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Chapter
One

 


 


 


‘I tell you Lambert, something must be done. That child is a
hoyden. You may not want face it but she is running wild and
neither of you know what to do about it.’

‘Really, Leticia, I do think you’re exagera -’

‘Of course you do.’ The strident tones of Lady Leticia Hester
cut across Elizabetta Lambert’s feeble protestation –
attempted protestation -
with all the brisk self-assurance of a woman who was not only used
to expressing her opinion, but having it heard. ‘Nobody likes to
admit that they have failed with one of their children. But you and
Lambert know that I am right. Your daughter is a
disaster.’

On the other side of the parlour door, Caprice Lambert, the
subject of this discussion, rolled her eyes. It was quite true that
eavesdroppers never heard any good of themselves but then, she had
hardly expected to. Aunt Leticia had no affection for her and the
chances of hearing anything pleasant had never been good. A
floorboard creaked behind her and Caprice turned her head to find
one of the maids regarding her with amusement. She raised a finger
to her lips and winked and the girl nodded and grinned, moving on
and leaving Caprice to her unpleasant – but, she feared, very
necessary – task. She did not want
to have her ear pressed against the door but she
suspected Leticia’s visit boded no good. The woman rarely came to
Tannith Meadow, which made everybody extremely happy. But a letter
had arrived, heralding a visitation several days before. The
previous evening, her mother had mentioned the impending arrival in
a voice heavy with dread.

‘I wish that Leticia was not coming. She always makes thinks
so…so molto
imbarazzante.’

‘No Italian while she is here, Mama,’ Caprice had murmured.
‘She’ll call you a foreigner again.’ Leticia had never forgiven her
brother for marrying the daughter of an Italian nobleman. It seemed
to imply there was something wrong with the local stock.

‘Now Caprice,’ he’d remonstrated, but he had looked uneasy at
the mention of his younger, but far more formidable, sister. ‘I’m
sure she will say no such thing. Besides, I could hardly say no to
her coming. This was her home once.’

Elizabetta
Lambert had shaken her head, full of foreboding. ‘She is coming for
a reason and it will not be a nice one. It is never nice for
anybody but herself.’

‘We don’t know that. It has been some time since we have seen
her. Perhaps she just wants to visit.’

This
preposterous suggestion was met by disbelief by both his wife and
his daughter.

‘Just tell her no,’ Caprice had said firmly, ‘whatever it is
that she wants, just say no and be firm about it. She has probably
come to stick her nose into my marriage again.’

Her father had
looked at her in puzzlement. ‘But you’re not getting married, my
dear.’

‘No. That’s exactly the point.’ At one and twenty Caprice was
not married, was not spoken for and was not likely to be thanks to
a disastrous engagement three years before. Caprice Lambert was the
equivalent of a social pariah, likely to remain unmarried forever.
The prospect did not trouble her in the least. But it troubled her
aunt. ‘She will have come up with a plan to have me wed, you see if
she hasn’t.’

‘That is foolish,’ her mother said, but with no great
conviction. ‘Your marriage has nothing to do with
Leticia.’

‘And when has that ever stopped her?’

This elicited
no response since all three of those sitting at the table knew
perfectly well nothing stopped Lady Hester when she took it upon
herself to ‘help’. She was the proud mother of five, all of whom
she had successfully married off, a feat she was justifiably proud
of considering her children all took after their papa and possessed
rather horsey countenances. Unfortunately her success had made her
believe that she could arrange everybody’s marital alliances as she
saw fit and Caprice’s lack of spouse was a sore point that must be
addressed.

Lord Lambert
had shaken his head, trying for gruff good humour. ‘I think we’re
worrying unnecessarily. She has no reason to suggest anything of
the kind. It is not her job to find you a husband. You have
parents, after all.’

But it was the
very fact that her parents, vague and good-natured as they were,
had not arranged a husband for her that had thrown her aunt into a
spasm. There was no doubt she considered Caprice a challenge.
Despite the fact that she was the daughter of a lord, Miss Lambert
was hardly likely to find a man to marry locally, not when she had
blotted her lesson book so comprehensively with Eric Frampton.
Never mind that Eric was now settled with a charmingly insipid wife
(and probably far happier than he would ever have been with
Caprice), she had caused a scandal when she had thrown him over and
few people were inclined to forgive, especially when Caprice
refused to behave with due remorse.

‘You’re sweet, Papa,’ Caprice had murmured, but she had met
her mother’s eye and had seen the anxiety there. Mama had been
nervous for a reason.

Now, sitting
over the tea tray, Elizabetta Lambert cleared her throat and
heroically tried to take control of the situation. ‘I am sorry that
you think our daughter is so dreadful Leticia but I can assure you,
neither Henry or myself is concerned. There is no rush for Caprice
to marry.’

‘No rush!’ Leticia sounded appalled. ‘Good God Elizabetta,
she’s one and twenty!’

‘So? She is one and twenty. It is not the end of the
world.’

‘In another year it will be getting close to the end of her
chances on the marriage mart,’ Leticia retorted grimly, ‘and then
you will find she is on your hands forever.’

‘But we like to have Caprice around,’ her father protested.
Bless him. ‘She’s a delightful companion. Very lively and full of
fun.’

‘Lively and full of fun? Even allowing for a parent’s
partiality, there is really no excuse for the two of you to
blatantly ignore the obvious. Caprice is headstrong, wilful and –
thanks to you both indulging her for so long – unwilling to be
brought to heel. She has not the faintest idea how a lady should
behave and has a very uncertain temper. I blame you for that, Elizabetta,’ she added
severely, ‘for a Lambert would never display such unseemly
behavior.’

‘Thank you Leticia, that will do,’ Lord Lambert said sharply,
which drew a grin from his listening daughter. Henry Lambert might
find his sister daunting but he was devoted to his wife and would
not stand by while she was maligned. It was the one thing that
inspired outright fierceness in him.

Leticia
grunted but said no more on the subject of what she considered
Elizabetta Lambert’s lamentable contribution to her daughter’s bold
nature. She probably regarded it in much the same light as a
harelip or being lame; a cruel trick of nature that needed to be
overcome. Caprice simmered with quiet anger but it suddenly became
a great deal louder at the next words that came out of her aunt’s
mouth.

‘Never mind. I am happy to tell you that I have come up with a
solution to your problem.’

‘Our problem?’ Elizabetta repeated, clearly not quite
realizing she had a problem to begin with.

‘Indeed. Caprice needs a husband and, let’s face the sad
truth, she cannot be fussy at her age and… ah… situation. That
unfortunate episode with Frampton. So ill advised.’

‘They were not well matched,’ Caprice’s mother said stoutly.
‘It would not have been a good marriage.’

‘Nonsense. The man is worth seven thousand a year and has some
very respectable holdings. But that is history and we cannot help
the past, no matter how absurd our actions. I have discovered just
the man who can solve your daughter’s unfortunate
spinsterhood.’

On the other
side of the door, Caprice paused, blinking at both the word
spinsterhood and the knowledge that, as predicted, her aunt had
interfered in the issue of her marriage. The slow simmer of anger
boiled up into a positive cauldron of rage. She sucked in a deep
breath and reapplied her ear, the better to hear how her father and
mother repelled this absurdity.

‘I’m not sure I understand? I had not considered… that is to
say, we had not thought of Caprice as being a spinster. She is
still so young.’ Lord Lambert sounded bewildered.

‘Of course she’s a spinster,’ Leticia said impatiently. ‘She
is one and twenty Henry. She should have been married off years
ago.’

‘No!’ Elizabetta said, sounding understandably indignant. ‘A
spinster? Caprice is no such thing.’

‘You are both oblivious to the ways of the real world,’ Lady
Hester said coolly. ‘Hardly surprising as neither of you ever go up
to town and enjoy the Season but hide yourselves down here all year
round. Fortunately you have me to deal with such difficult matters.
And while Ainslie might not be your first choice -’

‘Ainslie?’ this time it was Lady Lambert who interrupted her
sister-in-law. ‘Your nephew?’

‘Indeed. He is looking to get married.’

Caprice jerked her head back and looked at the smooth,
polished surface of the door incredulously. Mr. Ainslie Hester was
Edward Hester’s nephew and so related to Leticia by marriage.
Caprice had met him exactly twice and had loathed him on each
occasion. He was, not to point to fine a point on it, a letch whose
entire purpose in life was to imbibe as much wine as he could get
his hands on and grope as many females as he could get away with.
The ton or the
servants, it was all one to him. She could vividly recall the last
time they had encountered one another. He had managed to corner her
in a hallway, trapping her between a hall table and one of her
father’s oriental sculptures. She could still recall his hot,
claret scented breath on her face and the way he had ground his
body unceremoniously into her own.

‘Well now,’ he had breathed, making her catch her own breath
so she did not have to smell the fumes, ‘haven’t you grown up to be
a pretty one?’

‘Pretty is as pretty does, sir. Stand aside, if you
please!’

‘Oh now… don’t be like that. All I want is one little kiss.
Can’t deny a man that, now can you?’

She most
emphatically could and had terminated the interview by placing both
hands upon his chest and thrusting him backwards while, at the same
time, bringing her knee up to connect with what her far more
agreeable cousin Jeremy called the ‘family jewels’. Mr. Hester had
let out a curious sound between a squeak and a wheeze, doubling
over. Caprice had not lingered to see if he would recover but had
walked away, congratulating herself that she had stopped at just a
knee.

This is the man that Aunt Leticia wants me to
marry, she thought incredulously. Good
God! Reapplying her ear, to hear how her parents were dealing with
such a repulsive idea, she was stunned to hear her father
say…

‘I agree that he seems an amiable enough fellow. But I don’t
believe that he knows Caprice well enough to put forward his
suit.’

‘Males and female do not have to know each other,’ Leticia said,
exasperated. ‘What is the point? The union of marriage should be
about doing ones duty in the interests of Society. It is as much of
a woman’s duty to marry as it is a man’s to provide a stable, well
ordered home.’

Caprice huffed
out a breath. Oh. Dear. Heavens!

‘But this Ainslie Hester. We do not know him at all well,’
Elizabetta objected. ‘And Caprice has most decided views on things.
It might be that she does not like him.’

It might be that I loath him,
Caprice thought. She was not going to marry Ainslie Hester. She
would take her vows and shut herself up in a nunnery long before
she did anything of the kind. Or run away to stay with
Angelique.

‘A little too decided, if you ask me.’ Nobody had, but Lady
Hester always assumed that everybody would be better off for her
opinion. ‘And she can get to know him. He arrives
tomorrow.’

There was a startled little silence at this, then Elizabetta
spoke up, voice bewildered. ‘He is coming tomorrow? Here?
Questo è
più inaspettato -’

‘English, if you please,’ Lady Hester sniffed. ‘We speak the
King’s English in this country my dear.’

‘Yes, but… we were not expecting visitors,’ Elizabetta
continued on, ignoring the jibe. After twenty three years she was
used to it.

‘There is no time to waste. Your daughter is not getting any
younger.’

‘Yes, but…here? Tomorrow?’ Lord Lambert was beginning to sound
flustered.

‘Of course here. How can he ask for Caprice’s hand if he is
not here?’

The answer
was, of course, that he couldn’t because she would not have him,
something that Lady Hester needed to know with all speed. Caprice
burst into the room and marched across to glare at her aunt. ‘I am
not going to marry Hester. He is… he is ghastly!’

‘Caprice!’ this from her mother, who was sounding increasingly
wretched. ‘Remember your manners, my dear.’

‘Oh that’s all right,’ Aunt Leticia said coldly, eyeing her
niece with distaste, ‘she has none to remember and never has done.
What on earth do you have on, girl?’

Caprice
glanced down at the breeches and shirt that she had worn out
riding. On the estate when she went in a direction that she was
almost certain not to meet any of her neighbors she often wore
breeches simply because they were far more comfortable than a gown.
Caprice hated to ride side saddle. It was impossible to get up a
good gallop in such a ridiculous position. Usually she would have
changed for she knew well enough that, while her parents might
extend a certain amount of leeway towards her in such matters,
others were not so generous and she had no desire to shock. But she
had just come in from a ride when she heard that her aunt had
already arrived and had not thought to change, too intent on
hearing what was happening.

‘It does not matter what I’m wearing. What matters is that I
am not going to marry your disgusting nephew.’

Leticia did
boggle at this, a flush crossing her skin, mottling it to an
unfortunate shade of puce. She was not a particularly good looking
woman, her features too blunt to ever be called attractive but what
she lacked in certain departments she more than made up for with
the force of her personality. Leticia Hester, nee Lambert, had
discovered that one could advance very far in life if one bullied
on through. As she had married a man who was essentially weak, this
aspect of her personality had stood her in good stead.

‘That’s more than enough from you, young woman! Ainslie is as
fine a man as you’re ever likely to meet. You should be grateful he
would consider you at all, the way you behave. Most men would be
appalled by a creature such as yourself. Just look at you.’

Clearly there
was no point in talking to the woman. Indeed, there never had been
so instead she turned to her parents. ‘Mama, Papa, you cannot
possibly entertain such a foolish notion. Ainslie Hester is -’ she
hesitated, trying to find the words to express exactly what he was
that didn’t sound too excessive. ‘Ainslie Hester is a loose
fish!’

Leticia gasped
while her mother looked shocked. ‘Caprice, that is a very dreadful
thing to say.’

‘Dreadful or not, it is entirely true. Last time I met him he
tried to kiss me.’

‘To kiss you?’ her father repeated, astonished. ‘Are you
sure?’

‘I am almost certain I could not get something like that
wrong.’

‘But when did this happen?’ her mother demanded.

‘In the hallway. He had been drinking.’

‘Oh, drinking,’ Leticia said dismissively. ‘Well I am sure
that he regretted such behavior afterwards. Young men often find
themselves overwhelmed by circumstances.’

‘He is over thirty,’ Caprice pointed out acidly. ‘Not exactly
young any more.’

‘Young enough. As for kissing you… you probably gave him cause
to take liberties.’

Caprice gaped at her aunt. ‘Gave him…? Well I suppose I did,
as I’m female and breathing! One thing is for certain. I am
not marrying Ainslie
Hester.’

Leticia turned
and raised an eye at Lord Lambert. ‘Is this how you allow your
daughter to behave? Really, her lack of suitors is hardly
surprising. Such appalling manners would frighten any right minded
man away.’

Henry Lambert
looked uneasy. He might not like the news that his daughter had
been improperly kissed but he had to admit that her behavior was
frequently not all it should be in a young lady. In the general
course of things, this was not an issue. But perhaps he and
Elizabetta had been too lenient. They were not as well versed in
the ways of Society as his sister was. ‘My dear Caprice, I am
naturally very distressed that you should have been put upon so but
I am sure Mr. Hester did not mean anything by it -’

‘He most certainly did!’

‘ –
and under the circumstances, as the man was
clearly is in his cups -’

‘Mr. Hester is frequently in his cups.’

‘ –
so perhaps he can be forgiven this one
indiscretion. I have not, of course, agreed to you marrying him.
But I am sure that if he applies in the appropriate way, we can –
er – evaluate him as a potential suitor. Can we not, my love?’ he
cast an imploring glance at his wife, having found himself to be
between a rock (his sister) and a hard place (his
daughter).

Elizabetta
Hester hesitated. ‘I am not sure I want to entertain a man who set
upon my daughter.’

‘Oh come now!’ Leticia rolled her eyes. ‘A party, a few too
many glasses of wine. What man hasn’t done anything so foolish? And
he particularly expressed to me his admiration for Caprice, which
completely took me by surprise, I might add. I see nothing to
recommend her.’ Once again, those pale blue eyes swept across her
niece’s attire. ‘It can hardly hurt to meet the fellow, now can it?
He is most anxious to further his acquaintance.’

Caprice gave a
snort of derision. ‘I’m sure he is. After all, Papa has no heir and
Mr. Hester, unless I’m much mistaken, has no estate.’

Lady Hester’s
eyes narrowed at this. ‘And you have no husband. If your parents
have no objection to dear Ainslie, then you most assuredly
cannot.’

‘I beg to differ.’ Caprice glanced at her parents and was
dismayed to see them both looking less than outraged on her behalf.
‘Honestly, I am not going to marry him. He is a very unpleasant man.’

‘Many girls feel the same way, having not truly had time to
get to know their suitors,’ her aunt pointed out. ‘Would it really
be so unreasonable for you to spend time with Mr. Hester? He is
very eager to spend time with you.’

I’m sure he is, Caprice thought with
a shudder, remembering the wine soaked breath and the insistent way
he had thrust his body – specifically the more masculine parts of
his body - against her. ‘Yes,’ she assured her aunt, ‘completely
unreasonable.’

‘Now Caprice,’ her father chided her, ‘there is no harm in
actually seeing the fellow is there? Nobody has to make any hurried
decisions. You can spend some time in his company, get to know him
better -’

‘I’ve seen him and I know him far better than I ever
intended,’ Caprice said through clenched teeth, ‘let me assure you
I did not like what I saw in the least.’

Her mother frowned. ‘It would be discourteous to turn him
away,’ she said slowly, with a reproving look at her daughter.
‘Your father is right. I can see no harm in meeting him once again, at the very
least.’

‘Excellent,’ Lady Hester smiled, well satisfied. ‘And I’m sure
that when you do, you will be impressed by his manners and air of
address.’

Caprice looked
from one to the other of her relatives and knew that nothing she
said from this point on would make the slightest bit of difference
as far as Ainslie Hester coming to Tannith Meadow was concerned.
Thoroughly exasperated, she turned and left the room.

They can make me meet him again, she
thought furiously as she slammed out of the house and headed
towards the stables, but they cannot make
me agree to marry him! But she was full of
disquiet, never the less for she knew how malleable both of her
parents were. And how gullible. Ainslie Hester was a thoroughly
seedy man but there was no denying he could turn on the charm when
he chose to. What if he turned on the charm with her parents? With
Aunt Leticia and the disgusting Ainslie telling them what a
suitable husband he would be, would her father be able to resist?
Caprice would find herself engaged before she knew it and to a man
who she found far less agreeable than Eric Frampton.

‘Honestly,’ she thought crossly, walking across to the stall,
which held her beloved hunter Ulysses, ‘how could they think I
would ever consider it?’

For she would
not accede, no matter what anybody might say. Of all the men in
England, Ainslie Hester was the last one she would ever marry. He
could charm the very undergarments of both of her parents but
nothing would alter the fact that she was not going to take him as
a husband.

And that was
the end of the matter.

 


The slap rang
loud in the silence of the hallway, almost as shocking as the force
with which Ainslie had tried to kiss her. Caprice’s mouth felt
bruised; sullied. Her entire body felt sullied for Ainslie’s hands
had been as busy as his ghastly mouth and he had managed to squeeze
a breast while sliding his hand behind her to cup her rump.

‘You are disgusting!’ she hissed, wiping a hand across her
lips while she slipped past him, putting distance between them.
Although, after a day and a half in this man’s company Caprice was
fast coming to the conclusion that there wasn’t enough land in
England that would suffice. She hated the man. But, more than that,
she was also beginning to fear him. There was something in his
manner towards her when he managed to catch her alone that was
disturbing, a light in his eyes that caused a sense of growing
unease to settle like a stone inside her. In a very short space of
time she had learned to take great care not to be alone with him. ‘I will
tell my father what you have done, don’t think I won’t.’

He raised his
hand to his cheek where a red mark was forming, stark against the
surrounding skin. ‘Go ahead,’ he invited softly. ‘I have been
working hard on your parents and they are more than half way
convinced that there dear little Caprice is an hysteric. And why
not? You threw over a perfectly good match for no other reason than
you did not think you were suited. You have scorned any other
offers that have come your way. I do believe you enjoy behaving in
a perverse and difficult fashion and I rather think your dear
parents are coming around to my way of thinking.’

‘On the contrary,’ she said, more breathlessly than she
intended, ‘I just happen to be selective in the company I chose to
keep.’

‘Oh you don’t have to convince me,’ he assured her coolly.
‘Whatever your reasons, your single state benefits me enormously.’
He glanced around the hallway, as graceful as the rest of Tannith
Meadow and Caprice’s blood seemed to chill within her
veins.

He thinks this will all be his, she
thought with a mixture of indignation and fear. That was why he was
chasing her. With no inheritance of his own, he intended to take
hers for her family home would come to her and her husband,
eventually as there were no entailments on the estate.

‘I shall not marry you.’

‘Oh, I think you will. Not willingly, of course but that makes
it all the sweeter. I like a woman that needs taming. A little…’
his eyes ran down the length of her assessingly, ‘education. For
the more you don’t want me, dearest Caprice, the more I lust after
you. As your husband, I expect to have a very enjoyable time of
it.’

‘No,’ she whispered, sickened by this glimpse of the real
Ainslie.

‘Yes,’ he averred, giving her a smile. ‘I can be so charming,
you see. Your mother seems quite taken with me, don’t you think?
She believes her little girl might benefit from the wisdom and
patience of an older man. And it’s true, of course. I shall be able
to teach you so many things.’

Things that
she wagered she would never wish to learn. Surely her parents
couldn’t be so blind? But the truth was that they could. And while
they would never force her into a marriage, the slow coercion of
two weak willed parents could be very persuasive. Caprice began to
feel even more trapped and a great deal more desperate.

‘You are a disgusting man, Ainslie Hester,’ she muttered,
backing away towards the door and freedom. It was getting so she
could not be in the same room with him without feeling a smothering
sense of repugnance.

‘I know,’ he agreed, with indecent cheerfulness. ‘But I am
sure I will grow on you, with time.’

Escaping up
the stairs to her bedchamber (where she locked herself in) she knew
that desperate measures were required. She would not marry Mr.
Hester; that was a given. Unfortunately it meant standing up to
Aunt Leticia and, more and more, to her own parents. And while she
could hold out against her aunt forever, her parents were far more
problematic for when they truly wanted something from her they were
gently relentless. It was like being nibbled to death by
goldfish.

Flinging
herself onto the bed, Caprice chewed her lip and considered her
options. After a moment, she rose and went to her dresser draw,
pulling out the last letter she had received from her dear friend
Angelique. She had married and was living, very happily it seemed,
in Dorset. Caprice pulled the pages from the envelope and read the
last paragraph again.

Dearest, I
really do look forward to you coming to stay with us. I know you
love tearing around Tannith Meadow like a complete minx but I miss
you and cannot help but think you should be getting out more. You
should be going up to London for the Season. You should be going
into to all the assemblies and doing things that most young ladies
do. Don’t continue to be cast down by the past, I beg you. Nobody
remembers old dramas if one goes on as if nothing has happened. Put
it to your darling Mama, dearest Caprice for we could have such fun
together…

She had
received this only two weeks before and had written back, assuring
her friend that she would arrange a visit very soon. Angelique
laboured under the mistaken belief that Caprice kept herself hidden
away because of Eric Frampton but that was not really the case. At
least, Caprice didn’t think so. The truth was, she enjoyed her life
at Tannith Meadow where she could please herself and not Society.
But suddenly, her family home wasn’t the haven it had always been
and she thought the time had come to do as Angelique suggested. It
was time to pay her a visit.

She would not
be telling her parents about it, however. She would not be telling
anyone at all.

And she would
be leaving that very night…


Chapter
Two

 


 


Whites,
London.

 


 


 


‘I hear that your uncle has finally shuffled off this mortal
coil.’

Lord Cassius
Merridew glanced up from the paper to find Mr. Anthony Fenshaw
standing behind the unoccupied chair opposite. ‘Yes,’ he agreed
mildly, ‘I heard much the same thing.’

‘Suppose you would have, considering Abbey Cross is vacant and
your responsibility.’

‘But I have had a charming offer from my dear cousin who
suggested he might be able to deal with the place for
me.’

Fenshaw raised
an eyebrow. ‘Your cousin?’ He was a few years older than Cass and a
great many pounds heavier, being a veritable mountain of a man.
Word was that he possessed a considerable amount of clout in the
business of running the country thanks to the fact that he was
involved with the newly created ministry that was dealing with the
war against Bonaparte and other troublesome European issues.
‘Ravener, do you mean? Why should he take the place? He isn’t even
a Merridew.’

‘I know. I thought it peculiar myself.’

‘Still, I daresay there is a reason he’s so
interested.’

‘A fondness for our uncle?’

Fenshaw gave a
derisive snort. ‘Hardly. Hadley Ravener has never struck me as the
sentimental type.’

Cass sat back
in his chair a little and considered the man. ‘How very well
informed you seemed to be about my family’s business, Fenshaw,’ he
marvelled. ‘I didn’t think dear Uncle Abel’s demise would prove to
be so interesting. Lord knows, my family hasn’t found it
particularly riveting.’

‘I like to keep up. And I’ve taken a keen interest in your
Uncle Abel. Is Ravener seriously suggesting he take it off your
hands?’

‘Does he ever seriously say anything? He’s a curious fellow,
inclined to bouts of spurious folly. If it were in my power I’d
probably give it to him for I have no real desire to take the place
on. It’s a pity my uncle didn’t produce an heir.’

‘It’s Merridew property, surely. It belongs with the
family.’

‘Yes, but if there was an heir I could have reasonably foisted
it onto them without raising eyebrows. Hadley wrote and told me
that he was keen to go down for the reading of the will. Apparently
he is expecting some small bequest. He tells me he was very fond of
Uncle Abel and feels he is the son he never had.’

Fenshaw raised
an eyebrow. ‘And was he?’

‘Who can say what Abel Merridew’s views were? He was, even by
my family’s standards, quite mad. As for Hadley… he isn’t fond of
anybody but his tailor. But he is Uncle Abel’s nephew as much as I
am and it is entirely possible that my uncle bequeathed him some
personal items,’ Cass shrugged, wondering what Fenshaw wanted. And
why he should care about the Merridew estates.

‘Personal bequests. I daresay Ravener is hoping they are worth
something. Desperate for money or that’s what I hear.’

Cass had heard
it too, that and a great deal more. Eloise Ravener had married Abel
Merridew when both were considered too old for the institution.
They hadn’t produced any offspring and Eloise had died within six
years of the marriage. Hadley Ravener was the only son of her
brother Bentmore, as feckless and profligate a man as one was
likely to find who had done his best to bankrupt the family
fortunes, leaving his son hard up and living constantly in the red.
The one thing the Bentmore had left his heir was a sad
predisposition to reckless gambling, which had hardly helped the
precarious nature of Hadley’s existence.

Cass sighed
inwardly, wishing that his uncle had not gone and died on him. They
had cordially disliked each other and he had not seen Uncle Abel in
nearly seven years but his death meant that Cass must become
embroiled with winding up the estate and dealing with the
pernicious pest that was his cousin by marriage, Hadley
Ravener.

‘It’s a damned nuisance.’

Mr. Fenshaw
grinned and sat down in the chair opposite. ‘When are you going
down to Dorset?’

Cass folded
his paper and set it down. This promised to be a longer interchange
than he had anticipated and he was beginning to suspect it was
going to be an uncomfortable one into the bargain. Fenshaw was
after something. He wasn’t in the habit of making idle chitchat
with acquaintances.

‘In the next few days. May I ask why you’re
interested?’

‘You may. What’s more, I might even tell you. Have you had
luncheon?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Join me, won’t you? I have something of considerable import
to discuss and it’s best done over a brace of braised partridges
and a side of mutton. Although now I come to think of it,’ he
added, a twinkle in his eyes, ‘most things are best discussed over
such a meal, wouldn’t you say?’

Cass looked at
the man across the table thoughtfully for a moment, then nodded. ‘I
would, of course, be delighted.’

Two hours –
and a great many courses later – he had cause to re-evaluate the
term ‘delighted’. There were some people who were foolish enough to
believe that Fenshaw’s bulk made him slow but the man was anything
but. He had a mind as sharp as the carving knife he had wielded so
freely and had set out his plans for Cass most succinctly. The
couple of days he had been contemplating for his journey into
Dorset had somehow become tomorrow.

When the port
was delivered, along with the sweetmeats, Cass leaned back in his
chair and contemplated his host. ‘I’m not sure I fully understand
why you think Hadley might be a spy. Forgive my bluntness but the
man is a fool. A wastrel, a dandy, a gambler who is far too fond of
a pair of dice, yes. I would not disagree with any of that. But a
spy for the French? He can’t tie his own neckcloth without the
assistance of his valet.’

‘I can understand your incredulity but I fear you have
underestimated your cousin.’

‘I don’t think I have.’

Fenshaw
grinned. ‘Even if he isn’t a spy, he is most certainly a dupe. What
do you know of his fiancée?’

Cass raised an eyebrow. ‘Ravener is engaged?’

‘I suppose I can take that as being nothing at all. He became
engage several weeks ago to the Grand Duchess Maria von Kassel.’
When his lordship continued to stare at him blankly, he elaborated.
‘Prussian royalty, apparently. I cannot find much about her
antecedents but she claims to be related to the tsars of
Russia.’

‘The devil she does. And you say that this female is engaged
to Hadley?’

‘You seem surprised.’

‘I am astonished,’ Cass admitted frankly, ‘considering I
thought he was – ah – more European in his proclivities. I have
never known him to chase after a skirt. Well, not with a female
inside.’

Fenshaw’s lips
twitched. ‘A man can flip on both sides of a coin, my friend.
Although in this instance I feel you might be correct. I doubt that
this engagement is genuine. The Grand Duchess has been of interest
to us for some time.’

‘Us, being the oddly shadowy figures that have been busy
setting up a business of spying?’ Cass suggested
delicately.

‘I am sure I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Of course not.’

‘I do, however, feel that an impartial observer on the scene
might be helpful. Especially as your cousin is so very interested
in journeying to Dorset himself.’

‘You said it yourself. Ravener is broke. He gambles,
unsuccessfully, from all accounts. He dresses like a French roué;
the bill from his tailor must be astronomical if those outfits he
elects to go about in are any indication. And he has a modest
income. His dislike for me stems, in great part from the fact that
I am far better off than him. An unfortunate quirk of fate saw me
with a parent that did not waste the family fortune whereas
Bentmore Ravener was a renowned sot who would have sold his
lamentable children if it had been humanly possible. As a father
went, he was hardly a man to aspire to.’

‘Ravener was not the most likeable of men.’

‘I suppose that is why somebody stuck a knife into him. I
always felt a little sorry for Hadley and his sister. A difficult
start to life, especially as Aunt Louisa was delicate.’

‘Mad?’

‘Entirely. Although I believe the family preferred delicate,
thank you very much.’

‘I can understand that you have certain family sympathies
Merridew, although the Raveners are not, strictly speaking, your
family. But if Hadley Ravener is a traitor to this country then I
will do everything in my power to stop him. More than that, I will
take whatever measures I deem appropriate to discover who he is
working with. I have someone quite specific in mind in this
instance.’ Cass observed a change in the amiable Anthony Fenshaw.
Gone was the cheerful good-humor, replaced by something implacable.
This glimpse of steel explained a great deal about his current
position in government.

‘The Grand Duchess?’

‘Unfortunately not. She is an obvious choice for observation.
No… I am referring to Sir Darryl Hughenden.’

His lordship
frowned at this. ‘Hughenden?’

‘Indeed.’

‘But… surely you don’t suspect Hughenden of… what the devil
are we discussing here, anyway? Spying? Englishmen spying for the
French? I would be far more inclined to believe it of my cousin
than of a man like Hughenden.’

‘I know. It does seem extraordinary does it not?’

‘But he is not a particular crony of Raveners. Is he?’ Cass
demanded, more disconcerted by this than he had been by the
prospect of his cousin being a traitor. He knew Darryl Hughenden,
had done since they were at Harrow, and then Oxford together. It
would never have occurred to him that the man was anything but
sound.

‘More like a crony of the von Kassel woman,’ Fenshaw said
gravely, ‘although I could be mistaken in this. That is one of the
many things I hope to discover by sending you down to
Dorset.’

‘You want me to discover if Hughenden is a spy? Because I’ll
tell you right now,’ Cass said, a little irritably, ‘that I don’t
believe it for a moment.’

‘Good. I need somebody with that kind of attitude.’

His lordship
stared at his host, frustrated. ‘Why me? Good God Fenshaw, I am
hardly the type of fellow a man like you is likely to recruit.’

‘Why?’ Fenshaw demanded, his former good humor apparently
restored. ‘Don’t you think you’re up to it?’

‘Up to what,
exactly?’

‘Discovering what it is Ravener- or Maria von Kassel – is so
eager to get their hands on in the house of Abel Merridew.
Illuminating the real relationship between the Grand Duchess and
your cousin. Or unmasking the man who, I am growing more
uncomfortably certain of all the time, is one of the most cunning
spies that this country has ever produced?’ Summarized in such a
fashion, Lord Merridew could only stare at his companion. Fenshaw
smiled. ‘I think you’re exactly
what we need.’

‘Good God!’

‘So you will go to Dorset tomorrow?’

‘I will?’

‘Certainly. The sooner we start, the sooner we will be able to
identify what must be done. Just poke around the place. They say
it’s riddled with priest holes and God only knows what else. The
coastline around those parts has an interesting reputation as well
you know and Abel Merridew has always had a reputation for aiding
and abetting smugglers. God only knows who else he’s been
aiding.’

‘Dear Uncle Abel has always been most enterprising,’ his
nephew agreed. ‘The family don’t like to talk about just
how enterprising.’

Fenshaw
grinned. ‘Damn glad I ran into you this morning,’ he said
cheerfully, draining his glass of claret and dabbing at his lips
with the napkin he had tucked into his neckcloth. ‘It saved me
having to hunt you down.’

‘I can hardly believe my luck either.’

Fenshaw
chuckled. ‘You like to pretend you’re a feckless lay about but I
know better.’

‘On the contrary,’ Cass assured him earnestly, ‘I am a
feckless lay about. Just ask anybody. My relatives will all attest
to it.’

Fenshaw
laughed and deposited his napkin onto his plate. ‘There is more to
you than you like to pretend, Merridew. I have always thought as
much.’

‘Yes, but there is no need to share it with the world,’ Cass
pointed out, aggrieved. ‘This is all damned inconvenient. I was
supposed to be going down to Tattersalls tomorrow. More than that,
my sister expects me to host her ghastly rout on Friday evening.
She’s borrowing the townhouse because the guests won’t all fit in
to her place in Berkley Square.’

‘What the devil has she got on?’

‘My niece has come out. Apparently all of London must now meet
her.’

‘Sounds like hell. You’ll be delighted to escape such a dreary
affair,’ Fenshaw said with hearty good humor. ‘I will be expecting
to hear from you via the mail. And it’s quite likely you’ll be
contacted when you are at Abbey Cross.’

‘I will?’

‘Indeed. I have several agents in
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