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      Stonehenge, Salisbury Plain

      Dawn approached. Three members of the Society of Roman Knights stood in their druidic robes and waited for the sun to edge above the horizon. Half buried in the mist that clung to their knees, they seemed pale ghosts of the ancestors who had raised the Sarcen stones into this circle.

      A fiery edge appeared on the north-east horizon.

      ‘Approach, Brother Quintus,’ said the eldest, face hidden in his hood. The three men turned to the shadows where he waited.

      Dressed in the black robe of an applicant, Quintus walked into the ring from the west. The sun dazzled him as it rose, framed by the Heel Stone. The drama of the dawn was breathtaking. He relished his moment entering centre stage, thanks to the stone proscenium arch erected by the druids to worship the sun. His presence here might be questionable, but Quintus wondered if at least half of his battered heart was not sincere when it leapt in response to such sights.

      ‘Brother Quintus, you have chosen your Roman name and put aside your old identity. You have passed our initiation rite. By your oaths, you have sworn adherence to our sacred principles. Do you hold firm to your intention to become a Roman Knight?’

      Quintus hid a wry smile, thinking that turning up in this desolate spot before dawn should be proof enough. ‘I do.’

      ‘Then kneel.’

      Quintus knelt on the grass and bowed his head, feeling a thrill of excitement. He was so close now. The cold steel of a naked sword kissed the back of his neck, and he barely contained a shudder. He was not a man to give his trust easily. Only absolute necessity made him endure anyone getting so close with a deadly weapon.

      ‘Do you agree from this day on that you will comport yourself with the honour of a legionary?’ asked the elder.

      What was honour? Quintus had never been sure. One person’s honour was another’s treason. Still, these knights were not men to appreciate the quibbles and queries in which he took delight. He had a part to play. ‘I do.’

      ‘Now receive your ring, sign of your allegiance to our cause.’

      Quintus raised his face to see the man to the right offer him a bronze ring on a velvet cushion. The ring bore an engraving of a two-headed eagle and the motto – Temporis Vtrivsqve Vindex.

      Champion of each era.

      I am certainly that, he thought, slipping the ring onto his finger. His life was dedicated to championing what remained of the past. In a modern world of small people fighting foolish wars, it was the one thing that made everything else worthwhile, all the lies, the subterfuge, the killing.

      ‘By taking this ring, you join us in the noble fight to rescue our history from foreign perversions.’

      The elder continued with his speech. Quintus mused that, for all these fine words, there was only one champion who stood a chance of achieving victory in the rush to preserve the past, only one truly great man. That was the commander he had chosen to serve – and he did not stand among the men before him.

      The elder concluded his speech.

      ‘Welcome, Knight Quintus,’ intoned the ring-giver.

      The third man was silent. Unease crept up Quintus’s spine.

      When nothing more happened for a moment, Quintus made to get up. He allowed himself a little self-congratulation. After months of work, he had been given entry into one of society’s most secretive associations, the Guy Fawkes allowed into their parliament. What havoc he could make from within!

      The sword touched his shoulder.

      ‘Stay down, Quintus,’ said the elder. ‘Now you are a full member of our society and put yourself under our authority, there is one more piece of business to be done before we leave this hallowed place.’

      Quintus’s heart began to race. He recognised this feeling from the brink of past battles. Think, man! This was outside the usual protocol as his informant had described it. Had they realised that he was not what he claimed? He should run. But where could he go? They were in the middle of Salisbury Plain. It wasn’t likely he would get far – three against one. He was foolish to have left his most effective weapons behind when he’d donned this pocketless robe in the carriage. Still, he had a stiletto in his boot. He could take at least one of them with him.

      ‘What business is that, sir?’ He was proud his voice remained steady and affable.

      ‘You will address me as Sir Knight,’ corrected the elder.

      ‘Sir Knight,’ echoed Quintus.

      The elder threw back his hood and basked in the arrival of morning, no longer hiding his identity. Meeting the senior knight face-to-face had been one of Quintus’s goals coming here. He didn’t recognise the gentleman. Maybe not a London man? The rising sun flushed the elder’s face and hands with a bloody light. He had the craggy face that would’ve suited a Roman centurion.

      ‘Some objected to your application, but my colleague argued it was better to turn you from a weapon used against us to one we can employ in our service.’

      He didn’t like the sound of that. No one should think he had any sharp edges at all.

      ‘We have been watching you, as we watch all applicants,’ the elder continued.

      That couldn’t be good. ‘I hope you were not bored. I live a very quiet life.’

      There was a snort of derision from the ring-giver.

      ‘We need to talk about blackmail,’ said the man on the left, speaking for the first time. When he pushed back his hood, Quintus recognised him immediately and swore under his breath. A client – here? That was a nasty surprise and could spell disaster. He must be the colleague the elder mentioned.

      The man produced a book from his robes and dropped it on the ground before him. It flopped open to a particularly vivid page. Quintus knew that volume of illustrations all too well. They were incendiary stuff.

      ‘Consider your answers carefully or you will not leave here alive,’ said the man who Quintus had thought of as one of his best customers. ‘Tell us what you were planning to do with this.’
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        18 May, Newgate Prison, London

      

      

      The crowd was strangely quiet for the execution of John Bellingham, the assassin who had shot Prime Minster Spencer Perceval but a week before. Dora Fitz-Pennington had expected them to be celebrating and jeering, yet the mood in the prison yard was respectful.

      She tipped the doorman to let her into the packed yard despite her late arrival. Having by unhappy chance witnessed the deed in the Houses of Parliament and then attended the trial, she had felt obligated to be present for his punishment. She was already regretting that decision as it would be a sad business. However, she had an appointment to keep and could not back out now.

      Weaving her way through the crowd, she joined Dr Jacob Sandys under the prison-yard clock as they had agreed. Tall, suitably sober in his black jacket, trousers and top hat, Jacob was easy to spot in the throng. At least, her eye was always drawn to him, no matter the company, like a compass needle to the north. He had most recently been her partner in the Hellfire investigation, had become her lover, though she was no longer sure what he was to her. It had become a pressing question that needed an answer, but not one to be settled right this moment. There was a death to witness.

      Jacob brushed his fingers over the back of her hand as they were jostled together by the spectators.

      ‘Are you well?’ he asked.

      She looked up and caught his concern. She hadn’t been to a public execution before. By contrast, Jacob’s time in the army had made him an old friend of death on battlefields, in hospitals and as the result of military discipline.

      ‘I can bear it. I’m no coward.’

      ‘That’s the last word I’d apply to you, Dora.’ His pale blue eyes, so cold to others, warmed when they looked at her. She felt a little flip in her stomach, the connection between them still strong. He wore his dark hair a little longer than fashion dictated, brushing his collar, but she liked that about him. It helped her remember, when his upper-class status daunted her, how close he was to his wilder side. How, beneath the buttoned-up demeanour of the gentleman that he showed the world, was a passionate artist.

      That thought was interrupted by a shove. Served her right for wool-gathering. She righted her bonnet, knocked askew by a man behind her. Jacob scowled at the offender, earning her a muttered ‘Sorry, miss’ and a little more space.

      ‘Is Bellingham mad, do you think?’ she asked Jacob. That defence had been argued in the trial at the Old Bailey, but the judge had dismissed the plea.

      He shook his head. ‘Not under any medical definition. Many merchants suffer ill fortune. He should’ve blamed the Tsar for his imprisonment and losses, not Spencer Perceval.’

      His answer revealed anew the gap between them, her a lowly actress and Jacob, the son of an aristocratic family. He’d never known the grind of hunger or homelessness. A merchant’s woes were far separated from his world; even gentlemen of imagination like Jacob struggled to understand those on the lower rungs.

      ‘Poverty can drive a man to take extreme action. He was facing ruin.’

      Jacob grimaced. ‘My sympathy for Bellingham has its limits. Others suffer and they don’t murder to lessen their own pain. He became obsessed that Perceval was behind it all.’

      ‘Obsession can be a kind of madness,’ she suggested.

      Any reply he might make was cut off as the clock struck noon and the door onto the gallows opened. It felt horribly like curtain-up – the same feverish expectation.

      Bellingham, a square-jawed man with long sideburns and a prominent nose, stepped out, accompanied by a warder and a priest. The scene felt unreal – that man was going to die. Why was he so calm? If she were up there, she’d be making a last-ditch attempt to escape, because what was there to lose? His shackles had been removed but his hands were tied behind his back. A few words passed between priest and the condemned to which Bellingham nodded. His head was held high. Mad or sane, he was going to his death having believed he’d made his point.

      The executioner did not linger. He put a blindfold on Bellingham, slipped the noose over his neck, gave the rope a tug to check it was secure, then stepped back. Without further ado, he pulled the lever to release the trap and Bellingham fell sharply, the jolt on the rope indicating his neck had snapped. Dora released her held breath.

      ‘It’s over,’ said Jacob, squeezing her hand.

      She pressed his fingers in return. ‘I’m glad. Anthony told me they often botch hangings.’

      ‘Unfortunately, your brother would’ve witnessed ones in the army done by amateurs, but they don’t usually make mistakes at Newgate.’

      ‘Yes, it’s all very professional here, isn’t it?’ Her tone was bitter. Many a thief of a pocket watch had had their life stolen by Jack Ketch – hardly a fair exchange. She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself.

      Noting her misery, Jacob frowned, but he attributed it to the wrong cause. ‘Your brother, God rest his soul, enjoyed scaring you rather too much.’

      Anger flared. ‘And now he will no longer have the chance to do so, will he?’ Her eyes glistened with tears. She told herself it was the dust in the air and swiped them away. There had been too much death in her life of late. Anthony had been murdered but a month ago. ‘I would give anything to have him back, even with his gruesome stories.’

      ‘Of course, you would. I didn’t mean to add to your distress.’ His tone gentle, he drew her away through the people massed within the walls of the prison. Some surged closer to the scaffold, believing it lucky to touch the hand of a dead man. They were unlikely to succeed as Bellingham was now the property of the anatomists and they were jealous of their prize.

      Jacob guided her past a seller of penny pamphlets already immortalising the story of the only man to assassinate a British prime minister. They emerged through a side gate and onto Newgate Street. Carriages waited to collect the notables who came to witness the death on behalf of the Crown, while the commoners clustered, squeezed into too small a space.

      ‘Lord Byron! It’s him!’ So ran the whispers through the crowd like a burning fuse leading to a powder keg. Dora looked up in time to see the poet withdraw with a wave from the window where he had been watching proceedings, breaking the spell over his admirers who had come to watch it with him. Even Dora felt the thrill of glimpsing the famous writer.

      ‘Did you see him?’ she asked Jacob.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Byron is here.’

      Jacob gave a huff. ‘He’s everywhere – drawing rooms, balls, in the newspapers. Doubtless, he’s rushing off to write a sonnet on Bellingham and feed the public appetite for his jaded wisdom.’ From his scornful tone, Jacob was not an admirer of London’s latest celebrity. He frowned down at her, doubtful. ‘You don’t like him, do you?’

      ‘Me? I haven’t spared him much thought.’

      ‘Good.’ He sounded jealous and, for some reason, that lightened her mood.

      An elbow in her back recalled her to their predicament. There were too many people in this street and the mood was impatient, voices rising in protest. The crowd surged, someone stepping on the heel of her boot, making her stumble. If she hadn’t been holding on to Jacob, she might have gone down and been trampled. Unease stirred in her chest, a tightness of breath as awareness of the danger grew. The slightest alarm could turn it into a stampede.

      ‘Dr Sandys!’ A man hailed Jacob from inside a carriage. No ordinary conveyance, it had a coat of arms on the door. A nobleman’s coach. ‘Fearful crowd today, is it not? Might I offer you a ride?’

      To her chagrin, Jacob hesitated. Did he not want to get into the carriage with her? Was he ashamed to be seen in her company? However, he must have seen the danger and chose the lesser evil.

      ‘Thank you, my lord. My companion and I would be much obliged.’ Rescuing her from the sea of people, he handed Dora into the lifeboat of the carriage. ‘Lord Elgin, this is Miss Dora Fitz-Pennington.’

      An earl, no less! This might be normal life for Jacob but for Dora she thought this might be the first time she had ever met so elevated a personage. No wonder Jacob hadn’t wanted to introduce her lowly self to him.

      Lord Elgin nodded to her. ‘Miss Fitz-Pennington, a pleasure to meet you.’

      It was a relief to get out of the press of people even if meant cosying up with nobility. The carriage was a cocoon of calm after the storm outside.

      ‘My lord,’ she said warily. She had expected a nobleman of his rank to balk at meeting a humble actress, so his politeness surprised her.

      ‘News of what you did to protect the nation’s secrets from those Hellfire Club lunatics are circulating among those who know,’ Elgin continued, explaining his warm reception of her presence in his carriage. ‘We are all very grateful to you.’ He tapped the roof with his cane, signalling the coachman to drive on. Dora wondered how many common toes would get crushed by the aristocratic wheels of the carriage. ‘I’m returning to the Lords to report that justice has been served. Where would you like to be taken, Sandys? I can ask the driver to convey you where you want to go afterwards.’

      ‘Albemarle Street, if you please,’ said Jacob. ‘I’m staying at Grillon’s Hotel. I’ll escort Miss Fitz-Pennington home from there.’

      She agreed silently that it wouldn’t do for an earl’s carriage to take her to her modest lodgings in Camden. Her neighbours’ tongues would wag. They already thought she was Jacob’s mistress, an impression she hated from the bottom of her heart. If an earl was added to the gossip, she’d get no peace.

      The carriage finally escaped from the crush in front of the prison and joined the traffic on Fleet Street.

      ‘I take it as a sign that our paths crossed this morning,’ said Elgin. ‘A storm has blown up in my private life and I believe you can assist me in settling the matter.’

      Dora settled back in the corner of the carriage, casting herself as an interested observer to their exchange of news. There was also something about the earl and Greek statues, wasn’t there? Some recent diatribe from Byron (Jacob was right – he was everywhere) which had got everyone talking about Elgin’s collection.

      ‘I thought you were in calmer waters, my lord,’ said Jacob. ‘Congratulations on your marriage by the way.’

      ‘Thank you. I will pass on your good wishes to the new Lady Elgin. We have a son now. James. George and the girls are delighted by their half-brother.’

      Dora studied the lord’s reflection in the glass. Elgin had an oddly blunt nose and the pale complexion of someone who had long been ill, though traces of handsomeness remained in his proud expression and dark-arched brows. He’d make a decent Julius Caesar if he could act – inflexible and confident he was born to rule.

      ‘Double congratulations, then,’ said Jacob.

      Elgin nodded and gazed out at the view, his thoughts far away for a moment. They were passing around St Paul’s, the soot-smudged walls rising out of the city like a nest with a great white egg inside.

      ‘Sandys, you’re a man of discretion,’ said Elgin, evidently having reached a decision.

      Jacob could hardly disagree with that. He bowed.

      ‘And you, Miss Fitz-Pennington.’ The earl smiled wryly. ‘I mean, a woman of discretion, naturally.’

      But not a lady. She nodded coolly.

      ‘Then I’ll lay it out bluntly. I am being threatened.’

      That was forthright. Who could threaten a lord and get away with it?

      ‘You don’t mean Lord Byron’s sniping, do you, sir?’ asked Jacob.

      Elgin waved that suggestion away. ‘Attacks from that rhyming cub? I’m not worried about him. He may be lionised now, but the problem for lions is that hunters like to shoot them and turn their skins into rugs.’

      Dora had to allow that his was an accurate analysis of the cyclical nature of fame, the wheel of fortune that had you up with the gods at one moment, then down in the gutter the next.

      ‘Public attacks in print I can weather,’ continued Elgin. ‘The threat I’m talking about is personal. Someone wants to destroy me.’

      ‘Destroy you? In what way?’ Jacob asked.

      Elgin’s eyes glittered with anger. ‘At first, I thought it was an attempt to force me to retire from public life. But now one of my archaeologists has turned up dead, and I really think they are intending to kill me, too.’
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      Jacob’s thoughts went immediately to the one archaeologist he knew in Elgin’s circle: an old school friend, Harold Fisher. He had been one of Elgin’s classicists assisting with the work to rescue the marbles and was the reason Jacob had met the earl in 1802. A vivid recollection came to Jacob of joining Fisher in Athens on his way to Egypt. In those days, Fisher was bright-eyed and eager, fresh from university. He remembered him crouched over the torso of a fallen goddess, gently brushing away the earth with a lover’s care. The Aegean Sea sparkled in the distance as the sun beat down on the Acropolis. It would be a painful loss to hear he had died.

      ‘Who is dead, my lord?’

      ‘Richard Brooking.’

      Relief flooded Jacob. ‘I’m not familiar with him.’

      ‘One of the Brookings from Wiltshire. His father is a canon in Salisbury Cathedral – a good sort. Brooking was skilled at identifying genuine artefacts from fakes and had a good eye for detail so I had him working on the catalogue of the marbles.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear of your loss. How did he die?’ interjected Dora.

      Elgin seemed a little uncomfortable that she inferred this was a personal loss. ‘His family are naturally distraught. He was an only son.’

      ‘That’s doubly sad.’

      Dora was commendably compassionate, thought Jacob, but it was the wrong note to strike with the earl. He hadn’t wanted to bring her into the carriage; Elgin wouldn’t have the life experience to appreciate a woman like Dora, who defied usual social boundaries. Thankfully, so far, the earl had offered her no insult. He must want something from them.

      Elgin ran his finger around his collar and gave it a tug to loosen it. ‘Yes, well, the landlady discovered Brooking in a shabby tenement in Soho two days ago, stabbed in the throat.’

      ‘Did he live there?’ Jacob wondered what Brooking was doing in a tenement. Scholars, though poor, could usually do better than that.

      ‘No, it was the kind of room let for a few hours. The Runners jumped to the conclusion that he must’ve been with a…’ the earl glanced at Dora, ‘a lady of ill repute. I apologise for raising an indelicate subject, Miss Fitz-Pennington.’

      Dora nodded. ‘Please, go on.’

      ‘The Bow Street Runner investigating the death said he was likely killed for his money, but why then did she not take this?’ He dug in his pocket and held out a bronze ring between finger and thumb. ‘They gave it to me to return to his parents, but I thought it might provide an indication as to whom he had really been meeting.’

      Jacob took the ring from Elgin, read the inscription, then passed it to Dora. ‘Champion of all times – or maybe “eras” is a better translation. It looks like a fraternity ring, but not one I recognise.’

      ‘Nor do I,’ said Elgin. ‘I thought you might be able to find out more about it. Bow Street always seizes on the most obvious conclusion and shows no interest in pursuing this.’

      ‘Perhaps the thief thought this was too identifiable to be fenced?’ suggested Dora.

      ‘Brooking was also found fully clothed, though his pockets were empty.’

      ‘I see what you mean,’ said Dora thoughtfully. ‘Good quality clothes and boots have a value and are not easy to trace. Did you tell the Runners that you were being threatened – that there might be a connection?’

      Jacob winced. It was a question that shouldn’t have been asked, showing a certain naïvety.

      Elgin turned frosty. ‘I would not discuss such sensitive matters with a Runner. It would be bandied about Fleet Street by the next morning.’

      Dora wouldn’t understand this from her position in society, but Jacob and Elgin both knew that going to Bow Street would’ve been a disaster. The Runners were some of the best informants for journalists looking for sensational stories and Elgin was a favourite subject thanks to his famous collection and acrimonious divorce. Jacob studied the peer, weighing the matter. Elgin did not strike him as a man to take alarm without cause, and his recent history would have taught him to expect enemies around every turn. This did sound intriguing. A mysterious ring. Threats. Danger.

      Jacob groaned inwardly. Puzzles such as this were like catnip to him. It was impossible for him to walk away once his brain had begun untangling a mystery, no more than he could put down a novel without reading to the end.

      Shaking his head at himself for giving into his impulse – and for not even asking Dora if she agreed with him to begin a new investigation – Jacob heard himself ask, ‘We are very interested in this case, my lord. The threats – when did they begin?’

      Dora stiffened beside him, obviously noting he had included her in his reply. He would have to apologise later, but he could hardly ask an earl to stop his carriage so they could talk it through.

      ‘The threats?’ Elgin gazed out of the window again to gather his thoughts – a habitual gesture, Jacob surmised. Did Elgin wish he were somewhere else, away from London gossipers? They were passing along the Strand, rattling by the Inns of Court and Somerset House. Civil servants, naval and law officers rubbed shoulders, passing in and out of the same coffee houses and taverns, exchanging news and scandal.

      ‘Do you remember how we first met in Athens ten years ago?’ asked Elgin.

      ‘I do.’ Jacob had been on his way to his post as a surgeon with the army in Egypt. The day at the excavations on the Parthenon had been seared into his memory – blue skies, white stone, the sun grilling him through the columns that still stood on the hilltop. ‘It was the day you uncovered the torso of the goddess.’

      Elgin’s wintry features warmed. ‘A wonderful piece. I had to buy the whole house from the janissary before I could get permission to pull it down and dig her out of the foundations.’

      ‘What is a janissary?’ asked Dora. Jacob wished she would save her questions until later so he could explain without Elgin seeing her ignorance exposed.

      ‘An officer in the Ottoman army,’ said Jacob quickly. ‘The Turks have made the Parthenon into a garrison.’

      She wrinkled her brow. ‘I thought it was a temple to Athena?’

      ‘History does not stop with the Ancient Greeks, Miss Fitz-Pennington,’ said Elgin magisterially. ‘First, it was a temple, then it became a Byzantine cathedral, latterly a mosque. The Parthenon had seen many tenants over the centuries.’

      ‘That is why Lord Elgin brought the marbles back to London,’ added Jacob, hoping that would end the questions. He pressed her thigh discreetly with his, wishing she would get the hint. Not that he blamed her for asking, he himself had been full of questions ten years ago. It had been disorientating to visit Athens after seeing illustrations in his father’s books on classical architecture. The city had been nothing like the pictures, a diminished place of only a few thousand people. A minaret stood where the great statue of Athena had once daunted her worshippers. Barracks housing the army of the Ottoman overlords crowded the hilltop, goats grazed and chickens pecked, lowly successors to the priests who had performed rites for the faithful. You could pick up body parts of heroes and deities all over the hill, thanks to the explosion in 1687 that had taken off the roof and scattered the statuary. If Elgin hadn’t stepped in, it was debatable how much of it would survive long into the new century.

      ‘The day we met was the last golden day. I’ve not known a peaceful moment since then,’ said Elgin. ‘My run of bad luck was extreme. Shipwrecks and imprisonment followed. But recent events have made me wonder if it was not so much ill fortune as an enemy seeking to undermine me.’

      ‘Why think that now?’ asked Jacob. With his thigh still pressing hers, Dora glowered beside him but kept silent.

      ‘Because I received this the day after Brooking was murdered.’

      Elgin passed Jacob a folded paper. On it was a sentence written in Greek.

      ‘The heavy rains of blood will crush the house,’ murmured Jacob. ‘It is a quotation from The Oresteia.’

      ‘The play about a vengeful wife stabbing her husband on his return from the wars,’ Elgin said pointedly.

      ‘I know what The Oresteia is,’ muttered Dora.

      But that hadn’t been Elgin’s meaning. ‘You can’t suspect your former wife surely, sir?’

      ‘Oh, but I can. If not her, then that ingrate she married.’

      ‘But why would either of them do this?’

      ‘I have my theories, but I do not want to prejudice your investigation.’

      The carriage rolled to a stop and a footman opened the door.

      Elgin called up to the carriage driver:

      ‘Take Dr Sandys and his companion to Grillon’s.’ Stepping down to the pavement, Elgin turned to them. ‘I will leave the matter in your capable hands. Find me proof as to who is sending threats and killing my people and I will see you are well rewarded.
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      ‘Did you mean to humiliate me?’ Dora seethed with fury. Jacob had shut down her questions in the carriage, meaning she had scant idea as to what they had agreed to investigate. They had both been engaged, hadn’t they? Or did Elgin mean only Jacob was required? Oh, yes how like men to take her presence for granted!

      ‘Humiliate you?’ Jacob scrambled to catch up as she stalked off up Albemarle Street towards her lodgings in Camden. ‘How did I do that?’

      And that was the problem, wasn’t it? He didn’t even see what he’d done.

      ‘How am I to investigate a case if you don’t let me ask simple questions?’

      ‘Exactly – they were simple questions to which I had the answers. I wanted you to save them until we could discuss the case together.’

      A street preacher, a scruffy fellow with a mad-eyed look, approached them. He waved a banner in their face. ‘The end is nigh!’

      ‘You’re right about that,’ Dora shot back, to the man’s shock. It was high time she went back to her own people. The theatre troupe should be in Lancaster by now.

      ‘Dora, please!’ Jacob caught her arm and steered her away from the preacher into a doorway. ‘I apologise. I’m sorry.’

      She looked up into his beloved face and took a calming breath. She breathed out, letting the two of them become the still point in the world turning around them. Even the cries of the hawkers and rumble of carriages seemed to drop away. She sighed. ‘What are we doing together, Jacob?’

      A look of panic crossed his features. ‘We are working together. Aren’t we?’

      ‘But we’re worlds apart. There’s no future.’ She tugged his lapel. ‘It was a dream, spun in the aftermath of that night in the Hellfire Caves.’ She had wanted that dream, but life had taught her to expect cold-hearted reality.

      His eyes showed his hurt. ‘I’m sorry I let you down. The opium … it won’t happen again.’

      ‘This isn’t about your weak moment.’

      ‘Isn’t it?’

      Jacob was so preoccupied by his attempts to put the drug behind him that he didn’t see the far bigger obstacles between them. He’d gone from being fixated on getting his dose of opium to being obsessed with conquering his habit.

      ‘Jacob, our problem is that you don’t really respect me.’

      His face registered his outrage at that suggestion. ‘I do! I adore you. If you’d let me tell you, I’d say I⁠—’

      She cut him off. ‘I won’t allow that word. We’ve only known each other a month.’

      ‘But what a month it has been, Dora.’

      Well, he was right about that. Having seen him in good and bad times, she knew more about Jacob than she did many of her friends in the theatre. Her feelings for him, which were already strong, would only grow if she stayed by his side. Yet society would not let them be together as equals; he didn’t know how to treat her as one, and she would accept no other arrangement. If their relationship was impossible, was it not better to end it now?

      ‘I think I should go back north before Mr Thomas finds another actress to take my place. They’re expecting me – in fact, I’m long past due. Mr Thomas wanted to put on Measure for Measure in Lancaster – I was to be Isabella.’

      ‘No.’ Jacob folded his arms, tone mulish.

      ‘What do you mean “no”?’

      ‘You are engaged in this case for Lord Elgin. You can’t go back on your word.’

      ‘That was all you. I gave no word.’

      ‘It was implied.’

      She threw up her hands. ‘That’s cank.’

      ‘It is not cank. You were there.’

      ‘Hardly. You wouldn’t let me speak!’

      ‘I said I was sorry!’ Jacob turned away and kicked a lamppost. She had driven her gentleman doctor to the edge. He had not been so upset with her for weeks. Her heart began to soften.

      No, she had to stand strong.

      ‘Jacob, we must face facts. It’s time for me to go back to my old life.’

      ‘No, it’s not.’ He shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘I don’t want to let you go.’

      ‘You can’t hold me here.’

      ‘But we have something extraordinary between us – a chance of happiness. Why would you sacrifice that?’

      ‘Because I am a realist?’

      ‘Or is it because you are afraid to reach for something better than you have now?’

      ‘There’s nothing wrong with being an actress.’

      ‘I never said there was. Don’t bend my words!’ It was Jacob’s turn to count to ten to reign in his temper. ‘What I meant was that you have no one close, no family. I want to be that person to you, but you are too scared to let me try.’

      Of course, she was scared. Letting people close meant they were able to hurt you the most.

      ‘It’s not that easy.’

      ‘Naturally not. But difficult things are worth working for.’ His blue eyes blazed with determination.

      ‘Are you saying I’m a difficult thing?’ Was it wrong to find him even more attractive when he was stubbornly furious like this?

      His lips quirked. ‘If the cap fits…’

      She laughed, letting go of her anger – for now. They were both being ridiculous. ‘Jacob⁠—’

      ‘Come back to the hotel with me.’ He moved closer and put his hand under her chin. His warm fingers stroked her jaw. ‘Let’s talk where prophets of doom aren’t eavesdropping.’ He nodded to the preacher who was crouched at the railing, listening in on their argument.

      ‘All right. We’ll talk about this.’ She accepted his arm and they turned towards Grillon’s.

      ‘Thank you.’

      Gathering what was going on, the preacher leapt up and pointed a shaking finger at her. ‘Repent, you scarlet woman! You Jezebel!’

      Dora rolled her eyes at the harbinger of doom. Of course, he’d point at her and not Jacob. ‘Oh, we’re doing insults now, are we? And I thought we were getting along so well.’

      ‘Harlot!’

      Jacob tugged her away. ‘Ignore him – he’s a madman.’

      ‘There’s a lot of that about.’

      ‘Then we, as the only two sane members of society, must stick together.’ He gave her a rueful smile. ‘And Dora, what exactly is cank?’

      She chuckled. ‘A slang word for foolishness. And I think, Jacob, you might be mine.’
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      Grillon’s Hotel

      Dora was sleeping peacefully on the finest linens, much better than the straw of the barn where they had spent their first eventful night together a month ago. Jacob lay on his side and toyed with one of her corkscrew curls. So strong and resilient, like Dora herself, it sprang back even when crushed. With her sun-bronzed complexion and abundant figure, she represented warmth and life to him, so much more attractive than the marble-white ladies found in society ballrooms.

      After their argument on the street, they had come back to his room ‘to talk things over’. As ever with them, there came a point where their mutual desire had distracted them and instead they’d mended their quarrel in bed. Sometimes it was where they best communicated, so simple, away from the obstacles that the world outside put in their way.

      He had no regrets, but there was still much to settle this morning. He was horribly aware that the time given the first stage of their relationship had ticked away – Dora had said as much. They’d lived in a soap bubble created by events. Would he be able to keep her with him as normal life resumed? He was desperate to find the magic words that would persuade her to stay.

      The sound of the clanging urns on a milk-delivery cart reminded him they must soon get up and deal with the other pressing issue: Elgin’s commission. A letter had arrived late last night with the official appointment and down payment of expenses.

       He let the curl go. So far Dora had rejected all the usual arrangements a woman made with her lover, insisting on independence. Her pride was admirable. She was an actress and could earn her own way. It was he who wanted to regularise the situation; in part because he worried about her and wanted to provide her with security, but also, he feared, because he wanted to make sure it was known that she was his. He wasn’t proud of that side of his character. Would the lure to return to her life acting on the northern circuit prove stronger than her desire to stay with him? He had almost lost her yesterday. She had come within an inch of leaping onto the next coach to Lancashire.

      But then Elgin had engaged them in a new investigation. The timing could allow Jacob to kill two birds with one stone, though that might be an unfortunate phrase considering the murdered man in Soho.

      Dora turned over and opened her eyes. Deep brown, they blinked sleepily as her wits returned. She was a slow riser.

      ‘Good morning, beautiful.’

      She smiled and that was his true sunrise. ‘Good morning.’

      He danced his fingers down her bare shoulder. ‘I’ve been thinking. We should head north today.’

      ‘You’ve accepted that I’m going back to Mr Thomas’ company?’ She looked a little disappointed, which he found encouraging. Part of her wanted to stay with him – or so he hoped.

      ‘Maybe eventually, if that’s what you still want,’ he said lightly, with no wish to reopen their argument. ‘However, I thought we should see if Elgin’s divorced wife and new husband are behind the threats. The Fergusons live near Edinburgh.’

      ‘Scotland?’ she groaned. ‘But that’s a week’s journey at least!’

      ‘Three or four days, if we travel by the mail coach.’

      ‘We’ll be churned up like butter even on the turnpike roads.’ She ran a finger along his forearm. ‘You think they’re involved?’

      ‘I don’t know, but it is possible.’ He brushed aside the sheet and kissed her breast. He could feel the faint throb of her heart and smell his favourite perfume of her skin. ‘Elgin is right: it is urgent. One man has already died. We must go at once.’

      Not that he was doing a good job of conveying the urgency.

      Dora hesitated, seemingly undecided whether to pull him closer or push him away. Sadly, she chose the latter. She slid out of the sheets on the far side of the bed and padded to the washbowl behind the screen.

      ‘I still don’t think you need me for the investigation,’ she said. ‘I’ve stayed away from my real life for too long as it is.’

      He followed her and stood behind her resting his hands lightly on her waist. He kissed her neck. Was there anything more attractive than a naked Dora in morning sunlight? He itched to get out his pencils and sketch her like this. There was a freedom and ease in this moment that warmed him all the way down to his toes.

      She sighed. ‘Jacob, please don’t make it harder for me to leave.’

      That was exactly what he wanted to do. If he could use their attraction to bind her to him, he would. ‘Come back to bed.’ He kissed her again.

      ‘Stop that, you tempter. I can’t go back to bed because then I’ll have to get up again and do the same thing. Our little holiday from our lives is over.’ And yet she softened against him, bringing her back into full contact with his bare chest. She would know he was very interested in taking this back to the sheets from the state of his shaft, but he had something even more important to settle first.

      ‘Get behind me, Satan, you say?’ He cupped her breasts. Their weight was delicious, so round and responsive. He nuzzled the hollow under her ear. ‘Stay with me. Please. Just for a little longer.’

      Dora shivered. ‘Jacob, you’re not being fair!’

      ‘I’ll fight with all the weapons in my armoury, even infernal ones.’

      She growled and turned in his arms. ‘You’re a beast.’

      ‘No, I’m very tame. You have tamed me. Look, I eat out of your palm.’ He laid a kiss there.

      ‘But the theatre⁠—’

      ‘—Will wait.’ The answer was obvious, wasn’t it? They both needed to go north. ‘Come with me to Scotland. Help me investigate Elgin’s conspiracy and see if you like this life with me.’ Pray God that she did. ‘If you do, we can send Mr Thomas a generous amount to hire a new actress – in recognition of the loss of your services. If you don’t like it, then you’ll be nearer your people and can part from me there.’

      She frowned adorably at him. ‘I have to earn my living.’

      ‘You could make this your living.’

      ‘I don’t know… I want to be useful, not a kept woman.’

      He gave a choked laugh. ‘A kept woman? My dear Dora, if anything, you will be keeping me! I’ve seen you at work. You can go places I can’t, ask questions that come better from a woman. My damnable brain loves solving these puzzles and I need you to help it do it.’

      ‘But would anyone pay us for that?’ Dora was a practical woman, the sort who read the contract through all the way twice before signing. He liked that about her.

      Jacob nodded. ‘Elgin sent a bank draft. He will cover our expenses and give us a consideration on top of that.’

      ‘How much?’ She looked wary.

      ‘Two hundred pounds.’

      Her eyes rounded in surprise. ‘Two hundred pounds! For asking questions? I wouldn’t earn that in five years playing every theatre in the land.’

      She wrinkled her nose and Jacob dropped a kiss on the tip. ‘I don’t need his money. You can have it.’

      She pushed away from him, disappointingly covering herself in a dressing gown. He preferred their negotiations when they were both naked. ‘No, no, this has to be fair, split down the middle.’

      She was considering it – he took heart from that.

      He picked up his own dressing gown and shrugged it on. ‘Very well.’

      The seesaw swung again. ‘I have a good position in the company and I do love acting. If I give that up, I might never be able to go back.’

      He caught her hand in his, meshing their fingers. ‘Do you really want a life tramping through mud and icy winds from theatre to theatre over the Pennines? You said it was backbreaking work, tough on the constitution. How long does that last for an actress before her health breaks down?’

      ‘It’s a hard life, I grant you. But I like my friends in the company.’

      ‘I’m glad. They seem admirable people from what you’ve told me. But I more than like you, Dora.’

      She put her hand to his lips. ‘Hush. Let me think about this.’ She stalked to the sideboard and poured herself a glass of water from the carafe. She then got a second tumbler for him and carried it over. ‘Just as far as Scotland and the Elgin investigation?’

      ‘That sounds sensible.’ Inside he was rejoicing, but he kept his expression sober.

      ‘We will look into this conspiracy together. It sounds important – lives at stake. We don’t want anyone else to die.’

      ‘My thoughts exactly.’

      She looked up at him over the rim of her glass. ‘You’re laughing at me.’

      ‘No, never that.’ He gulped his water – a gift from her so he treasured even such little gestures – then put it aside. Taking her glass from her fingers, he set it down. ‘Partners in investigations. I like that.’

      She scowled at him. ‘So do I – if you let me ask the questions when and where I want.’

      Ouch. He wasn’t forgiven yet for the carriage. He’d better distract her from her anger. ‘I like investigating.’

      ‘I do, too.’

      He eased the dressing gown off her shoulders. ‘I like getting to the bottom of every mystery.’

      She caught on. ‘Oh, do you now, Jacob Sandys?’

      ‘I do, Dora Fitz-Pennington. You are my most intriguing mystery.’ He guided her to the bed so the back of her thighs hit the mattress. They toppled together. They had an hour before the carriage to Scotland left the coaching inn. ‘But I’ve remembered that there is an inch of you I fear I haven’t yet explored.’

      ‘I find that hard to believe,’ she said, trembling delightfully.

      ‘Let me show you.’
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      The Great North Road

      ‘I gave in too easily.’ Dora sat next to Jacob in the stagecoach as it clattered out of London. She bumped against his shoulder at every pothole and rut so he put his arm around her to steady her.

      ‘I disagree. You made me work for your surrender,’ he teased.

      Her cheeks reddened but she attempted to ignore her blush. ‘I’m not talking about that, and you know it.’

      He was delighted by her flustered looks. It was rare Dora was out of countenance; she was normally so confident, or able to act so convincingly that you wouldn’t know she felt any doubt. A tentative hope sprang up inside that she might – just might – be persuaded to give him this chance. Look at the two of them, heading north on their next investigation, when yesterday they had been arguing on the street about parting. What a marvel she was. She looked very smart in a navy-blue redingote with black buttons and matching hat – the outfit a gift from him. Her faithful great coat, the garment that had accompanied her the length of the kingdom on their last adventure, was packed in her trunk. It suited a vagabond, or when she masqueraded as a man, but was not the usual garb of a lady who could afford to sit inside the mail coach. The redingote was a feminine version of the great coat and, he had successfully argued, it would cause less comment when they arrived at the Fergusons. He would have to double the tip to the modiste for getting it ready so quickly. He suspected someone else was going without a coat they had ordered.

      ‘I should have held out longer.’ Two little lines appeared above her nose which he wished he could kiss away.

      ‘I’m all for that: it increases the subsequent pleasure.’ He wasn’t normally one to make such comments; only Dora could draw out the playful side of him.

      The passengers opposite were fortunately too occupied in a discussion of the latest scandal caused by Lord Byron and Lady Caroline Lamb to listen in on their exchange. Like many women in society, the married Lady Caroline had become obsessed with the poet and was following him everywhere.

      Dora poked him in reproof. ‘I meant about not going back to my company yet. I can’t argue with you when I’m—’ She cut herself off with a glance at their companions.

      ‘When you’re under the crushing weight of my persuasive arguments?’ he suggested.

      ‘Something like that.’ She folded her arms, a stubborn tilt to her chin.

      He felt renewed stirrings of fear. She was like a wild bird that he could lure only so close and then she would fly off again. ‘Dora, I don’t want to drag you into something you don’t want to do.’

      ‘I know, Jacob. You are a true gentleman – in that respect.’

      He grinned, remembering some of the ungentlemanly things he had done with her. ‘But I do want you, and a life together, on whatever terms you will allow.’ He would offer her marriage if he thought that wouldn’t make her jump out of the coach and run for the hills. His family would hate it, of course – such a blot on the escutcheon marrying an illegitimate daughter of a Liverpool alderman – but he wouldn’t care. He’d love it. He’d seen her tested and knew she was brave and true.

      And did he mention attractive?

      A man could do far worse.

      He didn’t dare let her know how his thoughts had run so far ahead of them.

      Their coach passed orchards and market gardens, thatched cottages and village churches, a shepherd with his flock, a girl herding geese to a pond. The birds honked in alarm as the team of horses galloped by.

      ‘I don’t think I know what I want,’ Dora admitted after a while. ‘I’m used to relying on myself.’

      Since her brother’s murder, which had thrown them together for the investigation of the Hellfire Club, Dora had been coming to grips with a life without any family in her corner. Her father was worse than useless in that regard. Jacob had to remember she would need time to trust him to provide that home for her. And, truth be told, he had to prove to himself that he was worthy of that trust. His relapse into taking opium on the night of the Hellfire Caves fire haunted him.

      ‘Let’s not borrow trouble,’ he said, keeping back all the words he really wanted to say. ‘We have a mystery to solve. Our client suspects his former wife has a hand in this. We start there.’

      Her expression lightened with something else to ponder. ‘You think her a likely suspect?’

      Good. Dora was thinking about their case, not about leaping out at Lancaster to meet up with her acting pals.

      ‘The divorce was bitter, so I can see that Mrs Ferguson might want revenge. I don’t discount the possibility.’

      A butterfly flew in from the cornfield and landed on his knee. Dora cupped it gently in her hand and let it out of the window.

      ‘A Red Admiral,’ said the lady opposite, her attention caught by the movement. ‘Do a good deed and it’ll bring you luck.’

      ‘I’m pleased to hear it,’ said Dora with a charming smile. ‘Going far?’

      ‘Doncaster. And you?’

      ‘All the way to Edinburgh.’

      The lady chattered on about her family and extracted a few fictitious details from Dora about her and Jacob. Dora implied they were married, which would make them journeying together unexceptional. Jacob found he did not mind at all. Fortunately, the inquisitive lady fell asleep on the shoulder of her companion somewhere north of Alconbury.

      Dora turned back to Jacob. ‘Finally!’ she whispered. ‘I’m dying to hear about what happened to bring about the divorce?’

      Jacob pulled her hand into his lap and kept his voice low.

      ‘Elgin was right that he had a run of bad luck. It all began to sour on the way home from Constantinople ten years ago. He was caught in France when the Peace of Amiens collapsed. He was Napoleon’s most high-profile prisoner for four years and was not released until 1806.’

      ‘No doubt he was kept in a silk-lined prison cell. I’ve seen how the law treats the nobility.’

      ‘Not in revolutionary France. During that time, the conditions changed from house arrest in Paris, to the most isolated cell in Lourdes, back to Paris, then prison again – all dependent on the political tides rather than anything Elgin did. Napoleon was like a cat with a bird he’d dragged alive into the house, prolonging the misery. I think that drove Elgin to strike out at the one nearest to him.’

      ‘His wife?’

      He nodded. ‘I kept in touch with them both after meeting them in Athens. I thought their endeavour to rescue the marbles inspiring and corresponded about the finds. They share my passion for preserving the past.’

      Dora made a wry face. ‘You antiquarians find interest in the strangest things.’

      Was she insulting him? ‘How can you not be fascinated in saving the relics of ancient⁠—?’

      Dora cut him off. ‘I’m teasing you, Jacob. You have to admit that you and your fellow collectors can be a little obsessed. You are my best customers, after all.’

      Jacob did not like the
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