; Sunday meant nothing to him. In any event, the stark unreason of Sally’s words caught him short.

          “The coast? Are you mad? The King will have spies in every seaport, and our descriptions posted to every last one of them.”

          Sally’s teeth shone very white. “Doubtless that’s true but – where did you think we were? Not your King. Not your coast. We came through the Angora passes in the dark before you woke up. Also, the second half of your ransom isn’t due until you’re safely delivered on the other shore, so you can bet your life – in fact, technically you will be betting your life, but you then always were a gamester – that the families who have us in charge will make sure that James’ men don’t get to you before they’ve been paid.”

          “The second half?” He had not intended it to come out aloud.

          She shrugged. “Call it an advance on my dowry. I told you my family’s credit passes good throughout the three kingdoms, didn’t I?”

          The faintest glimmer of light dawned. Castle Lestrade had fallen and James of Gondal’s enmity was ferocious, his tentacles capable of stretching across Europe. But beyond Europe? The great mercantile families of Europe spread their wings east and west, from the fur trading posts of Hudson’s Bay – he shuddered – to fabulous Cochin, and throughout the East Indies. Yes. The East Indies. Colossal fortunes could be made in those lands of spices and jewels, the kind that made a lord of Gondal look like a peasant. More, the thing in itself would be something. To see mountains high enough to support the weight of the sky; palaces of emperors roofed in gold; dense green forests, tiger-haunted; on far desert shores pick up coins dropped by armies of Alexander –

          Lestrade drew a deep breath.

          Even before the last catastrophe, he had known these three years his affairs were so entangled only a miracle would extricate him. Once, the accession of James Moriarty had seemed that miracle. The King had known it too, he realised. That had been the inner meaning of his secret smile, when he had given Lestrade his instructions for the Pentecost fair.

          His thoughts swirled like black bats. Even if he had succeeded beyond his wildest dreams, what reward could James of Gondal have offered save only the means to make his fortune by an advantageous marriage? And now, despite the King, such a marriage was being pressed upon him. And what a marriage, now one looked properly at the business. True, Sally was not a woman of family, but in the circumstances he could hardly complain about that. As to the rest – she was well-educated, accomplished, rich, clever (as the contrivances around his ransom proved) and excessively in love with him. A very fine woman, of large fortune, in love with him. He would be a fool to throw away such a gift.

          As best as his cramped body could contrive, he essayed a bow.

          “Madam. When we reach Italy, it would do me great honour were you to consent to become my wife. I will ask the blessings of your family upon our union when we meet them.”

          

          Longbourn was in turmoil: Mama sequestered in her room allowing only Hill to attend on her; Kitty, guilt-ridden and sulky; Mary, pompous and unbearable and Jane stuck with managing the lot of them and, until the return of the holiday party, a troop of infant Gardiners to boot. Her father had indeed gone up to Gondal Town in an effort to find Lydia, though, from what little Elizabeth could discern of his plans in this regard, this exertion seemed too dilettantish to be likely to prove effective.

          Although, on the road, her discussions with Uncle Gardiner had led Elizabeth to feel less gloomy about Lydia’s prospects, once confronted with the reality of home all her fears flooded back in fourfold strength. How could Wickham have any fear that her father would take drastic action to defend his daughter’s honour, once having seen him in his own home circle?

          Nor did she have the comfort of her aunt and uncle. Mr Gardiner declared that, knowing Gondal Town better than her father, he needed his assistance in seeking Jane, and his wife said Jane looked worn out with care and the least she could do was to take themselves and the children off her shoulders. Their carriage left Longbourn within a scant ten hours of entering it, leaving Elizabeth and Jane in charge of the house.

          Nor did that prove an easy matter. Mr Wickham’s reputation, both for profligacy and seduction, was a matter for the wildest gossip in and around Meryton. There seemed no story about him which some neighbour or another was not prepared to cap. Jane and Elizabeth, however they tried to shut their ears to gossip, came very close to despair.

          The final straw came when a letter arrived, addressed to her father. Jane had instructions to open everything which arrived, and Elizabeth, recognising Mr Collins’ crabbed hand on the direction, craned over her sister’s shoulder to read along with her.

          After a few professions of condolence, expressed in the most patronising and insulting of terms, her father’s cousin struck to the meat of the matter. It seemed he had taken it upon himself to inform Lady Catherine de Bough and her niece of the whole affair, which the Duplessis family had hoped to keep tight within their own family circle.

          Mr Collins’ letter built to a crescendo which Elizabeth, albeit reading with mounting anger at his presumption, could not but admit to be more true than it was kind:

          This false step in one daughter will be injurious to the fortunes of all the others; for who, as Lady Catherine herself condescendingly says, will connect themselves with such a family?

          That bit hard, and the pain did not ease. She spent the night tossing in her lumpy bed, sleep far away. Open or shut, whichever way she turned Mr Darcy’s face was before her eyes. A man who had once thought the niece of a country attorney and the daughter of a gentleman of modest estate beneath his dignity would never ally himself to the sister of a woman who had played the wanton with a soldier: a soldier, too, with whom he had the best cause for ancient enmity. All her hopes were sunk and Lydia’s folly had weighted their sinking.

          She rose from her bed scarcely later than dawn, exhausted but unresting, and so became the first member of the family to see the messenger ride in, bearing a letter in Uncle Gardiner’s familiar hand. It was addressed to Jane and Elizabeth jointly, and she paused for a moment, unwilling to open it without her sister present. But Jane had slept in for the first time in days, and Elizabeth thought that whether the letter brought joy or despair, Jane could face either better if rested. She broke the seal.

          The letter, as it turned out, provoked sheer, downright fury.

          Her uncle wrote that Colonel Forster, to whom he had applied for intelligence, had been unable to provide anything of use. It was certain that Wickham had no near relations living, and he seemed equally bereft of friends, whether within the regiment or those who had known him before. Worse, his finances were truly bad. It appeared he had left gaming debts behind him to a very considerable amount. Colonel Forster believed that more than a thousand thaler would be necessary to clear his expenses at Lake Elderno. He owed a good deal in town, but his debts of honour were still more formidable.

          Worst of all was her uncle’s postscript: they might expect to see their father at home on the following day, since he had been rendered spiritless by the ill-success of all their endeavours and, as her uncle tactfully put it, had yielded to his entreaty that he would return to his family and leave it to Mr Gardiner to do whatever might be advisable.

          In the privacy of the garden, she stamped her foot. Return home, now? The very thing that, should Wickham hear of it, would cement him in his view that Lydia had no-one to stand up for her or fight for her interests?

          The garden was shielded from the sun until the later part of the day. Before Elizabeth had walked two circuits round it, hot anger had solidified into cold resolve. She drew a deep breath. Running lightly across the dew-soaked grass she shortly attained the room she shared with Jane.

          “Our uncle Gardiner has written. I took liberty of opening it, as you were sleeping, but you should read his news.”

          Jane reared up amid the pillows, and Elizabeth cursed herself for giving false hope.

          “It is, I am afraid, inconclusive, but the news of Papa needs to be heeded.”

          Jane read, drooped, and looked up again.

          “We need to take this to Mama.”

          Mama took the news badly. What was utterly unexpected was how nearly Mama echoed Elizabeth’s thoughts in the garden.

          “What, is he coming home, and without poor Lydia? Sure he will not leave Gondal Town before he has found them. Who is to fight Wickham, and make him marry her, if he comes away?”

          Those word rang in Elizabeth’s head throughout the day. In the end, they decided her. Making an excuse to leave their labours in the still-room, where the work of bottling and drying the bounty of high summer had to continue, no matter how many sisters might be astray in the world, she made her way indoors. Taking care no-one observed her, she crept indoors, changed into one of the plain, serviceable travelling gowns which had done such signal duty over the dusty roads of Northern Gondal and then packed, quickly, a travelling bundle. How fortunate she still had monies saved from her trip with the Gardiners: she had been planning to buy a remembrance of the trip but not found anything suitable before it had been cut short. Now, of course, the holiday had turned into something at once both impossible to forget and from which her memory flinched. No matter. The purse would pay her travelling expenses, at least. After a little thought, she also tucked her small reserves of jewellery into the sewn-in pocket of her stays, thrust the travel bag into one of the large covered baskets the Longbourn family used when taking charity to the cottagers of Meryton and district and stole out down the back stairs.

          She had not intended to evade Jane, only her other sisters, and on spotting that fair head bent over a bundle of sewing, alone in the smaller front parlour, she stole in and laid a hand on her arm. As Jane lifted her head, Elizabeth put a finger to her lips, then moved to close the door.

          Jane’s eyes widened as she took in the basket. Before she could say anything, Elizabeth nodded.

          “I’m going away. I’m going up to Gondal Town to see my uncle and aunt, and to help find Lydia.”

          Not merely her garnet earrings and the sapphires she had won from Mama at Hallowe’en were tucked into the secret pocket in her stays. Hidden paper crackled as she moved. I implore you to burn these pages once you have read them, lest what follows come to eyes other than your own Mr Darcy had commanded, and yet each time Elizabeth had shrunk from thrusting his letter into the fire. And in it there was intelligence of Mr Wickham’s past which might be of use in the search for Lydia, if she could only be permitted to use it. It would take too much explanation to convince Papa – she shrank from the attempt – but she did not think she flattered herself to think that Uncle and Aunt Gardiner had grown used to her being competent on the road. Perhaps the sense she had taken away from Elbe, of having been a grown woman in a household where women had consequence, had stuck.

          “Travelling alone? Lizzie, your reputation –”

          Unable to help herself, she snorted. “Reputation? What reputation do any of the Duplessis girls have now?”

          Jane made no answer: what answer could there be? Conscious of having hurt the dearest thing that existed in the whole world, equally conscious of having spoken no more than the truth, Elizabeth opened her arms and enfolded Jane in a hug.

          “Don’t worry,” she whispered into her sister’s hair. “There is no real risk. I shall stay tonight at Bessie Walnut’s. I shall catch the coach from there early tomorrow, where no-one from Meryton will see me board and be with our aunt and uncle long before nightfall.”

          Jane’s face cleared, as she knew it would. Bessie Walnut – the very name had come from her infant lisping of a surname too hard to pronounce – had been their nursemaid, hers and Elizabeth’s. She would have been Mary’s, too, but two months before Mary’s birth Ben, the youngest footman, a shy, solemn young man with hands and feet far too big for him, had announced that expectations from a remote relative had unexpectedly matured, so he was able to realise his lifetime’s ambition of buying a run-down old inn on the road to Gondal Town, two leagues south of Meryton. More to the point, he had now found himself able to make an offer he’d been burning to utter these last three years. Bessie had accepted, and would become his wife in four weeks time.

          So, despite Mama’s lamentations, Bessie Walnut had left Longbourn and twelve years later was the mistress of a flourishing concern and mother of four little ones of her own. They had seen her seldom, but when Mary, Lydia and Kitty had had the measles Jane and Elizabeth had been sent to stay with her, to be safe from the infection. It had been six weeks of pure delight. Mama, arriving to bring them home, had thrown herself on Bessie’s neck and wept tears of sheer relief to see them hale and cheerful.

          That had been six years ago and parcels of game and the best of the girls’ outgrown gowns were still sent from Longbourn to the inn on the road and Bessie still returned a barrel of beer for the harvest home celebration each year. Whatever secrets she entrusted to Bessie, they would be safe, and she would sleep safe and respectably beneath her roof.

          “Wait a moment,” Jane whispered. “I have ten thalers in my shell box. Take them – and oh, Lizzie, good luck. Bring Lydia back to us.”

          

          The last carriage rolled down the great avenue. Georgiana waved her handkerchief with what she hoped looked like sincerity until it vanished into the woods.

          Mrs Annesley, beside her on Pemberley front steps, smiled.

          “That all went off very well, my dear. And now, I believe Mrs Reynolds was saying something about tea in the Blue drawing room.”

          The last few days had been trying. Even the prospect of tea and of having Pemberley to herself at last (except for Mrs Annesley, who did not count) failed entirely to soothe Georgiana’s ruffled spirits.

          “I do wish my brother hadn’t been called away to Gondal Town. Or that Miss Duplessis could have stayed. I did like her so very much and I was sure they said they intended to remain in Lambton for at least a week.”

          “I daresay Mr Gardiner had some business worries and felt he needed to be on the spot to deal with them. It’s a very uncertain time for merchants, especially with all this brigandage going on, and everything having to be sent round by sea and so forth.”

          Of course, that topic would be on Mrs Annesley’s mind. Caroline Bingley had been utterly ridiculous about it, as if they were all in danger of being murdered in their beds. Her clinginess and hysterics had become quite insupportable and ten times worse once Fitzwilliam left. Though, of course, if fear of them had hastened the Bingleys’ departure, she could hardly think badly of the brigands. Which reminded her –

          Georgiana cleared her throat.

          “Mrs Annesley, do you think it’s true? I mean, that it’s really the Duke of Malham’s younger son who’s behind cutting the Great North Road and kidnapping the bishop?”

          Mrs Annesley pursed her lips.

          “Do you know, my dear, I think the afternoon has turned out so fine that it might be pleasanter to have our tea in the little summer house? I don’t know about you, but it’s so peaceful now we have Pemberley to ourselves and I think we should indulge ourselves for once. I’ll pass word to Mrs Reynolds.”

          The summer house looked enchanting, the wicker chairs made comfortable with cushions and bright rugs. Steam rose from the silver pot above the spirit burner. Mrs Annesley, with that firm but gentle manner of hers, told the hovering footman that no, they would serve themselves. Careless of decorum, Georgiana lent back amid the cushions and let her eye-lids droop.

          “I collect that the Duke of Malham was a friend of your family,” Mrs Annesley murmured.

          “Our family,” Georgiana corrected, mindful of her brother’s strictures that while Mrs Annesley might be an impoverished widow of a consumptive scholar, she was nevertheless their third cousin on their mother’s side and no-one, from the servants to Aunt Catherine, should be allowed to ignore her claims of birth.

          “Thank you, my dear. Sometimes, you remind me so much of your dear mother. I recall when when she had her coming-out ball the Duke was there. He was the great parti of that season, of course, but your mother only had eyes for your father from the moment they were introduced. I expect that would have been a great relief for the poor man; every other mother and their girls were round like bees to a honey-pot.”

          As if on cue, a wasp came buzzing over the tea-table. The yellow on its back shone bright in the sun, like that extraordinary silk turban Caroline Bingley affected. Recalling Miss Bingley, Georgiana suppressed a giggle. She could see exactly how it must have been with the Duke and the debutantes. Levity only lasted a moment, though. The Duke, who had been almost as much a parti as a widower than he had as a young man, was beyond any woman’s reach now. And so was his heir –

          Silence fell heavy on the summerhouse.

          “The Duke and Duchess used to bring the boys to stay at Pemberley, when I was much younger.” Georgiana spoke quickly, and rather at random.

          Mrs Annesley vouchsafed a brief, acknowledging nod. It was enough. Words burst out as from a breached dam.

          “Crispian would go fishing or shooting with Fitzwilliam or playing at soldiers round the old peel tower and Julian would be left with me. I think he’d rather have gone with his brother, but he was too well mannered to leave me. He had tremendously good manners, even as a little boy. His terrier once got at my doll and tore its body quite to bits – I was heartbroken, but he told me to leave her to him, he’d look after her, and next time he came he brought her back as good as new, with a fresh wig and a new body and dress, all trimmed with scraps of real fur. He had persuaded his mother’s tiring maid to help him repair her.” She dropped her voice. “It’s impossible to imagine Julian turned brigand.”

          “As impossible as it might be to imagine his father turned traitor?”

          At the unfamiliar, brittle tone in Mrs Annesley’s voice, Georgiana’s eyes flew wide open. There was nothing strange about her companion’s expression: she was the same calm, gentle personas ever. Yet — this was what justice demanded, after all, and it turned out it was no easier to say to one woman in a deserted summerhouse than it had been to declare to the serried ranks of Gondal, as she had been forced in her dreams.

          “I could never suppose any of the Malhams – not his Grace, nor Crispian, nor Julian turned traitor. A king who could think them so would be a king most sorely misled. Or –” Georgiana paused and took a deep, shuddering breath. “Or a king given over to evil.”

          She shrank back amid the cushions, conscious both of having gone too far and of profound weariness, as if acknowledging a heavy burden had made it feel heavier still. Dimly, she perceived Mrs Annesley patting her hand.

          “Well said, my dear. No, we will not speak of it further. We are alone, yes, but even here we may be observed from upper windows, or from behind the high hedges. Have another cup of tea. Laugh and sleep. But do not betray your innermost thoughts, no, not even to me. James, I had not seen you there. How clever of you to notice. Yes: we are in need of more water for the urn.”

          

          It was cold in the inn yard, even though it was yet high summer. Last night had been unpleasant. Elizabeth wished she did not feel ashamed to admit it. She had not ventured into the common parts of the inn; Bessie Walnut would not have permitted it, and when she heard the snatches of rough song and coarse speech drifting up from the common room to her open window she knew why. She had eaten in her room, from a tray brought up by Bessie herself, and had put a chest against the door when she retired to bed. Even so, she had not found sleep easy to come by and had roused up from her bed far earlier than she need. Now she was sitting outside on the mounting block, wrapped in a travelling cloak that swathed her face and made her body shapeless. The few people about at this early hour cast sidelong glances at her, wondering what a young woman was doing travelling on her own to the great city and evidently reaching no creditable conclusions.

          Prompt to its hour, the coach rolled up to the inn. Though its outside was full, there were only two passengers inside the coach when Elizabeth boarded: a fastidious young lawyer, his nose in a book and an old woman (so Elizabeth surmised) who was slumped in a corner seat, as well wrapped as Elizabeth and a linen square over her face. Stertorous snores rose from her: small surprise, since as Elizabeth stumbled over her out-flung leg on her way to the opposite seat she breathed in the aroma of stale brandy. The lawyer tutted, and turned over another page, the coachman called up his horses, the great wheels rolled and they were off.

          If the journey in company with Sir William and Maria Lucas had been tedious, this was insupportable. The leather of the coach interior was worn, peeling, and odiferous. As the day warmed up, the heat of the black cloak became insupportable but Elizabeth dared not throw it off. The lawyer read on and on, the old woman snored, the scenery jolted past, flat and monotonous and Elizabeth, long before they came in sight of the outskirts of Gondal Town, was heartily repenting her rash impulse. What, after all, could she, a girl, do where her father and uncle had failed? Even if she found Lydia, when had her youngest sister ever listened to her? What – oh, God, what was she even going to say to Mr Wickham, if she confronted him?

          Even the few moments when she was able to doze brought evil dreams and left her with a dry, sickly taste in her mouth. Still, insupportable as the journey was, they finally crawled in beneath Northgate Bar. The lawyer, showing none of the ordinary courtesy of a gentleman, was up and out of the coach like a startled rabbit, almost before the wheels had stopped moving.

          The old woman roused herself. Her lower face was still swathed in shawls but above it her eyes were very bright, almost as blue as the sapphire earrings in Elizabeth’s hidden bundle. It occurred to Elizabeth she must have been pretty, once. Now she was staring, absolutely staring at her, making her flush with alarm and anger: What has she spotted, am I recognised? mingled with How dare the drunken old hag scrutinise me in that impertinent way? Who does she think she is?

          “Lizzie,” her mother’s familiar voice said, “I don’t know what you think you’re playing at, but since you are here, we’d better make the best of it. Take off that ridiculous cloak and smooth your hair. You can’t go into Gondal Town looking like a hoyden who’s just tumbled off a haystack.”

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Nineteen

          Molly read the letter once, then read it again. Aunt Catherine raised her eyebrows, and motioned, slightly, with one hand. Let me see.

          Since Molly had arrived at the age of ten, all letters which entered or left Rosings were open to her aunt’s scrutiny. To Aunt Catherine’s mind, her niece’s very thoughts were not her own.

          Not this time.

          Molly made her voice gentle, but very firm.

          “My brother states he writes only for my eyes. I must think on what he says. I shall walk in the grounds for a little.”

          The mention of the King blunted even Aunt Catherine’s intrusiveness. She confined herself to a sniff. “Then be sure you do not catch a chill or overtire yourself. I shall see you later. If you are to return to Court, there will be much planning to be done.”

          Ignoring the hint, Molly whisked upstairs to change into her walking dress. Then, she dismissed her tiring maid. Having made sure no-one marked her movements, she took a swift route to the attics. Long ago, a lonely and overlooked little girl had made herself a private den in a far corner of those gloomy lumber-rooms. The trunk she had brought from Netherfield, deemed too shabby for the grand apartments below, served as seat and table and treasure chest, tucked behind a rampart of old-fashioned, broken furniture. The dust on the trunk’s lid showed that no-one had ventured up here in years, perhaps not since that little girl had grown up and set aside childish things.

          Suppressing a sneezing fit, Molly knelt, unlocked the trunk and groped down through multiple layers of childhood. Her fingers closed at last over the talisman. She exhaled, fingering its familiar shape. The woman to whom she might have brought it was dead these nine years: no help from that quarter this side of the Judgement. And were she now to be caught with it in her possession –

          Her hand strayed to her bodice. Since shortly after her return from Gaaldine, she had had Jeannette sew secret pockets into all her clothes, big enough to hold a handful of precious stones or a number of gold pieces.

          Odd, how even so far back she had been thinking of escape. Yet, on the quayside in Elbe, when it had been close enough to touch, she had ducked her chance. Had she only asked, she could have been away on the Santa Gertrude that very day.

          But away where? The old objections surfaced with redoubled force. Had the Crown Prince been in favour she might have thrown herself on his mercy, but Mycroft II was an unknown quantity and she had no illusions as to how valuable a hostage he might think her.

          She rose to her feet, tucking the talisman inside her bodice. Time was running out and with it her power to make choices. Before the end, her brother would have mastery over the thoughts of every being in Gondal. A dry laugh, almost a sob, broke out of her. He was the cleverest man in the whole kingdom, subtle as the serpent and far deadlier, but she saw their Aunt Catherine in him, even if no-one else did.

          She took the backstairs down to the ground floor, and evaded the servants with practised ease. Then she was out in the grounds, walking swiftly while under the gaze of the great, silent windows and then, when she reached the cover of the woods, running.

          Not for long. Before she had gone too many steps she pulled up short, a hand to her side, the sharp pain of a stitch blossoming beneath her breast-bone. Dark clouds gathered about her vision; she stumbled towards a fallen tree and sat, face in hands, waiting for the dizzy sensation to pass.

          “You would benefit from the attentions of a physician.” The voice from above her head was so faint that, for the moment, she thought it a dream or perhaps a ghost. It seemed too much effort to open her eyes. If she were speaking to a ghost or a dream, the discourtesy might, perhaps, be overlooked.

          “My brother sent the cream of the capital’s crop to my bedside earlier this year. They muttered in Latin, bled me and made me drink foul draughts. I felt worse when they had finished than when they had started.”

          The ghost laughed.

          “My own physician has done the same to me before now. But I’ll wager she knows her craft better than any who would answer your brother’s summons.”

          The casual lèse-majesté caused her eyelids to flick up. The man standing before her wore huntsman’s garb in an odd, particoloured selection of dyes, so that the fractured light breaking through the trees danced across his body to create the illusion that he was himself disembodied, almost invisible. His eyes were still changeable as water over pebbles but frost had touched that mop of dark curls and the once-translucent skin had weathered and tanned. There were faint lines around the eyes and mouth.

          He was no longer the Prince of Elfland, but even after twenty years she recognised him instantly.

          “You are running a grave risk, sir. From all one hears, it has become your habit of late.”

          The Crown Prince of Gaaldine lifted his brows.

          “From all one hears? When in this particular case I am doing nothing more dangerous than visiting one of my wife’s relations?”

          “You flatter me, sir. One of your wife’s connexions. Distant, at that. And in any event –” She sighed. “Surely you, of all men, know that the greatest dangers can come from within one’s own family?”

          His gaze followed hers to the letter lying part-folded on her lap. His eyes narrowed as he recognised the handwriting.

          “It is a lesson I learnt before I was nine years old, ma’am. It grieves me to know you have learnt it too. And, I suspect, in yet greater measure, and with worse yet to come.”

          The expression in those eyes seemed relentless and yet pitying, again giving her the sense of dealing with a power not of this earth.

          “Worse?”

          He bowed, slightly. “By the grace of – God – my grandfather is dead. Regrettably, your brother yet lives.”

          The emphasis on regrettably made up her mind for her. She turned aside, fumbled for a moment inside her bodice, then swung back to face the Crown Prince of Gaaldine, holding out the talisman.

          “Do you recall this?”

          The Crown Prince inclined his head in acknowledgement. “I do. I gave it away, many years ago, to a little girl so fiercely loyal to her own that she was willing to go into Hell to protect her pet dog. Given the passage of time, I imagine the dog is no longer with us but I have no doubt the loyalty remains. Towards whom, though, is it extended now?”

          “David.” Molly’s voice was flat and final. “He, like Tybalt, is dead. But you are wrong, sir. Loyalty does not end with death.”

          “Hebron? So he was your protégé: I had inferred as much. But in what way can I aid you with respect to him? I could have eased any doubts you might have been suffering as to the fact and manner of his passing, but Jonathan met me some days ago, and told me he had been beforehand with that news. What, then?”

          “I would know that he received seemly burial, and was not left for the carrion birds and beasts. And I would see his death requited. But first, tell me more exactly how he died. Everyone agrees you were there, though their accounts coincide on no other particular.”

          “You keep yourself well informed.”

          She regarded him. “When my brother is in the room, all eyes are on him. When he leaves, people relax their guard. It is then they say things they had better not. So. How did David die?”

          The Crown Prince steepled his hands beneath his chin. “He died because I failed.”

          How like a man. Cold fury overwhelmed her. “Sir, I did not invite you to share your guilt – justified or otherwise. Details, if you please.”

          “As you wish.” He paused. “He died by a cross-bow bolt. Fired by the best marksman in the three kingdoms. Given the distance and the impossibility of a second chance, no-one else would have dared. I chose the location to make such an attempt impossible. I misjudged. David paid the price.”

          “And his killer? What became of him? Tell me the truth.”

          “James Moran is dead. I did not kill him, though if it protects the one who did I am happy to be blamed.” He paused. “I can, however, take the credit of returning him to his native land. And to his King. In a manner befitting both men.”

          She gulped, but that news, also, had already reached her, and from a source no-one could accuse of gossip.

          “No quarter but quartering,” she murmured and was gratified to see a puzzled expression on the Crown Prince’s face. She tapped the paper on her lap.

          “It’s what my brother says here, concerning what Gondal might expect from Gaaldine, when war comes. No quarter but quartering. Doubtless he has used the phrase to more than me.”

          “I don’t doubt it either. James Moriarty adores his neatly turned aphorisms. That one has his stamp all over it. Inaccurate, of course. We could hardly have got Moran into the herring barrel in only four pieces.”

          Her stomach heaved; she clapped her handkerchief over her mouth and smothered a dry retch.

          The Crown Prince’s tone lacked the assurance of a moment earlier.

          “Forgive me. But I needed to send a message.”

          She kept her own voice very level.

          “I assure you, a message was received. And by more than the King. But I have not finished my brother’s news. As you may gather, first he writes to condole with me on the death of Colonel Moran.”

          “Belated, those condolences. He must have had that news a month.”

          Eerie as her companion was, he was not, in fact, omniscient. Molly smiled.

          “More like six weeks. Neither my cousin the colonel nor my cousin Darcy are foolish enough to put anything of moment in writing, but one can tell much from the things they choose to withhold, nonetheless. Shortly after I returned to Rosings from Elbe I received letters from them: not from Lake Elderno, as I had expected, but dated from Gondal Town. It can only have been an emergency session of the Council which broke up my uncle’s party, and such a session cannot have been occasioned by the raid on Castle Lestrade; news of that did not spread until a fortnight later.”

          The Crown Prince looked as if he were doing mental arithmetic, and then nodded. “The wagon must made excellent time, but it was dry about then, so they will have had the best of the roads. And the rest of your brother’s news?”

          Odd, how much he sounded like an ordinary connexion enquiring about family gossip. Molly tried to emulate his tone.

          “He notes that although I refused the Colonel’s suit, he confides that I cannot be unmoved at so barbaric a treatment of so loyal and long-standing a petitioner for my affections: the more so since he further confides that only my diffidence as to not having a fortune equal to the match caused me to refuse his addresses last time he made them.”

          The snort emitted by the Crown Prince at that was so loud, Molly feared it could have been heard in the house.

          “Bollocks – as my late sister the Queen used to say when Alwent came out with something more than commonly asinine. Any woman possessing a modicum of horse-sense would have refused the suit of James Moran. Quite apart from his preferring men in bed, he was a brute, a bully and a boor.”

          She looked down demurely. “I am delighted our opinions coincide so nicely, sir. It is rare in my experience. A decade ago, when Colonel Moran first paid his addresses, my aunt was puzzled – and not a little angered – when I refused him. But now it hardly matters. To avoid such issues in future, my brother proposes to settle the lands sequestrated from the Duke of Malham upon me as my dower lands. He summons me to Court so he may endow them with all speed. What, sir, am I to do?”

          “Besides asking your cook to pack a hamper for the road?”

          Her jaw dropped.

          “Sir, I do not understand you. These are stolen lands; they came into my brother’s hands through a cold-blooded act of judicial murder.”

          The Crown Prince nodded. “I’m delighted we continue in such perfect agreement. Carry on.”

          She glared at him, but he seemed impervious. Doubtless he had had a lifetime’s practice.

          “My ‘ownership’ would be the merest sham: my brother intends to manage the old Duke’s lands through me as a figurehead and through them buy the loyalty of whomsoever his glance falls upon as my husband.”

          “Again, correct in every particular. You have inherited no small measure of the family brains.”

          At that, she finally lost patience. “And you recommend I go along with this scheme? Walk defenceless into the Palace in Gondal Town, like a lamb to the slaughter, with no more precaution than what? A hamper for the road?”

          “Never go into battle without being as well fed and rested as you can contrive,” the Crown Prince said, in a sententious tone which suggested he was quoting someone, no doubt some long-dead carpet warrior of the court of Mycroft I.

          Exactly as if she had spoken aloud, the Crown Prince added, “My uncle the late King Rollo, as a matter of fact. Who, to do him justice, had more practical experience of warfare than you might imagine.”

          A shadow crossed the sun. He shivered: not, Molly thought, at a merely physical chill. His tone changed. There was something faint and fugitive in it, like a child crying alone in a high nursery for comfort that did not come.

          “Civil warfare at that. I never considered this before, but when I collect how far he went to join the slaughter of brother against brother in a far land, might it have been so he might better witness and so later resist the temptation to fight son against father in his own –?”

          She reached out a hand, and grasped his wrist.

          “Those wars, sir, were problems for the last generation. We are in the here and now. I am to send back my answer within the turn. If I do not –”

          Her companion interrupted. “If you do not, the Pretender will read it as defiance. And you know in your heart you have to agree to go to Gondal Town, because – forgive me – you are equally aware that if you do not enter the Palace on your own two feet you will be brought there anyway and by a different entrance.”

          The whole plan unrolled, like a chess problem coming out. “He will gather all his close relatives together. We must be my brother’s hostages lest we become those of his rivals: Gaaldine’s, or some faction within Gondal itself. I wish I could warn Georgiana.”

          The Crown Prince’s expression lightened, as if a burden had been lifted.

          “Georgiana Darcy has protection neither you nor – I strongly suspect – your brother imagines. As for yourself –”

          He eyed her speculatively, but she did not mistake it for a different kind of interest. This was high politics, nothing more, except that within this jungle lay her chance to avenge David and see his body given due reverence.

          “As for me?”

          “I could kidnap you, of course.” His voice was meditative. “There is a troop of your brother’s men on the road here from Gondal Town, to take you if you do not volunteer and to form an honour guard if you do, but they are a league or more away. With me to guide you we certainly could make it across the Border before they caught up with us. There would be little danger to you, even if we failed. You would be the victim of a dastardly crime, and they your gallant rescuers.”

          But the Crown Prince would die: slowly, cruelly and publicly, and with him Charis’ hopes. And even if they evaded the troops and succeeded in crossing the border unscathed –

          Molly’s mind had never felt clearer.

          “Your kidnapping me would precipitate war. War on my brother’s timetable, not yours. Whereas if I were in Gondal Town –”

          “What could you do?” His tone was interested, not dismissive.

          Elizabeth’s story of Mary King crossed her mind. Even at this desperate junction Molly could not repress a smile. “My brother is vain; it is his most profound weakness. Had he been raised in obscurity and suddenly endowed with the greatest estate in the whole kingdom he would ensure all those who had snubbed him over the years paid back every last arrear of civility.”

          The Crown Prince stretched, with the slow, languorous movements of a well-fed cat. “With interest, I take it?”

          “At the most usurious rate. So. It will not surprise him if I do what he might do in my position. Gondal Town it is. I shall embrace my great fortune and with it buy you time. How long do you need?”

          He did not waste words. “Six weeks would be good. Two months better.”

          She looked up at the full canopy of leaves above her, and across at the grass on the meadow, already the parched tawny of high summer. Six to eight weeks to see the harvest in and the store-rooms filled. So it was siege warfare he contemplated and on the soil of Gaaldine, not that of Gondal. James Moriarty was to be enticed to invade and, once there –

          She blinked that thought away, and rose to her feet. “I should be about my packing. I need to be well on with it when my brother’s honour guard arrives.”

          The Crown Prince extended his hand. “For the moment, then, I should take that.” He gestured, and Molly realised she was still holding the belt buckle. “Your belongings will be searched; even your closest and most personal servants cannot be trusted. The Pretender knows everyone’s levers – at least, so he likes to think. You cannot afford to be found with my token on you.”

          The thing had lain hidden up in the Rosings attics for years; why should it feel like tearing off part of herself to hand it over? It had been given her to use, and now, at the most dangerous moment of her life, it had fulfilled its purpose.

          And sent you into more danger a traitorous voice at the back of her mind asserted. She dismissed it, and handed over the buckle.

          The Crown Prince eyed her for a moment. “May I trespass on your time a little longer?”

          Molly nodded, impatient to be off and about packing – but then, surely a woman suddenly come into the possession of a massive dowry must be in want of an entire new wardrobe? How many fields could be reaped while a fashionable lady hummed and hawed about this or that trimming on a mantua? A slow smile began to spread across her face; she dropped a formal curtsey to the Crown Prince.

          “My time is at your disposal, sir. As it will be when I reach the capital.”

          He took a pencil, the expensive English sort, and a notebook from inside his jerkin. He drew as he spoke, swift sure lines filling the page.

          “Within the next year or so, I plan to commission a memorial chapel at the Abbey of Norburyness. It will be for a young relative of mine cut off before he even touched his prime.”

          Molly caught her breath. “And?”

          “Your reputation as an artist precedes you, ma’am. An artist as much in silks as in paints, my wife tells me, and I have the greatest faith in her judgment. So. I would be honoured if you could work a panel for the altar cloth. I note the dimensions here. I have conceived a design for a Vision of St Eustace: a place I saw on my travels gave me the clearest conception. A moment, while I capture it. There. Like that.”

          Without a line wasted, his sketch vividly showed the curve of a river, running fast through a mountainous landscape. A great thorn tree, white with may-blossoms, dominated the right-hand side of the drawing, while a heap of tumbled stones on the bottom left corner, perhaps part of a ruined barn or sheep-fold, gave the delicate blossoms counterbalance and weight.

          From across the water, a rising or setting sun (impossible to tell which) sent low shafts of light, striking the figure of the crucified Christ suspended between the wide-spread antlers of a great stag standing at bay against the wrecked wall.

          She took it wordlessly, tucked it into the place in her bodice where the talisman had been and looked up to find her companion gone, faded into the woods as if he had never been. Along the dappled path back to the edge of the lawn, she walked, mind turned inwards upon a river-shore on which David lay, face-up, blossom drifting down to cover his sightless eyes.

          

          “We are not going to Aunt Gardiner’s?”

          Toiling up the steep slopes of Belmont took it out of one: it always had, even when she’d been younger than Lizzie and at least as much in the habit of exercise.

          “As you can see, we are not. Not yet, anyway.” Harriet came to a puffing halt at the corner of a lane, which snaked away behind the grand, faceless mansions which lined the road. “Now, is it this turning or the next?”

          “How can I say, if I don’t know where we’re going?”

          Lizzie should have a care. The window in a woman’s life in which men saw such remarks as pert rather than shrewish was narrower than any woman imagined, at least until she discovered the hard way that window had shut behind her. But, halfway up Belmont, Harriet had no spare breath with which to impart lessons in life.

          “You’ll know when we get there,” she snapped, and, at Lizzie’s slapped expression, instantly regretted it.

          To cover up, she turned abruptly down the lane only to realise before they had walked four dozen yards that she should indeed have proceeded up Belmont a little further and taken the next turn. That was when she saw the walnut tree.

          Her stomach lurched. Dear God, how old had she been? And why, why, why hadn’t it been John to accompany their father that night?

          Rumours of the Ogre of Belmont had swirled about Gondal Town for decades. Nursemaids quieted rambunctious children by telling them the Ogre was coming for them and only absolute silence could prevent his stealing them away, never to be seen again.

          Her mother, normally the gentlest of women (how often she saw Mama in Jane!) had made it known that no servant of hers would use such methods on pain of summary dismissal. Her gentleness had told against her: no-one believed a word of it. Until the day came when Mama walked in upon Molly giving such an admonition to David and Julia (who would taken by typhoid before the year was out, aetat 2 & 4, as their memorial plaque bore witness.) Molly and her belongings had found themselves out on the street that very day, no appeal permitted. That, not the whispered stories passed around by Harriet’s school-mates, had convinced her the Ogre was real.

          More, it had convinced her that the other rumours were equally true. Papa was already a Court Physician, if not yet admitted to the inner circles who attended upon the King. Rumour said the Ogre moved in Court circles and had protectors who ranked higher still, so high their names dare not even be whispered. Save for the necessary secrets of his profession, Papa never kept anything from Mama; anything learnt at Court would assuredly have been shared.

          Harriet had never expected to have both rumours proved; still less that she and Papa would be the ones to witness the end of the Ogre’s terror. Nor that the walnut tree would yet be standing, not after all these years. Nor that she would see again the gate beside it, leading to the high walled garden from which those little bundles had been carried out in the cool grey of the morning.

          “Mama! Mama!”

          Her body felt ridiculous: heavy, clammy and not hers at at all. What on earth –?

          She clawed her way up to wakefulness and found Lizzie bending over her with concern naked in her face. What could possibly have happened to make Lizzie look like that? Surely she couldn’t have swooned? What an absurd, impossible thing to have happened –

          “Mama! Not so quickly! Or you’ll go off again. Oh, I thought we were going up Belmont too fast, but you would do it. If only we could get some help. Oh! What luck! Giulio! Giulio! Over here!”

          Her eyes snapped open, to see Lizzie signalling to a man in sober servant’s garb, a cloak wrapped round head and shoulders (in this weather?) who, more than reasonably, was ignoring her undignified flailings and hurrying about his proper business. She reached up and caught her daughter’s flapping hand.

          “No Lizzie. I shall be quite restored in a moment. Do not make an exhibition of yourself. Or of me, either.”

          A little subdued, Lizzie sat back on her heels, allowing Harriet to struggle up into a sitting position, from which she could observe the man retreating (in truth, almost scuttling) down the hill. Behind her head, she heard a gate click shut: the gate besides the walnut tree. Horror slithered greasily along newly irritated nerves.

          “Let us go. No, thank you Lizzie. I collect where we are, now, and it is but a short distance to Maria’s house. I can sit quietly there to recover myself, in the shade, not out on this horrible hot lane. Give me your arm. Thank you. Now. Let us go back to the main street.”

          

          Mrs Younge had intelligence to give him, Darcy knew, but how to persuade her? She was not desperate for money: the careful but not in the least pinched appearance of her boarding house told him so. Also, she knew to a quarter-cent the market value of discretion and of a reputation for possessing it. No personal regard for him or hope of further advantage from the connexion could weight the scales in his favour. Both knew that when – if – this particular matter was resolved there would be no further dealings between them. If she had what he sought, he would have to think of another way to unlock it.

          Fuming, he returned home to find a strange footman in the hall. Darcy recognised the livery at once: Moriarty family colours. He also took the point the livery was intended to send. James of Gondal was not approaching Fitzwilliam Darcy as his King and liege lord, but as a relative. The dissemblance made him queasy, a sensation which only increased when, ceremoniously, the footman handed him a note bearing his own name written in his cousin’s crabbed, unmistakeable hand.

          He took it, broke the seal (that, too, was his cousin’s personal device) and read it through once, then again, striving to keep his face impassive. Of course, the footman would have been told to remark his demeanour and describe it.

          “Now? His grace wishes me to wait on him without delay?”

          “Sir, yes.”

          His valet, credit to him, had anticipated the summons. The clothes he had selected for Darcy were judged to a nicety for a gentleman of the first rank paying a call upon the senior branch of his family. That is, they were of self-embroidered silk brocade in the soberest colours and the most impeccable cut. All the proper accoutrements were to hand, including a plumed hat with fresh feathers and an ebony stick with a silver top. Darcy let it slide through his gloved hand so its ferrule thumped on the hall floor: he hoped the footman decoded the message.

          Solid all through; no concealed blade here.

          His stately progress across the Great Court echoed, in his own ears, the sound of a man walking to the gallows foot. Not that a man of his rank would ever see a gallows, however James Moriarty’s humour took him. To save those of quality the final humiliation of being degraded in the eyes of the mob had been the official justification for granting the privilege of private execution to the nobility and gentry. Darcy felt momentarily ashamed that the first time he truly feared the rule might have personal application was also the first time it had occurred to him that it prevented the world at large from knowing whether the condemned went to their deaths able to walk or not.

          That thought haunted him through all the corridors and ante-rooms of the palace, until at last the footmen threw wide the doors into the smaller of the two Royal writing rooms, the one preferred by the King for his most intimate audiences.

          Only a fool would be at ease in his cousin’s presence, but this room in particular seemed chosen to intimidate under the guise of putting visitors at their ease. Despite numerous little touches aimed at giving an air of charming informality, the great oil painting hanging over the fireplace dominated the space: the King’s parents, Crown Prince Gerald and Lady Elaine Butler, on the occasion of their betrothal forty years ago. Who knew what remote cubby-hole it had languished in during the reign of King Ambrosine XVII, whose estrangement from his father had been legendary? One of James Moriarty’s first acts on ascending the throne had been to have it hauled out and hung in his inner Palace sanctum, and Darcy had little doubt as to the message his cousin had intended to send by it.

          For all the waterfall of diamonds about the bride’s neck and the swing and glitter of the matching ear-bobs beneath her coronet of chestnut hair; for all her ermine and silk brocade, she was as much a virgin sacrificed to a monster as Andromeda and without hope of a Perseus to save her at the last.

          Nor had the artist attempted to soften the message. True, at the time of his betrothal the Crown Prince had been over fifty and not even the most obsequious of Court portraitists could have erased the marks of a life given over to the darkest of debaucheries. But this Prince Gerald sneered openly out of the portrait with an air of cold sensuality and Lady Elaine shrank back beneath his gaze into her court robes, drowning in swathes of fabric, like a child playing dress-up in an adult’s clothes.

          His back to the portrait, James Moriarty reclined in a comfortable low chair by the window, a scatter of papers across the even lower table besides him. He cut off Darcy’s ceremonious bow with a sharp, charming gesture.

          “Nonsense, coz. None of that stuff. Sit down here and we can be quite cosy together. How few family get-togethers I have the time to indulge in these days and what a luxury they are when I may. Wine, Geoffrey, of course; cooled white wine, and some of those delightful little orange-water biscuits.”

          Mindful of his valet’s strictures against wanton creasing, Darcy swept up the skirts of his coat and sank into the chair opposite his monarch. His height told against him; he was abruptly conscious the low seat thrust his knees up closer to his ears than decorum warranted. His cousin, six inches shorter, smiled across with a sunny nonchalance more terrifying than a naked blade. When the servitor brought out a tray holding an elegant, chased-silver swan-necked jug and glasses, his cousin dismissed him and served them both himself, twisting the blade in the wound.

          And then he sat back, his damnable eyes dark and impenetrable above the rim of his wine glass, and let silence stretch out.

          One was not, of course, supposed to introduce a topic of conversation to the King. With family, however, perhaps some leniency might be permitted. After some stiff moments, Darcy hazarded,

          “I trust, sir, you have no ill news of our cousin the colonel?”

          For a moment, James Moriarty looked as if ‘Colonel Fitzwilliam’ were the name of some ancestor, a great-grand-uncle lost to Faerie centuries ago from a greenwood dell. Then he collected himself.

          “Our gallant cousin? I am happy to say report has him well, and pushing back strongly against the Gaaldinian incursion.”

          All knew the Borders to be a debatable land: the riding families owned no law but that of necessity. Characterising a reiver raid in the Border Lands as an incursion in force by the Gaaldinians was a cheap tactic, one which any Council member in good standing ought to protest.

          Darcy gave a spare nod. “The Virgin be praised. I feared, when I received your message, that you might have distressing family news to convey.”

          Was that a momentary flicker of surprise on the King’s face? If so, it was instantly subsumed beneath the sunniest of smiles.

          “Quite the reverse, my dear coz! And I wished you to be the very first to know of the good fortune to befall my very favourite relative. After all, you spotted her quality, first of all the family but me. Oh, Aunt Catherine told us all about your youthful passion, and how cruelly your father and the Earl pronounced it must not be. I was travelling myself, of course, and no hint of the news was permitted to reach me, or there might have been a different outcome.”

          There was some lies even the King could not tell with conviction. Also, Darcy knew his family. He had known them even at fifteen, when he had concocted that bold gamble to save his stammering, terrifyingly withdrawn cousin from the loathsome prospect of being sold in marriage to Moran.

          Despite himself, Darcy found his eyes drawn to the portrait, to meet the melancholy eyes of his Aunt Elaine, Molly’s mother as well as the King’s.

          Yes, that painted gaze seemed to say, I learned the horrors of an unwelcome marriage the hard way. Thank you for saving my daughter from a like fate.

          His upwards glance had not been lost on his cousin. He swivelled round on his chair and gestured towards the portrait. “Mother and daughter; such a speaking resemblance, would you not say?”

          Darcy dipped his head again. “Your disinterested generosity – given that my success at that date must have inflicted a grave disappointment upon Lord Moran, who all know to have been one of your dearest friends – is as unexpected as it is welcome. But sir, let us forget the past. Pray, tell me of Molly’s good fortune. For, even if it comes by way of a great marriage, provided her husband truly loves and esteems her, and she reciprocates, I will stand up at the wedding breakfast and wish them both happy to the depths of my heart.”

          The King smiled.

          “So you wish to allow my sister her season in the sun, soaring above Court in her new position and breaking hearts right and left? A wise move, coz. A true falconer’s cast. Nothing wins a wife’s loyalty more than the illusion she made her own choice from a wide field. Or so they tell me. But indulge me. Do not wait too many weeks before you petition me to allow you to pay your addresses to my sister – the Marchioness of Malham, in her own right, as she will be by then. I do so love a wedding, and I fear we may have a very crowded autumn. I cannot count on having my whole family about me for that season, what with one thing and another, and I could not bear to think of any of them missing your wedding.”

          Whole family? Darcy’s stomach gave a sick lurch. The whole damnable scheme swung dizzily his eyes. So that was what the King planned? He and Molly to be squeezed into a forced marriage within a matter of weeks, compelled by threats to his sister. Dear God, why had he not insisted on Georgiana being sent to Rome or Vienna when he had the chance?

          He dropped his eyes to conceal his thoughts and almost gasped aloud. On top of the mess of papers strewn across the low table was one in a handwriting he recognised; had, in fact, seen far too often.

          “Ah. The tedium of the importunate.” The King had not missed his reaction. “Tell me, coz, have you not found there is a type of person who, by all reason, should be overflowing with gratitude for the opportunities one has afforded to him, but who takes the smallest indulgence on one’s part as simply the excuse for endless further demands on one’s generosity?”

          “I have indeed,” Darcy said grimly. His cousin must surely mean to allude to his father’s partiality for George Wickham and how that had turned out, which he would know from Aunt Catherine. He could only pray that the King was unaware of his own current preoccupation with the man and his whereabouts. But for the King to speak so personally and – insofar as one could ever be sure of that – with such genuine exasperation bespoke something new.

          Wickham has at last succeeded in losing the favour of the one man in all the three kingdoms it is most perilous to offend.

          “You have? I suppose such creatures batten on all of rank and fortune. I must remind my confidential secretary to return any further missives which arrive in that hand. Unopened.”

          Darcy’s mind raced. “A man would have to be most truly obtuse to deserve such a rebuke in the first place. To ignore it – unthinkable.”

          “It would be, would it not? How reassuring to know that someone understands one’s position in such matters. Anyway, this has been the most charming little chat but Our diary is so crowded these days, that I am going to have to shoo you away. One last thing, before you go. There is to be a ball at the Palace this day week. I hope you will open it with my sister.”

          Darcy’s eyebrows went up, unstoppable. “Sir! You ask me to open a State ball with Molly this day week?”

          And so all-but proclaim themselves affianced in the face of all the Court? Oh, my lovely Elizabeth –

          The cold blaze in the King’s eyes made his very bones shiver. “You find something incongruous about that idea?”

          For the first time in this interview, he could found himself able to speak unconstrained. “Indeed, your grace, with your pardon, I do. A State ball – the first since Court mourning has ended, a se’nnight from now – Molly to appear as the first lady there, when both of us know our Aunt Catherine’s views on the requisite modesty of dress and adornment for –” He paused, abruptly.

          “For a poor relation?” The King’s tone was thoughtful. “You surprise me, Fitzwilliam. A most valid point indeed. My cousin should arrive in Gondal Town by dinner time today. Perhaps I should consult her on how long she feels it may take before she can be properly attired for so auspicious an occasion. I shall order the ball postponed, to a date to suit. But – you will open it with her, whenever it is?”

          “Sir, as you well know I dislike dancing in general.” Darcy gulped. “In this instance, though, it will be my greatest pleasure.”

          He rose to his feet. His bow, this time, was to the King, not to the family connexion. James Moriarty waved a lazy hand in acknowledgement and dismissal.

          “May your courtship of my sister prosper. And be brief. Good day, coz.”

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Twenty

          Seven days earlier

          “My lady!”

          Georgiana looked up from her embroidery, alerted by the uncharacteristically flustered note in Mrs Reynolds’ voice. Colonel Fitzwilliam often joked that running Pemberley took at least as much effort as running a regiment and the housekeeper had far fewer staff officers to assist her. Yet Georgiana had never heard Mrs Reynolds raise her voice, or seen her serenity ruffled, not even during the last terrible days of Papa’s illness.

          Across the hearth, its grate filled with summer flowers, Mrs Annesley paused in her work. “What is it?”

          Mrs Reynolds jerked her head towards the window. “One of the gardener’s boys came running in with a message. There’s a party of troopers down at the South Lodge. Wearing the Royal livery, ma’am. They’d be here now, but the lodge-keeper’s wife begged them try her best ale and they were that hot and dusty with travelling in the heat that the officer gave them leave and very grateful they were, so Jim said. But they’ll be with us in under a quarter of a turn, and what are we to do?”

          Mrs Annesley rose to her feet and walked to the window which commanded a view of the south drive. “Did they drop any hint of what their errand is?”

          Now it had happened at last, Georgiana found herself almost calm.

          “They will have come for me.”

          “For you, my dear?” Mrs Annesley looked at her as if the sculpted naiad in the fountain had started talking.

          She tossed her head, fighting tears of sheer hopelessness.

          “Before he left, my brother warned me this might happen. They will want to take me to the King. Once there, I will be a hostage against my brother. And there is nothing I can do to stop it.”

          Mrs Reynolds’ back stiffened. “No call to give up before the fight’s begun.”

          “Fight? How can we fight the King? He will have every village for ten miles around flattened and the crops burned. I cannot do that to our people.”

          “No more you can, my dear.” Mrs Annesley patted her on the shoulder. “And besides, I doubt there’s thirty men on the place, and two-thirds of them beardless boys or doddering granddads. But there must be something we can do. Mrs Reynolds, have you any thoughts?”

          “It strikes me, what we need most is time. Miss Georgiana; take to your bed, at once. I shall send up a draught for you and you must drink it all off, however unpalatable you find it. I’m sorry for it, but trust me, like you did when you were little and had the croup.”

          That reminder helped, just a little. It was impossible to imagine anyone standing against the King, but then it had been impossible, a year and a half ago, to imagine that she would ever emerge from the fog of grief and guilt which had engulfed her once news drifted back to Gondal of the ambush of the Princess’ party and the horrific fate of her ladies. If not for my vanity and It should have been me resounded through her waking thoughts, and then in the night came the dreams; dreams in which she had indeed set out and the monstrous attackers rising from behind every rock had all borne Mr Wickham’s face.

          Fitzwilliam – darling Fitzwilliam, whom she had so profoundly wronged – had hovered and stammered and tried to make up to her by filling her room with flowers that made her sneeze. But Mrs Reynolds had removed the irritating blossoms, sent him to bring music and books, brewed her soothing possets, replaced sheets soiled with night sweats with lavender-scented fresh linen and held her hand during an infinity of white nights, freeing Fitzwilliam to pace the grounds or take out his anger by wreaking havoc on the rats in Pemberley great barn.

          So. She would put her faith in Mrs Reynolds, even unto defying the King.

          “Excuse me,” she breathed. “I must go upstairs. My head – my head is pounding.”

          

          This was not how it was supposed to go.

          His commanding officer had made clear, by every means short of absolute assertion, that had their numbers not been stretched so thin by the depredations of the bandit styling himself Duke of Malham there was no possible officer he could have chosen for this particular mission he would not have preferred to Lieutenant Peter Brenzaida.

          Since Lieutenant Peter Brenzaida had, if anything, an even lower estimation of his own powers than the c/o’s, he could only share that regret. More especially, since the maximum strength the c/o could allow him was less than a third of a company: twenty privates of dragoons, one sergeant, one corporal and a farrier.

          “And may God have mercy on your souls, for you can expect none from me if you fail in this of all missions,” the c/o had finished, crisply.

          A day and a half later, no crisis had yet occurred. Peter and his men had been welcomed with open arms by the lodge-keeper’s wife, who had directed them to a well-filled trough for their horses and offered home-brewed ale to their riders. Peter gave a sidelong glance at his sergeant; not for permission, of course, which would be an inversion of the natural order, but for confirmation that he was not breaching one of the numerous unwritten rules for the proper conduct of officers.

          The sergeant coughed.

          “One mug per man would be most acceptable, ma’am. We’ll not drain your barrel: I’ll see to that.”

          A couple of the bolder men essayed a mock-groan, and the sergeant glared at them. Most, though, untied their leather jacks from their belts, and queued to have them filled, loudly calling blessings on the lodge-keeper’s wife, and somewhat exaggerating both the hardships of the journey and the length of time they had been travelling. According to the most up-to-date Army maps, the distance from their quarters at Deadholm Barracks to Pemberley was barely twenty leagues and they had covered less than half that distance today. If things went smoothly at the house they could be on their way back to camp by nightfall. By the day after tomorrow, perhaps, this would all be over, his charge consigned to someone else for the remaining journey to Gondal Town, and the welcome tedium of his normal duties would resume.

          If nothing went wrong. If nothing else went wrong.

          He eyed the men, who seemed to be in good, though not dangerously elevated, spirits. The sergeant, seeing the direction of his scrutiny, stood straight and clapped his hands.

          “Right, lads, finish up. You’ve got a job to do. The King’s not paying you to stand about drinking.”

          “King’s not paying us at all.”

          The voice was so low Peter could not tell its source. His blood froze. To make a bad situation worse, the men’s pay had, indeed, been in arrears for the third month running and it was whispered in the mess that Traquair of the War Office had rendered a very dusty answer to the c/o’s enquiry as to when the situation might change. Dragging a man on charges for imprudently telling a harsh truth stank in his nostrils, but letting insubordination (in front of a civilian, too!) go unpunished went against all his training.

          Oh God. What on earth was he to do?

          “Nasty draught in here.” The sergeant was a hard-bitten Borderer. His accent – the strongest Peter had ever heard it – conveyed an infinity of menace. He’ll make the bairns a’ fatherless/And then, the land it may lie lee.

          “Wind whistling in the thatch. Almost sounds like someone was talking. Which it can’t be, because if it were, it would be the kind of talk that gets men strapped to a grating in the middle of the parade ground and given forty lashes. And no-one would be tomfool enough to say anything of that kind in my hearing. So this time we’ll put it down to wind in the thatch. But we’ve wasted too much of this goodwife’s day. Sincere thanks to you for the ale, ma’am. Once our commander gives us the word, we’ll leave you be.”

          That, Peter realised, was his cue.

          “Fall in, men. At the double.”

          Once they reached the house, a magnificent butler effortlessly despatched the men and the sergeant (not without a dubious backward glance) to the rear of the house. Then, he turned to Peter.

          “The lady will receive you in the blue drawing-room, sir. Would sir wish to refresh himself before doing so? The roads begin to be very dusty, now full summer is upon us.”

          Taking this for the pointed hint it clearly was, Peter allowed himself to be shepherded into a small closet where a bowl of steaming, scented water, towels and soap were already laid out. An appalled glance in the looking glass which had also been provided showed him how wise the butler had been. He could hardly uphold the might of the King’s commission covered in white dust and with his hair sticking to his head with sweat. He took rather longer than he had intended but felt much the better for it, almost up to the task before him.

          A footman was waiting outside the door, the butler’s time presumably being too precious to waste. They passed rapidly through a succession of grand apartments, Peter’s heart sinking with every step he took. This family, so great, so well-established; how could he avoid their vengeance for carrying out the task entrusted to him, even though it had been his duty?

          True: he had no positive knowledge that the King intended his cousin harm. Given the threat of war on all sides, and the severance of the Great North Road a few leagues to the north, small wonder if his Grace might prefer the most vulnerable members of his family to be under his own eye.

          And yet –

          He had not been to Gondal Town for two years or more, but officers passing through the transit camp (few stayed at Deadholm Barracks: it was not a coveted posting) had dropped hints which chilled the blood. A forgetful old dowager had automatically added the words, “and the Princess Charis, may the Lord bless her and keep her in grace” after the prayers for the King in Mass one day and by nightfall been under house arrest. Those who had served under Colonel Abruzzi whispered details of his so-called “duel” which had not been allowed to become public knowledge. Abruzzi’s successor seemed himself to have dropped out of circulation. Mess nights had become almost sober, with each man eyeing his neighbour and wondering to whom he truly reported.

          Had Peter a sister, he would not have been happy to see her brought to the King by an armed troop, no demurral possible.

          A grey-clothed woman – no, he corrected, a grey-clothed lady – looked up from her embroidery as he entered, rose, and dropped him a curtsey. He boggled; she had to be at least in her thirties, if not her forties. An older sister of Mr Darcy of Pemberley – a half-sister, perhaps? But his orders – he resisted the temptation to feel for them inside his uniform jacket, though it was a struggle – had surely emphasised the youth and innocence of his charge, and the consequent need to protect her delicate maiden sensibilities from the rough soldiery. Which, Lieutenant Brenzaida had thought at the time, might have been an easier task if the powers that be hadn’t insisted on sending twenty troopers, one sergeant, one corporal and a farrier to bear her back to Gondal Town.

          “Sir, may I know your name?” the lady enquired. “I am Mrs Annesley, a connexion of the Darcy family. I am the companion to Miss Georgiana.”

          “Oh. Oh of course.” He bowed, very low. “Lieutenant Peter Brenzaida. I apologise for my intrusion, but I come under Royal command –” He reached inside his uniform jacket to produce the formal paper. “His Grace the King notes that the times are unquiet, both within and without the borders of Gondal, and that he would accordingly rest more easily were his young cousin to be within his palace in Gondal Town, far from the turbulent and lawless forces who might threaten her peace and – um – innocence.”

          Mrs Annesley sank down into a chair, and gestured to Peter to do likewise. “His Grace’s concern is natural and very welcome. But –” she dimpled a little. “He does not know these Northern Dales. Nor did I, until my late husband brought me here as a young bride. The people may sound uncouth, but they are the truest and most loyal one could ever hope to find. Georgiana has grown up among them; our tenants would do anything for her. May I offer you refreshment? Tea, or lemonade, or ratafia? Military gentlemen, I know, are often partial to ratafia of a hot afternoon when their duties permit and Colonel Fitzwilliam, Miss Georgiana’s other guardian, has said that Mrs Reynolds’ ratafia is some of the finest he has ever tasted.”

          Peter made some sort of response, though he hardly knew what. Internally, his thoughts could be summarised thus: I knew about the King. I knew about the Earl. I knew about the great landowner. But now there’s a Colonel, too?

          This mission could not possibly end well. There were too many people who would hate him, however this fell out.

          “Lemonade would be delightful, ma’am. But I may not linger long. We need to be on the road back to Deadholm Barracks and thereafter to Gondal Town as soon as may be and surely the young lady will need time to pack?”

          Mrs Annesley’s face was puzzled. “But sir, Miss Georgiana has retired to her room with one of her sick headaches. Did no-one tell you? They are short-lived, thanks to the Virgin, but she cannot possibly move while in the grip of one of them. She must lie very still in an absolutely dark room, poor lamb, with wet cloth over her eyes, and sip camomile tea. Perhaps this time tomorrow we might think of her being well enough to travel, but certainly not today.”

          The room spun round him. “But – but I have my orders.”

          Gentle as she seemed, Mrs Annesley was inexorable. “But surely, they are orders from the King for Georgiana’s welfare. His Grace cannot possibly mean you to risk her health by setting out prematurely – surely, you may interpret his order in the spirit, rather than the letter? Miss Georgiana Darcy cannot possibly leave Pemberley today.”

          

          Trooper Arthur Musgrave had had a bad feeling about this expedition from the outset and Trooper Musgrave’s bad feelings, when he chose to share them with his cronies in the company, were respected. That was what came of having the best part of a quarter of a century of service in Gondal’s army under your belt.

          Holy Virgin, quarter of a century, that made you think. Joined as a drummer boy at twelve, trooper at seventeen, promoted three times to sergeant and each time busted back to private within the year. More wounds than he could shake a stick at, but none of them incapacitating, thank St Typasius, though that break in his thigh (a rogue horse kicked out and all-but got him in the family jewels) still ached when stormy weather was on the way. Still, at least it’d mended straight, courtesy of that sandy-haired bastard of a Surgeon-General setting it with his own hands as a pointed rebuke to the duty medical officer who’d been in the process of fucking it up beyond repair, despite Trooper Musgrave’s voluble remonstrances, when said Surgeon-General had swung through on a surprise inspection trailing half the barracks’ physicians in his wake. And the subsequent healing of that bugger of a leg had kept him confined to barracks during the whole of the Vannstown action, which by all accounts had been a pic-nic to which no-one in his right mind would have wanted an invitation. So silver lining there, too.

          Anyway, he’d had a bad feeling about this mission from the start, and the better the food and beer were now they’d reached their objective (and they weren’t being stinted, either, credit to the Pemberley kitchens) the worse his feeling got. Further, while he and Sarge had a proper professional detestation of each other, he had to admit that Sarge had an equally proper and even more professional detestation of the wet-behind-the-ears pathetic excuse of a Rupert with which the brass at HQ had landed them with this time. Which made his bad feeling practically official.

          “They’ve sent for a physician.” Trooper Potts, nineteen and looking younger, was a weaselly bit of work but his information was normally reliable and always early.

          “Do they have one, this far out in the wilderness?” Trooper Ferris, who had been forced to enlist following what he genteelly referred to as “unfortunate confusion” surrounding the accounts of a bookseller in Gondal Town, had adopted an impossibly refined urbanity as the only way for him to survive in the army. Trooper Musgrave found Ferris amusing, informative and generally harmless, but avoided engaging in games of chance where he was a participant.

          “Turns out there’s some sawbones come up here for the fishing, taken a cottage on the edge of the estate.” Trooper Potts again.

          “There is indeed, Trooper Potts.” Sarge popped up besides them, with the shiny red face and screwed up eyes which they had all come to know as danger signs. “The trouble being, as he’s fishing, he’s not in his cottage, being as there aren’t no fish there, until he catches them, on account as they are still in the river. And the local fishing beats happen to be about five leagues long and wander all over the place splitting off bastard branches like an alley cat what’s been taking lessons from Lord Lestrade. So I need to send some of you useless layabouts to find the sawbones and bring him back to Pemberley because that’s the King’s own cousin on her sickbed in the house up there and it’ll be on us if we don’t deliver her safe and healthy to her loving family in the capital. So, Trooper Potts, you’re going upstream along that branch there. Trooper Musgrave, downstream along the main flood. Trooper Crosier, upstream along the other branch. Trooper Ferris –”

          Trooper Musgrave flicked up a quick salute, and departed along the indicated path at a smart trot before any counter order could be given. He was under no illusions: the insistence on finding a physician came entirely from the Sarge’s devious little mind. Their Rupert couldn’t find his arse with both hands and a flaming cresset, so the concept of covering the same against the wrath of those upstairs would be a foreign country to him.

          Physician or no physician, they were already fathoms deep in the shit for losing a day, or would be when they got back to barracks. Granted, it was the girl’s fault, she having taken to her bed with a sick headache, but trust the brass not to see it that way and to blame the poor bloody rankers instead. It made proper sense to find a quack to either prove the illness was genuine or expose her as a malingerer (bright lass, if so, Trooper Musgrave conceded, because the healthy air was the air one breathed as far away as possible from one’s superior officers, who in the girl’s case were the King and his creatures, whom they said swarmed like biting ants in Gondal Town and credit to the girl for spotting that.)

          It was pleasant, too, in the shade of the trees, even at his conscientious jogging pace. The river was at its widest here; peat brown, spreading across broad reaches, caressing pebbled shores, rushing over shoals and rocks. Birds sang above him.

          Before he’d succumbed to the recruiting sergeant’s promises, as a lad he’d been something of a nature lover. The old Squire encouraged such things in his tenants’ children, provided it didn’t manifest as disrespect or insubordination. Trooper Musgrave felt that he probably owed his neck, to say nothing of an un-marked back, to those early lessons in walking a fine line between confidence (good) and disrespect (abhorrent.)

          Any fisherman worthy of the name, on a hot sultry day like today would have sought the deepest pools beneath the thickest shadow. Trooper Musgrave took that as guidance, and passed quickly up above languorous reaches and delightful shoals. On the edge of a broad pool, beneath the shade of a spreading willow, he spotted his man. Game over.

          Or not. The sawbones turned and, without a blink, made him in an instant.

          “Musgrave, isn’t it? Happy to see you, glad to see you kept that leg. But hush, now. I’ve a whopper on the line. If you want to help, come close and hold the landing net. If not, bugger off, but, in the name of St Nicholas, off-bugger quietly.”

          Much later, “I must have been fucking bewitched” Trooper Musgrave swore aloud.

          In the here-and-now, Trooper Musgrave crept into the shadow of a huge oak and extended his hand to grasp the landing net, holding it still until the big salmon was flapping in its meshes.

          Then he turned to the small, sandy-haired figure, knowing him to be Destiny, whom no soldier could outrun or outfox. When one’s number came up, up it came and he’d had a good run at it, all things considered.

          “You shouldn’t by rights be here.” He paused for a beat. “Surgeon-General. My lord. Sir.”

          “No more I should.”

          The little doctor smartly knocked the salmon on the head, whipped out a knife from inside his coat, ripped through its belly, and emptied its entrails into the stream, doubtless for the profit of its ever-loving family and in view of the chance of capturing a bigger fish in the same spot three years from now. Trooper Musgrave, who had once spent a drunken evening around their mess fire hearing Trooper Ferris discoursing on ‘metaphor’, shivered through every nerve.

          “So, Musgrave, are you planning to take me in? Good business, that, I grant you. In Gondal Town, the King’s reward would buy you out of the Army, free and clear, and leave enough over to buy that village tavern you always talked of.”

          For a moment, he gaped.

          “I never talked of that to you. Sir.”

          The sandy-haired sawbones shrugged.

          “Did you not? Well, I could be wrong. Men under poppy-draughts after surgery babble of a great deal. I confess, it tends to blur in one’s head, after a while. And again, soldiers seem to dream of spoils that allow them to buy taverns, rather than grander aspirations. Cut some of that fresh bracken by your side, if you’ll be so good; I need to wrap my catch. I’d hate to see a good fish go to waste. Share it with your mess, to celebrate the taking of a notorious traitor, eh?”

          Musgrave’s tongue thickened in his mouth, but around it he managed to gasp out the following truths: namely, and as God and the Holy Virgin was his judge, or judges, that he had never known anyone claim the Surgeon-General of Gondal (hero of Vannstown, chosen by his late Majesty Ambrosine, Seventeenth of that name, to be protector of his only daughter) to be forsworn; that the kingdoms of Gondal and Gaaldine were not (formally) at war at the present moment, making treason a moot issue; and that in any event the cousin of the King himself lay sick at Pemberley, and that he had been sent to bring to her bedside the best physician in the district and since the best physician in the district happened to be the best physician in the whole of Gondal, other considerations came a very remote second.

          The Surgeon-General eyed him. “Well, then we’d best hurry, hadn’t we? Give the salmon to your mess-mates, nonetheless, with my compliments. As I learnt at Vannstown, if the imminent fight is hopeless, at least it’s a comfort to meet it well-fed.”

          Again, Trooper Musgrave’s stomach flip-flopped.

          “Sir,” he essayed, “We have no idea of this ending in a fight.”

          “So I surmised, when from a high hill in the south of the district I surveyed your troop’s erratic progress down the road. Tell me, Trooper Musgrave, have you entire confidence in your commanding officer?”

          This, at least, King’s Regulations provided for.

          “Sir, by the oath of my calling and by the dedicated blood of my heart, I shall not disparage those set in office over me, and in all cases the dignity of rank will be preserved. Sir!”

          “So he’s an incompetent idiot, then.” The Surgeon-General seemed utterly unsurprised. “How do you think he would fare in a serious attack, with much at stake?”

          “Sir, by the oath of my calling and by the dedicated blood of my heart, I shall not disparage those set in –”

          “Dear God, that bad? Hasn’t it crossed your minds to desert?”

          “Where to?” Trooper Musgrave blurted, before he could think.

          The Surgeon-General raised his eyebrows. “I’m told these dales afford mercenaries for half the armies of Europe. When I passed through Lambton I came across a man who told me he was recruiting for the French wars. He was staying at the Fitzwilliam Arms, I collect.”

          “Mercenaries?” It came out with an outraged lift on the last syllable, like – Trooper Musgrave thought, with a belated recovery of his sense of humour – the response of a dowager advised that her granddaughters could hardly do better for their futures than try a little light whoring.

          The Surgeon-General shook his head sadly, as if the ignorance of his companion were a personal reproach.

          “Yes, you know. Mercenaries. Men paid to fight for whoever can afford them.”

          That opened the floodgates, all right.

          “Paid! We – the troopers of the Crown – we haven’t been paid in months, and we’ll not see the thalers owed us for as long as Traquair squats in the War Office, spending our money on liquor and loose women.”

          For the first time, he saw the Surgeon-General momentarily disconcerted. “The Pretender preferred Traquair to the War Office? Traquair? Why, almost three years ago the man could not put both heels together with his eyes shut without staggering.”

          That was news but hardly surprised Trooper Musgrave. “The Black Lion got him, did it? Explains a lot. But anyway, sir, suppose I take the fish and report to the Sarge I’ve found the doctor he sent me to look for, and you go straight up to the house, to avoid running into anyone else from the troop. I’m not saying they’d recognise you, most of them being on the youngish side, though I’d not go bail for all of them, and certainly not for the sarge. But the only one of our troop up at the house is the officer, so you’re safe enough there.”

          The news that the sawbones had been successfully rounded up and despatched up to the great house to minister to the young lady put Sarge in such a good mood that he told the troop that they could consider themselves off-duty until the state of the young lady’s health had been reported upon. Trooper Musgrave sidled up to his messmates, waving the salmon as token.

          “I helped him land a big’un, but when I told him there was a big fee waiting for him up at the big house he was so made up he handed it over to me. But if we let on to the others, we’ll not get more than a bite apiece, if that. There’s a likely bit of shingle upriver on the beat I was searching. I’ll go ahead and get the fire started; you follow with our rations, jacks, and anything you can scrounge to put in them.”

          When they were relaxing round the fire, replete and passing a skin of Pemberley wine between them – young, thin, but by no means contemptible in flavour – Trooper Musgrave, judging the time to be ripe, murmured, “Trust me. I’ve got a bad feeling about this. I’ve heard one or two things. Suppose I tell you about them? Then we can work out what to do. Together.”

          

          “Five deserters, overnight! With their horses and all their gear! What, sergeant, can you possibly have been about, to let such a thing happen?”

          In his military career Lieutenant Peter Brenzaida had never been sure of much, but now he knew he had the moral high ground. His sergeant looked positively green. And sheepish. The corporal, on the edge of his vision, seemed to have difficulty keeping his expression composed in accordance with regulations.

          “Sir! I –” At this point, the sergeant bolted for the latrine trench. Light screens of woven reeds had been erected to screen it for modesty’s sake, but they could not block out sounds. The sergeant’s intestinal struggles were neither silent or discreet. Repulsed, Lieutenant Brenzaida clicked his fingers, and bade the corporal follow him out of earshot, around the corner of the barn which had served the troop for bivouac last night, he himself having been accommodated – with inconceivable generosity – in a room in Pemberley House itself.

          When the sergeant found them, his face grey and some decidedly non-regulation stains about his person, Peter felt that at last he had the upper hand.

          “So, drunk to insensibility last night, was it?” The way his first c/o had dealt with recalcitrant men had awed Peter. Improbably, it seemed some of his lessons had stuck. The sarge looked almost – guilty?

          “Sir, I didn’t. I ate the food they sent down from the House. Like anyone did. And I drank –” At the thought of drink, the sergeant was forced to excuse himself again. This time, he did not return.

          “Permission to speak, sir?” So far as Peter was aware, the corporal had never spoken in his presence before; at least, not beyond, “Sir!”

          He nodded, hoping his bemusement didn’t show.

          “Sir, there was a desertion case in my last posting; when I was serving down on the Borders. Four men crossed into Gaaldine, like this, with their horses and gear, at night; got clean away. In that case, though, they’d rendered the pickets insensible by putting powdered opium in their evening meal.”

          “Powdered opium? But surely, the taste –”

          The corporal shook his head. “Have you eaten the food of the Borders? There’s a dish there they make from a sheep’s pluck, stuffed with oatmeal mixed with chopped offal – liver and lights and so forth – and heavily peppered.”

          Everything Peter had ever heard about the Border lands, which he had never visited, made this delicacy sound depressingly plausible.

          “And?”

          “It’s not as bad as it sounds,” the corporal said. “I mean, you get used to it.”

          “Vaughan.” After no more than an decent interval Peter’s faltering memory had thrown up the corporal’s name whole and complete. “Enough. Would the flavour of that – thing – be strong enough to conceal powdered opium?”

          The corporal nodded. “Yes, sir. Sometimes, the pluck and the lights weren’t as fresh as they might be. The deserters could easily have concealed any poison then, sir.”

          Peter drew a deep breath.

          “And was anything like that sent down from the kitchens to the –” He looked over his shoulder at the barn. “To your bivouac?”

          “They sent down all sorts, sir, and no-one could complain about how we were treated. But yes: I can confirm there was a sheep’s pluck pudding, all steaming and stinky. Me and the lads, we left that one to Sarge. He’s the only one of us from the Borders, you see, sir, and he was proper made up to see it. It’d have been rude to butt in, sir.”

          And all his men, including the deserters, must have been insinuating themselves into the household, especially with the kitchen and scullery maids, for the best part of a day. Anyone could have learnt of the bill of fare, and raided the troop’s medical supplies for enough opium to render the sergeant hors de combat.

          Still, how had the deserters, even having incapacitated the sergeant, made their escape? Why did the house dogs not bark at their passing? Peter groped, as if through thick mud, at answers, but the sheer magnitude of the disaster at last overwhelmed him. This was, above anything else, a disaster of epic proportions. His career – perhaps even his life – was forfeit as a result. That was one truth shining out above the murk.

          But – as he hit the very bottom – he perceived a second truth.

          He had been given a mission. That mission had not yet failed. If he could only deliver Miss Darcy to Deadholm Barracks much of the impending disaster, which weighed like incipient thunder in his ears and made his limbs flounder, might be averted.

          Peter drew himself up straight. “We dare not lose another day, and yet the sergeant is visibly unfit to travel. Vaughan, consider this a brevet promotion to acting-sergeant.”

          The corporal braced. “Sir!”

          “I can spare one additional man to stay with the sergeant. Briefly. Both of them are to take no more than half a day in pursuing enquiries as to our deserters in the district. It may be they have sought to sign as mercenaries. That may be a line of enquiry. They may press into service such additional resource as the district affords. If they cannot recapture our deserters within the time allowed, they are to intercept us on our passage south as quickly as they may contrive. We shall have Miss Darcy and her companion with us, in their carriage, so they have a chance to catch up, but they must not waste it. Understood?”

          “Sir!”

          

          The cavalcade had been in motion for almost two hours, and they were still barely past Lambton, travelling due east on the way to the Great Northern Road. The officer in command of the troop had looked a trifle disconcerted when the Darcy state coach – all gilding and ornament, polished up to the nines by a troop of stable-boys – had lumbered out of the carriage-house. It had, to be fair, not had an airing since her parents’ marriage journey from the parish church in Lambton to the doors of Pemberley, drawn every step of the way by teams of their tenants, as legend had it. Still, it was plain that if Miss Georgiana Darcy, of Pemberley, was being taken to visit her cousin, the King, no meaner vehicle would do, however tedious it made their progress. Anyway, they needed the biggest coach for their luggage: it would not do, Mrs Reynolds and Mrs Annesley had both agreed, for the heiress of Pemberley to arrive on a visit to her cousin the King without the choicest selections of her wardrobe, all her jewels and the six crates containing her dower plate, the most generous gift on the occasion of Georgiana’s christening from Sir Lewis and Lady Catherine de Bourgh and sufficient to dine a party of thirty-six.

          Mrs Annesley, sitting backwards, reached out and took her hand.

          “My poor dear,” she said. “I can see from your expression that your head-ache has not quite dissipated. It was brave of you to set out.”

          Georgiana pursed her lips. “What choice did I have? It was the command of the King.”

          “I prefer to think that it was the thoughtfulness of your cousin – what was that?”

          The carriage juddered to a halt. Despite Mrs Annesley’s remonstrances, Georgiana let down the window and peered out. Up ahead, at the point where the overgrown road curved out of sight round a bluff, the soldiers seemed to be engrossed in an intense discussion.

          “What is it?” Georgiana called to the nearest soldier. He picked his way close to the coach before responding, looking rather like a startled rabbit. Still, when he spoke, it was in a surprisingly cultivated accent, sounding, in her limited experience, more like the better class of clerk than a trooper.

          “It’s the bank up ahead, milady. There’s been a landslip – it may have been undermined by those bad thunderstorms we had a couple of days ago, and then it looks like some beasts got out and collapsed it entirely. We’ve broken out the entrenching tools, so we’ll have the road clear in a turn or so, but we can’t get the coach along until we do.”

          She and Mrs Annesley exchanged glances.

          “A turn? Or more?”

          Georgiana unlatched the coach door and descended to the road, looking back up to her chaperone in the coach.

          “Might you pass down my parasol, please, and my sketching bag? We cannot stay in this stuffy coach, not if we are not moving for turns. And I am sure Coachman John will wish to unhitch and bate our horses, to prepare them against the journey ahead, since we cannot proceed at present.”

          Without waiting for a more direct order, the coachman went directly to the traces, making soothing and clicking noises to his team.

          The soldier looked at her nervously, and muttered something about “the officer.”

          “Of course.” Mrs Annesley was all gracious smiles. “Colonel Fitzwilliam has always impressed upon us the importance in the Army of respecting the chain of command. Pray could you pass a message to your commanding officer? My compliments to Lieutenant Brenzaida: pray tell him we do not blame in the smallest particular for the chance-fallen delay on our journey: we propose to sit down on this rock, here, and while away our time in sketching the scene while you clear the road ahead. We shall be perfectly quiet and not contribute to his cares.”

          She flipped up her voluminous skirts and sank, emphatically, to the rock in question. Taking her cue, Georgiana sank down next to her and began to set up her easel.

          “You must not be alarmed, my dear. It is not such a bad situation,” Mrs Annesley observed. “We have driven out as far on parties of pleasure from Pemberley, many times, have we not? I collect there is a most picturesque view from the ruined fort on the crest of that hill, over there.”

          “Indeed. I recall it well. But it is terribly hot. I must open my parasol.”

          “Of course, my dear. Let me arrange it above your head. Yes. There. How pretty it looks with those bright pink ribbons, especially against the darkness of the thicket. Your brother chose his gift to you well, my dear. How elegant you look.”

          They could hardly have been there a quarter of a turn when a dull, booming roar shattered the afternoon. Then another. Mrs Annesley grasped Georgiana’s wrist in an inexorable grip.

          “Trust me, my dear. That is not summer thunder. Now. Up the hill. To the ruined fort. Run.”

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Twenty-One

          The house they had been seeking was curiously modest for this district. Neat and well-appointed, it nestled amid the neighbouring great mansions like a bantam amid a flock of peacocks. A discreet servant answered. As he turned to bear word of their arrival indoors Mama’s face grew stern.

          “Now, Lizzie, recall you know nothing of the capital, and be sure to hold your froward tongue!”

          She rapped Elizabeth’s knuckles smartly, to bring home the message. It stung, but Elizabeth – more shocked than she cared to admit by Mama’s near collapse in the hot lane, and, worse, by the flicker of recognition in Giulio’s eyes then his abruptly blank countenance before he turned away down the hill – made no retort. She stood a pace behind Mama, focussing on the slight, elegant figure at the far end of the parlour into which the servant had ushered them.

          “Maria, may I introduce my second eldest daughter, Elizabeth? Lizzie, Miss Maria Vittoria.”

          Their hostess’ dark dress had a finish Meryton society had never seen. The dark hair beneath her impeccable lace cap only looked the more perfect for its touch of frost.

          “Your second daughter? So grown up? Harriet, what happened to time? Where did it all go?”

          Mama shrugged. “Where it always goes.”

          Miss Vittoria’s eyes widened. “Moment by moment, drop by drop, until there is a lake?” She was quoting someone, Elizabeth guessed and Mama knew whom, but the key was not something to which Elizabeth had access.

          Mama turned to her. “Lizzie, this you need to know. When I was at Court, before I married your father, Maria was the confidential maid to her Grace the Queen. No-one knew more about the inner workings of the Household. Her judgment, too, was considered quite the nicest: many of the ladies of the Court contrived to obtain her opinion when they engaged their own maids and other domestic staff and she had the greatest of influence.”

          “But –” Elizabeth began, and then she saw. The lady in front of her had been the late Queen’s spymistress. Under her direction the Queen had been given eyes and ears in most of the great households of the Kingdom.

          She raised her eyes to meet the level gaze of their hostess, who gave a tiny, acknowledging nod.

          “Miss Elizabeth, I don’t think any of the households where I was able to place someone ever complained. I’m not one to boast, but I’ve an eye for seeing when someone will suit a position and a nose for honest workers.”

          Which was doubtless true, but left Elizabeth wondering how many of them remained out there, up and down the country, still loyal and honest, but to whom?

          Miss Vittoria rang a bell and a maid-servant brought pastries and a choice of white wine or lemonade, both admirably chilled. Elizabeth chose lemonade and saw, with surprise, that Mama did, also.

          “Now, Lizzie,” Mama said, when all necessary explanations for their presence in Gondal Town had been made, “share with us what you learned of Wickham. I collect, from hints you let drop, that you returned from your visit to Hunsford by no means as enamoured of him as you were when you left. Why?”

          For the first time in longer than she could remember, Elizabeth lifted her eyes to meet Mama’s and returned a direct answer to a direct question.

          “Because I learnt – please don’t ask me how, for that is not my story to tell – that he had connived with a Mrs Younge, then companion to Miss Georgiana Darcy, to get access to her charge, whom he had known as a child. Also – please, this must not go outside these four walls – that Mrs Younge promoted Wickham’s interest with Miss Georgiana, encouraged her to feel herself preferred by him, and concealed it from Miss Georgiana’s guardians, notwithstanding the trust placed in her –”

          Miss Vittoria’s lips were set in a hard line. “Unwise, that. Too high above my sphere, of course, ladies’ companions, though sometimes in her Grace’s day one might contrive to send a hint. But Mrs Younge was a connexion of the Fitzwilliams through the Earl’s wife and she was a Campbell. An unchancy family, that; always seeking to run with the hare and hunt with the hounds.”

          A line of Mr Darcy’s scratched, painstaking handwriting became suddenly, oppressively vivid:

          Lady Agnes Campbell had been due to accompany the Princess on her wedding journey, but at the last moment her father had withdrawn his permission.

          “Would this Mrs Younge therefore also have been a connexion of Lady Agnes Campbell?” she enquired diffidently, and knew in the instant she had crossed a line.

          “What have you heard of Lady Agnes Campbell?” Miss Vittoria’s voice was a whip-crack.

          Elizabeth gulped. Then, very precisely, she said, “I heard she was intended to accompany the Princess to Gaaldine, on her wedding journey, but that her father withdrew permission at the last moment. And, as I also heard, though Miss Georgiana Darcy was then preferred by the King to replace Lady Agnes, that her – her brother became aware that Mr Wickham had been frequenting the house. Suspecting Mr Wickham might have been using Miss Georgiana to gain further intelligence of the Princess’ journey, Mr Darcy made a clean breast of what he knew to the King.”

          Both Mama and Miss Vittoria paled, then both spoke at once.

          “And he survived?”

          “Holy Virgin, and I thought the man only stiff-necked and arrogant to those beneath him.”

          “Mama!”

          “Go on with you, Lizzie. Maria knows what I mean.”

          “I do indeed. But, both of you, have a care. Lady Agnes Campbell is now Lady Agnes Traquair. We thought we knew the reason why, but this puts a very different complexion on the matter. But it also gives us, perhaps, a route to find your sister and Mr Wickham. Though, perhaps, less reason to promote a match between them?”

          Miss Vittoria’s winged, uplifted brows pointed the question, but Mama was shaking her head already.

          “Lydia has made her bed and I have four other daughters. What would you have me do, Maria? For all our sakes, we must make up the match if we can and make merry over it and what may come after – comes.”

          Afterwards, long afterwards, Elizabeth wondered how Mama could have known. Caught in the moment, she simply gaped. Before she could say anything, though, Mama rose decisively to her feet.

          “Maria, please could you send this letter on my behalf to Longbourn? My husband may be looking for his second-eldest daughter so I wish him to know that Lizzie and I have departed on a pilgrimage to a certain shrine to the Virgin, not far from Gondal Town, to pray for a safe outcome for my unhappy youngest. Should there be any answering letter, not that I think it likely, I have directed it to go to Federico (don’t tell me you have forgotten him) in his capacity as almoner to the shrine. He will forward it to you, of course. Get word to me instantly. We shall be staying here.”

          She passed a further slip of paper across to their hostess.

          They were out of the house, making their way down Belmont’s slopes in all the full white glare of the afternoon, before Elizabeth plucked up courage to address Mama, who seemed to have developed two more dimensions in a day.

          “We are not going to stay with Uncle and Aunt Gardiner, then?”

          Mama smiled; a close-lipped, contained smile which neither reached her eyes nor reassured Elizabeth in the smallest particular.

          “I would be delighted to see Penelope as soon as may be. But my –” She turned, briefly, to Elizabeth and her eyes opened unexpectedly wide. “That is to say, our objectives here will be better served from respectable lodgings. Your uncle would be bound to tell your father were we staying with him and that would be but a short step to being dragged home for appearance’s sake. So, Lizzie, suppose we live a little?”

          All the way down Belmont Elizabeth grasped for the old certainties. All the way, they eluded her.

          

          “Mrs Younge, my patience is not infinite. However, it is not my patience which is the issue here. Mr Wickham has worn out any goodwill he once possessed with the one person in the whole kingdom whose goodwill none of us can under any circumstances afford to lose. If he has not already told you so, I will. The last letter Mr Wickham sent to – the person in question – has been returned unopened. He has almost no interest left. Tell him: I truly am his last best hope. If he sees the truth of my message, he may contact me at this address, between three and five of the clock any day this week. Or, he may send word to my house. I know he knows my direction. Tell him so.”

          

          Go to the Cathedral the message said. Go to the Cathedral, alone, and await the messenger fate sends you.

          Harriet left Lizzie by the west door of the Cathedral of SS Geraldine and Augusta, giving her the kind of loud, fussy instructions as to what to see and when she should rejoin her at their lodgings which any mama might offer when allowing her daughter a morning’s freedom to see the capital’s sights while she herself attended to her devotions.

          The side chapel, dedicated to the Holy Wisdom by Ambrosine XII, was deserted. Wisdom, she supposed, divine or otherwise, was not held in high esteem in the Gondal of King James. Unobserved, as women of her age were accustomed to be, she lit a candle and stood with head bowed and hands clasped as it burned.

          She had intended to pray for her children. For Lydia, whom she loved, most of all for her carefree appreciation of life and whose cares were so obviously about to begin, whether she married Wickham or not. For Lizzie, who believed in a just, logical world and in her father and who was therefore doomed to an eternity of trying to reconcile the unreconcilable. For Jane, who was so blissfully uncomplicated and Mary, who had been born with a skin too few and who minded everything so dreadfully. And for Kitty, whom everyone else forgot about, meaning she needed a mother’s mindfulness all the more.

          She ended up praying for the Queen, Felicia, who was, surely, beyond reach of any aid a fellow sinner could offer her. The Royal vaults went back a long way: some part of them must lay beneath her feet now. Many years ago Harriet had walked into those vaults: a cold, raw dawn, flaring torches, the damp pervasive stench of mortality and the Queen, hair loose on her shoulders like a bride’s or a wanton’s, stalking cold behind the catafalque.

          Flora’s catafalque.

          She had been one of Harriet’s fellow ladies of the bedchamber: the highest in rank (she was some distant cousin of the Queen herself) and yet the first to welcome the physician’s daughter into that close, jealous sisterhood. Flora’s graceful carriage and straight, silky, black hair had occupied many of Harriet’s better dreams during that dream-like period.

          Until the dreadful morning when she had heard the screams coming from the bed which Janet and Flora shared. Janet had woken to find the bed full of blood and Flora –

          Holy Virgin, would she never be able to say it? Flora’s flower had been plucked, but not by someone who would have given the delicate care to the bloom which Harriet, given half a chance, would have supplied. Flora had been left with child. Whoever the father had been, he had disowned her. Flora had sought drastic remedies and paid the price.

          To one who had died unshriven and in such circumstances, the already-overstuffed graveyards of Gondal Town were closed. Various prelates had washed their hands of Flora, noisily and with much sniffing.

          “Lay her in the Royal vaults,” Queen Felicia declared peremptorily, as, with much priestly flannel, the fourteenth such objection was made.

          “I, er, what?” said the unhappy prelate.

          “Lay her among the Kings and Queens of Gondal. She is of the blood, and many of her kin who lie there have made worse ends. Lay her in the Royal vaults. I command it and I am your Queen.”

          There had been fewer than half a dozen in the funeral party. The Queen and her remaining ladies made four. The cowering priest was the sole man present. Queen Felicia herself had read from the Bible in ferocious, beautifully precise Latin:

          “Quocumque perrexeris pergam ubi morata fueris et ego pariter morabor populus tuus populus meus et Deus tuus Deus meus quae te morientem terra susceperit in ea moriar ibique locum accipiam sepulturae haec mihi faciat Deus et haec addat si non sola mors me et te separaverit.”

          “Wherever you go, I will go. Your people shall be my people: your God, my God. Wherever death finds you, there will he find and take me, too, and we shall lie in the same grave. This promise I give you, I swear before that God. He may revenge himself three times over if anything less than death part you and me.”

          Once, Harriet had dreamed of someone saying those words to her. Then had come Clarence and she had had no more dreams. She had had children, instead.

          Harriet became acutely aware that she was no longer alone in the chapel. She barely slid her eyes sideways, but was conscious of the tall Prioress to her left, kneeling at the rail telling her rosary – a wonderful thing, that rosary, carved in a deep rich ivory, the beads marking each decade carved in the fashion of a musical instrumen: little fiddles, hautboys, lutes all complete.

          Out of the side of her mouth, the Prioress breathed, “Be you comforted, my child, in your troubles. All will be well, and all will be well, and all manner of things will be well. Should you be able to commit your family to paying two hundred thalers per annum as dowry for your youngest daughter, a marriage with the deplorable excuse for a gentleman in question is all but fixed. I trust you can consent to so much. Benedicte domine, gloria. In nomine patre et filii et spirtu sancti, Amen. Be here, at this hour tomorrow, my child, and may Christ’s blessings be upon you.”

          

          Maria had told her of a small inn with a garden running down to the river, respectable and clean, famed for its table, whose proprietors might be trusted to keep the confidences of her guests. Harriet penned a short note to Penelope, proposing a time for an early dinner. She did not include a warning that news of the meeting was to be shared only between the two of them. Penelope had always had an instinct for the things unsaid, even when they had both been children. Of course, her father had been a physician, too.

          She had not been there long, barely long enough to bespeak a meal, approve the appointments of the small, secluded arbour in which she had been seated, and sip a glass of the landlady’s celebrated rhubarb cordial when her cousin appeared.

          “This is a surprise,” Penelope said, though her shrewd eye belied her words. “Were not you and Lizzie about your devotions?”

          Harriet raised her eyes heavenwards, though her sentiments were considerably less elevated. “I trust I know you better than to believe all you hear.”

          “It seemed unlikely, I agree. Especially given all that has been afoot. But people change, over time – Harriet, before we talk about my nieces, can I ask you one question and can you answer it in perfect frankness, as if we were girls once more?”

          “You may ask. I may choose not to answer.”

          “Then I shall draw what conclusions appear appropriate from your silence. Harriet, were you to be taken back thirty years, knowing the future, what choices would you make then? Would they be the same?”

          She paused for barely a breath. “Not for a moment. I love my daughters – do not, Penelope, ever think I do not love them – but, Holy Virgin! I would that Clarence had wedded someone – anyone – but me. Yes: even at the price of my daughters being never born. But here we both are. They live, and so do I. Nothing can change that. I cannot leave him. The merest breath of scandal is death to a girl’s marriage prospects. Penelope, I have five daughters. And no fortune.”

          “So you consent to our sending an express to Longbourn with Lydia’s marriage terms tonight, then?”

          “Consent? You mean your messenger’s not left already?”

          “My dear. I for one respect your judgment.”

          “You do? Then, have it. He is a fribble, albeit one with a keen eye to the main chance, and certain connections which may either kill or cure his prospects. My youngest daughter is most perfectly matched to him in every respect: sense, taste and judgment. But none of that matters. Lydia gave him her maidenhead; he thought to take it cheaply and now the price turns out to be higher than he intended. But he will pay it, all the same. Send a messenger to compel your husband to send the express. Now. And after you have done so, we can have a comfortable coze together, cousin Penelope. But send the messenger first.”

          

          The King announced a water pic-nic in his sister’s honour, and various sycophants-about-Court rushed to compose (or, in some cases, blatantly plagiarise) reams of verses comparing Molly to, variously, naiads; mermaids; sirens; Thetis; Aphrodite of the sea-foam and, in at least one case, a rusalka.

          “Honestly, why would anyone think it at all flattering to be compared to something with green skin and long skinny arms, who drags shepherd boys into the river on hot summer days and holds them underwater until they die?” Molly complained to her cousin. Much to the sycophants’ annoyance he had been allotted the singular honour of sharing her barge during the journey upstream.

          “Symbolism,” Mr Darcy responded, handing her aboard and settling her beneath the bullion-trimmed awning in the stern. “Poets always say ‘death’ when they mean ‘the culmination of passion’.”

          (No-one would have mistaken Mr Darcy for a poet. His own gift to Miss Hooper, on learning of the water pic-nic, had been an elegant straw hat, trimmed with dark green silk ribbons and with the broadest of brims.)

          Molly wrinkled her nose. “If the culmination of Sir L– P–’s passion involves quite that much water-weed, I feel sorry for his mistresses. And more for his chambermaids.”

          The nearest of her bargemen, notable for his height even among that well-built team, seemed suddenly overcome with a coughing fit. Mr Darcy ignored him, and, before himself sitting down amid the velvet cushions, signalled a servitor to hand his cousin chilled melon, ratafia and peaches with preserved ginger.

          Ahead of them the sun blazed off the gilded canopy of the King’s barge, making them blink and screw up their eyes, despite all hat and canopy could do to shade them. A small figure, looking self-important even at this distance, was ceremoniously handed aboard; the trumpeters sounded, the musicians struck up, various liveried servants cast off, the bargemen’s oars hit the water as one and the ponderous parade of barges began to make their way upstream.

          “Has your business in Town flourished?”

          “Yes; better than I had hoped, thank you. I confide I may see everything concluded by noon tomorrow. Thank you, by the way, for your intelligence in that regard. I almost blundered badly, in a quarter where I –”

          “You look hot. Let me pour you a cup of ratafia. It is most immensely refreshing, is it not? Not just the ratafia, but the river – and the greenery. I have missed so much of the most delightful months of the year by my duty at Court, so this party is trebly pleasant. Will your estates in the north claim you, now your business is over? I can see the attraction, but there will be much mourning if you are forced to miss the State Ball which – but do not tell anyone else, please, not before the formal announcement – is now fixed for this coming Tuesday.”

          “So soon? Good heavens, I had not thought your mantua-maker could possibly have your ball-gown ready in time.”

          “So did I. And so did she. But my brother can be terribly persuasive, even with mantua-makers. He said it must be ready, and so it will. He does not brook delay, if it can be avoided. In anything. Do you think it would be most terribly improper were we to wander off together when we land, into the shade of these delightful coppices I see along the riverbanks? It has been an age since I have had a chance to have a proper talk with you.”

          “Your attentive poets will surely see it as a most particular attention and may take – matters amiss – in consequence.”

          “The King will also see it as a most particular attention. Your paying it will relieve his brotherly concerns very opportunely.”

          “Then, as a loyal subject, nothing would please me more than relieving the anxieties of the King. Provided I can do so without harm to my own honour or that of anyone else.”

          Molly smiled, and handed her cousin a peach.

          The beauties of the river and the littlenesses of the Court absorbed all the rest of their conversation, until at last the barge touched on the edge of a greensward fringed with birch, beech and hazel. Her brother the King was on the water’s edge to help his sister from the barge, but his gaze went first to his cousin, who nodded.

          “A most delightful journey, your Grace.”

          “And only the start of the delights planned, I do assure you. Sister, tell these stout fellows they may stand down and be at their own devices until the hour of Vespers, when we shall need to call on their services again. Now, onwards! Let the festivities begin!”

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Twenty-Two

          “Lizzie, a moment.”

          She turned, to see an unfamiliar expression on her mother’s face: hesitant and open. Mama patted the bed and, uncharacteristically obedient, Elizabeth sank down beside her.

          “I met your Aunt Gardiner for dinner, earlier. We had family business to talk over; not least, that I needed to ensure that if a match between Lydia and Mr Wickham can be contrived, she and Mr Gardiner will receive Lydia into their home and she will married under their countenance.”

          “That will be a most signal advantage to her,” Elizabeth said cautiously.

          “So it will. And so it would be if your father can be persuaded to receive the couple at Longbourn. That will take address – as much as you, Jane and I can contrive between us. But that is not what I wished to speak to you about. Your aunt told me that Mr Darcy showed uncommon civil to you all when you met him at Pemberley?”

          Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed. “Mama! What are you about?”

          Mama tried to look nonchalant. “I? What would I be about? May not a mother ask about her daughter’s acquaintance? Introducing you to his sister, too: a most singular mark of regard. He must have unbent a great deal from when he stalked about the ballroom at Netherfield too proud to talk to anyone. So, Lizzie, were he to make you an offer, would you be minded to accept him?”

          A sudden pricking of tears told Elizabeth – if she even had any doubt – her true answer; she only hoped her duck of the head had sufficed to conceal her thoughts.

          If only that unlucky letter had come at any other time, so she could have concealed all knowledge of Lydia’s weakness from Mr Darcy. Though, at least she had this meagre comfort: he was the man of all men she could trust not to spread knowledge of her sister’s disgrace any further. But even if her sister’s marriage with Wickham had been concluded on perfectly honourable terms, the last thing Mr Darcy would dream of doing would be to accept Wickham, a man he justifiably despised, as a brother in law.

          What a triumph for him, she often thought, could he know that the proposals which she had proudly spurned only four months ago, would now have been most gladly and gratefully received. Why only now could she understand he was exactly the man who would most suit her? And why, after giving her mercifully little trouble about Mr Darcy when he had been living less than a league and a half away, had Mama now got this bee into her bonnet about match-making him to her?

          She rose to her feet, keeping steady with difficulty. “I collect, Mama, that you said that the evening service in the Cathedral had the finest choir in all Gondal, and that it would be a shame for me not to hear it while I am in town? I daresay we will be returning soon to Longbourn so this may be the last opportunity I have. And I beg you, Mama, do not waste time wondering about whether or not I would accept Mr Darcy’s offer. No such offer will ever be made. I am persuaded that the King himself would be a more likely suitor for my affections.”

          She closed the door behind her, but not quite in time. Mama’s voice was low, but very distinct and she plainly had no notion of being overheard.

          “And if the King himself were to offer, I’d tell him I’d see him dead and rotted before I’d hand a daughter of mine to the Ogre’s get.”

          

          Her brother was the first to reach the chapel. He lit a candle and stood five yards away, head bowed in prayer. He wore the garb of a sober professional man of Gondal. His portrayal seemed more authentic, now Harriet knew him to be acting a part. To have always been acting a part.

          The Crown Prince of Gaaldine arrived as a lean, grizzled Doctor of Laws in threadbare robes and yellowing bands. She would not have known him, but for the glance he exchanged with her brother as he entered the chapel. It had been twenty years, but some things one never forgot.

          The silence grew overwhelming. It was almost a relief when Mr Darcy entered, wearing dark conventional clothes and an awkward expression, which rapidly became more than awkward as the Crown Prince (who had, it seemed, not lost his habit of meddling over the intervening decades) outlined his plan to resolve their dilemma.

          If, as it appeared, the King were hell-bent (and in the King’s case there could surely be no other destination) on announcing his cousin Mr Darcy’s formal betrothal to the King’s sister Miss Hooper at the State Ball that coming Tuesday, an honour desired by neither of the proposed parties, then the only solution was to ensure that by that date an irrevocable obstacle existed to the marriage of one or both of them. A marriage, the Crown Prince pronounced, with a casual wave of his hand, solemnised privately tomorrow between Mr Darcy and Miss Elizabeth Duplessis, his friend’s second-eldest niece, would solve the problem most admirably.

          John’s splutter told Harriet this was the first he had heard of such a plan. She avoided his eyes.

          The intended groom sounded equally bemused if (reassuringly) less horrified.

          “I do not dislike the idea, truly –”

          Surely she had read her daughter aright, surely just this once? Penelope, too, whose judgement was always so nice? Words tumbled from her lips, unstoppable.

          “If it’s Lizzie’s answer you’re worried about, as her Mama I am persuaded that if she really were set against accepting an offer from you, sir, she would have no hesitation in telling me. Or, for that matter, you. She always was a wilful, outspoken, headstrong girl. But I tried to broach the subject, and all I got was that she had no hopes of such an honour, which, as you will appreciate, sir, is as much encouragement as is seemly for any girl of character to give to a gentleman whose proposal is, as yet, hypothetical.”

          “Harriet–!” John’s despairing cry was abruptly bitten off. Probably, despite their hallowed surroundings, the Crown Prince had kicked him.

          Mr Darcy almost essayed a smile.

          “Madam; I concur. Miss Elizabeth is admirably frank and would not toy with a man’s hopes, whether directly or at one or two times removed. But can I honourably ask a woman of character to enter into a clandestine marriage? Holy Church forbids —”

          “Not a clandestine marriage.” The Crown Prince sounded like a wearied priest explaining the more obvious portions of the catechism. “A private marriage. After all, what marriage could be considered clandestine if blessed by the bride’s mother and uncle?”

          “Perhaps, but”

          “Surely you forget? I am my cousin’s intended betrothed; my presence at his wedding to another would render it the reverse of clandestine.”

          A cloaked and hooded figure stepped into the chapel.

          “Molly?” Mr Darcy sounded aghast. “Have you run mad? If you are discovered here, the King will have you hauled to the Catiff’s Tower.”

          “He would, you know,” the Crown Prince agreed. “Kings do that sort of thing all the time. It’s an elevation in rank which has a supremely bad effect on a man’s character. And is quite corrosive of brotherly sentiments.”

          The new arrival thrust back her hood. Harriet could just discern the prim features of the ten-year-old harpsichordist in the woman before her.

          “I don’t care. When I received your message I had to come.” Miss Hooper’s lips were tight and Harriet sensed she was very close to tears. Automatically, she reached into the recesses of her own cloak and pulled out her flask, holding it out to the younger woman.

          “Here. Brandy will steady you.”

          Miss Hooper glanced round at them all, accepted the proffered flask and took a lady-like sip.

          “Your health, and that of your family,” she said formally and handed it back to Harriet. Harriet raised it to her lips, and swallowed heartily.

          “Yours and that of the better part of your family.”

          Darcy snorted: whether with amusement or horror, Harriet could not tell.

          “Amen to that,” Miss Hooper said grimly. “But, to business. I spent some days during the early summer with Miss Elizabeth Duplessis at Elbe and would be honoured to welcome her to our family, should she be willing to join it. But – please, cousin, do not take this as a personal affront – but situated as we are, you cannot in all conscience ask the lady to marry you without warning her that my brother cannot abide being thwarted and you are likely – at best – to find yourself stripped of your estates as thoroughly as the Duke of Malham was and with no prospect of their ending up within my disposition. Tell Miss Elizabeth you approach her as a poor man, and ask for her answer accordingly.”

          Mr Darcy looked at his cousin with an affection which took Harriet’s breath away. There was nothing of the lover in it, she could have sworn, and yet her heart ached for sheer envy.

          “I shall, of course, make that clear. But –”

          Here he turned to Harriet, rather nervously. Assessing her to be the person who might judge whether her daughter’s suitor could keep her in the manner to which she is accustomed no doubt. Harriet suppressed a snort of amusement. As if Lizzie would pay the smallest attention to her opinion.

          “But?” she enquired.

          He paused. “The three kingdoms have been disturbed for as long as I have been alive. Earlier. My father took that in mind, and made provision accordingly. Following his example and encouragement, I have added to it, over the years.”

          How old was Mr Darcy: twenty-five? Twenty-six? Born into a great family within a country on the cusp of civil war or into the juddering aftermath of civil war narrowly averted. Harriet understood what he was trying to tell her, and no-one else was saying anything. Clearly it was up to her.

          She made her expression bright, open and engaging. It had been so easy to do that back when she had been Lizzie’s age and at Court.

          “Provision?”

          His nervous tongue swept across dry lips.

          “Without Pemberley, without my estates here, I would be a poor man – comparatively poor, at least. But I do have investments outside the three kingdoms, should I lose my lands within. Not much, admittedly, on which to support a wife and family: some few deposits in specie, a couple of farms, a vineyard or so, the odd olive grove, a sawmill, a small tannery –”

          Harriet found herself hard-pressed not to giggle. In her terror at the thought of leaving her girls unprovided for, in her utter despair at Clarence, who would not get up off his narrow, bony backside and exert himself to that end, she had – it shamed her to recall, to be honest, but she had been so desperate at the time – leant on Lizzie to accept Mr Collins. Who was a clerk on a stipend at the mercy of a capricious and cold-hearted patron without even one farm, vineyard or tannery to his credit. Holy Virgin, she needed to apologise to Lizzie.

          Miss Hooper eyed her cousin with the clear-eyed amusement of one who had known him since before he was out of skirts.

          “Judging by the long ballad about the outlaw wooing the castle lady with which Miss Duplessis delighted us one evening in Elbe, I think in your place I would leave off mentioning your trifling saw-mills and olive groves until later and emphasise the expropriation of your wealth.”

          Mr Darcy laughed out loud. “This ballad?” He hummed a bar or two. “Georgiana has been wild for it for weeks. Are all the maidens of Gondal determined on wedding bandits?”

          The expression on the Crown Prince’s face could only be described as ‘smug’. “So that song has travelled as I hoped? And yes, indeed they are – at least, Charis seemed far more enamoured of me when I returned as an exile than when we first stood up together in the Cathedral and made our vows.”

          “And how is our cousin?” Miss Hooper enquired.

          “Well. Indeed, if the latest reports I have of her are correct, better than well.”

          Harriet’s ears pricked. Had that been two women speaking, she would have known what to make of “better than well” but in a man, and a foreigner, who could tell? She slid her eyes sideways, but could make nothing of her brother’s expression.

          “I am glad to hear it. But this is not the place to swap family gossip, but to create it. After all, it is not the first time that you have exerted yourself to rid me of a suitor. People may talk.”

          “People always do. I am only relieved that all you require of me this time is my wits and my abilities to make connections. Though, to be fair, I should have had to turn my attentions to Lord Moran even if there had been no lady in the case. But I rejoice that these hands were able to root out a thorn bush from your path.”

          John looked up; Harriet thought she detected a jealous, even an angry tinge to his expression.

          “Not quite single-handed. Dismembering is a two-man job, after all.”

          The chapel’s air was laden with stale incense, snuffed candles and a chill, mouldy reek, as of grave-clothes. For a moment, Harriet thought Mr Darcy might be physically sick.

          She could have strangled John: yes, and dismembered him on her own account. He had not spent the last twenty years trying (and mostly failing) to run a country estate on a shoestring, starting from a position of blank, town-bred ignorance. If he had, he would not assume that women knew nothing of butchery. Nor would he assume them unaware how thin the line ran between privation and plenty, even for minor gentry. The difference, one might say, between saving blood to make black puddings and wantonly letting it swirl down the drain. The difference between avoiding inconvenient truths in front of a daughter’s wealthy suitor and rubbing his nose in them.

          “I was there,” Mr Darcy said, thickly. “Not when the barrel was opened: that honour belongs to the consignment clerk in His Grace’s pantries, and the kitchen-maid who happened to be distracting him from his duties at the time the barrel arrived. But I was among those summoned to see – it. I do not think, sir, Gaaldine’s reputation was enhanced among those witnesses.”

          The Crown Prince’s tone held a searing heat it had lacked before. “Whether Mycroft the First married the woman or not, David was our uncle; mine and my brother’s. Tell me, sir, what the penalty would be in Gondal for the cold-blooded murder of the King’s close blood kin? Of, say, yourself, or your sister?”

          He sounded like a man without doubt of the answer. That surprised Harriet not at all. Half a dozen treasonous plots had been uncovered since the accession of Prince James. She had seen the heads on pikes above the gates of the capital.

          Mr Darcy’s voice was low, but thunderous. “If someone were to harm Georgiana –”

          “You would, of course, petition the King to ensure that the culprit suffered the fullest penalties that the law allows.” Now, the Crown Prince’s voice was silky smooth. “Including quartering the miscreant’s body after life was extinct and displaying suitably chosen portions in elevated positions around the principal cities of the land, to deter any imitators.”

          “I would.” The admission was barely audible, but it was made, nonetheless. The Crown Prince gave a brief, satisfied “huff.”

          “It would not bring Georgiana back. It did not bring David.” Miss Hooper’s voice was quiet, contemplative. “I thank you for it, all the same.” She turned to Harriet. “I expect you don’t know who we are talking of? That’s the problem with families. They always assume one knows all the particulars.”

          “Well, we cannot stay here to discuss them.” The Crown Prince had his head cocked on one side. “Provided I hear no word of refusal from Miss Duplessis we will see you at your lodgings at ten of the clock tomorrow. I shall bring the priest. In the meantime, we all have our duties to attend to; most importantly you, Darcy. We can’t have that rogue Wickham wriggling out of his obligations at the last minute.”

          Mr Darcy took the familiarity better than Harriet would have expected. He nodded, and departed. The Crown Prince set off at a rapid, scholarly scurry in the opposite direction. John cast a lingering glance over his shoulder at Harriet, then followed the Crown Prince. Harriet and Miss Hooper were left alone.

          Harriet stared blankly at the guttering candles.

          “I’ve one daughter being married within the hour and maybe another tomorrow. Somehow I didn’t think it would feel like this.” She burst into tears.

          Miss Hooper looked at her for a moment. Then she linked her arm in Harriet’s.

          “Come,” she said. “I suspect you have suffered a good deal. Let us find a wineshop and pledge the health of your daughters.”

          Harriet looked at her. Then she looked round, to ensure they remained unheard.

          “Ma’am!” she hissed. “You are the first ranking lady of Gondal. The first ranking lady of Gondal does not go into wineshops.”

          “All the more reason why no-one will look for her there.”

          “Respectable women do not go into wineshops.”

          Miss Hooper leant back against the elaborate relief of a nearby sepulchre, regarding Harriet with an expression that somehow managed to convey both primness and amusement.

          “Are we respectable? Much as it pains me to admit it, my brother is the worst man in the three kingdoms; yours, I collect, is wanted on both sides of the Border.”

          Harriet sighed. “And my youngest daughter is within the hour entering into a patched up marriage with a man with whom she has been living this past fortnight. I agree. It seems we are not respectable women. Let us find a wineshop.”

          

          They were on first name terms before finishing the third cup.

          Somewhere into the second flask of a smoky, complex Angrian red, Molly put her head on one side.

          “I think I owe you an apology. Though, to say, truth, my family were always much happier that I should display myself at the harpsichord than, for my own part, I would have chosen. Nonetheless, for my part in it, I am truly sorry for what I inflicted on you in my youth.”

          For a moment Harriet paused. Then she laughed; great, open-throated peals of laughter that hurt, like lesions ripping free beneath scar tissue, leaving her raw, but open to healing at last.

          Heads turned in the wineshop, from the serving man to the little country priest sitting two tables away, drinking wine so watered it barely held a tint of pink. His mild, round-eyed gaze held no hint of chastisement, just curiosity, deep and innocent as the waters of Lake Elderno.

          “Truly, it was those memories that resolved me that I should require none of the girls to torment themselves – or others – with music, unless they truly had a taste for it.”

          Something, perhaps the presence of the priest, though he surely he could not hear them above the noise of the wineshop, prompted Harriet to wholly uncharacteristic frankness. “Though I grant, my feelings on that point may have done them a disservice. My indulgence when it comes to music may come back to bite the girls, after all. Women need to have accomplishments, everyone tells one, or they will die unwed.”

          Molly’s feathery brows drew down over brooding caramel eyes. Her voice dropped to a whisper.

          “Say they so? And yet, the two accomplishments that have brought the most suitors to my door have been, first, having a brother ascend Gondal’s throne and, second, his promising me the attaindered estates of the Duke of Malham. And those accomplishments are not something attainable by many girls, however long they practise.”

          Unwilled, Harriet’s hand stole out so it rested on Molly’s arm. “And if practice could achieve them, I’d be the first to urge neglect. For I think those accomplishments have not brought you happiness? In church, earlier, you spoke of loss and grief; no, it may surprise you, given what I expect you’ve heard about me, but I can listen and keep my counsel.”

          Molly tipped up her head, like a flower turning to the sun after rain. Harriet was lost.

          “I do not doubt you can listen. And I trust you, too and that is a blessing beyond price. I have few people whom I can trust.”

          She numbered on her fingers as she spoke. “Giulio and Jeanette, my confidential servants. My three cousins. You. Your daughter, and her friend Charlotte. Those two we met in the church.”

          What had Gondal become? The first lady of the land, with ten people, no more, whom she dare trust.

          One of the names caught like a barb in Harriet’s memory. Giulio. What, indeed had Gondal become?

          Her grip tightened on Molly’s arm.

          “Tell me. Do you have acquaintance in Belmont?”

          “No. It is not a part of town I care to frequent.”

          The shudder beneath Harriet’s suddenly too-sensitive finger-tips told her that Molly, though a decade younger, had heard the Ogre-tales too.

          No. A cold finger ran right down Harriet’s spine.

          That the Ogre of Belmont had been a nobleman so well-connected that not even his death at the hands of the father of one of his victims could reveal his identity was common street-talk in Gondal Town. But the great houses of Belmont were much alike, each shrouded behind their blank facades to the front, and grey-stoned walls to the rear. Few people, if any, knew which house it had been. Only Harriet, one never-forgotten night, had seen the garden gate and the great walnut tree which overhung it. The gate from which two days ago a man had emerged, a man whom Lizzie had recognised and named “Giulio”. Who had refused to acknowledge her.

          The wine bucked up into her throat: sour and repugnant. She fought to keep her voice under control. “Your confidential man, Giulio, had not, therefore, any business in Belmont, three days ago?”

          Molly’s face went the colour of skimmed milk.

          “Three days ago, I gave him permission to visit his married sister. She lives four miles past the South Gate, on the road to Charlescut Halt. I have taken Easter gifts there for her children. He remained until late: it was almost dark when he returned.”

          “Ah. So he would have no business even passing through Belmont, let alone visiting a house there?”

          “Any particular house?” The other woman’s effort to sound nonchalant was a lamentable failure. Harriet leant across the rough boards of the wineshop table, scarcely noting that her sleeve dipped into a spilled puddle of Angrian red from the shared flask.

          “A great grey mansion with an ancient walnut tree overhanging the garden gate. Rumour has that it was once owned by your lady mother’s first husband. And you will know the other rumours which went with that assertion.”

          “Oh!” That was a gasp of pure pain. “I understood that house had been razed to the ground and a m-memorial garden planted there.”

          Harriet shook her head. “Whoever told you so, told an untruth.”

          Beneath the table’s shade, she glimpsed Molly’s hands, twisting convulsively. Ruthlessly, she pressed on.

          “I doubt it’s the first lie you’ve been told by the same source. So. We can assume that the house descended from father to son, as is the hallowed way of Gondal.” She did not even attempt to stop the bitterness leaking into her voice. “And also, that your confidential man’s been talking to him, behind your back.”

          The other woman’s voice was flat, as if repeating a lesson learned by rote.

          “We are betrayed. We are all of us betrayed. And what can we do? I do not even dare send a message to my cousins, for who can I choose as the messenger? If Giulio is false, who can we trust?”

          “Trust to the Lord, my children.” They turned in alarm, to see that the little priest had, with silent feet, moved to within arms-length. He made a gesture of blessing.

          “Come with me, now, to the Bishop of Zalona. I am bound to him in any event, but my message touches on your affairs, or so I believe. And sanctuary cannot be refused, to those in need.”

          

          The marriage of Lydia Duplessis to George Wickham passed off as well as Darcy had hoped it would: that is, the bride looked ecstatic and the groom looked present. Her uncle and aunt, the only others in attendance apart from the priest, seemed resigned rather than rejoiced at the match, which confirmed his initial impressions of their good sense. They were duty bound to provide a wedding breakfast for their niece and her new husband, and, while they had civilly extended an invitation to him, he had as civilly declined. He left them at the church door, and retreated to his town-house.

          The same footman was awaiting him. Same footman; different livery. This was not a summons from his cousin but from the King. Horrifying recollections of that morning’s indiscretions danced across his mind. He set his face. “Well?”

          “You are bid to the Palace, my lord. No, sir, as you are. No time is to be lost.”

          The King received him in the same room as before. Unmitigated black. That described the King’s garb and his expression, both. There was an officer standing off to one side; not restrained in irons but plainly under arrest, notwithstanding. The King gestured to him as Darcy entered.

          “Soldier, repeat to the lady’s brother what you have just told me.”

          Brother? What could this officer possibly have to do with Georgiana?

          The officer gulped. “Your grace. Sir. I have the honour to be the officer commanding Deadholm Barracks.”

          From the King’s expression, that sentence would have been better expressed in the past tense. From the officer’s, he knew it. The same might shortly be true of his life. Did he know that too?

          Darcy’s guts knotted in sympathy, even as his terror for Georgiana made him tremble within.

          “Deadholm Barracks is the best part of two days journey south-east of Pemberley.”

          The words were neutral; the tone came out accusatory. The officer, white-faced, nodded, and licked dry lips.

          “True, sir, but it was the nearest place from which an honour guard of adequate size could be mustered.”

          “Plainly it was not of adequate size, soldier, otherwise they would have successfully escorted Georgiana to her destination, rather than apparently vanishing into thin air.”

          The King’s fury was palpable. One word, though, struck Darcy like a hammer blow.

          “Escort my sister? Escort her where?”

          The King spread his hands. “Why, to court, coz, of course. I intended Georgiana to make her Court debut at the State Ball, as some poor recompense for her being deprived of her debut at the proper time by reason of the late King’s – illness. It was to have been a surprise for you.”

          No. She was to have been a hostage against my refusing Molly Hooper.

          Years of self-control gave Darcy the advantage. He nodded a brief acknowledgement to the King, then fixed the officer with a glare as cold and precise as he could command.

          “How many were in this troop? When did they depart? Have any returned?”

          Confronted with concrete questions, the officer stumbled through a moderately coherent account. A troop of twenty men, one sergeant, one corporal and a farrier. None of them heard from this last se’nnight. The messengers sent to Pemberley reporting that (save for a handful of deserters) the party had departed in good order accompanying Miss Darcy and her chaperone. Less than a day later, horses, carriage, passengers, troopers and all had vanished into the upland mists.

          The King’s anger burned like a slow match beside him; Darcy could feel it, even before the questioning turned to the officer commanding this motley troop. One might get a sense of the young Lieutenant Brenzaida from what his commander did not say, even more than from those he reluctantly did.

          Darcy’s voice sounded like a thunderclap over Calder Spout of an August afternoon.

          “And even knowing what you knew about your subordinate’s competence, you only dispatched a messenger to find out what might have become of Lieutenant Brenzaida, his wholly inadequate company and my sister Georgiana when his delay in returning to Deadholm Barracks had extended to a full forty-eight hours?”

          At that point, the officer fell at his feet.

          “My Lord! Forgive me!”

          Some turns later Darcy found himself in supple, well-worn riding gear, a light helmet upon his brow, a sword at his hip and a troop of men in Royal livery at his back. They were on the very edge of the Great Northern Road: riding at the King’s command to find out what had befallen the Royal kin – Georgiana –and to wreak suitable vengeance.

          The steps that had taken to this cold, dark place were blurred, inconsequential. He had stood up in some elegantly appointed chamber in the Palace and shouted. Even the King, he dimly recollected, had recoiled.

          All that occupied his mind was Georgiana: Georgiana taken by bandits in the wilderness. Into some dark, forgotten chamber of his mind the faint, dim recollection of a chapel intruded. Had he had leisure to think; had it not been Georgiana’s life and honour at stake, he could have managed better. He should have sent some sort of apologies, explanations: the very things at which he was so incompetent.

          He had not.

          For the moment, the only thing that mattered was Georgiana.

          “Forward!” he yelled at the troop behind him.

          Darcy rode north.

          

          At approximately the same time, a middle-aged matron and her daughter (who might have been thought almost a beauty had it not been for her tendency to draw her hood over her head so obscuring her fine features) were embarking on a coach bound for the north-east. As the matron persisted in telling anyone in the coach who cared to listen, she had a daughter well married in Gondal Town these two days past and she and her daughter had to be home to prepare a welcome for a new son and brother to the family.

          Elizabeth leant her head against the cool glass of the coach and let her tears leak silently down.

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Twenty-Three

          I wish the winds would never cease.

          Nor fish swim in the flood

          Till my three sons come home to me

          In earthly flesh and blood.

          Old ballad

          Dead man walking.

          That girl, the one from the villa at Elbe had called his name, screamed out, “Giulio, Giulio” like some lovelorn fishwife, no doubt audible all over Belmont. He had known since the first visit to the quiet house with the great walnut tree overshadowing the garden gate that if he did anything, anything at all to betray the man inside, he was a dead man. And that there was no way he might conceal any such act of betrayal.

          But that had been days ago and since then he had heard nothing. Nor had he any good intelligence to share with his master. Since her arrival in Gondal Town Miss Hooper had done nothing noteworthy. She had flitted between mantua-makers, milliners, embroiderers and jewellers like a moth caught between multiple lights. Such frivolity seemed out of character, but, as Jeanette pointed out while the rest of the staff sighed their sympathetic agreement, little Miss Hooper had been a poor orphan since the age of ten. Who could blame her for revelling in being all at once the richest heiress in Gondal? No doubt she would settle, once the novelty wore off.

          But none of that was of interest to the man in the house in Belmont.

          At first, Giulio had hoped something of interest might emerge from Miss Hooper’s choice to make her devotions not in the Cathedral, nor (except when absolutely required) in the Royal Chapel but in a small church in a genteel but unfashionable district. Via several intermediaries, he had reported it to his paymaster, who had returned, tersely: “NEXT TIME, READ THE MEMORIAL TABLETS.”

          And next time he had indeed seen several generations of the Hooper family commemorated in marble on the church walls. A little enquiry of Jeanette revealed it had indeed been the church in which Sir Vernon Hooper had married the widowed princess, in the dark of a winter’s morning and with only his arms-man and her maid for witness. So, no mystery here. Her family church, on her father’s side.

          After that, he had nothing at all he might report, save for spotting the Duplessis girl and her mother on the slopes of Belmont and that he dare not speak of for his own safety. Indeed, why would his paymaster be interested in them? People had many reasons for visiting the capital. Doubtless those reasons had nothing to do with the King. Doubtless. Doubtless.

          Then the news came of the vanishing of Georgiana Darcy into thin air and half a troop of soldiers with her and the King was no longer interested in anything Giulio had to say to him.

          That was what finally tore the heart out of him.

          He was a Judas; there was no hope for him on either side of the grave. But – God forgive him! – he had once loved the young mistress with all he had and could be, and even now he would never dream of – could not dream of – doing her harm.

          If only he could confess, and then convince her that the betrayals he wrought were all for her own good. For surely the King knew best: for his cousin, for the land of Gondal, for all the three kingdoms that must and should be one kingdom, that must and should be united, the better to stand against the Pope, and the Emperor, and the Sultan.

          If only he could convince himself.

          He found himself at the small church again, kneeling in the chapel before the altar, groping for the words in which he had once found comfort. But, again, they slipped and eluded him, and he felt that, should he find the temerity to receive, he would find on his tongue not the body of Christ, nor even plain bread, but stone.

          He rose, to find himself not, after all, alone in the chapel. A round-face, inconsequential priest had materialised from the shadows.

          “My child, I see from your face that you have stumbled and lie in sore peril. But even at the gates of Hell there is still a path to Heaven, if you but have the courage to turn from your evil courses, and climb it.”

          

          Darcy did not stay at Deadholm Barracks longer than it took to gulp down a pint of small beer, a hunk of bread and some sharp cheese with pickled onions. Then he was on the back of a good fast gelding, and on the road to Pemberley with an escort of ten men and a promise from the barracks’ acting commander of more to follow if and when he sent the word.

          Mrs Reynolds had never been surprised by a single thing in his entire lifetime. His arrival with an escort of soldiers barely raised a cats-paw on the lake of her serenity.

          His chambers were aired and ready for him. There was even a bouquet in a vase on a side-table. He paused, befuddled. The flowers were dew fresh; the arrangement must have been put together while he was seeing his horse stabled and giving orders about the men. But who in the house would have had leisure or spirit for such fripperies at such a time? Was there not, too, something a little odd about the arrangement?

          On close scrutiny, the oddities multiplied.

          Mostly, the vase contained damask roses. The rose gardens were one of the glories of Pemberley: planted by his great-grandmother, cherished by his grandmother, extended and transfigured by his mother. But the roses’ heavy, rich scent was cut through by a sharper, herbal smell, with an undercurrent of something acrid.

          A small, assertive group of yarrow blooms at the bottom of the composition caught his attention. Had someone raided the still-room? Perhaps so: this odd arrangement also included the spiky grey-green of rosemary and the shiny, crinkled leaves of basil. It was when he spotted the deadly nightshade that he understood.

          More accurately, that was when he remembered. His forefinger stroked the velvet petals of the damask roses at the centre of the composition. He closed his eyes and was back there. Back then.

          Five years ago. Pemberley’s grandest drawing room. Summer and the scent of roses drifting through the doors which opened onto the terrace.

          Five of them, plus Mrs Reynolds. These visitors are too important to delegate service to a footman.

          First among the company, his Grace the Duke of Malham, arguably the third most powerful man in Gondal, newly returned from a diplomatic mission to the Sublime Porte.

          Next in precedence, his younger son, Julian, who had accompanied him to Constantinople and during that six months’ absence shot up by at least four fingers in height, turning him from a round-cheeked boy to a lanky adolescent.

          Hosting the party, Papa, still hale and hearty, not the invalid the oncoming winter would render him.

          Darcy himself, of course. And Georgiana, eleven years old and goggling at her former playmate Julian as if at a stranger.

          Papa waves a lazy, amused hand.

          “There are dry and heavy subjects his Grace and I must discuss. You two; entertain his young Lordship and hear all he has to impart concerning the Golden Horn.”

          He supposes he should feel slighted to be so dismissed. He is ten years Georgiana’s elder, six years older than Julian. But Julian is clearly bursting to talk about Constantinople; Georgiana, quite over her initial shyness, bubblingly eager to listen and Mrs Reynolds hovers, smiling, carrying a tray with lemonade, shortbread biscuits and his most particular favourite hazelnut confits.

          He directs the party to the table at the end of the terrace beneath the canopy, and drops into a seat there.

          “So, pray tell us your impressions of the City.”

          Julian drops his voice impressively. “The situation of the City is unsurpassed in all the world, its buildings are glorious, I could talk of the antiquities from dawn until dusk and not even scratch the surface, but it is crawling with spies and creatures of the Sultan. One may not breathe too deeply at dawn in Üsküdar, it is said, but the New Palace knows of it by noon. Accordingly, everyone of note in Constantinople talks pretty nothingnesses and conveys their real sentiments only in ciphers.”

          “Ciphers?”

          Julian nods. “It is said that each family of rank has its own flower code, so that they may pass messages in bowls of tulips and suchlike.”

          Georgiana claps her hands in delight. “What a capital notion. But how do they choose which plants stand for what?”

          “I suppose,” Darcy says, fascinated despite himself, “It’s a matter of association. Some pun on the family name, or a link to the family crest or something which is associated with the house, so you know who it comes from. Likewise for the messages.”

          “Sage, for example, to indicate that the purpose of the message is to advise,” Julian suggests.

          “Coupled with wormwood, to warn that the advice will leave a bitter taste in the mouth? Wormwood on its own, of course, would simply signal ‘bad news’.”

          Georgiana’s brow creases prettily. “I have one. Basil. Basileos, the king of herbs. So, in a composition, that would mean the King – or, I suppose, the Sultan, in Constantinople.”

          Julian counters, “No. I had already earmarked basil as the signifier for ‘a deep-buried secret’, as in the tale of Lisabetta and her Lorenzo.”

          “Lord Julian!” Darcy thunders, just as Georgiana looks puzzled, and says, “I do not believe I can have heard that story.”

          Cornered between them, Julian looks, for a moment, panicked. Then, he nods engagingly to Darcy.

          “Forgive me. I had forgot: my older brother did tell me some Tuscan poet had published a lewd travesty of the old tale I had of my nurse. I believe they have great store of such things in the libraries of Zalona. But you surely cannot have thought I meant to allude–?”

          The Malham cub has grown in more than stature during his half-year’s absence. Darcy envies him the readiness of his address, even while planning to duck him in the great lake as soon as circumstances and his obligations to a guest of noble status permit.

          “Tell us the story as you had it of your nurse, then,” he manages, through gritted teeth.

          “May I? Well, Miss Georgiana, this is a horrid tale, I warn you, so be sure to let me know if you wish me to leave off, but it fell about like this. In Italy, they say, a young man named Lorenzo, of a respectable, mercantile family, formed the most intense affection for a lady, Lisabetta, the only daughter of an Florentine noble of the most rigidly exclusive type. He would hardly have deigned to betroth Lisabetta to a Viscount; to one of the merchant class, impossible! But love contrives a way over the highest obstacles –”

          He tells the story well, but Darcy has heard it before – read it, indeed, in the words of the same lewd Tuscan to whom Julian had glancingly alluded. The sun is hot, and the bees buzz soporifically over the Pemberley turf. His eyes close. His attention wanders.

          What rouses him is Georgiana’s laugh. “So, if basil is to convey either ‘the king’ or ‘a deadly secret’, depending on context, how can our code possibly manage to convey, ‘a deep and deadly secret, concerning the King’? By two bunches of basil, perhaps, separated only by some noxious plant or another?”

          Darcy sits bolt upright, chilled to the marrow despite the sun’s heat. What are these children playing at? What half-understood tale might they have stumbled on? (Such stories do circulate at Court, especially concerning the late Queen’s death.)

          “A deadly secret concerning the King? In the very unlikely event such a thing existed and you heard of it, it would be the height of folly to mention it, even in a flower code.”

          He may have overdone the sternness: they look crestfallen. He signals Mrs Reynolds over with more confits. “No, I know you intended no harm, but believe me. There are jokes which should not be uttered, not even here, among family. But how do you imagine one might convey, ‘I desire your urgent response?’ using such a flower code? Yellow, perhaps – that’s a good, busy, excitable colour, and one can find yellow blooms all year round. Yarrow, at this time of year, would do admirably. And one can dry it for winter use.”

          Julian recovers. “Indeed. And for ‘I desire a covert assignation’, what better than Love-in-a-mist?”

          The game, once begun, continues all summer, extending to depictions of flowers sent in embroidery from Georgiana, and watercolours from Julian. It continues even through the difficult period of Papa’s illness, though the flower hues become more sombre as do the sentiments they convey. The language ends up having a repertoire of over a hundred symbols, noted by Georgiana in a little pocket-book with a lock. But then Julian is sent abroad to cultivate his mind and polish his languages and after that he is entered at the University in Zalona. By the time he returns to Pemberley the Princess’ party has been attacked in the high passes of the Skogull Ranges and Georgiana has no heart left for games and ciphers.

          The sound of Mrs Reynolds’ knock and low-voiced enquiry jerked Darcy back to the present.

          “Yes, pray come in. Mrs Reynolds; I trust my escort have been suitably accommodated? They are, I should make clear, not mine to command, though I am tasked with making suggestions as to how they should be deployed, based on the best local knowledge. Ultimately they answer to the King.”

          She nodded.

          “I had surmised as much, sir. We have done our best for accommodations; I trust his Grace the King will have no cause to complain of our treatment of his men. Furthermore, I have had the estate workers and our tenants gather reports and it seems best that part of your escort should be sent first to examine the area where the ambush occurred – given its weight and size, I do not think the Darcy state carriage can have been taken far from that point.”

          “The Darcy state carriage?” That detail had not made it into the official reports. “Whatever could have possessed Georgiana –?”

          The expression on Mrs Reynolds’ face silenced him instantly.

          “It would seem indeed no-one has been idle and we are vastly in your debt.” He gestured at the vase. “Also, on a personal note, I greatly appreciated that touch.”

          “I wished to do whatever I could to bring a little ease and lightness in these troubled times. Sir, if I may make a suggestion; over recent days I have found it a great refreshment to my spirit to walk along the ridge on the northern edge of the estate and watch the moon rise.”

          “I may consider that, later this evening. Thank you again, Mrs Reynolds.”

          Once she had gone, he turned again to the vase of flowers. Two bunches of basil, separated by nightshade. A deadly secret, concerning the king. And yarrow. I desire your urgent response.

          

          The man on the far side of the desk reached out and stirred the small heap of stones on the desk with his forefinger. Improbably, he smiled.

          “The richest heiress in Gondal, reduced to pawning her jewels to pay her gaming debts? How much did she lose?”

          Giulio’s knees turned weak. “My lord I – I cannot say. It was a private party, hosted by Lady Agnes Traquair. Who attended, save that the invitees were drawn from the highest ladies of the court, I do not know –”

          The man across the desk shrugged. “It nears the end of the season, and the ladies need their thrills as much as the men. Doubtless a dozen similar gatherings took place in the mansions of Gondal Town last night. But I had not expected Miss Hooper to make one of such a party. Especially not at such a time.”

          On those last words, there was a chilling purr to his voice. Knowing his hands had begun to shake, Giulio kept them below the level of the desk.

          “That, my lord, is why my lady has been driven to pawn her jewels. She could speak to her man of business and ask him to put her in funds to cover her losses but she is terrified he might tell you and you would judge her. But I swear, my lord, that she is only doing this because she has no other outlet. She worries over her cousin Georgiana, she truly does. She tries to focus on her needlework, but work so fine cannot be practised for more than a few hours a day and after her eyes and fingers give out she has nothing to do but worry. And the evenings are very long.”

          “So you tell me she is playing high to take her mind off her cousin’s peril? A generous interpretation. But knowing my – knowing Miss Hooper, you may even be right. It is a dangerous weakness, though. Who knows what unscrupulous persons might do with such knowledge?”

          Giulio’s mouth went dry. “So – does my lord have any suggestions?”

          That unnaturally white finger stirred the small heap of jewels again. “Of course, the kind and proper thing would be that I give her the lecture concerning rash play I am confident her father would have given had he lived and then, once she is suitably chastened, offer to cover her debts and hand back her jewels.”

          “But my lord –” Giulio all-but whimpered.

          The man behind the desk smiled.

          “Quite. That would, of course, reveal our connection and that would never do, would it? And these gems are precious but non-descript. Should there be a next time, you might quietly suggest some distinctive item (there is a pair of diamond ear-bobs of surpassing hideousness her aunt gave her on her majority, for example) be included among any jewels to be pawned. She never wears the ear-bobs – they are forty years out of day – so I daresay the suggestion will be pushing at an open door. And it will leave the possibility open that some jeweller or pawnbroker recognises the source and brings it to my attention. As for now – you cannot go back without the money she sent you to obtain, so I suppose – without even the pleasure of the lecture – I find myself covering those gaming debts after all. That should be enough, I trust? To our next meeting, then.”

          

          The northern ridge was darker than Darcy had expected. Owls called in the depths of the thicket; here and there he caught the glint of fireflies. He had set out too early; there was only the faintest glimmer of silver over behind the far fells. Groping by memory, he found the stone bench the head gardener claimed had been there since Roman times, the bench that in his childhood had been everything from a fort defended against overwhelming attack by the forces of Gaaldine to a pirate galley on the Adriatic.

          Darcy sat down on it, and waited.

          The moon crept over the crest of the fells, its cold light transmuting Pemberley’s honey-gold sandstone into granite.

          “You came, then.”

          Without giving Darcy time to respond, the bandit Duke walked out into the moonlight. It made Julian d’Ancona’s face an All Souls’ mask of bone and shadows. The boy Darcy had known was gone forever, beyond grieving. This man was a stranger: lean, intense and, he doubted not at all, very, very dangerous.

          “Malham.”

          With that one word, he felt tension dissipate.

          “You acknowledge so much?”

          “You have suffered a grave wrong; I acknowledge that. But you cannot return evil for evil. What have you done with my sister?”

          “Saved her.”

          “Saved her?”

          “If you disbelieve me, you could try asking Mrs Reynolds. For what, after all, is more valuable than the testimony of a trusted servant?”

          Damask roses. Yarrow. Basil. Deadly nightshade. A civil hint as to the direction of his walk this evening. Julian could, indeed, hardly have contrived this meeting without the help of Mrs Reynolds. In which case –

          Darcy patted the bench. “Sit down. Tell me more?”

          Julian dropped down beside him.

          “Darcy: I have known Georgiana since we were children, playing together in these woods. Our families have been always as close as kin. She was in profound danger. Via your housekeeper, I heard her call for help and answered it.”

          No. That would not do. He could see how it might have started, but still –

          “You kidnapped her, and by doing so destroyed her reputation.”

          The cicadas chirped in the undergrowth; they seemed to be chorussing approval. Julian gestured decisive negation.

          “You know what would have become of her once she was fully inside the King’s clutches. Whom would he have married her to once she reached the capital? A raddled libertine like Traquair? Ask Lady Agnes whether she believes her reputation has been enhanced by the King’s actions.”

          Darcy bit his lip and tasted blood.

          “However scandalous that marriage, it could not have proceeded without the consent of Lady Agnes’ father, the Earl. I know – I think I know – how he was coerced into making that decision. Even so, I would not for my own part allow the King to make a like choice for Georgiana. Whatever it cost me. But the point is moot. Given she has spent over two weeks captive in a bandit camp, who will marry Georgiana now?”

          “Me.”

          Darcy’s head jerked up. “You?”

          “I trust I have your consent? Georgiana has accepted my proposal but she cannot face the thought of grieving you by marrying clandestinely. She asked me to seek your blessing. And, for your better reassurance, this is not a case of her lacking options. Any suggestion that her reputation has been damaged by the events of the last days is one I will defend, if necessary, with my body.”

          The insects sang on in the thicket. His heart lifted but still he dared not believe.

          “Malham – Julian –”

          “No, Darcy – listen to me. Georgiana has had her own chaperone with her from the start. I have had no private speech with her, save in broad daylight with Mrs Annesley within sight of us. I’ve seen to their accommodation and posted my own old wet-nurse to wait on them. Nancy McAllister will brook no nonsense from anyone. I’ve seen her lay one of my men out with a rolling pin for persisting with a maid-servant past the point of the girl’s comfort.”

          “A most refined attendant for my sister,” Darcy observed, though his heart was not in it.

          “You think so? A most reassuring attendant for a young woman residing in a bandit camp, surely. Nancy’s manners may lack polish, but her judgment in issues of practical morality is of the nicest. Your sister is as safe beneath my roof as she has ever been under yours.”

          He paused, and then, very carefully, added, “Possibly, even safer.”

          Like a stroke from the sharpest knife, it was a second before Darcy felt the pain.

          “She told you of –” Try as he might, the man’s name stuck in his throat.

          Julian gave a curt nod. “Georgiana is the most honourable of women. When I made my proposal in form, she insisted on telling me all about her infatuation with George Wickham. And its consequences. She told me at the outset she would think no worse of me if I retracted my proposal once I knew, but that she would be ashamed to let me proceed under a false premise.”

          His throat swelled so he could barely speak. “And?”

          “How could she possibly suppose I could think the worse of her? Of him – yes, that greedy, opportunistic, conscienceless blackguard –”

          Darcy cut him short. “All that and more. Malham, your message referred to A deadly secret, concerning the King. On that score I can trade like for like. Reasonably enough, Georgiana presumes her dowry was George Wickham’s object, with revenge on me as a secondary motive. Now I know he has been a creature of James Moriarty these many years, though recently his puppet-master cut his strings. Therefore I also know he was in some wise connected with the attack on the Princess and her party, the year before last.”

          A low whistle escaped Julian’s lips. “Darcy, do you have any idea where George Wickham is now?”

          “I should, since I contrived it.” His throat felt very dry. “That is; by this day fortnight he is to present himself at Fort Whitburn, there to take up a lieutenancy in my cousin’s regiment. He seduced the sis– the daughter of a family in whom I take a friendly interest. A lieutenancy in a crack regiment was part of the price he demanded in order to induce him to marry her.”

          “Still at his old tricks, then.”

          “Indeed, though I suspect this time it was not at the King’s command. But I could hardly inflict him upon anyone other than a family member and Fitzwilliam knows him of old.”

          Julian’s tone was, if anything, even drier than Darcy’s. “And Fort Whitburn being in the Borders, where war is expected before winter closes the passes, should his new bride be shortly rendered a widow few will mourn?”

          “She would.” The tenacity with which Lydia Duplessis had asserted her devotion to her seducer had shaken him, being convinced that Wickham’s worthlessness must be as visible to the world at large as it was to him. “But her family, I suspect, would light candles to the Blessed Virgin.”

          “I might join them. Though death in a ditch is less than he deserves. Thank you for this intelligence. I shall ensure it reaches the Queen.”

          So it had come, then, the moment he had feared since this interview began.

          Not “the Crown Princess of Gaaldine” (though even that was not a title people dared utter at Court, not these days) but unambiguously “the Queen.”

          Charis, Queen Aspirant of Gondal.

          Treason.

          “You go so far?” His voice was barely even a whisper.

          “What choice has James Moriarty left me? He killed my father. He killed my brother. He bestowed my ancestral estates on his own half-sister. By your own account – and this I did not know before this evening – he sought by treachery to nullify a treaty entered into by King Ambrosine, murder the Princess and implicate Georgiana in his crimes. Had the Princess died in the Skogull high passes: as her waiting gentlewomen died, as her men-at-arms died – how long do you think you and Georgiana would have survived King Ambrosine’s wrath?”

          A meteor streaked down the night sky. One moment there, the next gone and yet the impression still burned across his vision as if it would be there forever.

          “I had not thought of it in those terms. It – it oversets me, rather.”

          “That, I can understand. But let me tell you what else I know of James Moriarty. If your mind is pliable at present, this may set your opinion for you.”

          

          Peter Brenzaida’s head hurt.

          (His heart hurt, also, but that, being a metaphysical injury, could be ignored, at least for the time being.)

          He and his half-troop, diminished to a scant dozen by defections, had been trying to clear the landslip on the East Road. That part he recalled clearly. Out of nowhere, it seemed, a screaming onslaught of bandits had risen up from the undergrowth. Most of his men had been stripped to their undershirts, holding spades and shovels rather than muskets. What could they have done? What could any of them have done?

          A clout from some blunt instrument early in the struggle knocked him insensible. After a long, blurry, nauseous interval, he woke properly to find himself in bed; a proper bed, albeit one located in a white-washed room with a small barred window and a solid iron-bound door. A store-room, recently repurposed into a holding cell, he guessed. He rather thought it might have last been used to store apples.

          Heralded by a rattle of keys, in due course followed a series of revelations which, unwelcome as they were, were infinitely less horrifying than the fancies which had tortured him ever since he had recovered consciousness.

          Imprimis his entire party had fallen into the hands of the man whom, as soon as his increasingly indignant demands for paper, pens and ink were met, he would describe in his long-overdue report as “the outlaw falsely styling himself as Julian d’Ancona, twelfth Duke of Malham.” (Having met the man in question for a tense quarter-turn’s interview, which had left him more nauseated even than his lingering concussion warranted, in Brenzaida’s private opinion he was either the greatest actor in the three kingdoms or exactly who he claimed to be, but even he would hardly be fool enough to say so in a report the King himself would no doubt read or at least have précised for his benefit.)

          Secundo his lady charges were being held captive in some remote location, away from this – whatever this complex was (something between a fortified farmhouse and a barracks, he thought, and judging by the incessant hammering, in the process of being significantly enlarged and rendered more defensible.)

          Tertio as Acting-Sergeant Vaughan informed him, when his requests for an opportunity to assess the state of his captured subordinates were finally answered, they had all got off very lightly. Brenzaida’s own concussion and Trooper Ferris’ broken arm were, indeed, the entire extent of the butcher’s bill.

          “Being as,” Acting-Sergeant Vaughan added, “the two ladies who had taken it into their heads to get out of the carriage to go sketching while we cleared the way, bolted just the wrong way when the ambush started, and ran straight into two of his Grace the Duke’s –”

          “So-called,” Brenzaida interjected hurriedly.

          Acting-Sergeant Vaughan cast a hasty glance around the high-walled yard in which they were standing and dropped his voice to a whisper. “So-called in Gondal Town maybe. But the way I see it, if you’re in an enemy camp, with no clear way back to your own lines and the enemy commander tells you he’s the Archangel Gabriel, it makes good sense to say, ‘And so you are, your archangel-ness, and which direction do you want your feathers brushing?’ Sir.”

          Put that way, it did seem a prudent course of action. “So Miss Georgiana and Mrs Apsley – no, Annersley – were captured?”

          “Practically before the action had really started, yes, sir. So naturally, when the Duke’s men showed up with the ladies, calling for us to lay down our arms and surrender, there wasn’t anything we could do. Lest the ladies be hurt, you understand. It was just after you’d been injured, sir, and were out cold.”

          Peter nodded, and made a mental note to commend his acting-sergeant’s initiative when he finally got the opportunity to make his report. As for that –

          “So you saw the ladies being taken prisoner? They were not –” He had no idea how to phrase this, and goodness only knew how he was going to put it in his report, but of a surety he would be asked. “They were not offered any insult?”

          To his infinite relief, Vaughan’s voice contained not the smallest shade of equivocation.

          “Not a suspicion of it, sir. The ladies behaved with great grace –Miss Darcy took pains to promise ransoms for all when we surrendered – and, to my mind, the Duke’s men would have been ashamed to show themselves lesser in the face of such dignity. And the Duke sent two women servants to attend them wherever he was taking them.”

          “Um.”

          Vaughan leant over him with a worried air.

          “Sir, you haven’t given your parole not to escape, have you sir?”

          Oh. He knew there was something he’d have forgotten, something a proper officer would have thought of. “I suppose I was unconscious when they’d normally have asked and then it got overlooked –”

          Relief spread across Vaughan’s face like sunrise over a snowy field.

          “In that case, sir, make sure you don’t, if you can possibly avoid it. Hope they’ve forgotten all about it. You see, me and the lads have been talking, and we don’t much fancy our chances of getting away – oh, there’s been no mistreatment, sir, and no complaints about food or where they’ve billeted us, but the Duke’s men know their stuff. But we reckon that you might have more of a chance, what with you having been wounded and what with them most probably thinking you’ve given your parole, even though you haven’t. So you just keep your wits about you, sir and your eyes peeled, and we’ll contrive some sort of diversion and then you can take your chances. After all, sir, if we’re to be ransomed, someone has to get the message out, don’t they?”

          The promised diversion came a day and a half later. Peter was still a bit wobbly on his feet, but had been allowed out to sit in the sunshine in the courtyard, under the relaxed supervision of one of the Duke’s men who, while keeping an eye on Peter, was occupying himself in sorting through old bits of horse tack, and deciding which bits to set aside for mending, and which were beyond repair. Deciding that this was neither beneath his dignity as an officer nor contrary to Army Regulations on assisting the enemy, Peter volunteered to join him and found the experience unexpectedly congenial.

          They were a good three-quarters of the way down the pile when the panicked whinnying began. Then the shouting.

          “Fire! Fire!”

          An acrid gust of smoke swept over the courtyard. His guard dropped the bridle he’d been contemplating and bolted through the main gate, leaving Peter alone.

          Alone. For a moment he could hardly comprehend it. But no one was watching him and the the little gate at the far corner was ajar.

          He ran.

          The little gate led to the kitchen garden which was bounded by a high brick wall. Fortunately one with sufficient crumbled bricks to make climbing it comparatively simple. Once over it, he landed in an orchard and when the orchard ran out it was only a brief sprint across open meadowland, then into the cover of the woods.

          Gradually he climbed up through the woods, following the line of a little stream, which twisted and turned as it made its way down the valley side. By the time he emerged above the tree-line onto the bare moors, the little community he had left was invisible, hidden behind a fold of the woodland.

          So, he was deep in enemy territory; he had neither food nor water (nor, to be absolutely honest, any real idea of the best way out of enemy territory.) And his head hurt.

          Nonetheless, he was the only hope the incarcerated Georgiana Darcy had. And this time he was not going to fail in his mission.

          Peter Brenzaida gritted his teeth and, taking a rough steer by the sun, headed south-westwards across the high moors.

          

          “Lady Abruzzi.” She looked into the sardonic eyes of the black-clad woman sitting opposite her across the table. “Thank you for offering me the opportunity to take my revenge.”

          “And will you, ma’am?”

          “Do you know, I have every hope I shall?”

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Twenty-Four

          “Again?”

          Giulio gulped. “I have – here, my lord.”

          He dropped the contents of the leather purse onto the desk. The golden light of late afternoon slanted through the small-paned windows.

          “Dear me. My – the lady gets no better at cards, does she?”

          To say truth, the diamond ear-bobs were quite as hideous as previously hinted. The remainder of the tumbled jewels on the table were equally ugly. But, old-fashioned, ill-set and clumsy as these ornaments might be, the stones were of the finest quality. And there were a lot of them.

          “My lord, I tried –”

          “And failed, evidently. Something else will have to be done. This is beyond even my powers; I shall have to call upon an older and stronger authority.”

          

          “My lord!” One of the searching soldiers scurried over. “Look!”

          That fragment of rococo gilt could, indeed, only have come from the Darcy state coach. It had been trodden deep into the mud by the side of the road but Darcy could see from the splintered edge where someone had taken an axe to it. He lifted his voice.

          “Well done. Come, men. We’ll try a cast through this thicket.”

          The trees here had been cut down for timber eight years ago; not wantonly (for the Darcys had always been careful of their timber, which represented much of Pemberley’s wealth) but in a broad strip later replanted with saplings, which were now thigh-high and served as cover for all sorts of wildlife. They were, Darcy thought abstractedly, overdue for thinning. When all this was over, he would have to instruct his foresters.

          The sun beat down pitilessly. The soldiers spread out in a fan, sweeping through the undergrowth from side to side.

          “Sir! Here!” The shout sent game birds rocketing out of the undergrowth. Darcy’s head went up. He could see the soldier in the far distance, his arms windmilling frantically. He broke into a run, cursing the small trees which caught at his garments.

          At the soldier’s feet was a battered, dazed man, his face puffed with privation, his lips black and cracked. Darcy dropped to his knees beside him; someone handed him a flask, and he dripped water between the man’s cracked lips. The man’s throat convulsed as he swallowed.

          “Not all of it, not yet. More presently,” Darcy instructed.

          The man’s eyes were showing too much white, and the dirty bandage around his head had some fresh blood on it. Still, he struggled to sit up.

          “I have – to get a message –”

          “What message? Who are you? No, don’t strain yourself. Take it slowly.”

          He allowed the wounded man another swig from the flask.

          “My name is Peter Brenzaida.” His hand reached up and grasped Darcy’s wrist with unexpected strength. “I am – I was the officer guarding Georgiana Darcy. I have escaped my captors and need to bring news of her to her family. Tell me, Which direction is Pemberley?”

          “We’ll take you there. I am Georgiana’s brother. No, don’t waste your strength. Trust us: you are with friends now. Sergeant! Give me your six strongest men. The rest of you keep searching for the remains of the coach. As for me, I shall return to Pemberley.”

          

          The veiled woman in half-mourning descended from the carriage and walked, stiffly at first, then with more ease as the cramps and knots in her muscles loosened with the exercise, into the inn yard. The air, here, had an upland tang. She knew that if she turned her head to the left she would be able to glimpse the Skogull Ranges, their barren masses rearing against the sky.

          She did not turn. Her shoulders, she feared, were not yet strong enough to bear the crushing weight of memory. Straight-backed, she walked into the shuttered gloom of the inn.

          Her instructions had been followed to the letter. The small private parlour had everything she had specified, including two separate ways of approaching and leaving it. A well-trained servant brought fruit, sweet biscuits and the astringent herbal infusions of the province, which the locals prized even above tea.

          She waited.

          Four men entered the private parlour. None of them was father, brother, husband or lover of the veiled woman. Still, she stood up before them, she spoke her thoughts, received their answers and, as each left, she handed him an oiled silk package, bound with twine and sealed with wax. Each man kissed her hands as she passed over the package, save for the last who saluted her as he would his commanding officer.

          If only that commanding officer still walked the earth, rather than being represented only by his relict: a hollowed shell, a walking ghost.

          On their departure, her mind’s eye followed those packets outwards, blood-red trails across the land.

          Each contained bonds made out to bearer, drawn on the great financial houses of Amsterdam, Venice and Vienna, all of whom had branches and correspondents in a quarter of the cities of the world, reaching even as far as fabled Batavia and the golden Americas.

          Those bonds were dragons’ teeth in the hands of the men to whom she had vouchsafed them. Once dropped into fertile soil, legions would spring up.

          She rang the bell; the servant made haste to bring in a cold collation and a chilled flask of the dry, aromatic, local wine.

          This was only a pause in her journey; time to bate the horses and recruit her strength.

          She had another sowing to attend to.

          

          Peter Brenzaida had expected fury. He had expected disgrace. He had expected to be thrown in irons for his dereliction.

          Instead, he was treated as if he were made of glass. He was led to a quiet, shuttered room where the housekeeper herself removed his bandage and cleaned his wound with a cloth soaked in some ointment which stung but left him feeling more composed. She re-bandaged him and instructed servants to bring warm water and towels.

          He was supplied with fresh clothes, which must be the master of the house’s own (very fine, though they were a little too long in the legs and arms.) Further servants brought him fresh lemonade and a delicate chicken broth with a warm roll on the side.

          Only once he was washed, fed and cared for did a quiet knock on the door herald the arrival of the master of the house himself.

          “Lieutenant Brenzaida? I trust I find you in health – at least, so far as your recent privations permit?”

          “Thank you. I am more grateful than I can say for your care of me, and that of your people. I cannot quite recall, but I think I escaped two days ago –”

          The nights had been endless, lying in the thickets, terrified of foes human and and animal, dreams edged with fever, and waking terrors, and the difficulty of knowing one from another. But surely there had only been two of them?

          The master of Pemberley gestured towards the bandage on his head. “Mrs Reynolds tells me that was a serious injury you suffered, so I shall try not to keep you from rest too long. Also, you may not be quite aware of how long you spent in captivity? Your party left Pemberley on the 9th of last month; that is, rather more than three weeks ago.”

          Peter Brenzaida gaped. “So long? With no word of your sister? You must have been distraught.”

          He bit his lip, but seeing neither condemnation nor discouragement in Mr Darcy’s expression, went on. “I was knocked insensible very early in the fight, sir, but I have been able to ascertain from my men that your sister and her attendant lady, Mrs Annesley, were captured unharmed and, indeed, behaved most nobly in offering ransoms for all the troop.”

          “Ransoms I shall indeed honour.”

          He had not intended to be importunate; he hoped he had not sounded so. “Sir, I thank you. But that was not the point I meant to make. What I can tell you is that from everything I have heard and those who told me of it were men of credit with no reason to lie, your sister and her chaperone were treated with utter respect and offered not the smallest suspicion of insult. Once liberated, I am persuaded my troops will swear that before any tribunal in the land.”

          “A testimony worth much, indeed. Tell me, Lieutenant, did you see the commander of these insurgents at all?”

          Not hard, at first sight, but a question fraught with peril, nonetheless.

          “As soon as I was judged able to leave my bed I was summoned to his presence. Sir, I –”

          Mr Darcy’s hand arrested him. “One moment. As you can see, I have taken steps to ensure we are alone. Nothing in our conversations need travel outside these four walls. But it is my sister’s life and good name at stake. I need you to know that what you may tell me here will not be shared with anyone, even the King, unless you give me leave. But please give me honesty, not diplomacy.”

          Peter gulped. “I shall do my best.”

          “Thank you. So. Do you think the person in question is in truth what he asserted himself to be: the legitimate successor to the Dukedom of Malham?”

          He let his eyes fall shut. They remained shut for what felt an eternity. They were still shut when he answered.

          “Yes.”

          He could have said many other, more politic things. But to a straight question, there was only one possible answer.

          Mr Darcy exhaled. “Thank you.”

          “Why?” Only after the word had been spilt, irrevocably, across this shuttered room did it occur to him that his question was outrageously impertinent.

          The master of Pemberley did not seem to take it as such. He smiled. “Look at it from my point of view. My sister is captive in the hands of this man. Would I rather trust to a bandit pretending to a connection with one of the great families of Gondal or to someone who has known her from her earliest years? But did he vouchsafe to you anything of his intentions with regard to my sister?”

          Peter nodded. “Not directly, sir, but it was – his men were most proper, one would have been delighted to take over a troop so well-disciplined. But there were hints dropped, nonetheless and my men were on the alert for them and relayed the information to me. My understanding is that Miss Darcy and her chaperone are currently held at some strong point on the Northern side of – of the Duke’s former estates.”

          Mr Darcy tapped a forefinger meditatively against his front teeth.

          “I daresay that means the Northern hunting lodge.”

          “Sir?”

          “I said, did I not, that our two families had been most intimately connected for generations?”

          In point of fact, he had not, but from the proximity of the two estates, the Darcy family’s close relationship to the King and, indeed, from the tone the master of the house had taken in this extraordinary interview, Peter had already ventured to infer it. He nodded.

          “As you can imagine, I have been included in hunting parties on Malham lands since I was first able to shoulder a gun. The Northern lodge, though, is only for the serious hunters, those with experience and without fear. And they only visit at certain times of year. From the Northern lodge they hunt only wild boar. Wolves. Sometimes bear.”

          He looked straight past Peter, as if recalling scenes and people long lost.

          “The Northern hunting lodge was the original seat of the d’Ancona family, from their first arriving in these lands six hundred years ago and more. The ruins of their ancestral castle form its walls. It lies at the head of a thickly forested ravine. Regiments of Gondal’s finest troops could enter that ravine and be swallowed up as completely as the German forests swallowed Varus and all their legions. Their enemies would hunt them from the shadows; the bogs would suck them down; terror would stalk them by night; arrows pierce them in broad daylight. There are mosses in those forests swarming with mosquitoes and miasmas breathing pestilence. We cannot extract Georgiana from the Northern hunting lodge by force of arms, not even if we trade fifty men for one.”

          “Fifty for one?” The scale of the military problem was inconceivable. And he had caused it.

          Darcy appeared suddenly to come to himself. “Thank you for this intelligence. I shall send my report to the King, and you, I think, should concentrate on your recovery.”

          So I can be fitter to die redeeming my mistake, Peter thought, as the door closed behind the master of Pemberley.

          

          The interval at Longbourn had been one of unsurpassed tedium, not unmixed with awkwardness. His father-in-law had been sardonic and withdrawn, though Wickham – to be fair – had expected a lot worse from that quarter than he’d received. It almost made him angry on little Lyddie’s behalf. She might let her father’s neglect wash off her like water off a duck’s back (what an enchanting quality it was in a woman, the inability even to perceive neglect or antagonism, let alone resent it!) But it was profoundly wrong, nonetheless.

          Dammit. Wickham was the brazen seducer of Clarence Duplessis’ youngest daughter. Admittedly, it was far from the hardest seduction he had brought off in his disreputable career but that was not the point.

          The least Mr Duplessis should have done was to threaten him with cold steel, pistols at dawn or something dramatic and lethal along the same lines. He was not a good man himself – George Wickham had never been prone to self-delusion – but by God and the Holy Virgin, he hoped he would never so uselessly abandon any daughter of his own in similar circumstances. Even the odious Darcy had done more for Lyddie, though he was damned if he could see what Darcy’s angle was in the whole affair.

          For a moment he permitted himself to wallow in malicious triumph. If the rumours he had heard were true (and he would easily be able to verify them, once he reached Fort Whitburn) what a slap in the face his sister’s abduction must be for that oh-so-proper lord of Gondal. And as for that mawkish little miss herself, it was so deliciously ironic that – for all the humiliation of that final collapse of his hopes in that direction – both brother and sister must no doubt be reflecting on how much better it would have been to settle for the evils of that match when they had had the chance.

          He must make sure to spread the rumour as far and fast as possible once he had enough details to ensure Miss Georgiana’s credit and that of the Darcy family would be sunk beyond hope. His smile widened as he realised how apt a weapon his garrulous and indiscreet new mother-in-law was to achieving that task. And if his suspicions that Elizabeth had come to cherish designs – however hopeless – in Mr Darcy’s direction were true, how much more complete his revenge.

          The coldness of Elizabeth’s earlier reception of him and the things Lyddie confided had been said over the tea-cups once the women of the family had been alone must have made more of an impression than he’d thought.

          “I do not particularly like your way of getting husbands”. What an utter bitch Elizabeth was. Thank God he had never been serious about his hints of marriage to her.

          Still, only fools looked to the past. It was as well Lyddie and he would be out of this place in less than a turn. There would be many opportunities on the borders, especially given what he knew. Also, given a delightful and energetic young bride, he would avoid many of his earlier stumbling blocks. His debts were cleared and the world was open before him.

          Good grief, how long could his wife take saying goodbye to her family? He tapped his riding whip against his boot and, as if indeed it had some magical properties, Lyddie, her parents and a gaggle of sisters emerged from the house.

          He arranged his features into the shape of doting-yet-stern husband.

          “Lyddie, dear. We need to be off. If we do not make haste, we risk missing all the fun. Three days from now, I understand, there are to be grand divisional games and fêtes at the camp where we are stationed; the widow of a former Colonel of one of the regiments is funding a grand event in her late husband’s memory.”

          “Lady Abruzzi? Arranging memorial games for the late Colonel?” Clarence Duplessis raised a sardonic eyebrow. “Let us hope she is not a student of Diodorus Siculus.”

          That was the kind of oblique remark his father-in-law had been coming out with for days. Did he mean anything by them, or was it simply rubbing in the fact he, George Wickham, had not completed his studies at the University in Zalona, and that – for all his martial pomp and his new-minted lieutenancy – his father-in-law considered him an unarmed man in any battle of wits?

          No matter. He pasted his most winning smile on his face, and extended his arm to his wife.

          “Come, my dear.”

          He had almost extricated her from her family but at the very last her idiotic mother grabbed out and caught her arm with both hands.

          “Oh! My dear Lydia, when shall we meet again?”

          Lyddie, he was pleased to see, seemed almost taken aback by this attempt to drag her back to a past which, like himself, she was already sloughing off.

          “Oh, lord! I don’t know. Not these two or three years, perhaps.”

          “Write to me very often, my dear.”

          “As often as I can. But you know married women have never much time for writing. My sisters may write to me. They will have nothing else to do.”

          She turned and without a backwards glance allowed him to help her into the carriage.

          

          “What? Attend me; I must see for myself.”

          In the end, it took three wagons to bring the wreckage of the Darcy state coach back to Pemberley. The pieces were carried from the wagons by straining, gasping and, occasionally, blasphemous soldiers and deposited carefully inside the nearest barn to be examined at leisure.

          Why Georgiana had chosen to travel south in this gaudy, lumbering and antiquated equipage, Darcy could only speculate. However, on one point he was certain. Her choice had done the family inestimable service. This ludicrous contraption had rolled its last league.

          He ordered the soldiers to examine every recovered fragment for clues. He had assumed the task a mere matter of form, but a little time later the guard commander knocked on his door. Being bade to enter, he held out an envelope, addressed to Darcy, which had been found amid the cushions of a surprisingly intact interior portion of the carriage.

          Internally, Darcy dismissed as preposterous the notion that the envelope had lain tucked among those cushions for weeks. So many successive dew-drenched mornings would have caused the ink to run; besides, there had been at least two violent thunderstorms that he could recall. Insects, birds, snails should have –

          The guard commander did not look like a stupid man, and, as Darcy had reminded Mrs Reynolds, answered to the King.

          Candour seemed the only viable option.

          “We are being practised on, are we not?”

          The commander gulped, then nodded. “That bears the impression of something left within the last day or so. Sir.”

          “Indeed. And also within the last day or so Lieutenant Peter Brenzaida made his way to us.”

          At the commander’s raised eyebrows he added, “I do not, let me make myself clear, believe Lieutenant Brenzaida to be party to any deception. It is patently obvious he is who he says he is, he is sincere in the information he wishes to give us and – according to my housekeeper, who from my earliest youth has shown herself to be a most formidable domestic apothecary – he is indeed suffering from a serious head wound. More serious, indeed, than those who permitted him to escape suspected. I daresay he was intended to reach us a day earlier – about the time, I judge, when that letter was planted amid the ruins of the coach.”

          The commander of the guard nodded gravely. “I admit the premise. But to what effect?”

          “If this paper is truly from Georgiana’s kidnapper –”

          He looked down at the letter and blenched.

          “He wants a quarter of a million thalers, paid to him in bearer draughts drawn upon a number of specific banking houses. The provisions for handover, I confide, are proof against various forms of treachery we might attempt. Especially since Georgiana remains in his custody until the ransom is paid.”

          “Preposterous!” In this, at least, the guard commander could achieve sincerity. “What assurance do we have that he will honour his word?”

          Darcy glanced down at the paper. “I gather the various soldiers captured with my sister are to be released as proof of good faith against the advance payment of ten per cent of the ransom. That is all he offers. But we need to consider Peter Brenzaida’s testimony.”

          “That – lightweight?”

          “I think,” Darcy said, drawing his rank around him like a cloak, “you should be more circumspect when speaking of a loyal officer of my cousin, the King.”

          “Sir.” Wisely, the guard commander attempted no further apology, but turned the subject. “What do you plan to do with – that?”

          Darcy turned the letter over and over in his hands. He had no doubt it would be substituted by a convenient forgery containing the same or similar words written in any hand but that of Julian d’Ancona, were he to do the obvious thing and bid the guard commander to take it forthwith to the King.

          He reached a decision.

          “In a matter of such moment, I believe I need to return to the capital and convene a family council with respect to our next steps. You and your troop will escort me, at least as far as Deadholm Barracks. New orders may have reached there by now. Ready your men to leave at dawn. Oh and warn them; our departure is bound to give rise to surmise, but ensure no particulars of this message are bruited abroad.”

          The guard commander nodded. “The men won’t talk, sir. In any case, the letter passed through only two pairs of hands before reaching yours. William, who found it, he’s a good lad but book-learning isn’t his strong point. I doubt he could have read it, even had he dared. And Brenzaida?”

          “The Lieutenant will remain here, under my housekeeper’s care. He needs to recover and, in any event, if others of his troop appear, whether by escape or release, he is the only man who can confirm that they are indeed his men, and not returning deserters or impostors.”

          The guard commander saluted and departed. Darcy rang the bell and, when Mrs Reynolds appeared, apprised her of the latest developments. Her joy at the real prospect of Georgiana being shortly released from captivity was over-shadowed by the staggering size of the ransom being demanded.

          Darcy looked very steadily at her. “Trust me. There is no price that is not worth paying in order to see my sister safely out of harm’s way.”

          Their eyes met in perfect understanding.

          “One final thing, Mrs Reynolds. I learn some of the estate workers have been coming into the chapel to say prayers for Georgiana’s safety. Please let them know I am most touched by their sympathy. Matters are at such a delicate stage I dare not give them any news, but if you could arrange the chapel flowers to be a little less sombre, it may convey a sense that there is cause for hope. I thought perhaps gorse. It smells sweet, and the blooms are warm.”

          His housekeeper smiled. “When the gorse is out of bloom, then will kissing be out of fashion.’ That’s what they say, sir, and as for me, however deep the winter I can’t say I’ve ever seen a gorse bush wholly without flowers. They’re very fine at present. So’s the heather. Heather and gorse would complement one another, of course.”

          Heather. In the private code: The answer to your question is ‘yes’.

          Which, when it came to willingness to pay the ransom, both he and Mrs Reynolds knew to be so. But Julian had asked another question and Darcy dare not risk any error in interpretation.

          He nodded. “Heather will do admirably. But accent it with bog asphodel, if it can be found. Pomegranate leaves for added greenery. They provide excellent contrast to the moorland flowers.”

          He heard a sharply indrawn breath.

          Four generations of Darcy brides had included bog asphodel in their bouquets. The Malham arms had featured a pomegranate since the first Duke returned from crusading in the Iberian Peninsula, a passionate, dark-eyed daughter of Granada on his arm.

          His housekeeper’s voice was very steady. “If you’ll forgive my mentioning it, sir, your mother, Lady Anne, always loved the moors. And her favourite fruit was the pomegranate. I think such an arrangement would have pleased her more than anything else in the world.”

          

          Yr Grace my most honoured nephew – so my niece Georgiana is found? Yr news delights me more than I can possibly express. I doubt not she can speedily be extricated from her current circumstances whether by force of arms or by the bribery to which such low fellows are always susceptible. That yr Grace has set yr hand to it makes it a thing already accomplsd. Though do not let your tender care for our young relative o’set your prudence. I humbly urge you to not be too generous in your initial treaties: should the scoundrel balk at your first offer of ransom, increase it reluctantly & only by the smallest increments: that shd show him the Crown of Gondal & the families of Moriarty and Fitzwilliam are not to be trifled with!

          So with matters in this happy case you tell me the State Ball is to proceed? A most wise decision on yr part – this season has been they tell me most grievously disrupted already & for the State Ball to press so close upon the op’ng of the shooting season is a thing unheard of as it is & to push it later wd risk causing most invidious comment which is of all things most to be avoided, especially for one who (if yr Grace will forgive me) may be said to be yet young in rule as the proverb has it.

          I feel most tenderly the care for my dear sister, yr late mother, which inflam’d yr Grace to suggest that the Ball be a costume piece in the garb of forty yrs ago & insist Molly will be her mother’s picture not just in face but in dress also, on an occasion when the dearest wishes of her whole family for so many years are to be fulfilled. How charming the thought! & any feather I can drop into the scales to weight my belov’d Molly’s happiness is, of course, at yr Grace’s uttermost disposal. But there is one part of yr request I must – with the utmost respect – decline. I do indeed hold both the necklace & the coronet of the Betrothal Parure here at Rosings in trust for my niece (dearer than daughter to me) – having, as hr mthr wd doubtless hve wishd, already presented the ear-bobs from the Parure to my niece on the occasion of her majority. In propriety, Molly shd only receive the necklace on the announcement of her engagement, but in this what is a few turns of the glass to anticipate that which all the Family have expected these fifteen yrs? The necklace, therefore, she may wear at the Ball with all good will. But NOT the coronet. That, yr Grace, must only be worn at hr bridal & the worst of luck will follow shd that immemorial custom be breachd.

          You speak of my sending the jewels to her in good time & here again I venture – again, with the utmost respect, yr Grace – to observe that it is the Family custom on the occasion of the State Ball for my br. the Earl to host a dinner party on that eve, following which his pty proceed on to the Palace. Surely, therefore, it is far more eligible & will provoke less interest from those ruffians that evn yr care seems not yet to have blotted out of this land shd I send the package to my br. & have him hold it in his strongroom until the ladies go upstairs to change for the Ball. I trust I have yr approval?

          In other matters, how is yr health? Are you using the wintergreen lotion regularly as I reminded yr Grace? Also, the weather grows hot bt do not, I urge you, be imprudent in the matter of opening windows…

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Twenty-Five

          The ninth of September saw the formal opening of the shooting season across Gondal. The week before that important date brought a flurry of activity to Meryton and the country estates round about.

          Harriet had it on the excellent authority of Mrs Hill (who had met and conversed with Mrs Nicholls, the Netherfield housekeeper, while the latter was putting in lavish orders at the butcher’s against her master’s return) that Mr Bingley would be opening the season on his own estate, despite having had many flattering offers from landed proprietors across the realm.

          Privately, Harriet took herself to the chapel of St Priscilla, patron of happy marriages, and lit candles. Publicly she urged upon Clarence his absolute duty to wait upon Mr Bingley as soon as possible, in the hopes of retrieving Jane’s matter even at this late date. He laughed at her. She went to bed late and woke headachy and cross.

          She had the last laugh, nonetheless. On the third day after his arrival in the district, not only did Mr Bingley arrive at Longbourn on his own initiative but he was accompanied by his friend Mr Darcy, although the latter stayed only for a scant (and largely silent) half-turn, having business that could not be delayed which compelled his return to Gondal Town.

          Harriet eyed him distrustfully. True, the discovery of Giulio’s treachery had taken the Crown Prince’s idiotic plan to marry Lizzie precipitately to Mr Darcy completely off the table. Proceeding would have been tantamount to marching up to the door of the Catiff’s Tower and begging the gaolers to admit them straight to the torture chambers. Equally luckily, that revelation had come before she had broached the business to Lizzie, though she could not acquit herself of having raised a few false hopes. But surely Mr Darcy might at least have contrived some words of apology or regret, or non-specific future hope, not the absolute silence which had prevailed for almost a month, as if –

          As if the whole scheme of his marrying Lizzie were a mere web of illusion spun by the Crown Prince of Gaaldine, which melted at the first breath of wind or touch of sun.

          Fool that she had been! Miss Hooper was the richest heiress in Gondal and the match with Mr Darcy the favoured project of their cousin, the King. What competing ties of affection would not fray under the edge of that blade?

          She did not have to like it, though.

          Pointedly, she made a business of welcoming Bingley back into the family home with an effusive display which might not have been inappropriate for a close kinsman, returned after a decade-long trip to the Indies. Her greeting to Mr Darcy was, by contrast, marked by cold and ceremonious politeness, and returned in kind.

          He surprised Harriet, though, as he took his departure. Mr Bingley remained in the parlour and the girls, of course remained with him. Clarence had not emerged from his study, though the commotion of the gentlemen’s arrival must have penetrated even to that fastness. Accordingly, the ceremony of leave-taking fell to her. While they were briefly alone in the hall, as the manservant went to order Mr Darcy’s horse brought round, he turned and said, “May I take any message to your cousins, the Gardiners? I do not know when I may get the opportunity to see them, since my engagements in town are not all within my own power, but I would be happy to let them know that you are in health, and to pass on any messages you may have?”

          Harriet stumbled over her words. “My thanks and – your cousin, is she also in health?”

          His eyes widened. “My cousin? I have heard no news of Miss Hooper for some –” He looked as if he were reckoning days in his head. “When was your youngest daughter’s wedding day? The fifth – no, the sixth of August? I received news that day which took me urgently back to Pemberley. This is my return journey: I broke it at Netherfield in hopes I might find Charles here, but I have not been in Gondal Town for almost a month.”

          “Oh,” Harriet exclaimed. “I had thought –”

          She fell silent, rapidly reassessing the events of the last month. If Mr Darcy had left town for Pemberley the very day Lydia had married, then the crisis which had impelled him to depart without leaving any word must have been sudden, unexpected and of no small dimensions.

          Given that Mr Darcy had a sister in the North, given their recent upheavals with Lydia, given the lines of strain about his mouth and eyes, Harriet thought she could infer what shape the crisis had taken.

          “I trust,” Harriet said carefully, “that your business has achieved a successful outcome?”

          His lips compressed, but, she persuaded herself, there was a hint of acknowledgement about his eyes.

          “Nothing is certain yet. I got to Gondal Town to resolve matters. But I have better hopes than for some time past. Thank you, madam, for your hospitality. And your good wishes. And I shall remember you to my cousin, Miss Hooper.”

          With that, he was gone.

          She returned to the parlour, to find that Bingley, with the greatest good nature in the world, had proposed a round game, and all her daughters were in boisterous spirits about it.

          Harriet considered asking him to stay to dine, but recalled in time Mrs Hill’s gloomy prognostications on the state of the Longbourn larder that very morning. Instead, she pressed an invitation for two days hence upon their visitor, and was gratified by his instant acceptance.

          Much cheered by the day, she ordered a carafe of ratafia and retired to her study to finish the letter to Lydia she had started that morning. None of her previous ones had yet received an answer, but she calculated that the festivities of which Wickham had spoken, the funeral games for Colonel Abruzzi, must now have happened, or would have done so by the time her letter arrived, at least, and Lydia was not one to miss the chance to talk over the shade of a departed party, not even by letter.

          

          Lady Abruzzi was escorted to her carriage by a cheering company of the victors, all of them wearing the scarlet silk sashes with which she had presented them. The carriage vanished down the road in a cloud of dust. With a roar, all three regiments rushed towards the cooking pits, where two oxen plus assorted sheep, pigs and fowl had been roasting since the earlier part of the day. The hogsheads of wine and barrels of beer brought in by carters at Lady Abruzzi’s orders earlier that day were broached, and Lady Abruzzi was toasted three times and three times three around the campfires.

          Some time later, Colonel Fitzwilliam and his aide-de-camp, Captain Lennox strolled out onto the stone terrace outside the officers’ mess. The air struck fresh compared to the stuffiness of the the mess, but the tumult arising from the camp – previously muffled by the mess’s thick walls – was less welcome.

          “Lady Abruzzi showed discretion in leaving early,” Captain Lennox observed.

          “Indeed. Judging by that noise, there will by bloodshed by dawn.”

          “You give it so long, sir?”

          “I do not refer to bloody noses; not even to daggers drawn in haste. Send word to treble the guard on the treasury.”

          Captain Lennox raised his eyebrows. “We have enough in there to justify a guard?”

          They had worked long enough together to overlook an occasional familiarity. Nevertheless, Colonel Fitzwilliam’s voice had an edge to it.

          “The men are due to be paid in four days. How would you rate our chances of avoiding outright mutiny should the men discover that, for the fifth month running, we do not have the smallest chance of doing so? And how, do you suppose, would such news be received in Castle Cavron?”

          Captain Lennox’s face changed. He stepped aside, and uttered a low-voiced command to the duty officer, who saluted and vanished.

          “Sir, perhaps it might be advisable if we took a tour of the battlements? We can assess the situation as it develops from there.”

          And, understood, be able to detect any potential eavesdropper before they got within earshot.

          They had completed a half-circle of the fort’s upper defences before Colonel Fitzwilliam spoke again.

          “Is it not paradoxical that we find ourselves having to devote far more effort to guard what is not there, than we would had it been all present and correct?”

          Captain Lennox, prudently, decided to leave that remark where his colonel had dropped it.

          “Have you still heard nothing from the War Office, sir?”

          “No. I sent a second express yesterday, making representations in the strongest terms that this culpable disregard for the basic principles of army management leaves us open to our weakness being exploited to the hurt of the entire nation should any enemy become aware of it.”

          “Become aware, sir?”

          Too many officers, deceived by his broad North Gondalian accent and occasional lack of respect for the niceties, were inclined to dismiss Captain Lennox as an uncultured bumpkin. The colonel knew that his wit was sharper than his sword and few who came within range of either escaped unharmed.

          “Your meaning?”

          Captain Lennox’s gaze swept up and down the rampart; he even went to the wall and peered through the nearest crenellation. Only once he was sure their solitude was absolute did he speak.

          “Sir. The camp below us is, as you remarked, bubbling to the boil, and, if we are not careful, could shortly boil over into outright strife. But the men have had feasts before; the men have had games. Why this outcome now?”

          It was not as if the thought had not occurred before. But he had shrunk from it. Now someone else had voiced it, there was no escaping the taste of bitter aloes.

          “Lady Abruzzi. The men can endure hardships one could hardly credit, had one not seen them happening. They will suffer, and suffer and not merely go on, but stay cheerful doing so. Harsh treatment they can and will take until the Last Judgment, but partiality –”

          “Indeed, sir. Partiality. Anything which smacks of unequal treatment. We have three regiments here and to her late husband’s regiment Lady Abruzzi made a memorial gift of five thalers per man.”

          “The other regiments should not have resented that.” Colonel Fitzwilliam was aware he sounded like a man trying to convince himself. “Obviously she would favour her late husband’s men. And the games were open to all the regiments and the prizes handed out with an open hand: ten thalers, twenty thalers, fifty thalers for third, second, first. So, also, is the the feast open to all the camp, and equally generously catered.”

          “Sir.” There was a repressive note in Captain Lennox’s voice which the Colonel had learnt it was as well to heed.

          “Yes?”

          “The Abruzzis were never, that I heard, a wealthy couple. And now Lady Abruzzi is a widow.”

          Colonel Fitzwilliam’s head snapped round. “Go on.”

          “800 men at 5 thalers a head. That’s 4000 thalers to begin with. Prizes at 10 thalers, 20 thalers and 50 thalers for third, second and first respectively. I forget how many contests there were, but there cannot have been fewer than twenty. Then tonight. Wine, beer, oxen, pigs, sheep, chickens – a feast ad lib for three whole regiments, the best part of two and a half thousand men. This entire day can have cost Lady Abruzzi not a cent less than ten thousand thalers. Many noblemen of Gondal would consider that a good year’s income.”

          “You’re right. Where could she have got the money?”

          “That is not a mystery,” Captain Lennox said. “Although it is certainly a problem.”

          “Tell me how she raised the wind?”

          “Gambling. That giggling girl our newest lieutenant brought with him – I’d bet ten thalers they’re not married, whatever they claim–”

          “Not one step further.” Colonel Fitzwilliam’s voice was low and deadly. “First, you would lose your money. And, with it, my regard. My cousin attended their wedding. That is, you do mean Lydia Wickham, yes?”

          Captain Lennox stood straighter. “My pardon, sir. But yes, that young lady. It would appear I have been misinformed. I shall ensure hints are dropped in appropriate quarters.”

          “Be sure you do.”

          Reluctantly, but in justice to his subordinate Colonel Fitzwilliam added, “Strictly between ourselves, I am sure the characters of both the lieutenant and his bride are exactly as you have surmised, but the lady’s family are respectable and for the credit of her sisters a legal match has been patched up. I have met one of the other girls myself, a most accomplished, amusing, genteel young lady, received in the best circles. She assuredly does not deserve her sister’s faults to blight her life. But I digress. What did Mrs Wickham say, and to whom?”

          “As to whom, to anyone who would listen. As to what – I gather she and the other officers’ ladies had tea in the mess-tent with Lady Abruzzi. And from what the young and indiscreet Mrs Wickham heard over the tea-cups, it seems the sums Lady Abruzzi outlaid on comforts for the troops she won playing high. In the capital. At a private salon for selected ladies of the court. Managed by no other than Lady Agnes Traquair.”

          “But –”

          “Quite so, sir. The wife of the head of the War Office. If the whole camp isn’t currently buzzing with rumours that the head of the War Office has allowed his wife to gamble away the soldiers’ pay and that the gallant Colonel Abruzzi’s widow has stepped up to return as much as she can by the most discreet means she could contrive, then I don’t know soldiers.”

          Colonel Fitzwilliam drew a deep breath. Then he swore fluently for several minutes. Captain Lennox waited for him to run out of steam. When he had –

          “All that and more, sir, but would you permit me to be frank with you?”

          “You mean you haven’t been?”

          “Not about this.”

          Colonel Fitzwilliam looked at his subordinate in trepidation. That note in a man’s voice normally portended that his relationship with the speaker was about to change, irrevocably. Still, no point in postponing it.

          He cleared his throat. “Proceed.”

          Captain Lennox checked once again for eavesdroppers.

          “Sir, let us please acknowledge one thing, here and now. Whatever anyone says, whatever even his grace the King says, Lady Abruzzi’s husband was foully murdered at the hand of the man who then took over his regiment. I owe my life to Colonel Abruzzi. I was the greenest and youngest of ensigns; he, a new-minted captain. We found ourselves in a tight spot and I would have died there had it not been for his resolution and tactical genius.”

          Captain Lennox nodded towards the cluster of angry fireflies which was the camp.

          “Sir, there are many down there who will have similar stories. There are many camp-followers down there who have found themselves almost incapable of going on and then have found Lady Abruzzi there at their elbows with hot soup, clean linens and hope. Kill me here if you must, sir, to stop my treasonous mouth, but I acknowledge she has a grievance and that, in essence, the soldiers are correct. They have been cheated of their proper pay. Lady Abruzzi has made restoration in part. When the mutiny erupts, sir, do not fear I will not fight and die at your side. But you should know before I do so that my sympathies will be with the mutineers.”

          What could one say? Colonel Fitzwilliam clapped him on the shoulder.

          “There’s no need to borrow trouble. In any event I need you elsewhere. I need you to ride out tonight – take a small escort – and go as hard as you can to the capital.”

          “To the War Office? But what can I say that has not –”

          “Not to the War Office. To my father the Earl. He has a seat in the King’s Council; his voice will be heard if anyone’s is.” He looked down again at the camp. “We may still end in disaster, but I will have no-one say we slept while it happened.”

          

          The moon had yet to rise, and the ship’s boat could only be discerned by the break it made in the thin white brush-stroke of surf at the sea’s edge. The haunting, desolate cry of a seabird borne towards them on the light breeze sounded like a bereft, wandering spirit.

          “In this murk, how will we ever find the ship?” Georgiana murmured to her companion. Mrs Annesley gripped her arm reassuringly.

          “I understand this has been done a good many times before, my dear. In all kinds of weather. Transferring mercenaries, and so on. She is not lying very far off the shore, they tell me. Say your farewells now, my dear; I shall wait in the gig.”

          She stumbled back up the beach to the cluster of gorse bushes where the small group of horsemen were waiting.

          Her husband came forward and caught her in her arms.

          Her husband. Hard to believe. Walking through dew-soaked grass towards he chapel of the d’Ancona hunting lodge at dawn, sleep still in her eyes, supported by her witnesses: Nancy McAllister on her left and Mrs Annesley on her right. Julian, in sober leather hunting garb, turning from the altar to see her progress down the aisle with a blaze in his eyes that lit an answering fire deep inside her. The priest, who it seemed had expected something quite other and who seemed overwhelmed by the frank eagerness of her responses. Kissing Julian in the bridal chamber, frantically, wonderfully, for what felt like hours, while he apologised that – given all that lay ahead, promises given and tasks to achieve – they dare risk nothing more by way of consummation lest all be wrecked at the last.

          And then a thirty league ride to this western coast, travelling fast and secretly towards the smuggler’s ship which was to take her to Rome, and leave her heart behind in Gondal.

          At the last, she found this thought unbearable

          “Do I have to go? Let me stay. Please. Let me stay.”

          Gently, inexorably, Julian disengaged her frantic grasp. “You are my jewel, my star, my heart.” He held her off at arms’ length, strong hands gripping her wrists. “My weakness, therefore. Were you to fall into James Moriarty’s hands, I would be undone. My own death at his hands would be a trifle, compared to that. No. Carry our hopes with you into exile, and, if he throws his armies against my fortress, even if our defence fails I shall still have the victory.”

          

          On arrival at Gondal Town Darcy paused at his home only long enough to wash and change into his most formal clothing. Nonetheless, he did not make for the Palace, though he had little doubt that the King was already apprised of his presence in the capital. Instead he turned his horse towards the Earl of Ula’s townhouse.

          His uncle the Earl was indeed the head of the family, though once Prince James had been recalled from exile few recalled that fact and most of those few had taken care to forget it by the time of the Coronation. Nonetheless, in the current situation there could be no-one more proper or capable for Darcy to consult. The Earl’s son, Colonel Fitzwilliam, currently on active duty in the Borders, was joint guardian with Darcy of Georgiana. In his son’s absence, the Earl was most truly the person who had a right to rule on Georgiana’s health and happiness. Furthermore, if Colonel Fitzwilliam’s own opinion were required, who better than his father to get a message to him?

          The Earl had even commanded a regiment in his youth: had, indeed, formed part of the military escort for Princess Felicia when with one decisive stroke she had stopped an incipient civil war in its tracks by riding across two opposing battle lines to propose marriage to her royal cousin Ambrosine. He had shot with the late Duke of Malham and with Darcy’s father. If anyone knew Malham lands and the military conundrum they presented, that man was the Earl.

          Finally, and this carried the most weight with Darcy, his uncle held a seat in the King’s Council. If the King wanted to get Georgiana back by force of arms he would by the immemorial custom of Gondal have to consult the Council before putting an army in the field. True, he would not have to take their advice, but if he ignored it and things turned out badly, more than one King in Gondal’s history had lived to rue such a decision. And more than one had not lived.

          He was shown immediately into his uncle’s study, where he found him sitting, as Darcy had so often seen him, behind a great mahogany desk laden with estate documents and State papers.

          Once Darcy explained the purpose of his visit the Earl came to the point directly.

          “His Grace the King will, of course, take the view that, should you pay the ransom, you would give a war chest to someone who already is in occupation of a strategic position on our northern marches. Many in Council will take that to be a powerful argument. And so it is.”

          Darcy set his teeth.

          “But if we try to extract Georgiana by force of arms, we could end up spending more than a quarter of a million thaler in matériel alone, to say nothing of the lives lost. Uncle, you know the Northern hunting lodge. It can be no exaggeration that in an assault where it was defended by a determined force we would suffer casualties in hundreds or thousands, while the defenders spent them in tens or dozens.”

          His uncle glared at him.

          “Listen to reason, boy. Listen to strategy. We have thousands of men. We have tens of thousands. By snatching the King’s own cousin, that bandit has now declared himself in opposition to us at a time when he can only command mere hundreds, at best. Forcing him into a siege now could easily be presented as an opportunity to put down the threat posed by the so-called ‘Duke of Malham’ once and for all. Even the common soldiers sent into that maelstrom will be persuaded – at least, before they and their comrades start to die – the rescue of a noble virgin of Gondal from a masquerading bandit is a worthy cause.”

          “But –”

          “And don’t go telling me you believe Georgiana is in the hands of the real Julian d’Ancona. First, walls have ears and, second, that would make him a traitor in open rebellion, a traitor from a line of traitors, and all the more reason to be put down.”

          His uncle scowled repressively down at him. Darcy gulped and pressed on.

          “But sir, the terrain –”

          The Earl snorted. “The terrain? Yes: you and I know the terrain is a death-trap. How many of our fellows in Gondal Town, how many of my peers in the King’s Council have the smallest idea of conditions seventy-five leagues north of the capital? I could make the argument; I’ll warrant it will fail. The arrogance of the capital’s lords has to been seen to be believed, and I have seen it more often than you can think, yet still cannot credit it. And that, by the way, assumes I am even permitted to make any argument at all. The pressure will be on me to recuse myself, given Georgiana is my niece.”

          And the King’s her cousin. So? Mindful of his uncle’s warning about eavesdroppers, Darcy kept this thought to himself. Tamping down his temper, he made his final appeal.

          “If we try to resolve this by force of arms, Georgiana and Mrs Annesley – my sister and our kinswoman – will be right at the heart of the siege. You have fought, sir; I have not. But from your accounts and from those of your son I know how unpredictable a battle can be, and most especially for women caught up in it. Please spare them that.”

          Across the desk, the Earl’s withered claw stretched out to catch his nephew’s wrist.

          “Trust me. If the King declares for war, on the facts as they stand at present half the Council (if not more) would endorse him without thinking and the rest with little less than token resistance. No; your only hope is to pay the ransom without engaging the public purse and persuade his Grace that the Borders remain too turbulent to risk his opening up a war on two fronts.”

          Darcy nodded. He had reached that conclusion two days ago; his uncle only confirmed his own thoughts.

          “Boy – can you even raise the ransom from your own resources? Or even half such a sum? A quarter of a million thaler: that is a fearsome amount. Georgiana’s dowry is only fifty thousand and the Pemberley estate is entailed. You can mortgage to the maximum, but you cannot sell. Can you raise the wind? Yes or no?”

          That calculation had beset him on the whole journey south. Had beset him since he had received Malham’s letter. Each line of it seemed written into his heart, totted and tabulated in neat double columns.

          “I can.” His voice was firm. “With funds which I am readily able to liquidate, together with the funds I can – as you point out – raise by mortgaging Pemberley I can pay a quarter of a million thaler on the appointed day. Better still, should I let Pemberley, I shall be able to live in modest style while repaying the mortgage. But in addition, by adopting some respectable calling, I should be able to discharge my obligations so much the sooner. I have friends in Gondal Town whose advice on my next steps in that direction I expect to find invaluable.”

          For the first time his uncle allowed a wintry smile to cross his features.

          “So you will lower yourself utterly in the eyes of society, for the sake of affection and principle? No-one can say you lack determination. Or fortitude.” His lips twisted in bitter remembrance. “You remind me of someone. But that lady is hardly a model to be followed. I think you underestimate the impact on you of the fall from so great an estate as you have always enjoyed. She did and it cost her all she had.

          “But, leaving aside the past, should you not consult my niece before mbrangling your finances to such a degree? It is all but give out in Gondal Town that it only awaits the State ball for your engagement to Miss Hooper to be announced. You can hardly expect my niece to affiance herself to a beggar.”

          “Irrespective of my financial position, I would assuredly challenge such an announcement. I have never, in heart or word –”

          “I know you haven’t.”

          The new voice made him spin on his heels. Molly emerged from behind the the screen concealing the servants’ entrance, wearing the elaborate day-dress that the first lady of Gondal should wear for a morning audience with the head of her family.

          “Forgive me for the intrusion, and for my surprising you both unannounced.”

          “How”, Darcy enquired through gritted teeth, “did you know?”

          “Mrs Reynolds sent an express from Pemberley. Unlike you, that messenger didn’t stop off at Meryton. And your second stable-boy is sweet on my kitchen-maid. The news you had reached Gondal Town and proposed to ride out to see my uncle was with me, I flatter myself, before it even reached the Palace.”

          “An entire neighbourhood of voluntary spies,” Darcy muttered. “I had business in Netherfield, since you ask. After all, as you just overheard, I need to let Pemberley in a hurry and who more proper as its tenant than Charles Bingley?”

          To his satisfaction, Molly’s jaw dropped. “You would see Caroline Bingley presiding at Pemberley in place of Aunt Anne or Georgiana?”

          He scowled. “I propose to let Pemberley to Charles Bingley, not to his sister. I have every hope that Charles Bingley – if it has not occurred already – will shortly be affianced to a lady who, if she is not the first choice I would have as the mistress of Pemberley, is nevertheless the closest possible substitute.”

          His cousin smiled sweetly back at him.

          “Oh, so your Meryton diversion took in Longbourn as well? I trust you made my duty to Mrs Duplessis and to her daughters?”

          “Mrs Duplessis trusts you are in health. She asked me specifically to tell you so. But leaving that aside, Molly, why are you here?”

          She raised her brows with an archness which, he suspected, she had learnt in the course of this last Season.

          “Cousin, Uncle, are you not both forgetting something? At this precise moment, I am the richest person in this room.” She favoured them both with a small, tight smile. “To be strictly accurate, my brother excepted, I am the richest person in this family.”

          The Earl gaped like a landed salmon. Darcy repressed an inconvenient urge to giggle.

          “And?” the Earl grunted.

          “I am the richest heiress in Gondal. One hundred and fifty thousand thaler I can provide like that.” She snapped her fingers. “Also, I can provide a loan of a further fifty thousand on the easiest of terms to a member of the family. As we all know, Georgiana’s dowry is fifty thousand, and knowing my cousin’s probity that will already have been earmarked and invested in the most secure manner. Two hundred and fifty thousand can be paid tomorrow in a way which involves my cousin neither sacrificing his dignity nor giving up a square cubit of land.”

          Their uncle gasped again. “My dear Molly, you cannot impoverish yourself so. Stripping yourself of your dowry –”

          She threw her head back. “My dowry? Uncle, I know you wish only for the best for me. But look at it from my point of view. Even if I give Fitzwilliam a hundred and fifty thousand thaler outright and loan him fifty thousand more, I shall still have four times the dowry I had six months ago. And I am used to being poor, which my cousin is not. What I would have left would be wealth to me. Since I have no intention of marrying at all, my dowry will give me ample provision to live out my days quietly. The climate at Elbe suits me. I shall spend my days in painting and improving my mind with solid reading.”

          “Damn your eyes, Molly, stop talking as if you were sixty-five and had a cast in one eye.” The Earl glared at her across his desk. “With your charm, your breeding, your grace, your fortune – the young chaps have been falling over you all season. Was there no-one to your liking?”

          She drew herself up straight. Bright points of scarlet showed on her cheekbones. “I cannot say that. I can, however, say that I met no-one available with whom I could consider spending the rest of my life.”

          Darcy suppressed a gasp. That his cousin Molly had cherished a tendresse for anyone came as a most profound shock. That the man in question was otherwise entangled – His mind cast up and instantly rejected half a hundred possibilities.

          His uncle looked as staggered as he felt. “You mean there is a marriage barrier in the way?”

          Miserably, his cousin nodded.

          “Not just a marriage, but children. Children still to be launched respectably on the world. Children who do not deserve to risk having their lives overset so that Miss Molly Hooper, sister of the King, may get what at this particular moment she believes she desires.”

          “But –” said the Earl, his eyes bulging. Darcy could not but feel for him.

          Molly made a sweeping, arresting gesture.

          “Do not mistake me. Please. I do not think the – other party – has the smallest knowledge of my feelings. Or reciprocates them. Believing that makes my duty easier to perform. I refer to this only between the two of you; pray do not share it with anyone else in the family. Anyone at all. Or speculate. But please understand this: in giving up the best part of my dowry to save Georgiana, I am not sacrificing the smallest particle of my happiness: rather, if anything, the reverse. Treat it as handing over an artefact for which I have no possible use and which my family – the dearest part of my family – needs very much .”

          His uncle had, indeed, been a general. Faced with so comprehensive an overset of his previous thoughts he regrouped. By the time the three of them had finished strategising, the best part of a turn later, he thought they came on well.

          “Nonetheless,” he warned, “even if Georgiana can be retrieved without it costing the public purse a cent or risking a single drop of blood, there is still going to be a war party we need to disarm. And how?”

          Molly let out a delicious giggle (how was it that now Darcy knew her to be completely outside his reach, he found her more entrancing?)

          “Uncle, please. Don’t even try to pretend gossip is strictly for women. If you need to control that Council session, gossip is your friend.

          “Suppose, when matters start to go awry, you break in with a new matter. Strictly speaking, as you said, you ought to recuse yourself from Georgiana’s matter anyway, so your changing the subject will be seen as nothing remarkable.”

          “And what, ma’am, do you suggest that I change the blasted subject to?”

          With a jolt of surprise, Darcy realised his uncle the Earl was not dismissive of his cousin, but fascinated.

          “Uncle. Lord Lestrade is completely disgraced, is he not?”

          “Most thoroughly. Lazarus rose from the dead with the help of our good Lord, but Lord Lestrade’s reputation, I wager, is a problem beyond even His fixing.”

          “Then I have a suggestion, based on something I heard in Elbe. The same argosy which, I am told, brought Lord Lestrade and his Moorish mistress –”

          Her revelation, whatever it might be, was perforce interrupted: first, by the sounds of a furious battering on the main door and, while the three of them were still dumb-founded, by the Earl’s most trusted secretary entering and, in a low voice, saying, “My lord? There is an officer here, sent by your son in the Borders. Colonel Fitzwilliam is well, be assured of that, but the news the officer brought requires your earliest attention.”

          Darcy rose to his feet. “My cousin and I will await you in the outer chamber, sir.”

          The Earl grunted and waved them out. They were left together, though, for little more than time enough for Darcy to stumble through the most profound thanks to his cousin for her offer and for her once again to convey, in tones of uncompromising sincerity, that by contrast she should consider herself the obliged and to repeat these sentiments three or four times, before their uncle re-emerged, dressed in his most aweful robes of state. The officer who followed him, by contrast, bore all-too obviously the marks of recent hard travelling although the Earl’s own valet danced excitably around him with a brush, endeavouring to bat the worst of the dust from his clothes.

          “Darcy, my boy, I suggest you take the chance to put your proposals into a form suitable to lay before the King, whenever he may be at leisure to peruse them. But I cannot undertake that this will be today. This news brought by Captain Lennox is likely to displace the King’s attention from all else for the time being.”

          “But Georgiana –”

          The Earl’s eyes narrowed. “Including my niece’s matter. Go back to your own house, boy, and await my message. Oh, drop that flapping, Paterson. It’s not his uniform the King’s going to be interested in. Order my carriage brought round. And send a footman ahead. We must wait upon his Grace at the earliest possible opportunity.”

          

          It was done. Harriet was giddy with relief.

          That day she had manoeuvred her family out of the principal parlour in order to leave Jane and Bingley together, despite Lizzie’s totally absurd attempts to prevent her. She had spent a nervous turn and a half upstairs in her room, with embroidery she had no spirit for, a book she had no interest in reading and a half-finished letter to Penelope, to which she added not a word, until the sounds of light, running footsteps on the landing outside alerted her to Lizzie’s presence upstairs. She opened the door a fraction, intending to ask if there were news, but the expression on her second-oldest daughter’s face as she passed on the way to her own room told her all she needed.

          Silently, she closed the door and leant hard against it, heart pounding, eyes wet with tears. Jane was to marry Bingley; there was no other news which could have summoned that expression of delight to Lizzie’s face.

          Jane was to marry Bingley. One of her daughters would be safe, whatever else happened.

          And in a family where there had been one marriage (one good) marriage; surely that must be a portent of others on the way?

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Twenty-Six

          Had James Moriarty been privy to the opinions expressed in the sewing lofts and workshops of Gondal Town in the week leading up to the long-delayed State Ball, it is likely that the numbers of severed heads crowning the gates of the city for the crime of misspeaking the King would have trebled. The seamstresses of Gondal were a tight-knit sisterhood, however. Freely as they spoke among themselves, no word leaked to the King’s agents.

          Nor did the King’s belated decision to make the inaugural State Ball of his reign a costume piece in the style of forty years earlier pass without comment in Society. One sharp-tongued old dowager observed that the dress of the day had been unflattering enough when she and her cohort were maidens in the prime of their dancing days and she trusted no onlooker would be shocked into swooning by the sight of her naked, ancient shoulders.

          That risk was, fortunately, averted once the dowager in question’s family discovered that the gaieties of the season had left their great-aunt quite done up, necessitating an early retirement from Gondal Town to the shores of Aspin Water to recruit herself.

          The Betrothal Portrait shifted its quarters once more and now hung above the great entrance to the palace ballroom. A succession of frantic applications were made to the Household Office to permit a procession of young ladies, their chaperones, abigails and representatives to view the portrait and study its subtleties of drapery and accessorising. It was even rumoured that a former tiring maid of the late Queen (senior enough to have been already in Palace employ at the date of Lady Elaine’s engagement) had been spotted sketching busily away before the portrait, though on whose account none could say.

          As was only proper, the most intense gossip was reserved for the first lady of Gondal, Molly Hooper. On her narrow shoulders lay the burden not merely of opening the first (and therefore most important) State Ball of her brother’s reign, but of making her initial appearance directly below a portrait of the King’s Royal parents, while dressed in as close a simulacrum of her mother’s attire as an entire army of attendants could contrive. Furthermore, it was confidently expected that this same State Ball would see her engagement announced; most probably to her cousin Mr Darcy of Pemberley but (because a one-horse race is of no interest to anyone) conceivably to a) a nephew of the King of France; b) a Grand-Duke of the Holy Roman Empire; or c) any one of half a hundred Catholic lords and princes of Europe from Christiana to Valencia.

          It was reliably reported that her looming responsibilities had brought to a climax her simmering nervous complaint; that she had been seen grey, wan and trembling at Mass; that her house had been turned into a fortress from which only her most trusted advisors were allowed to emerge; that the State Ball, so often postponed, might suffer yet another delay were it confirmed the first lady of Gondal had entered a decline; that the Royal Physician had been summoned –

          But at this last, even the busy tongue of gossip stilled, and the ladies looked sideways at each other, shrugged, and gave a little laugh at the absurdity into which speculation had led them. For, whatever rumour whispered, how could there really be anything amiss with Molly Hooper, first lady of Gondal, when it was patently obvious that her brother the King was in the best of spirits and that his temper only improved as the hour of the Ball advanced upon them all?

          

          At Hunsford, far from the bustle of the capital, Charlotte’s health was indifferent and her spirits worse. Her husband’s delight after the physician recommended by Lady Catherine confirmed her own month-long suspicions as to her condition should have lightened her mood, but the blizzard of injunctions, recommendations and outright superstitions that had followed would have depressed a heartier soul than hers.

          Her entire life became abruptly proscribed. She might not eat cheese or sit in the sun but neither might she sit too long in the shade. Under the oppression of these conflicting proscriptions she felt she might run mad (except that too, it seemed, would harm the infant life her body shielded and was therefore also proscribed.)

          Even the relief of tending to the poor was taken from her, lest the miasmas in their dwellings harm the ultimate heir to the Longbourn estate.

          Small wonder that she found herself turning more and more to the church. A woman about to embark on one of the most perilous experiences of her life could surely not be blamed for attending more rigorously to her spiritual health? Hunsford’s ascetic, scholarly priest unbent to show her a tepid, distant kindness which she cherished the more because it was so vastly removed from William’s alternating transports and chidings and Lady Catherine’s endless exhortations. She came to rely on his distant, perceptive comments of a morning. They gave her a morsel of hope that the next day had something in it to look forward to.

          It was therefore a shock (and not a pleasant one) when, on arriving at the church one early September morning, she found not the tall, crane-like figure that she had been expecting kneeling before the reliquary in the side chapel but a small, round-faced priest with a dusty, dishevelled appearance.

          He finished his devotions, genuflected and turned.

          An expression of distress crossed those doughy features. “My child; forgive me. I did not see you there.”

          “Where is Father Hunter?” she asked and then, conscious of appearing brusque, “that is, I had expected to see him here. I trust he is in health?”

          The little priest blinked. “Ma’am, so far as I know, he is in perfect health. But he is bid to wait on my Lord Bishop; there is a convention on canon law in Gondal Town and Father Hunter (he hides his light under a bushel, so you may not be aware how great a scholar this district has shielded these many years) is bid attend. I am here to deputise while he is absent.”

          “Oh.” She sank down on a bench and, completely unexpectedly, dropped her head in her hands and burst into tears. In all truth, it was the most minor of disappointments, but for that eternal moment it felt insupportable.

          The little priest’s brows knitted. “Oh, my child. You are wandering so alone and yet you need only stretch out your hand to be led home.”

          What she might have said to that was forever lost. From outside there came the sound of jangling harness and the shouts and laughter of men. Abruptly a giant of a man ducked into the church. Despite his surroundings and the presence of the priest, the new arrival seemed to be bubbling over with suppressed mirth.

          “It has left Rosings, I take it?” the little priest observed mildly.

          “Just now, as you are hearing, Father.” His Gondalian was very fluent, but his accent was guttural, foreign. “Would you credit that the King sent no fewer than forty of his personal guard to escort it? Twice the escort he sent for Miss Darcy and this time through the garden of Gondal, not the wilds of the north. A cynical man might say it shows where his true priorities lie.”

          “One would be unwise to do so and not just because the King may take offence,” the priest said severely, though Charlotte thought she detected a twinkle in his eye. “May not his grace be supposed to have learned caution from his young cousin’s adventure?”

          Her heart turned over; her hand went to her lips. “Has something happened to Mr Darcy’s sister?”

          Both men turned to her. The giant got in first.

          “You know Miss Darcy?”

          She swallowed.

          “No, I did not say that. But I am a little acquainted with her brother, Mr Darcy. We dined with his aunt when he came to Rosings with his cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, but before that I saw him at Meryton, my home town, when he was visiting his friend Mr Bingley. But he always spoke so warmly of his sister – tell me, please, no harm has come to her?”

          Very, very gently (she was reminded, fleetingly, of a memory from childhood: the town blacksmith cradling a half-drowned duckling between huge hands and allowing it space near the heat of the furnace) the giant’s hands cupped both of hers.

          “Not the slightest harm in the world. I crossed the Adriatic not three nights ago. By that time it was known that Miss Darcy had already landed on Italian shores and the Grande Contessa di Astola (the sister of her paternal grandmother: a most redoubtable dowager, famed for her piety) had received her into her house. Given the Grande Contessa’s connections, few doubt Miss Darcy will be granted a formal audience with His Holiness, after which her entrée into the best society Rome or Naples can afford this winter must be taken as guaranteed. She will miss the State Ball, of course, despite his grace’s best efforts, but one can hardly consider her the loser as a result.”

          His words were soothing but Charlotte’s nerves tingled. There was something she was not being told. She had spent too long being fed pap, for stomach and mind both.

          “Tell me!” The words ripped out of her. “Tell me! What were the ‘events in the north’ which concerned Mr Darcy’s sister?”

          The small, blinking, dough-faced priest laid his hand on her arm. “Come with us my child. You are in need of refreshment: as much for the body as for the spirit.”

          Somehow, after a confused few moments, the three of them were sitting in the garden of the priest’s house, beneath a canopy of green leaves, with a jug of lemonade on the table together with a plate of small savoury pastries.

          The giant swept her up and down with his gaze. “I should not have gossiped –”

          “Tell me!” Without doubt she was possessed: there was no other explanation for her insistence on this point. And yet –

          The little priest handed her a glass of lemonade. “My child, drink this.”

          He fixed the giant with a hard stare. “Since you have come this far, I beg you tell Mrs Collins the whole of it. I’ll warrant her discretion against that of ten or a hundred ladies of the Court – all of whom currently think they know something of the matter and who will be spreading ever more inaccurate versions even as we speak.”

          The giant inclined his head. “That is true. Well, ma’am, so I have heard this happened. The King wished to have all his family about him for the State Ball. Especially, of course, the young ladies. Miss Hooper was bid to come to Gondal Town and Miss Darcy was to come down from Pemberley. Because of the Duke of Malham’s depredations on the Great North Road, his grace the King organised an escort of some twenty troopers for Miss Darcy. But –”

          He spread his hands in a gesture of futility. “For all their strength, they could not prevent her capture and kidnap. But it seems a ransom has now been paid by her family and she is at liberty.”

          Charlotte choked back a gasp. At liberty, yes, but what did freedom count against a woman’s reputation? Small wonder Miss Darcy had fled the three kingdoms. How lucky she was to have a Grande Contessa di Astola to lend her countenance in her exile.

          “You have my solemn word I shall not breathe a syllable of this matter. But what has this to do with the King sending forty troopers to Rosings? Miss Hooper is already in Gondal Town, and, besides, this is not the Great North Road. Surely there can be no danger of bandits here?”

          Her voice betrayed her on the last few words, for surely if William or Lady Catherine took an alarm of bandits even this last shred of freedom would be stripped from her.

          The giant shook his head.

          “Not in the general way, but the freight that has just left Rosings is enough to attract the gentry of crime from across the whole of Europe. They are taking a famous necklace, one of the three elements of the Betrothal Parure, up to Gondal Town so Miss Hooper may wear her mother’s jewels at the State Ball. It will go under armed guard from here direct to the strongroom below the Earl of Ula’s mansion so no thief, however bold, can possibly attempt it.”

          “The Betrothal Parure?” Charlotte’s voice wobbled. “Prince Gerald’s gift to Miss Hooper’s mama?”

          “You know of it?”

          “All Gondal knows of it. The ugliest and most ill-omened collection of baubles in all the three kingdoms.” She was quoting someone, but whom? She grasped for an elusive memory, tone and stress suddenly came together and she remembered.

          Eight years old, hiding in the bushes at Lucas Lodge, away from the bustle and pomp of a garden party which was far too grand for the shy child she had been – would still be far too grand now, for the closed, frumpy, unambitious woman she had become. Her father had been made up at the news that the great Sir Vernon Hooper of Netherfield Park would grace his celebration. Charlotte and her mother had looked at each other in silent horror. Together – small as she’d been, her mother had leant on her strength then – they’d worked for days, stood over kitchenmaids and upstairs maids, leant their own hands to pestles and pastry-boards. Together they had pored over old books from the overgrown cupboard which, in the grandeur of his new rank, Papa had dubbed “the library”. Together they followed crabbed instructions and wore their fingers raw and bleeding on resisting branches to weave a welcome arch under which their guests could pass. Although Mama decreed it “The image of the picture in the book” and asserted that not even Sir Vernon could ever have seen a finer, not even in Gondal Town, Charlotte cringed, inwardly. Her worst forebodings were manifest when young Mrs Duplessis – bride of Clarence Duplessis, the master of Longbourn, and, it was rumoured, a former lady-in-waiting to the Queen herself – passed beneath the lopsided greenery and exchanged a small, sardonic grin with her husband.

          That was when she had wriggled her small body into cover in the bushes, hoping no-one would find her until the party was over, praying she would not have to see any more of the guests mocking the Lucas family’s pretensions and inadequacies.

          She had been there without making a sound, for what to an eight-year-old felt like an eternity. (Perhaps three-quarters of a turn, her older self observed, editorially.) Almost bored enough to think of emerging and taking her chances, she had heard voices. To be precise, Clarence Duplessis’ voice. The risk of laying herself open to one of his sarcastic remarks drove her back into her lair.

          “Did your affairs in the capital prosper?”

          She could not see the person addressed, but heard a prolonged sigh. Then, “I had hopes. This time, I indeed had hopes. The Queen promised to raise the matter of the governance of my late wife’s jointure with the King –”

          Her hand went to her lips. That voice’s warmth, its precise cadences were unmistakably those of Sir Vernon Hooper, master of Netherfield Park, the guest of honour.

          “And the King refused to hear her?” Something sounded different in Clarence Duplessis’ voice, she had even known that at eight. Now, twenty years later, she understood what it was she had heard. Deference.

          “Not exactly. I had an audience arranged, or so I thought. And then my pestilential sister-in-law interfered, roused the King’s anger and made all my preparations moot. Can you believe, she even had the effrontery to bring up the Betrothal Parure to the King? She misrepresented my attempts – my honest attempts to secure control over my daughter’s dowry, the property vouchsafed to her by her mother’s dying word – as an attempt to purloin (as she put it) the ugliest and most ill-omened collection of baubles in all the three kingdoms!”

          There had been more, no doubt, but that was the part which had lingered in memory.

          Back in the presbytery garden, she blinked ghosts away.

          The giant laughed. “Ugliest and most ill-omened?”

          She flushed. “I have not seen it myself. I heard it described so, long ago.”

          The little priest looked solemn. “By a wise man, it seems. The Betrothal Parure – the necklace from which is on the road to Gondal Town at this very moment, and the ear-bobs from which were given to Miss Hooper by her guardian on her twenty-first birthday – comprises the finest diamonds the late Prince Gerald could procure. As with all such devilish baits, a tale of blood and crime is attached to every single one of the principal stones.”

          “Given Prince Gerald’s character,” the giant observed, “he doubtless ensured that personally.”

          Bile rose in Charlotte’s throat. She recalled modest ‘Mary Arba’, sketching on the quayside at Elbe, one of three gentlewoman of Elbe enjoying a holiday by the sea. She recalled a warm, friendly voice, marred by a persistent dry cough. She thought of a necklace she had never seen, pictured huge square-cut stones in archaic settings. Pictured old blood turned black in each crevice of those settings.

          She wrung her hands.

          “The King should not do this. It is wrong. It is an insult to Sir Vernon Hooper. It forces Miss Hooper to appear to honour her mother’s first husband over her own father. It is wrong. It should not happen.”

          The priest and the giant exchanged a glance. The giant drew himself up.

          “Forgive me, ma’am. I have business to be about. I shall take my leave.”

          He was gone. In the quiet of the gardens the priest took her hands in his.

          “And so have you, my child. But not here. There is a south wind rising and war may spill across the borders at any time. You have family north of Gondal Town, I believe? Write to them. A woman needs her mother beside her at a time such as this. It is the natural order of things; not the fussiest of husbands or most overbearing of patrons can gainsay it. Go to your mother, my child. Pax tecum.

          

          The last remove of the elaborate banquet was produced, praised and eaten. The subtleties were duly admired; the iced pudding gasped at. The Countess led the ladies upstairs to dress; the Earl ordered the brandy decanters circulated around the gentlemen for one last round of drinks before they, too, headed upstairs to change.

          When this absurd masquerade had been mooted, the Earl had suggested that to save time they dine already costumed in their ball attire; the Countess, always pragmatic, had drawn to his attention the sheer impracticality of the fashions of forty years ago for decorous eating, especially for those unfamiliar with managing the sleeves. He had been a general, and a good one, but in this as ever his Countess out-manoeuvred him. The Earl of Ula’s guests ate in elegant, comfortable, modern clothing. Upstairs the clothing for the ball was arrayed on stands and a legion of nervous abigails and valets waited with pomades, baubles and brushes at the ready, poised to transform the dinner party guests into revenants from an earlier reign.

          He had never had the smallest particle of the dandy about him; even as a young man at court he had never bothered to primp and preen overmuch, even for grand occasions. In less than half a turn the Earl, dressed for the function ahead, was out on the forecourt of his townhouse, walking back and forth with the air of a man who felt that all his family were simply dragging their heels.

          Solitary and dull his current position might be; nonetheless the Earl surveyed the forecourt of his townhouse with gratification not unmixed with a rueful calculation of what the massed outdoor cressets and the brilliant candle-light spilling from the windows was currently costing him in oil and beeswax. He consoled himself that though he must keep the cressets burning to aid early returners (himself, primarily: the rest of the party could keep it up until dawn, and doubtless would) he could order the servants to douse the candles in the public rooms once their party for the Palace had departed.

          His lips curled.

          How absurd! He was the Earl of Ula, uncle to the King and now, following the fall of the Duke of Malham, the richest nobleman in Gondal (how oddly shaken he had been the other day by that observation his quiet little niece had made, though. If it had not been for Georgiana’s business and Molly’s inconceivable generosity in the matter, to her own impoverishment, it would have felt odd, very odd indeed to acknowledge mousy little Molly as the financial powerhouse of the family. Dear God, if his sister had been in the room, she’d have had apoplexy on the spot!)

          At that he guffawed, loud enough to startle the footmen guarding the great front doors. No, he had no need to scrimp on candle wax; not that even the flood of light pouring out from his windows could hold a candle – ha! – to what the Palace would look like tonight, prepared for the first State Ball of his nephew’s reign.

          On that thought, he froze. Now he came to it. Out in this breathing night, standing here between the cressets, he knew what had been tugging at his mind beneath the gaudiness of the dinner that had passed and the prospect of the splendour ahead.

          The cressets brought back memories of those other torches which had blazed over forts, guardhouses, army camps across the length and breadth of Gondal. Back when the cumbersome garb he was wearing for this preposterous frolic of his nephew’s had been his daily formal wear, light and familiar as breathing.

          Holy mother! Where had all the time gone?

          He heard, like the sighing of a spring breeze (though the cressets’ flames blazed up straight as delphiniums) an unforgettable contralto voice murmur, Where it always goes. Moment by moment, drop by drop, until there is a lake.

          He braced, straight as if on parade. The Earl had been many things in his life, and not the least part of him had been most grateful for the chance that led Crown Prince Gerald’s eye to fix upon his unhappy sister Elaine.

          Sure, that chance had lifted him to his current heights, and for years he had preferred not to contemplate the human cost of that ascension.

          But he was not a bad man, nor a stupid man, nor an insensitive man.

          With the smoke of those cressets he breathed in something else.

          Fate. Destiny.

          Ever since his son’s young adjutant Captain Lennox had ridden in on a near-foundered horse with news of an ill-fed, mutinous, unpaid army on the Borders he had sensed a crisis stirring for Gondal. They had hastened to the Palace, he had spent all his credit to obtain an audience with the King which, it transpired, had been so infused with simmering tension that when they emerged a turn later both he and Captain Lennox had instinctively found themselves reaching to touch their own necks, for reassurance their heads remained in place.

          They had caught each other at it and exchanged the shaky smiles of soldiers who have beaten off one assault, but have no notion when or from which quarter the next will erupt.

          There had been no Council convened to discuss this important intelligence. There had been no orders to remove Traquair from his position at the War Office. Instead, the whole matter swayed in limbo, put off to a more convenient season, while the seamstresses of Gondal strove against time to contrive the finery of forty years ago to grace the State Ball of the new King of Gondal and Captain Lennox raged, a caged beast, within the Earl’s house, until the time the King might deign to give him audience again.

          He saw, of course what his son’s man, that untutored soldier, could not. He was the Earl of Ula. Of course he saw it.

          The King was the King. But his path to the throne had not been entirely smooth. The then Prince James’ exile from Gondal from his fifteenth year until after the late Queen’s death had forced him to handle Court affairs at a remove, through lieutenants. Douglas, Lestrade and Moran, the trio of toughs who had taken Prince James’ part through the years of exile, alone knew where the bodies were buried. For the most part, they had put them there.

          Yet since King James’ accession, two of those men had died. The third was discredited. In that, Princess Charis seemed to have a longer reach than anyone might have expected.

          So the King had been forced by the loss of his chosen men to look to the preceding generation. Prince Gerald’s late adherents, those used to covering up dirty business – for a price – could not have been cheap to purchase. Those payments would have been demanded not just in money but in position.

          Between the cressets on the forecourt, on the eve of the inaugural State Ball of his nephew’s reign, very carefully, very slowly, with the utmost consideration and no sign given to the outer world, the Earl of Ula put every last room of his mental mansion into proper order.

          He gave the most thorough possible consideration to the consequences of his proposed course of action (most of which were unpleasant, and several entailed torture.)

          Even against those forces his resolve held. He faced outwards, away from his home, towards the Palace, and his lips moved in a silent vow.

          From behind him came a frantic roaring cry

          “Fire!”

          

          Molly was keyed up to the most intense pitch of nerves; it was, indeed, as well her aunt by marriage had decreed they wore ordinary dress for dinner, for she would surely have wrecked her State gown. Jeannette would have a hard enough job of it getting the sauce stain out of these sleeves. The voluminous ice-blue satin of her ball-gown would have been destroyed, utterly. She let her eyes slide sideways and saw only sympathy and (discreetly veiled) amusement in her family’s eyes. Of course you have stage fright they sought to reassure her. You are about to open the inaugural State Ball for your brother’s reign, as first lady of Gondal.

          She returned a wobbly smile and, once the signal was given, headed upstairs two paces behind the Countess to the dressing chambers.

          “There,” Jeanette said, deftly unlacing Molly’s dinner gown. “I have a tisane for you, and lavender oil for your temples. Take it slowly, ma’am. The Palace should wait for you, not you hurry for the Palace.”

          She let out a long breath. “That is true. And that sleeve needs immediate attention, in case the sauce stain sets.”

          Jeanette signalled an under-maid to take the dinner gown away for attention, leaving them briefly alone. Their eyes met.

          “I’ve put out your blue cloak with the white rabbit fur collar for Betsey to take to the Palace with you, look, here. You might think it’s a warm night now, but at dawn it will be a different story, especially coming straight out to it from a hot ballroom. On no account let Betsey forget it. Now, let’s begin with your hair.”

          The long, soothing strokes of the brush as much as the herbal drink would have lulled her almost to the point of sleep, had it not been for the sharp edge of apprehension running along every nerve. It came almost as a relief when she heard a hammering on her door and a man’s voice calling. “Ma’am! Ma’am! Open up!”

          Without conscious thought she moved and had her hand on the door-knob before Jeanette hissed, “Ma’am!” and threw the heavy blue cloak across the room to her.

          She bundled heavy folds around her, concealing stays and shift, and opened the door.

          “Captain Lennox! What –?”

          “Fire, ma’am. You and your maid must get out at once. I shall rouse the rest of the floor.”

          Her hand snaked out and grabbed his wrist. “No. All the ladies are dressing. I shall rouse them, lest they think some addle-pated young buck is raising an alarm of fire in the hope of catching them between strand and sea.”

          Captain Lennox’s jaw dropped. “People do that sort of thing?”

          Even in the crisis, she could not prevent the corner of her mouth lifting. “Sir: you must be unfamiliar with Gondal’s high society. We are bored, idle and by this time in the Season no idiocy is beyond us. But we are wasting time. Pray check the floor above – it is the servants’ quarters and most should be down here, but we dare not risk someone being overlooked. I will attend to the ladies. What is the safest way out?”

          Captain Lennox was as direct as his military title implied.

          “Use the back stairs, ma’am. And hurry!”

          

          “Arabella, listen! The house is on fire. You have to leave now, whatever you’re wearing.”

          The younger woman cowered into the corner, flapped her hands rather feebly above her head, and mouthed, “No.”

          The Countess had frequently considered her daughter-in-law, beautiful and well-connected as she was, the most empty-headed woman in the three kingdoms. But the urge to slap her had never been stronger than in this moment. It might even help.

          “Arabella! Come with me or I’ll call Captain Lennox and have him carry you.”

          That produced a yelp of sheer horror.

          “Ma’am.” Molly glided into the room, mousy as ever. “Let me speak to Arabella. Most of the other ladies and their maids have made their escape but Lady Linton is confused. I think she might respond better to your voice.”

          The Countess glared at Arabella, but picked up her skirts and headed to the door, casting a glance both ways down the passageway. So far the fire seemed to be confined to the west wing, far from where they were, but who knew what might happen if the wind changed? And Lady Linton, who was very old, very large and convinced that they were still in the reign of Ambrosine XV, would be a formidably difficult person to have carried out even were it honourable to order footmen back into a burning building to do it.

          Behind her, she could hear her niece’s voice, raised in reproof. “Arabella, you are being absurd and risking both our lives for your prudery. And for what? We are both in our underthings, what of it? If this evening had gone as planned, the ball gown you’d have been wearing to make your curtsey to the King would show far more of your bosom than your current very demure shift. Besides, there’s a fire. Put on my cloak, Arabella, and follow me. That, by the way, is not a request. I am the first lady of Gondal and I outrank you. So buck up and come.”

          Satisfied all was under control, the Countess picked up her skirts and scurried in the direction of Lady Linton’s room.

          

          The fire, it would appear, was largely under control. Her husband, stripped down to his shirt-sleeves and sweating like a dockhand, directing teams of footmen and gardeners and coachmen and stable boys and who the Blessed Virgin knew what riff-raff captured and pressed in off the street in firefighting, was plainly having the time of his life: needed, necessary, in charge and not at the State Ball.

          The Countess might be approaching her sixtieth birthday and the procreative good extolled by priests a distant, unpleasant memory, but she shamelessly cast a prayer into the void, that the fire be extinguished (completely, soon, without casualties) and that it left her with an intact bed and that she could pull her husband into it with her.

          He turned his head and caught her looking at him. His mouth opened and at his expression her knees turned to water. He grinned, then turned his attention back to the fire-fighting operation.

          Rather shakily, she got to her feet. However outré the circumstances, she remained the hostess and it behooved her to check on her guests, who were distributed around the forecourt on an assortment of hastily rescued chairs, sophas, stools and benches. The Countess took in her daughter-in-law, wrapped in Molly’s blue and rabbit fur cloak, sitting on the edge of the raised parapet and whimpering quietly to herself. Deciding that was a problem she could safely leave for someone else to sort out, she crossed the forecourt to her niece who was now, she noted with amusement, wearing Captain Lennox’s dress uniform jacket around her shoulders.

          “That suits you. If His Grace decides to keep up the tradition of having the State Ball as a costume piece, I may suggest to him that we should have the next en travestie and that you should come as a hussar.” Her eyes flicked up to the bedroom floor. “I don’t suppose we can convince him those ridiculous gowns were consumed in the blaze? No; he’d be bound to send someone to check. Molly? Are you all right?”

          Her niece was looking distractedly at the house. “Ma’am, have you seen Jeanette? Since we – since it happened?”

          “Didn’t she leave when you did?”

          “Ahead of me. We both roused all the ladies, and she undertook to see them all safe out. I last saw her at the stair head. Then I heard you having difficulties with Arabella, so I told her to go, and turned back to help. I’ve not seen her since –”

          “Help! Help me!”

          Their heads whipped round. From the back of the house, the opposite side from the fire which had drawn all their attention, a masked giant of a man emerged driving Molly’s maid in front of him, her left arm twisted brutally up behind her back.

          Time slowed to a crawl. The girl was clutching two fine leather cases to her bosom; with a sickly sense of inevitability the Countess realised what they were.

          “The parure –”

          The giant’s teeth flashed white in his soot-blackened face “What other prize would be worth the candle?”

          “You shan’t have it!” Jeanette spat.

          There came the whisper of a dagger being unsheathed.

          “Will I not? Will I not?”

          Molly got to her feet. “Release her. Release her now.”

          To the Countess’ alarm, her niece took two decisive steps towards the giant and his prisoner.

          “Jeanette. Drop those cases. Let him take them, There is no stone on this earth that is worth a single drop of your blood.”

          “Molly, you can’t. The King –” The Countess gasped.

          “Leave the King to me.” Her eyes did not leave the giant’s face. “He is my brother and my liege lord and he may command all of us to die for him if he so chooses, but he cannot command me to stand by and watch a woman who has cared for me since childhood murdered before my eyes. And besides, he is not here. Drop the cases, Jeanette. Then let her go, you bastard.”

          The giant let out an impressed whistle. “My friend was right, milady. You are, indeed, so much more than I could have expected. Well, girl, are you going to obey your mistress?”

          “Do it, Jeanette.”

          Reluctantly, Jeanette let the cases fall. The giant dropped her left arm and with a great thrust sent her sprawling hard into Molly, who sat down abruptly under the impact.

          With a quick thrumming of hooves, a second black-clad masked man rode into the forecourt, towing another horse behind him. In the same swift movement, the giant swept up the two cases, bowed mockingly to Molly, and leapt astride the second mount.

          Both men were gone, and the firefighters only just now turning away from the blaze to take in what had happened.

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Twenty-Seven

          The King looked neither to left nor right as the courtiers bowed or curtseyed at his passing. He stalked straight to where Molly was sitting amid a gaggle of court ladies around a low table. He was not a tall man, but he loomed over her nonetheless.

          “What have you contrived now, with your reckless gaming? Have you stooped even to arranging a counterfeit robbery to mask your losses at cards?”

          His eyes were black pits with no light at the bottom; his concentration absolute; his voice a breathy, sibilant hiss. She clenched her fists around palms sticky with sweat, and strove to keep her voice level.

          “Losses at cards? Brother – your grace – what are you saying?”

          He snapped out his words as if he were a terrier and each word a rat’s neck.

          “Did you not send your confidential manservant to pawn the diamond ear-bobs from our mother’s betrothal parure, to cover the monies you lost playing high at Lady Traquair’s?”

          Her hand went to her lips.

          “Who dares slander me so?”

          “You call it slander?” His lips curved in a sneer. “How, then, do you explain these?”

          He reached inside his jacket, extracted a small black velvet pouch, and tipped its contents onto the low table in front of her. The ear-bobs rolled and sparkled in the sunlight that slanted through the high windows. The courtiers ‘oohed’ and gasped.

          Molly’s hand went to her lips. “You recovered them? Did you get back the necklace? Who were the masked thieves?”

          At that last question she got what she had been looking for; the slightest sideways movement of his head. She had played chess with him for years. Only after their return from Gaaldine, when she had come to know him better, had she been careful to lose a fraction more frequently than she won.

          Everything else you planned, or at least planned a response to. The masked thieves surprised you.

          “Leave that question aside for now. I have had these ear-bobs in my possession for weeks – ever since my agent found you had pawned them.”

          “Pawned them?” Her voice was high and breathless, filled with an indignation that was wholly unfeigned. “Brother, you wrong me. You wrong me profoundly. I sent those ear-bobs, together with other items from my casket which I had little expectation of using during the dying remnants of the season in Gondal Town to the jewellers, in the first place to be cleaned, and secondly because I feared keeping too many valuables in the house makes one a target for robbers. Can you say that fear was misplaced, given last night?

          “When you announced the ball and requested I wear the betrothal parure for it, I sent orders and received them back from the jewellers on the day of the ball. I saw them myself and handed them to my maid for safekeeping until I changed. I would have put them into my ears had they not been stolen from me. What possible grounds have you for making this accusation?”

          The King’s face contorted in fury; the courtiers around were trying to make themselves inconspicuous, for fear of being caught in the cross-fire.

          “What grounds? Are you claiming you were not profoundly indebted as a result of gambling losses to Lady Abruzzi?”

          Molly recalled her dog Tybalt: a small, indomitable creature, into whose soft fur she had wept so many bitter tears as an orphaned child. Tybalt had never backed down from a challenge, no matter what the size of the other dog. Were it her last act on earth, she would not fall short of Tybalt’s standards.

          She rose to her feet.

          “What losses, brother? Yes: in one night’s gaming I lost heavily to Lady Abruzzi. That I admit. Yes, in a moment of madness, in an effort to preserve my credit in your eyes, brother, rather than turning to my man of business to extend funds to cover my losses, I had my personal man pawn a few of my personal adornments. I admit all that. But not those ornaments. I would never have treated any element of the betrothal parure so, whatever the need. Those gems were our mother’s.”

          She exhaled. “But – as it transpired - I did not have need. Your point is moot.”

          He scanned her minutely, head to toe. Holding herself steady was the hardest thing she had ever done. She fancied she heard a note of hesitation in his voice when he spoke again.

          “But when you lost –”

          She raised her hand again. “Your grace. I fear that interested parties may have practised upon us both, in order to drive a wedge between those whom blood should make the closest of allies. Please. Believe me. I have two witnesses to my innocence. Neither – I see – is present. May I ask your grace to have them brought before you and hear their testimony?”

          “Who are these witnesses?”

          His tone was cold but his tic had subsided. Still, she dare not relax.

          “Your grace. I beg you. Please ask Lady Agnes Traquair to come into your presence. And, also, the Bishop of Zalona.”

          If she had not been in such immediate peril, the bafflement on the face of the agog courtiers at the ill-assorted pair she named would have made her laugh out loud.

          The King uttered his orders: the two to be brought to him at once, severally, no hint dropped as to why; held separate in different rooms until he called them before him; treated with all honour, but left in no doubt as to the serious nature of what was afoot.

          He chose to examine Lady Agnes Traquair first. The terror of being brought into the royal presence had almost overwhelmed her; she trembled at the knees and had to be discreetly held upright by one of the Palace maids. Terror had blanched her face to a greyish-chalk; no-one would have believed her not yet twenty.

          James of Gondal struck straight to the point.

          “So. You run a private gaming hell for the ladies of my court, do you?”

          Lady Agnes cowered; the maid’s grasp on her arm almost slipped. “I am sorry if I have displeased you, your grace. No-one said – that is, I did not think anyone – your grace – averse to high play – that is, my husband told me that in your father the Crown Prince’s day –”

          “Enough!” The King’s balled fist hit the wall behind her left ear. “Answer my questions, only. Did my sister, Lady Molly Hooper, attend your gambling parties or not?”

          Lady Agnes was white to the lips but her voice did not falter. “Yes, your grace. Twice.”

          “Twice?”

          She nodded, her eyes shifting from side to side, trying (Molly judged) to gauge what answers would please her royal master.

          “On which dates?”

          As she named them the King visibly relaxed. She uttered a small gasp of relief.

          “And who were her principal opponents on those days?”

          Lady Agnes’ tongue flicked out and swept across her lips. “Lady Abruzzi, your grace. Both times.”

          The King assumed a now-we’re-getting-there expression. “And was my sister successful in her play?”

          As if by way of apology, Lady Agnes glanced down at Molly, who had resumed her seat. Molly made a get-on-with-it gesture.

          She gulped. “Not the first night, your grace. Miss Hooper was unlucky in her cards –”

          Molly smiled. “Be truthful, Agnes. My cards were merely average. I underestimated my opponent, and paid the price. You yourself told me Lady Abruzzi was a formidable card-player. I was a lamb walking clear-eyed to the slaughter.”

          That brought a glimmer of a smile to Lady Agnes’ lips. “I daren’t comment. Yes, your grace, Miss Hooper lost heavily on the first night. She lost all the ready money she had on her, continued playing in an effort to win it back, continued losing and then gave Lady Abruzzi her promissory note for the remainder of her debt. Given – given who she is, your grace. Lady Abruzzi had no hesitation in accepting.”

          His brows narrowed. “My sister is the richest heiress in Gondal. She is also my sister. Who would be fool enough not to accept her promissory note?”

          The words came stumbling out of Lady Agnes’ mouth. “N-nobody, your grace. Anyway, the second time Miss Hooper returned, she asked if Lady Abruzzi would give her the chance to take revenge and she agreed –”

          “I’ll wager she did! And what happened then?”

          Lady Agnes gulped.

          “Miss Hooper started to win; not spectacularly, but steadily. When we broke for supper, I think she must have won back half of what she had lost on the previous occasion –”

          “Nearer a third,” Molly said. “I did the calculation over supper. Like yours, my initial estimates were rather optimistic. That was why –”

          Her brother raised his hand. “Please. Sister. Lady Agnes has the floor. What happened after supper?”

          “I had expected the game to resume. Miss Hooper had gone out of the room to – to refresh herself, and Lady Abruzzi was already seated at the table. Then Miss Hooper came back in, went straight over to Lady Abruzzi and said, ‘My apologies, but I fear we must leave it there. I have lost my taste for play.’ And then, your grace, she called for her carriage.”

          “Like that? And what then?”

          Lady Agnes spread her hands in a gesture of bafflement. “What else? Lady Abruzzi, though she was losing, protested. She would clearly have liked to continue. But your– but Miss Hooper held firm and when her carriage arrived she walked out with her evening’s winnings. Lady Abruzzi stayed on, though.”

          Abruptly, Lady Agnes dimpled, let out a giggle and for the first time looked her true age.

          “Whoever else lost that night, it was not Lady Abruzzi. Not by the end. The cards were running with her like Black Sea trout swimming upriver in spring. I think – your grace – your sister was wise to leave when she did. And I doubt I’m alone in thinking so.”

          “Not wise.” Molly rose to her feet in a flowing gesture her aunt had long urged her to practise, but for the first time achieved successfully. She reached out and, in the face of all the goggling courtiers, took Lady Agnes’ hands in both of hers.

          “Lady Agnes, I did not give up that evening for any other reason but this. When I left the salon I happened by chance to encounter an old woman, clad in black. I had never seen her before, though I believe she must have been staying in the house. Her dress was neat and precise enough, but it was not what someone would wear to go out. She looked at me and said, ‘Child, Lady Elaine was like my own daughter to me. What would your mother think, could she see you now?’ It brought me to my senses. That is why I left.”

          Lady Agnes was white to the lips. “You are describing my husband’s aunt. She was one of the ladies of the Court in the old King – that is, his grace’s grandfather’s day. She lives - lived with us.”

          “Lived?” The King’s attention sharpened. “You mean, she no longer does?”

          Lady Agnes’ pallor increased. “Your grace, when her maid went to wake her the next morning, we found she had died in her sleep. It would seem – I believe save for her maid, your sister may have the last person she spoke to on this earth.”

          Low gasps broke out among the assembled courtiers. Molly crossed herself.

          “Then I am trebly glad I heeded her warning. And that – on her suggestion – I gave my winnings from that evening to alleviate the sufferings of the poor of Gondal Town.”

          “You did? Can you tell me how you dispensed this largesse?”

          Molly rose to her feet and signalled to one of the Palace footmen.

          “Call the Bishop of Zalona.”

          

          It was, the tabbies of Gondal concluded, an utterly satisfactory scandal.

          Though the promised Royal engagement had not transpired, the making and breaking of marriages was the quotidian fare of the Season: arson at an Earl’s townhouse, the sensational theft of one of the greatest treasures of Gondal and the villainous conduct of the King’s sister’s confidential man in contriving the entire coup were morsels rare enough to tempt the most jaded palate.

          Quite apart from anything else, it confirmed all the suspicions they had been voicing for years: however long they had been in one’s household, all servants were snakes in the grass waiting to turn.

          The tarnishing of Miss Hooper’s reputation by the news that she had been playing high and forced to pawn some less important jewels was all that was needed to put the capstone on the scandal, since it enabled everyone to concur imprimis that she had brought the disaster upon herself; secundo that those prim, decorous girls were always the worst when they got the opportunity and tertio there had been something much amiss in her guardian’s rearing of her.

          These matters being settled, the quality of Gondal retired to their country estates or, at least, any to which they could, by hook or by crook procure an invitation, for the start of the shooting season.

          

          “So: this man who arrived over the passes in the night with a story about being told to find The Mariners’ Rest. Would he by any chance be a black-browed sneering bravo with a hell of a lip on him, bearing the scars of what must have been a nasty bout of smallpox, mainly on the left-hand side of his ugly face?”

          Horatio nodded. “You must have observed him at close quarters, my friend.”

          Jonathan’s face was grim. “From the wrong end of his poniard, to be accurate. You’ve stripped him of his weapons, I take it?”

          Horatio looked faintly affronted. “My friend, who do you take me for?”

          He gestured towards the table, which bore a sword (plain, but with a first-class blade) a clumsy pistol, and a wicked little Italian-made poniard.

          “Then, suppose you let me and the Quarter-Mistress in to see him.”

          Frances repressed her urge to snarl. “I do wish you people would stop calling me that.”

          Horace’s eyes twinkled. “Little one, if you live among warriors, you will earn nicknames. And there are worse things to be called. How would anyone provision a garrison without its quarter-masters?”

          She sighed. “The ones I’ve come across so far all seem to be bent on provisioning their own pockets.”

          “And so they are. Rogues and plunderers to a man. But if rumour says true, we’ve got the greatest thief all in the next room. So if you want to learn a few tricks to beat their shenanigans, after you, Quarter-Mistress, ma’am.”

          Giulio had travelled here from Gondal Town: through the Debatable Lands, over the Skogull passes, fear his constant companion. Two months ago, Frances would not have known the tell-tales to look for. Two years ago, she would not have known they existed. Today she was executive officer to a Queen-in-waiting and who knew how many lives depended on her reading him right and, having read him, using him where he could be placed most effectively?

          He was exhausted, of course, but there was something more in his twitchiness, his pallor, his air of being on edge. He wore the air of a man who had run from his enemies, as hard and fast and long as he could and who now, all his strength and will exhausted, had realised that his true enemy was still as close to him as he had been at the outset.

          She sat back, and gave her sunniest smile. “Horatio. Please bring us a flask of the finest Angrian. Nothing less will do for the man who stole the necklace from Crown Princess Elaine’s betrothal parure right under the nose of the Pretender of Gondal.”

          “But I –”

          “At once, Horatio.”

          The landlord of The Mariners Rest nodded, and whisked through the part-open door.

          Frances leant forward across the table. “Please don’t disappoint me. They sold you to me as the most sophisticated thief in the three kingdoms.”

          The Gondalian accent shifts were tricky, but from Giulio’s fish-slapped expression she thought she had managed to bring off the pun on “sold” as in “exaggerating the best points of a dubious horse” and “sold” as in “slave.”

          “But I – ma’am –”

          The door opened again. Through it came Horatio, bearing the Angrian wine as a wife previously thought barren might have carried her first-born, and a hulking serving man with a tray-load of the best snacks The Mariners Rest could provide: smoked fish-roe paste, mashed black olives with capers, garlicky cucumber in thickened sheep’s milk yoghurt, chick-peas pounded with garlic and sesame.

          As they entered, Frances raised her voice in exasperation.

          “How can you expect us to give you asylum unless you tell us how you did it? Do you not suppose the Queen has jewels of her own, and plenty of designing eyes upon them? They have a saying in my country: Set a thief to catch a thief. The Betrothal Necklace wasn’t stolen by brute force or dexterous picking of locks. It was taken by manipulating those who had it in their charge to bring it to a particular place at a particular time, all the while believing each step on the road had been made of their own free will. How such a schemer operates, how to protect oneself against their machinations – that is what we need of you.”

          “My friend, we are not wanted here,” Horatio said, divesting the serving man of his tray, clasping him by the shoulder, and propelling them both smartly back through the door, back-heeling the door shut as he went.

          Frances summoned up a hardness she had not previously known she possessed.

          “We are quite alone here. And that is a thick door. So are the walls. Screams would not penetrate those barriers.”

          He flinched. At, Frances adjudged, the precise moment when he was at his most demoralised, she leant forward.

          “So. That is how the Pretender of Gondal does it, does he?”

          “I –”

          She leant back in her chair and snapped her fingers. “Jonathan. Pray pour the wine.”

          “At once, ma’am.” He poured three cups. “Take whichever you fancy: we don’t deal in poisons here but I know it won’t be what you’re used to.”

          Tentatively, Giulio selected the middle cup of the three. Either from good manners or because Jonathan’s barb had landed true, he did not venture to raise it before he had seen Frances take a sip from her own cup.

          “I don’t understand.” It was the first complete sentence he had managed.

          “Isn’t it obvious?” She put down her cup and raised her left hand, fingers and thumb extended.

          “First, the betrothal necklace was indeed stolen. In consequence, the Pretender of Gondal is, reportedly, livid. He will stop at nothing to track down and punish anyone who may have been responsible for his humiliation in this regard.”

          She looked very steadily at him. “And, if you will forgive me, you have just given a most telling illustration of what someone can expect, should they be the object of his wrath and within his reach.”

          She tucked her thumb into her palm, leaving four fingers extended.

          “Second: you know, we know and the Pretender knows so great a coup could not have been executed by one person acting alone.”

          Her forefinger went down to rest on top of her thumb.

          “Thirdly, yours were the last pair of hands through which the ear-bobs passed before they came into his possession. Whoever else was involved in the plot, you must have been.”

          Middle finger down.

          “Fourthly, whoever the Pretender may suspect, the one closest to him and therefore most vulnerable to his wrath is Miss Molly Hooper. On this, the Queen’s order is absolute. Her kinswoman must be protected.”

          Giulio gave a strangled sob. Her third finger went down.

          “And, finally, here we have you. A man who betrayed Miss Hooper, whom he had served since she was a child. A man who then – it appears to all the world – also betrayed his new patron, the Pretender. A man who then has run from the consequences to reach the only person whose detestation of the Pretender might cause her to take him in, rather than shun him as a double-traitor, a scorpion who cannot but sting whoever comes within reach.”

          Her little finger down, she balled her hand into a fist and brought it down on the table so hard the cups and dishes rattled. “And that is the belief we have to foster. You have to be seen as a man without any lingering shred of reputation, for you to have the smallest chance to redeem your honour.”

          He blinked, and stammered, “So the priest told me.”

          “The priest?” Frances leant forward across the table. “What priest?”

          “A little, round-faced, blinking priest. I never knew his name. Knew all about me, though. Caught me in the church where Miss Hooper’s parents married. Knew what I’d done. Knew I was a Judas. Knew I was bound for Hell.”

          “Priests always say that. It’s a pretty safe bet, especially if you was kneeling before a statue of the Virgin with guilt written all over you, like what you’ve got written now.”

          “Jonathan!” Frances threw up her hands in carefully dissimulated exasperation. “That’s not helping.”

          “Ma’am. Quarter-Mistress. I speak as I find.”

          “Well, for the moment, don’tspeak. Whatever you find.”

          Jonathan fell into abashed silence. She caught a fleeting blink of “Women. Who’d have ’em?” travelling above her head between him and Giulio and fought to repress authentic anger, no matter that she had devised the strategy herself.

          “So. This little, round-faced, blinking priest. The person of whom we have known nothing until now. The most interesting person, therefore, in this whole tale. Strictly between these four walls, pray tell me how this little, round-faced, blinking priest could have masterminded the theft of one of the greatest Royal treasures of Gondal?”

          “I cannot say,” Giulio observed, after a pause for thought.

          “Well, stands to reason you’d pick up a sight of queer trades, hearing confession day in day out,” Jonathan observed. “So tell us about your part in it.”

          Thus primed, Giulio let it all come out, from the moment in the morning when he had received the jewels into his possession in full view of Miss Hooper’s morning visitors, all of whom she had cheerfully encouraged to point and mock at the ugliness of the ear-bobs she was sending to her jewellers for cleaning.

          The jewellers in question were precisely the kind of long-established, exclusive establishment to whom the adopted daughter of Lady Catherine de Bourgh might be expected to entrust her jewellery. Since such an establishment shunned the very idea of promoting their services, the fact they had a small team of skilled craftsmen who could, in a surprisingly short time, replicate most items of jewellery in paste with phenomenal fidelity to the original was information known to a select few. There were numerous reasons why such a service might be called upon, but since most were discreditable to the owners, absolute secrecy was the norm.

          Giulio had explained Miss Hooper’s instructions, and the assistant had bowed, and said that if he would leave the ornaments for three or four hours, their craftsmen could take all the drawings and measurements which would be necessary, and he could collect them in the evening.

          And then, having collected them, he had taken them to the house with the walnut tree and handed them over and received in return more money than he had ever seen in one place before.

          “Ah,” Frances said, taking a sip of her wine. “I begin to see. There are witnesses showing that Miss Hooper sent them to be cleaned; she would not expect to see them for weeks. The jewellers will attest that Miss Hooper’s instructions, as relayed by you, were to have them copied, and that save for a four hour period during which they were preparing detailed drawings of them, the originals were not in their possession and were returned to you within the day. The Pretender heard your story that Miss Hooper had sent you to pawn the jewels to pay her gambling debts and took them into his own custody. What happened to the money, by the way?”

          “Gave it to the priest,” Giulio mumbled. “I stopped at the church on my way home, to make confession, and I passed it over in the confession box. T’other way round when I went to collect the counterfeits. He gave me the money I needed to pay and the jewellers accepted it without question.”

          “They would,” Jonathan interjected. “Not the kind of business any of their customers would want to see being put on the regular account. And I daresay their account for cleaning and refurbishment would be duly tendered to Miss Hooper in the ordinary course.”

          “Aye.”

          His tongue swirled across cracked lips. Frances recalled from their own passage across the border – good heavens, it had been almost twelve months ago to the day, but felt as if it had been decades ago – how desiccating the winds in those high passages had been, and with her own hand poured a cup of cucumber water from the flask on the table and passed it to him. He gulped, gratefully.

          “Thank you, ma’am. They told me that it was the usual procedure. Kind of a service charge, like.”

          She raised her eyebrows. “Usual procedure? It leads one to wonder how many of the famous jewels of Gondalian high society cannot bear daylight and have to be brought out, if at all, by candlelight.”

          (How thoroughly useful to a new Queen hypothetically seating herself into uneasy power amid the aristocracy of Gondal access to the ledgers of jewellers who offered such a discreet service would be.)

          “It seems like a profitable line of business.”

          “Being paid off the books for the service you actually provided and on the books for the one you didn’t? I’ll say. And as for the theft itself?”

          Giulio shook his head. “I can tell you nothing about that.”

          With enormous effort, Frances and Jonathan avoided looking at each other. Neither of them doubted that the Crown Prince could do anything he set his mind to and he was no doubt making his way through the Borders with the loot, even now. But they would each have preferred certainty on the point.

          “So: his grace declared the State Ball would be in the dress of forty years back, and Miss Hooper’s aunt arranged for the necklace to be sent up to town?” Frances prompted. “But instead of sending it directly to Miss Hooper, she arranged to send it to her brother, the Earl of Ula. Doubtless also at the King’s instigation?”

          Giulio nodded. “For all I can say different. That same day, the day before the ball, I collected and delivered the counterfeits to Miss Hooper. That done, I left town. The Earl was due to leave for his country estates the morning after the State Ball. Miss Hooper was invited but detests shooting parties, so she asked me to go down to Elbe and ensure the seaside villa was able to receive her. I reached Elbe late on the night of the Ball, and having put all in hand there, left it by midday the day after. I was to stay overnight at Charlescut Halt.”

          “And did you?”

          Giulio shook his head. “But you already knew that, didn’t you? Just off the main route to Gondal Town there’s a little shrine, no more than half a league off the direct route. I made a diversion there – and the man who proceeded on to Charlescut Halt was about my build, wore my clothes and rode my horse. But he was not me. He did not tell me who he was. But I’ll pray for him, to the end of my days.”

          News travelled fast through the borders. Castle Cavron had learnt a week ago that the man thought to have masterminded the necklace coup had been set upon by brigands in a ravine in the south of Gondal. In due course, a battered and disfigured corpse, identifiable only by its gear, had been found washed up below the great rapids of the Gonn River. Two other bodies, bled dry from their wounds, had been picked up along the hillside. The murdered man had taken an escort with him to Hades.

          Jonathan ducked his head. “And so shall we all. Though doubtless your little, round-eyed, blinking priest will know how to pray for him by name. And her grace the Queen; she’ll pray for him, but mostly, she’ll pray for the Pretender. Still and loud, in that one’s case.”

          That was a dialect expression Frances’ Gondalian was not entirely capable of parsing. Giulio, however, flicked up his hands in some archaic warding gesture and then, accepting, nodded. “Still and loud.”

          

    

  
          
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

          One morning, about a week after Bingley’s engagement with Jane, he and the ladies of the house were sitting together in the front parlour when the party heard a coach and four approaching. Kitty ran to the window, and reported that neither coach, horses nor livery corresponded to those of any neighbours. It was, in any event, far too early for visitors.

          Harriet gestured meaningfully to Bingley, and then, he being unresponsive, to Jane. Her daughter, more familiar with the family signal-book than her betrothed, immediately rose to her feet and begged Bingley that they might take advantage of the cool of the day and stroll through the shrubbery towards the water-meadows before the picturesque early mists might have been burnt off by the sun.

          The lovers made their escape only just in time. Moments later the doors to the parlour were thrown wide and their visitor entered.

          “Mama,” Lizzie murmured, though the new arrival had made no request to be introduced, “Lady Catherine de Bourgh.”

          Harriet slid a glance sideways at her second-oldest daughter, but it was plain Lizzie was as baffled at this sudden irruption into their home as Harriet herself.

          Lady Catherine entered the room with an air of surpassing ungraciousness, made no other response to Lizzie’s greeting than a slight inclination of the head, and sat down without saying a word.

          Recalling every shred of her Court manners, Harriet dropped the most elaborate of curtseys, and held it for a length which might have been thought a trifle overdone had she been facing the King himself, not merely his widowed aunt.

          Lady Catherine with the barest motion of a finger acknowledged the gesture. After sitting for a moment in silence, she said very stiffly to Lizzie, “I hope you are well, Miss Duplessis. That lady, I suppose, is your mother.”

          “Indeed, ma’am.”

          “And that I suppose is one of your sisters.”

          Harriet felt it was high time to seize the reins of this conversation. Babbling, she had often found, prompted others to unbend in sympathy or competition; her ladyship looked unpromising material, but it might be worth a go.

          “Yes, ma’am. She is my youngest girl but one. My youngest of all is lately married, and my eldest is somewhere about the grounds, walking with a young man who, I believe, will soon become a part of the family.”

          Her suspicion that Lady Catherine was not in the mood to render confidence for confidence was amply borne out by her ladyship’s next remark, which was “You have a very small park here.”

          Harriet felt several of the company of saints would have admired the fortitude with which she choked back what she would like to have said in response, confining herself to, “It is nothing in comparison of Rosings, my lady, I dare say; but I assure you it is much larger than Sir William Lucas’s.”

          “This must be a most inconvenient sitting room for the evening, in summer; the windows are full west.”

          Which is why we have an east–facing parlour for evening use, you officious old hag, Harriet thought, pasting on a simpering expression and assuring her ladyship that they never sat there after dinner.

          Other attempts at small talk having failed, Harriet recalled, with gratitude, their mutual acquaintance in Hunsford. “May I take the liberty of asking your ladyship whether you left Mr. and Mrs. Collins well?”

          “Yes, very well.”

          “You must have risen early to be with us so soon. Perhaps your ladyship would care for a dish of tea, or perhaps hot chocolate? And some rolls or sweet biscuits?”

          “Nothing of that sort. I find myself quite without appetite.” She rose resolutely to her feet. “Miss Duplessis, there seemed to be a prettyish kind of a little wilderness on one side of your lawn. I should be glad to take a turn in it, if you will favour me with your company.”

          The ill-assorted pair departed into the pleasure grounds. Harriet could not but admire her ladyship’s strategic choice of terrain. It was far more difficult to contrive to overhear a conversation carried on out of doors, and being intercepted in the attempt would put one so decisively in the wrong. Fortunately, she could see her ladyship’s waiting-woman within the carriage and whisked up to have a word in Mrs Hill’s ear, to request her housekeeper offer Lady Catherine’s attendant the comforts of her parlour, and the finest gunpowder or Bohea Longbourn’s pantries could afford.

          It was as well she had taken this precaution. Judging from the hectic flush in her cheeks and the flashes of anger in her eyes, Lizzie’s encounter with her ladyship (who had taken herself off without even the barest courtesy of farewell) had plainly been a stormy one, even if Harriet’s civil hints to her daughter to reveal the substance of the conversation were deflected.

          Hill, though, had much more to impart. The waiting-woman had been primed to say nothing about her mistress’ purpose in visiting Meryton and Hill was too old a hand at the game to push on a locked door. However, the attendant on a woman of such supreme self-regard must be possessed of no little self-consequence herself, and flattery must be the surest way to find the weak points in her armour.

          Before the waiting-woman had been peremptorily required to resume her place in the carriage, Hill had managed to extract from her a tale of fire, theft, high play and Royal disapprobation which (even after both Harriet and her housekeeper had applied generous quantities of salt to the narrative) left both of them somewhere between exhilarated and aghast.

          “Come with me,” Harriet said, leading the way briskly to the still-room.

          A little later, she sat at her writing desk.

          Most honoured Madam. Having learnt, quite by chance (yr honoured aunt was good enough to pay a brief call as she was passing through our neighbourhood) of the distressing events which have recently occurred in yr family, I write to convey my or I should say our sympathy (for Lizzie joins with me in this sentiment & wishes to thank you once more for the kindness you shewed to her at Rosings Park) & to enclose some small gifts which I trust you will take in token of our regard & care for you. The verbena lotion I find sovereign in case of troubled sleep, for soothing the temples & alleviating the head-ache. The dried herbs mixture may either be infused in your bathing water or included in sachets for lightening the air of stuffy rooms; tucked into drawers they possess remarkable efficacy in deterring moths. Both receipts are tried & trusted; I had them of my girls’ nursemaid who came with me from Gondal Town when I was new-wed & what greater gift to a new bride than such a maid; conscientious, skilled, discreet & truly affectionate! She was five years with this family & remains the best of friends to us; it was our great loss when she married – though the travelling public will doubtless consider it greatly their gain; you may, perhaps, have changed horses at the inn she & her husband keep on the Great North Road, not 2 leagues south of Meryton? Their table is quite out of the common & their accommodations of the nicest. Should you chance to visit, then mention my name, & you shall be assured of the best of service. But I digress. My duty to you, honoured madam, & my very best wishes.

          

          “I thought it impossible for you to find me a more hideous ornament than the Mezentian Coronet,” Charis murmured, from amid the tangled bedclothes. Sherlock had arrived late and unheralded and little of the night had been spent in rest.

          She sat up, hair tousled, and let the necklace fall from one hand to the other, time after time, watching it with the fascination of a cat presented with a ball of wool.

          “You stimulate me to attempt the impossible,” Sherlock said and neatly dodged a hurled pillow.

          “In any event,” he continued rather later, “its ugliness shouldn’t have come as a surprise to you. Hadn’t you seen Crown Prince Gerald’s betrothal parure before?”

          “Only in the portrait. And it looked a lot better there.”

          “Court painters. They even flatter the jewellery.”

          “Evidently. And anyway, I still haven’t seen the full parure. These –” She held up the ear-bobs. “They’re a very clever counterfeit. And if you saw them on their own, you’d probably be fooled, especially by candle-light. It’s only when you see them next to the real diamonds –”

          She let the river of light fall again from left hand to right, and from right to left.

          “Quite so. That was the true genius and cunning of the Pretender. Had everything his spy told him been true – had Miss Hooper truly pawned part of the parure and replaced it with a paste imitation – she would have had no chance of escape. For the two parts of the parure were intended to be united only on the night of the ball. So what is your plan for these truly hideous adornments with which I have presented you, my dear wife?”

          She tossed the necklace so high it slammed against the coffered ceiling of the bedchamber, and then plucked it left-handed out of the air on the rebound.

          “The diamonds are true, however appalling their setting. And large. And the setting can be melted down. The greater part I intend to spend on hiring soldiers, from the same places as before. But I need to apportion some to buy in salt pork, cured hams, pulses and grain. My cellars are not yet as full as Frances would have them and she has plans for me to stock additional storehouses and granaries on top of that.”

          “Listen to her. She does well.”

          “She does. It is as if she was born to prepare a castle for an impending siege.”

          “Her mother, for several years, ran an Oxford college.” He looked across the room, decades-old images appearing before his eyes. “At least – to the extent it was run, could you imagine Sir Hector doing it? If Mycroft gives Elizabeth Pickering her head – if he has the brains to give her her head, she will run his Court. And she will do so brilliantly. If only he can –”

          His eyes dropped to the diamond necklace in his wife’s lap. “The Mezentian Coronet and that little choke-chain are the merest baubles compared to the twin jewels which are the Pickering women. And Frances Pickering, you found for yourself. Treasure her, please, for both your sakes.”

          He rose to his feet.

          “Forgive me, my dear wife. Due to the press of affairs, I shall have to absent myself for some considerable time from your company. For a period of some months, indeed. Some long months. I trust I leave you in health?”

          “Mostly, I feel dreadful,” Charis said with precision. “Nauseous, exhausted and irritable. However, there are some intervals which when I feel almost human. You are lucky such an interval coincided with your visit. But, I fear –”

          She gulped, and pressed on only with a visible effort.

          “My mother fell at this last challenge. I shall endeavour not to follow her. I realise how much turns on this. I pray you – forgive me if I do not surmount the challenge.”

          He dropped down beside her, and clasped her hand. “I pray – to the Virgin and to St Cecelia – that such an event will never come to pass. But if it should do so – be aware. The forgiveness must flow to me, and never be required of you.”

          

          Madam. With what surprise I learn my Aunt lately visited yr family, you can only guess. I can only trust she found you all in health, and regret I could not send my regards by her. It would be improper to call my esteem’d guardian a sly creature but she dropt no hint of her travels to me either before or after.

          Furthermore, picture my disappointment that she anticipated my news, though I daresay gossip would have done the same office if Aunt Catherine had not. Town still reels at the theft of my mthr’s necklace from the Earl’s banquet and is full of rumours, each more sensational than the last, though having been present at the affair, indulge your imagination in every possible flight which the subject will afford and, save that I was not actually wearing the necklace at the time and that no-one was murdered, you cannot greatly err. Giulio’s part in this affair cuts very deep. A servant so trusted to be at the bottom of such an intrigue or, at least, well into its inner workings, for I cannot credit him as the sole instigator! But I am at a loss to replace him, treacherous as he may have proved.

          The theft of the Betrothal Necklace is felt, I believe, more keenly by my Aunt than by anyone, though how far she misses a memento of a belov’d sister, how far she rues the breaking up of so valuable a parure & how far she blames herself for being the unwitting instrument by which it fell among thieves, who can say? Save for my Aunt’s sake, we are well rid; Jeanette still bears the bruises on her upper arm from being seized by that monstrous wretch & I dare say the loathesome ornament would only have drawn more thieves & perhaps even more violence had the first attempt not succeeded.

          Should any such reach Meryton, I pray your aid to dispel the horrid stories which mischievous people are spreading, to the effect the thief was none other than Gaaldine’s disgraced Crown Prince. Such a daring stroke would be most injurious to our national prestige, but happily I can confirm from my own observation the robber had the build of an ox, whereas all those who have seen Prince Sherlock concur that he is tall, but almost excessively slender of build. Furthermore, according to J. (who, I confide, now she has recovered from the shock, is rather enjoying having played such a prominent role in the Season’s most sensational event) the thief spoke with the accents of France.

          As for the further particulars, I commend you to my cos. Fitzwilliam, who I understand comes to Netherfield within the next few days (is there some magnetic attraction in yr district, I wonder?) to shoot with Mr Bingley. On which topic, may I send the greatest possible felicitations on yr daughter’s engagement?

          Miss Hooper’s letter did not, to Harriet’s mind, convey the discontent which might be expected from a woman who in one week had lost a trusted manservant and the most celebrated necklace in the whole of Gondal. Rather, Harriet felt, indeed, it exuded a certain quiet satisfaction, almost the air of one who had successfully put one over on someone in authority.

          As for the news of Mr Darcy’s impending visit – that was Lizzie’s affair. Harriet could only watch, and pray.

          

          Until he and Mr Bingley arrived at Longbourn early one morning, Elizabeth had been almost convinced Mr Darcy would send his apologies, and avoid the vicinity of Longbourn until the end of time.

          While all the other arguments that Lady Catherine deployed had struck her as weak and frivolous, the news that Miss Molly Hooper had surrendered so great a sum as 150,000 thaler from her dowry to ransom Georgiana had been a thunderbolt. Such a singular act of generosity might be supposed to deserve an equally singular response. Lady Catherine had waxed eloquent on the probable damage to her nephew’s public credit were he known to have jilted (as she termed it) her adopted daughter in such circumstances. As Elizabeth knew the horror Mr Darcy had of exposing his inner self to the world’s scrutiny, in approaching him in this manner Lady Catherine must be approaching him on his weakest side.

          However, such thoughts flew to the four winds the moment she was confronted with the man himself. Indeed, she found herself unexpectedly tongue-tied, and from a sidelong glance at Mr Darcy, spots of crimson high on otherwise pallid cheeks, she thought him in little better case.

          Happily her mother loudly decreed that her daughters and the two gentlemen should “Go out, take advantage of this open weather, go and lose yourselves in the district” and Mr Bingley, with the alacrity of an acknowledged and indulged suitor, declared himself at one with the programme. Mary declined; Kitty they lost at Lucas Lodge, and – Mr Bingley and Jane finding all-too-frequent excuses to dawdle over some rare woodland plant, strange fungus, or antique inscription on a way stone – she and Mr Darcy rapidly outwalked their companions.

          Once alone, she summoned up every last shred of her courage.

          “Mr. Darcy, I am a very selfish creature; and, for the sake of giving relief to my own feelings, care not how much I may be wounding yours. I can no longer help thanking you for your unexampled kindness to my poor sister. Ever since I have known it, I have been most anxious to acknowledge to you how gratefully I feel it. Were it known to the rest of my family, I should not have merely my own gratitude to express.”

          What followed that confession was all she could have hoped for in her wildest dreams. He frankly confessed he had intervened in Lydia’s matter for Elizabeth’s sake and that alone; he confessed that his own feelings from the spring were unchanged, but undertook to stay silent on the matter forever is she did not return those feelings.

          She could barely make herself intelligible, but at length stammered out, “My previous feelings are most assuredly overset. Marrying you would make me the happiest of women. But–” Harsh reality struck. “The King will be angry with you. He wishes you to marry Miss Hooper.”

          “The King will be angry about a great many things in the near future.” He caught her hands, and drew her into his embrace. “He is already furious with Molly for losing the Betrothal Necklace.”

          “But that isn’t her fault –”

          “James Moriarty does not think that way.”

          He was holding her very tight, she felt she might faint from proximity.

          “He does not?”

          “My dearest Elizabeth, forgive me. When we first met, I disparaged your family. No, ssh. Let me speak. I never mentioned my own family in that context; absurdly, I took them for granted. But – the King is my cousin. And what a King! What a cousin! Any woman of sense would run far, far from being connected to James Moriarty. Escape is still possible, my dearest, my most beloved Elizabeth. Turn down my proposal and you can still be free.”

          “Free?” She wriggled within his grasp to look up at him. “No. I accept your proposal. All your proposals. Including the ones you have implied, but failed to make explicit. By the way, I cannot bear marital subterfuge. I expect plain dealing from this day forth.”

          “Understood,” her future husband murmured.

          “Excellent. So. I declare before God, the Holy Virgin and this slightly decrepit elm tree –”

          She gestured in its direction.

          “That I will take whatever comes of accepting your proposal, even be it treason, and confusion to the Pretender! I am John Watson’s niece. I was born with a foot in both camps. Today is when I finally choose my colours.”

          

          The day was soon coming, Harriet knew, on which she would say farewell to her two most deserving daughters. Further, they would form homes to which she would have no hesitation in sending Kitty and Mary; homes which would give them the benefit of a wider and better-informed society than Meryton had ever been able to provide. Not safe homes – nowhere in Gondal would be safe in the next months, and Harriet was not fool enough to suppose they could be. Still; homes where the master and mistress knew of the oncoming storm, and were preparing for it; unlike Longbourn, whose master had never prepared, only retreated behind a barrage of deflection, blame and badinage.

          Harriet exhaled. She had borne five daughters. She would, within the next few weeks, have seen each and every one of them into the safest harbour the times and circumstances could afford.

          And then?

          Her lips twisted. For the first time in twenty years she felt the thrill of proximity to great affairs, compared to which wine or brandy were pallid substitutes. Nor need she expect to remain at one remove from this greatest of all matters, immured in country seclusion.

          One of these days, when Clarence uttered his time-smoothed plea,“Why does no-one ever allow me the use of my house and my library in peace?” he would get what he wished for.

          Would it make him happy?

          Harriet smiled. Why on earth should she care?

          The End
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