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I had regarded the arrival of a letter from London with some interest, noting the good quality paper and the careful copperplate script with which it had been addressed. I had been back in Cornwall for only a ten days and wondered who, among those few I had befriended, might be writing to me so soon. Certainly only a handful of people knew my address.

The day was warm but not nearly as hot as it would undoubtedly be in London, where the oppressive warmth had clung to the streets, trapped by the large, odorous metropolis. It had been a relief to escape such a ripe atmosphere. Candlewick, my home, was no more than half a mile from the sea and a breeze could be expected to drift inland and keep things cool; delightful in summer, not nearly as comfortable in winter, but today the French doors in the small parlour at the rear of the house were open and I could smell the scent of flowers and warm earth in the beds outside. This was one of my favourite times of the year and I was truly grateful to be able to be home to experience it, having thought I’d be stuck in London until mid-September. Thank heavens I had persuaded my sister to cut short the Season although really, our last week had been far from comfortable and she hadn’t taken a good deal of cajoling. 

Looking down at the letter, I reached for the opener Garvey had supplied on the small salver with the letter itself and slit the envelope open. I smiled when I saw the writer’s name and address upon the top left hand corner.

Miss Caroline Mannering, a diamond of the first water and one of the Season’s beauties, had been the most delightful girl, when I finally got to know her a little. We had become better acquainted not long before my return home, and so had not had much opportunity to allow a friendship to grow, but I had sent her my address when she had asked, begging permission that she might correspond with me.

And here was a missive from her already. She had certainly wasted no time.

“Dearest Miss Martingale (or may I call you Jemima?), I was quite dreadfully sorry that you had to return home so soon, leaving me bereft of what I am sure would have been a very welcome friendship. What a pity I was so slow off the mark to further our acquaintance. I could tell straight away that you were going to be fun and I regret that it took me so long to spend time with you. When I did, I admit I felt a decided kinship, my dear. Indeed, you are much missed as many people enjoyed your refreshing outlook and natural amiability, dearest Jemima.” Here I paused, eyebrows raised in amusement. Refreshing outlook? Natural amiability? That was one way of putting it, I suppose. I was quite certain not everybody would agree. “But I have to say, I felt impelled to write to you quite quickly and tell you of the most extraordinary thing, tidings so astonishing that I am certain you will be shocked, although I pray not too distressed. It must have happened the day before you left London, so it seems quite likely you did not hear the news before you departed. Preparing to travel can be such a bustle, can it not? Mama is forever in a pother when we have to go any distance. You may find what I have to say very shocking and truly, it has quite set everybody back upon their heels and caused a good deal of consternation. I am sure you will find it especially disturbing, after your unfortunate experience at Vauxhall.” She was speaking of an attack on my sister, an event that had certainly determined our departure from the capital as nothing else could. It had given my brother-in-law wings to transport his beloved Aggie home to Cornwall. “After that, I am sure you will be thinking that London has become entirely lawless. Indeed, there is a good deal of talk about creating some sort of Watch, for it seems that it is no longer safe to travel the streets in the evening. But let me tell you, (and I am very sorry if you find the news upsetting for I heard that the gentleman had paid you marked attention), the Duke of Cranford is dead! He was found murdered in Hyde Park early on Sunday morning. I had heard – although one does not like to discuss such matters and indeed, Mama said that it was not a fit subject for a young lady to mention – that he had been set upon and that he had sustained a head wound. Is that not the most shocking thing? I was never so surprised in my life, that a man like his Grace could suffer such an outrageous fate. We are all quite overset and more than one family have discussed returning to their homes in the country. Mama says that, while it is very shocking, we cannot allow such a tragic turn of events to stop us from enjoying the Season and I am sure that she is right. I suppose that, even when great men die, life must go on...”

There was a good deal more, mostly about the various events that she was to be attending and more than a few references to a particular gentleman, a Mr. Henry Fletcher whom I knew Miss Mannering entertained a warm regard for. 

At the end of it, I sat back with a sigh, and ruefully reflected that it was probably quite shameful of me not to have given His Grace, the Duke of Cranford any thought at all since I had returned home. At the very least I should have felt a pang or two of remorse, for it was not footpads that had ended Cranford’s life in Hyde Park, but myself who had put paid to the man’s existence with a shovel in a garden shed in Russell Square. It had been my dearest fiancé, St Trevone, who had deposited the reprobate in the park, no easy task as Hyde Park was quite a hive of activity at any time of day or night.

I frowned, wondering which of my sister Agnes’ acquaintances would write and tell her the news about Cranford. She would no doubt be shocked, considering the manner in which he had intruded into our lives in those last days before we had decided to abandon London; shocked but hopefully not upset. It seemed unlikely. Now that she was happily settled into Porth Wyn Hall, enjoying the role of Mrs. Peyton and visiting with the people we had known all of our lives, I was sure that she would not allow such grim tidings to affect her, especially as she had known the man to be a wrong ‘un.

But all of that unpleasantness was behind us now. 

Yes, I had unfortunately been obliged to end the lives of two, (quite repulsive) men while we were in London, but it had all worked out for the best in the end. It was time to look to the future.

In just a few months, I would be getting married to Lord St Trevone. We were arranging our wedding, socialising with our neighbours, bringing Gwelmor, St Trevone’s home, back into shape now he had come home to claim it once more.

My last weeks in London had been rather unfortunate, it was true. 

But I was sure that life would be far less stressful now.

No more deaths. Surely now, there would simply be no need for them.

I could only hope that was the case, anyway.

Putting an end to scoundrel’s lives could be singularly wearing and not at all good for a lady’s nerves.

I

Candlewick House, 11th of November, 1823

––––––––
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‘Why have I never heard of your Great Aunt Miriam?’ I asked my soon-to-be husband, Ruan, Baron St Trevone. He had come to call at Candlewick House as he did every day since we had arrived back from London in July. Today, he had brought a letter with him.

We were enjoying the afternoon ensconced in the small blue parlour as the November day was cold and damp and not fit for anything but tea and books by the fire. And, now that my fiancé had arrived, basking in the company of St Trevone. Lucy and Lizzie had gone to Porth Wyn Hall next door as “they always give us such a sumptuous tea and you’ll just be making eyes at Bebe.” This had been uttered by my youngest sister Lizzie who, at almost twelve years of age was ridiculously, delightfully precocious. Our oldest sister Agnes might despair of Lizzie ever transforming into a socially acceptable young lady, but I thoroughly applauded Lizzie’s independent outlook on life and knew our dearly departed father would have been thrilled by his youngest child’s relentless curiousity and unbridled enthusiasm. The world was full of socially acceptable young ladies. What we needed was a good many more Elizabeth Martingale’s to make life interesting. Lucy, at fifteen, was more circumspect in both deportment and outlook, but she was still a thoroughly charming creature. I often thought Lizzie had a very positive effect on her. Both girls had taken to calling St Trevone Bebe. It stood for Bad Baron, Ruan’s appellation from another time. 

We had all learned that St Trevone wasn’t nearly as bad as many believed.

Indeed, I was more than happy to attest to the fact that he was, in fact, exceeding good at quite a lot of things. In a month’s time, I would discover just how good he was at... well, everything else. It was a scandalous thought, what my first night with St Trevone after we were wed might be like, but one that had been dominating my mind a good deal, of late. Honestly, my fiancé was everything a female might wish for in a man (and that wasn’t just my opinion – Cressida Tremayne, our young neighbour practically swooned whenever she met the man and even her more sedate sister Clara seemed to regard him with wide-eyed appreciation). Handsome, intelligent and, most importantly, kind to my siblings and myself, St Trevone was an intoxicating trilogy of deliciousness. More than that, when he kissed me – something which occurred with satisfying frequency – I more or less melted, my internal parts transforming into an over-heated, delectable miasma of glorious sensation. These feelings had become more familiar with every kiss, but I knew that there was more wonders to come because my body told me it was so. It was agog to learn more. 

And so yes, my wedding night was very much in my mind.

I would have been more than happy to have wed as soon as we’d returned from London but Aggie had wanted to wait to see if our brother Darius would return home. He might happen to read the banns that had been posted regarding my forthcoming nuptials. Or so she said. I thought the real reason she wished to wait was because I had only known Ruan for a matter of months and in circumstances that had been rather unusual. I had agreed for my sister’s sake, if only because I knew Darius was never coming home again and would never again be able to try and destroy us. I could hardly tell her that, however. If it made her happy to think I wasn’t rushing into marriage with a man she believed I did not know very well, then I could bide my time. Or I thought I could. I hadn’t realised just how onerous the intervening months would be, but we were nearly there. In four more weeks Ruan and I would be standing before the alter, proclaiming love, honour and fidelity for the rest of our lives.

‘My Great Aunt Miriam,’ St Trevone said now, settling me more comfortably into his side, ‘is my only relative, apart from my very proper Cousin Gerald. Miriam is on the distaff side. She is old, she is eccentric and she used to scare me witless when I went to stay with her as a child. She is my mother’s aunt and, I believe, used to scare her witless when she went to stay.’

It was hard to imagine anybody scaring Baron St Trevone. I was inclined to think even the younger version must have been a confident lad. ‘Lovely. I like her already. And she is writing because...?’

‘She read of our engagement and wants to meet you.’

Turning my head, I looked up at him. ‘Your terrifying, eccentric great aunt wishes to meet me?’

‘Indeed. She has invited us to stay.’

‘How kind of her. Will she terrify me?’

‘She might do so if you were a less resilient female, but you are made of sterner stuff, my love. She will probably adore you.’ He gave a rather crooked smile. ‘God knows, I do.’

‘And very satisfactory that is, too. Keep it up.’ 

I considered the invitation and decided that I would very much like to meet St Trevone’s only relative. The curious thing I had discovered about falling in love with somebody is that you wanted to know all there was to know about them. It was as if, by absorbing all the relevant information, you could somehow become even closer to them. It was probably quite ridiculous but I had spent many happy hours exploring Gwelmor, my future home, eager to know where my own dear lord had grown up. 

‘Well?’ he murmured, one finger coming up to trail along the inside of my wrist. He had discovered the skin was very sensitive just there and I gave a little shiver of pleasure. ‘Would you like to visit Sprole Castle and be terrified?’

‘Sprole Castle?’

‘Miriam’s gothic pile of architectural delight.’

I rather liked this description. ‘How enticing! I would very much like to go to Sprole Castle. Is it an actual castle?’

‘As near as makes any difference. It has crenelations and a good deal of stone and is enormous.’

‘Marvellous! But will Aggie think it appropriate for me to stay somewhere with my fiancé without the benefit of marriage? I shall take Alice, of course, but I am not at all clear on the etiquette of such stuff.’

He chuckled. ‘I think your poor sister has given up protesting about the time we spend together unsupervised. She must know by now that I see you every day, usually unaccompanied by a chaperon. Lord, we walk through the woods and along the coast together all the time. All of Boscastle must have seen us by now. We are to be married next month. And we shall be visiting my extremely respectable Great Aunt. She’s Lady Carroll, you know. Terribly proper.’

‘I’ve never heard of anybody called Carroll but then, my knowledge of who’s who in the gentry is sadly lacking. I learnt that quickly enough in London.’

‘People thought your unaffected ways entirely charming in London.’

I gave a soft snort. ‘Some people though my unaffected ways charming. Others regarded me as the greenest of green girls or a sad romp, depending on the matron being asked her opinion.’ 

‘Jealousy,’ St Trevone murmured. ‘I daresay Aggie may have heard of Miriam. She’s part of the Somerset Carrolls.’

‘Oh,’ I nodded sagely. ‘Those Carrolls.’

His dimple appeared. ‘You have no idea.’

‘I do not,’ I agreed. ‘Conditional on Aggie’s approval, although as you know, I can be very persuasive so we should probably continue on as if it were already a fait accompli, when shall we leave?’

‘Before the possibility of snow falling. I might like to pay my dear aunt a visit, but I don’t want to remain in residence for months. It would not do to miss our own wedding.’

Dear me, no. That would never do. ‘Next week?’ I suggested, warming to the idea on engaging in another adventure with St Trevone.

‘Why not? It will take us two days to travel there, so we shall stop at a hostelry along the way, but it should not be too arduous a journey.’

I chuckled. ‘Alice will be excited to embark on another adventure. Gretna in March with Aggie and Edward, then a sojourn to London and now Somerset. She’ll be giddy with excitement.’ I glanced towards the window. ‘It appears to have stopped raining. We can go over to Porth Wyn and discuss the matter and possibly indulge in some of their sumptuous afternoon tea.’

‘There is one other thing I must tell you,’ he observed, tone casual.

I paused, about to rise, and looked at him. ‘Oh?’

‘Our friend Jack put in an appearance last night.’

I drew in a quick, startled breath and subsided back onto the sofa again. The “Jack” St Trevone was referring to was one of the colleagues he had been involved with during his years as a spy. I had met the man – briefly – in London. He had been after something he believed St Trevone had and had been quite insistent that he should retrieve it from him, an impossibility as the document in question had long since been destroyed. I had barely given the man a thought since returning to Cornwell, either him or Mme. Amelie Despard, the French spy who had also put in a brief appearance when I was in the capital. She had introduced herself to me at a social gathering, something I still could not fathom the reason behind. And then, later, I had seen her in the gardens of the Peyton townhouse in London under less than ideal circumstances, where she had proved to be unexpectedly pleasant. 

It was a curious thing, that sudden emergence of intelligence agents, as St Trevone had called them, in London, suddenly appearing from behind whatever pillars or shrubbery they usually lurked. St Trevone had spied for England for nearly five years, although he had now retired from the profession, content to recommence his life as a local landlord, but apparently nobody had quite believed that he was done with it all. It seemed to be a hard profession to leave behind.

As interesting as all this was, along with most things that had occurred in London, I had rarely dwelt on any of it since coming home, despite the fact that I knew the machinations of that nefarious world were still roiled around my beloved. And me, by association. There had just been so many other things to focus on and, if I were being honest, I had not wanted to dwell on my weeks in London. It had all been exhausting, even before I had learned of the far deeper tragedies caused by that wicked little group calling itself the Seduction Society.

My time there now just seemed so... unreal. As if it belonged to another world.

But the appearance of Jack was definitely an unpleasant reminder.

‘He came to Gwelmor?’ I demanded. ‘And you’re only telling me this now?’

‘He paid me a visit last night, yes and naturally I was going to mention it to you today. But then there was this letter and I took a notion in my head that I wished to introduce you to my great aunt and was already mentally planning the route into Somerset and what I would need to do to prepare for the journey and, what with one thing and another...’ he shrugged. ‘Here we are. Jack appeared, we sat drinking port for a time, I told him that I was done with my former life and that the damned document he was so keen to get his hands on had gone into the flames and that was that.’

Honestly, it made perfect sense when he put it like that. I myself had a very similar outlook, when I took a notion in my head.

‘How did he deal with the news?’

He shrugged. ‘D’you know, I think he had anticipated some such? He told me he’d always believed I was too high minded for the game, which was a bit of a cheek, all things considered. Still, he went on his way without too much fuss. I did ask him to spread the word that I was no longer playing abroad.’

‘Too high minded,’ I grinned. ‘How very inconvenient in a spy.’

‘It was rather a facer, I must say. I pride myself on my lack of principles so to be told I was prosy bore was outside of enough, let me tell you. He also mentioned that Amelie Despard is still in the country.’

Our beautiful lady spy. The knowledge caused me a small pang, especially when I remembered our last meeting. ‘Good heavens. I thought the French hated our food.’

‘No doubt she is suffering.’

Recalling the woman I had met in the park, (and then, as I had stood over Cranford’s body), I did not doubt it. She had definitely possessed an air of superiority. At our first meeting she had approached me – and Aggie, who had not quite known what to make of the woman – so she had been entirely pleasant, but I had sensed a distaste for both the setting and the company in which she had found herself. And then, the cool way in which she had taken in Cranford’s remains... but then, I suspected that bodies were not an unusual occurrence in the lady’s life. I was determined that she would not add my fiancé to her own personal count.

Why had I not told St Trevone of that meeting? I still wasn’t sure. I had meant to but it had felt as if my silence might somehow protect him, although I knew that was foolish.

“Some things, especially revenge, are never forgotten.”

That was what she had said to me. It had sounded decidedly ominous. I pushed the memory firmly aside. ‘Jack did not threaten any reprisals for your high-handed managing of the matter? Will he not tell your former employers in Whitehall?’

‘He may. It hardly matters. If that little snippet gets back to Whitehall they won’t be best pleased but what are they going to do? They would not care to throw a member of the peerage into jail and I doubt they’ll have me blackballed from Whites. It isn’t a good look and raised all sorts of questions they would prefer to avoid answering. Nothing shakes the establishment’s tree of respectability if the wayward spy happens to be a member of the peerage. That’s the devil of acting in secrecy. It imposes its own kind of restrictions.’

I sighed. ‘Well I hope you convinced him. It would be most inconvenient if he interrupted our wedding plans. Did you invite him to stay the night?’

‘I offered him a bed, but he refused. We don’t have that kind of relationship.’ His tone was dry.

‘I wonder if the other one will turn up. Did you say he was a mercenary? What was he called again? The one with the mysterious name. L’ombre?’

I had learned more of the spying business while I was in London than I had ever thought to know, specifically that spying was a business. But of course, it all made sense, especially as the war with Bonaparte was still so recent, over for years but with residual echoes still sounding. Both England and France had a network of spies, all trying to wheedle each other’s secrets out of those who might know something interesting. While I knew it hardly rated as a matter of state, it had still been delightful to discover that some government intelligencers possessed suitably enigmatic sobriquets and I was a little disappointed that St Trevone either did not have one, or pretended he did not so he didn’t have to tell me what it was. I could probably have thought up some wonderful ones for him. Mme. Despard was “the whisperer” or le churchoteur for her ability to whisper seductive words in a gentleman’s ear in return, no doubt, for a few interesting scraps of information. And the unknown fellow that was lurking around, (apparently – I felt the man was nothing more than an unverified rumour as I had yet to meet him), was “the shadow” because he remained unseen and unknown, a double agent who was very dangerous.

All very enigmatic. I could not fail to notice that none were called anything prosaic like the Sneak or the Creeper but then, they did seem to take themselves very seriously. No doubt lurking played havoc on one’s sense of the ridiculous.

St Trevone frowned at the mention of this unknown quantity that had been a thorn in the spying community for some time, brushing back a dark curl with an impatient movement.

‘Now that I would not care for, unless I had a hand in unmasking the man. Jack is working for king and country and is a reasonable sort of fellow in his own way, but I don’t want the likes of l’ombre – curse his ridiculous moniker! – to arrive in the district. One can’t trust a mercenary. They’re so very unprincipled.’

‘Imagine,’ I murmured.

He gave me a look. ‘Not all spies are ruthless reprobates.’

‘Well you certainly weren’t,’ I agreed, kissing his cheek. ‘Shall we go and commandeer some of Aggie’s excellent high tea? We can cajole her into allowing me to visit your delightfully peculiar great aunt. Oh, but first you must tell me... did Jack vanish mysteriously into the night?’

‘He left. I suppose that counts as vanishing. He even departed through the front door. Fennick was most disconcerted to find I had a visitor who had somehow escaped his vigilance. His butling pride was most put out to discover somebody had entered without coming to his notice.’ 

‘Poor Fennick! I wonder what Jack will do now? Perhaps all of the spies – both unprincipled and upstanding – will agree that it’s all a dreadful pity but there is no longer any point in pursuing the matter further? I wonder if he has a wife and family somewhere that he can go home to and have a little period of quiet reflection.’

‘Perhaps,’ St Trevone agreed, without any real conviction, ‘although I very much doubt it. Most profession spies do not possess families. It is impossible to maintain any kind of private life with the demands of the job. It is one of the reasons I was delighted to resign. I have no intention of disappearing for months on end, not when I have you. Only imagine what you would get up to while I was gone! Who would deal with the bodies?’

I gave a gurgle of laughter. ‘Unkind! I will have you know that my favourite pastime is reading. I would sit quietly, improving my mind while I waited for you to return. There aren’t always bodies.’

He gave a snort of laughter at this. ‘The best thing about that sentence is that you mean every word. But oh, my darling, you would tumble into a scrap within a sennight. You possess a magnetic attraction for trouble.’

‘Well I attracted you, so there may be some truth in that. Shall we put a notice in the papers?’ I suggested. ‘Something along the lines of Baron St Trevone regrets that he is no longer in the employ of the English government and must cordially decline all invitations from former colleagues?’ Would this persuade Mme. Despard to leave my beloved alone? I somehow doubted it. ‘We could add the post scriptum, please direct all forwarding correspondence to Whitehall as I am no longer engaged in the business of spying.’

‘An excellent idea,’ St Trevone agreed, leaning forward to kiss the end of my nose. ‘I cannot conceive why it didn’t presented itself to me before.’

‘I try,’ I murmured, allowing him to pull me to my feet. ‘Although it must be said I do not always succeed!’

II

––––––––
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We found my family comfortably ensconced in the cheerful yellow drawing room at Porth Wyn next door, the remains of a truly impressive tea strewn about, as if it had been set upon by hungry children. Or one child in particular.

Lizzie grinned at us around a mouthful of honey cake. ‘Ho! Interlopers after my food.’

Aggie, presiding over the teapot, gave her an exasperated look. ‘My dearest Lizzie, there is plenty for all. Besides, you have had more than your fair share.’

‘It was very good,’ my youngest sister admitted.

Lucy, sitting beside Aggie, rolled her eyes. ‘You think everything is very good. Honestly Lizzie, I don’t know where you put it. You practically ate an entire plate of fairy cakes and you’ve decimated the sandwiches.’

‘I was hungry,’ Lizzie explained. ‘And they were excellent sandwiches.’

I laughed at this. ‘Don’t worry, it seems she has left us enough to go on with.’

Aggie and Lucy were sitting together on the sofa, a charming picture with their fair ringlets simply dressed, both very similar in colouring and stature, being diminutive and rather more curvy than Lizzie or I. We resembled our father, being taller and more slender and possessed of wild red-gold curls that had to be forced into obedience, rather than settling of their own accord. Thanks to Aggie’s innate sense of style, we were – with the exception of my youngest sister whom Aggie called a hopeless hoyden who was clearly more comfortable in shapeless sacking than French dimity or Belgian lace – all dressed very charmingly. She’d had a wonderful time ordering gowns for us all during our sojourn in London, with the result that it had been quite the endeavour to bring them all back to Cornwall. Edward, who was both wealthy and indulgent, had only encouraged her excesses and the end result was that I, at least, would not want for anything from the dressmaker in Truro for some time.

St Trevone and I settled onto the opposite sofa and Aggie asked Lizzie to pull the bell for more tea.

She sprang to her feet. ‘I’ll go and ask the kitchen,’ she informed us. ‘Cook said that Miaou might be having kittens soon, although surely it must be hard to tell. She’s awfully big anyway.’ Miaou was the kitchen cat, a large feline who was a fiercesome mouser. 

‘Do not be getting under her feet,’ Aggie warned.

‘Yes but, may I have one of the kittens if she is having some? Or perhaps two. I daresay it would like some company.’

‘You have that wretched dog Hercules,’ Aggie pointed out.

‘That’s alright. Hercules likes cats.’

‘Between several slices of bread and butter and with a little brown sauce,’ I murmured.

Lizzie gave me a look. ‘He is very respectful of Miaou, thank you.’

‘Well you must ask Mrs. Whitmore if she can tolerate a cat,’ Aggie said. ‘Heaven knows, she has more than enough to deal with thanks to that beast of a dog. Where is Hercules, anyway?’

‘Down at the stables with Jed. After last time I did not think it wise to bring him inside.’

‘That was very sensible of you,’ Aggie said, meeting my eye and then looking hastily away. Hercules had rather disgraced himself with his wild romp through the house several weeks earlier. The housekeeper, Mrs. Hocking, had been most put out.

Our cook, Mrs. Whitmore was a tolerant soul who doted on Lizzie and would no doubt say she could have any number of cats if it made the child happy. Aggie had the ordering of the household when she was at Candlewick, but since she had removed herself next door, Mrs. Whitmore had taken over a good deal of household management. I did not shine in that area.

‘She will say yes,’ Lizzie predicted, knowing as well as I which way the wind lay in that quarter. ‘She always does.’

‘Isn’t that the truth,’ Aggie muttered.

‘I shall go with her to the kitchen,’ Lucy decided. ‘To curb her excesses.’

‘What excesses? Lizzie demanded. ‘I’m really quite full so I won’t raid the pantry.’

‘Your excesses do not just extend to food,’ Lucy told her, rising to her feet. ‘You are a dreadful minx in so many other ways.’

As they departed, arguing good naturedly, Edward came into the room, his face brightening at the sight of St Trevone.

‘Just the man!’ he greeted him, adding with a smile at me. ‘Hello Jem, m’dear. Good to see you. But it’s St Trevone I want. I have decided to sell that bay you had your eye on. Do you want to take another look?’

Beside me, St Trevone nodded. ‘I do. I fancy he has potential.’

‘Let’s go down to the stables and you can go over him properly.’

‘Edward,’ Aggie said, sounding a little exasperated. ‘St Trevone only just arrived. He hasn’t had tea yet.’

Edward’s eyes roved over the sadly depleted tea trays and he grinned. ‘Well somebody has.’

‘Lizzie,’ I explained. 

He laughed. ‘We won’t be long, my love. And I’ll warm our guest up with a glass of hock when we return.’

‘That sounds like an excellent plan,’ Ruan said, rising to his feet. He gave me a quick wink and I knew he was helping clear the way for my chat to Aggie.

When they were gone and my sister and I were alone, I outlined Lady Carroll’s invitation.

Aggie was initially dubious about me journeying into Somerset with no more than my maid to accompany me, although she supposed an invitation from a highly respectable great aunt was quite acceptable.

‘But a night at an inn together,’ she said, a little fretfully. ‘Oh Jemima, I’m simply not sure...’

My sister had been out of sorts for several weeks, feeling under the weather and unusually tired. I privately thought it was possible she was breeding. Aggie and Edward had been married for eight months and chances were that a little Peyton would soon arrive at Porth Wyn Hall, bringing a good deal of joy to everybody I had no doubt. I said nothing of my suspicions however, aware that she would probably want to be sure before she mentioned it.

‘Two rooms at the inn, my dear. One for Alice and myself, one for St Trevone. What could be more respectable? You know perfectly well that Alice will guard me like a lioness.’

She knew this to be true. Indeed, she had been leaving much of the chaperoning to my maid since we had returned from London, simply because Aggie and I did not live together anymore and we were hardly a formal sort of family, although we spent a good deal of time in each other’s houses. Besides, I knew that such a visit would be deemed reasonable by all but the most censorious of our acquaintances. It was far from unusual for two people who were betrothed to visit family members together, as long as a suitable chaperone was present.

‘I know. But should you not wait until spring to visit when the weather is more clement and travelling easier? Besides, you are to be married in four weeks. There is still much to do.’

‘Such as?’ I had no idea what more needed to be done and had a momentary, anxious pang that I should be arranging something. But what?

St Trevone and I were to be married in the small, very quaint little chapel at Gwelmor. 

We had engaged the vicar, specifying the date and time and he had assured us he would attend the happy event. 

I knew my fiancé had already procured a licence.

And I had a new dress for the occasion, something I had considered unnecessary but that my sister had insisted on, disregarding all the many dresses than had been purchased for me  in London. She had insisted that the beginning of a new life meant the wearing of a new dress, especially made for the occasion. I thought, rather sadly, that she had been forced to forgo such charming fripperies herself, thanks to the need to elope so precipitously to ensure her own marriage to Edward. There had been no opportunity for new dresses then and her plans had been inevitably put aside. That was undoubtedly why she was so intent on giving me all the things she had missed out on. I did not need anything special to marry St Trevone. But I suspected my sister did, so I had let her have her way.

Mentally, I went through our plans for the forthcoming event.

The guest list, which consisted of my sisters and Edward, was all arranged. I had included Alice, and my household staff because how could I not? They and known me forever and Alice and I had practically grown up together. (Alice had flushed with delight at the invitation – as if I wouldn’t invite her!). Generally speaking, it was going to be a very small affair and that was exactly as I wanted it. After the momentous event we were gathering for a celebratory feast in the great hall at Gwelmor.

‘What needs to be done?’ I repeated, unable to think of anything.

Aggie stared at me, obviously trying to think of something that needed my attention. I stared back. Finally, she sighed and surrendered. ‘Well nothing, I suppose, as you have chosen not to invite any of our friends and acquaintances, not even the Tremaynes.’

‘I did not want Cressida to spend the entire ceremony sighing over Ruan.’ 

She smiled a little at this. ‘Going away so close to your wedding still feels like an unwise thing to do.’

‘You’re fussing about nothing,’ I observed gently, tucking one of her golden curls behind her ear. ‘Come now, you can tell me. You’re not feeling quite the thing, are you?’

Aggie grimaced. ‘I am feeling something. Tired and bilious, mostly.’

Hmm... ‘Aggie,’ I began, preparing to put aside all my good intentions about waiting until she was ready to tell me what I strongly suspected to be the case. I thought it likely she needed to tell me. Misery was best shared with a sympathetic listener.

She narrowed her eyes at me, as if sensing what I was going to say, then sighed. ‘Yes, very well! If you must know, I am with child. But we decided not to tell the
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