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Secrets can destroy you—and the one you love most.

Richard and Rose, Book 6

As Richard returns with Rose to her childhood home of Darkwater for two weddings, romance is in the air—but so is trouble. It begins with Rose’s stolen watch. Tensions rise when they learn their old adversaries, the Drurys, have taken a house nearby. A series of attacks on those they love, plus a rise in smuggling activity, only add to the threat of violence.

Then illness strikes at the worst possible time, threatening everyone in the district—especially the children. Questions abound: Was the infection deliberate? Is someone striking at Richard through Rose, or are their enemies targeting Rose for information she possesses?

Richard calls on his resources, public and private, to counter an enemy that threatens to destroy his beloved Rose. Rose is no helpless victim, however, and refuses to let anyone—even Richard—take away her independence. She finds ways to fight that aren’t in his armoury. Whether he likes it or not...
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Chapter One
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“ROSE, MY LOVE.”

I opened my eyes to see my husband’s face. Since we were alone in the coach, I’d pillowed my head on his shoulder, after having spent an indifferent night on a lumpy mattress in what was supposed to be a first-class inn.

“We’re nearly there, my love. Should you like to stop somewhere to freshen up?”

I sat up. “Your shoulder must be numb.”

“Not really,” he said, but I didn’t miss the way he flexed his arm as I took my weight off him.

“Liar.” We exchanged wry smiles. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go straight there. I want to see what James has done to the manor.”

His smile turned wicked. “I thought you didn’t want to leave Oxfordshire.”

“I didn’t.” I let my mind wander back over the last two blissful months. “It was wonderful. But I do want to see Tom get married—and Lizzie of course.”

The coach jolted as the driver pulled on the reins to stop the horses so abruptly I was thrown forward, but I saved myself by seizing the strap above my head.

My husband grabbed me by the waist and restored me to my seat before he glanced out of the window. “It appears we’re being held up.” His voice sounded calm, but I knew him better than that and I noticed his note of alarm.

“What? Highwaymen?”

Almost without thinking I took off my ruby betrothal ring and slipped it down the front of my dress, but when I tried to take off the wedding ring, Richard put his hand over mine. “No. He’ll expect to see a wedding ring, and if he doesn’t find one he might go looking. I’ll buy you twenty more, but let that one be.”

I saw the sense of that and did as he bade me. Richard reached up and took the pistol that hung in its holster above us. He thrust it into his coat pocket then spoke over the shouting that was going on outside. “Give him your purse and anything else of that nature he asks for. If he tries to go too far—I’ll deal with it.” He gave me a smile of encouragement as the door was wrenched open.

Cold air rushed into the coach. A figure swathed in a greatcoat with a muffler covering most of his face stood silhouetted against the rain-spattered hedge and trees. He’d pulled his hat well down and had a pistol in each hand. His eyes were grey, but I couldn’t see any more of his face.

I’d never gone through this experience before, but I’d read a lot about it in the papers. The country was currently at peace, the army mostly disbanded, and many disaffected soldiers had taken to crime. Highway robbery was on the increase, together with housebreaking and shoplifting, but we were usually better protected than this and hadn’t been touched before. I could only thank God that our daughter and her entourage were a few miles behind us.

The man gestured, one pistol jerking towards us. “Get out.”

Richard climbed down and held his hand out to help me down, then took a position slightly in front of me, shielding me as best he could.

The two postboys stood by the front of the vehicle. The robber kept one pistol trained on them and one on us, but when he moved we saw he had more flintlocks thrust into his belt.

“Your valuables, please. One person at a time.”

He moved to the postboys and I examined him closer. He was a little shorter than Richard, and that glimpse of the weapons shoved into his belt also showed me his figure was actually quite slight. He might be young, but then highwaymen rarely lasted very long. They worked alone or in pairs, vulnerable to a determined person.

He took the watches and purses the postboys offered him without demanding more, and moved on to us. Richard silently handed him his watch and some guineas from his pocket. He wasn’t wearing the diamond solitaire pin he used at his neckcloth, for which I was thankful. I’d have hated to see that go.

I gave him my purse and the necklace I wore, part of an agate set I hadn’t owned for long. He pointedly stared at my hand, and reluctantly I slipped off my ring. It was a plain gold band, but it had been engraved inside for me. I was sad to lose it, but Richard was right. It wasn’t worth risking injury or abuse for. I handed the ring over, trying not to touch his hand. Highwaymen sometimes took more than items of monetary value. Rape and beating weren’t unusual. Richard would kill him if this man attempted that with me.

I tried to meet his gaze steadily, although inside, fear was turning my stomach.

“There’s more. Your pockets, if you please.”

I’d hoped to keep it from him. Unlike some people, I didn’t carry two purses, one for the robber and another for me, so I had my handkerchief, my necessaire and the watch Richard’s brother, Gervase, had given to me, which was a fine item, a French enamelled repeater set with gems, but it wasn’t the value I’d miss. Gervase had bought it for me in Venice in thanks for the help I’d rendered him there.

Reluctantly I handed the highwayman the watch. He turned it over in his palm to see both sides of the pretty toy. “Thank you. You can have this back.” He gave me my wedding ring.

It hurt to thank the man who had just robbed us, but I managed it.

He indicated a space away from the coach with the pistol he carried in his left hand. “Move over there.”

We obeyed him, Richard keeping his body between me and the highwayman, who climbed into the coach. I remained as still as I could, controlled my trembling and lifted my chin, just like the time when I’d been presented at court. The fear I felt seemed identical.

Ladies hid their more valuable items in secret compartments, but although he found the one in ours in a few moments, its vacant nature must have disappointed him. I was thankful he was on his own, for if he’d got down on his hands and knees outside the vehicle he might have seen the long box lashed to the underside of the coach. But on his own he would be too vulnerable in such a position, so he didn’t make the attempt.

A fine bay horse stood by the side of the road gently cropping the grass, but there was nothing to be deduced in that. The horse was part of the highwayman’s stock in trade, and he would acquire the best he could find. The chill left by the recent shower of rain raised goose bumps on my arms, but I restrained my shiver. I wasn’t afraid, just cold. Not that I could fool myself with that notion for long. Highwaymen were brutal and unpredictable. He might take our valuables and then kill us anyway, since both offences carried the death penalty. Dead witnesses were safer than live ones.

Our horses champed at their bits and shifted, but the coachmen easily kept them under control. We’d collected them at the last inn, but they were a good team, and I doubted they’d bolt or panic. One blew down his nose, the harrumphing sound unnaturally loud in the still air.

Richard had attempted no violence, but he was ready if he needed to. I sensed his tension radiating through him, waiting for a chance. Although events had shaken me, I could still think, and I was pleased to discover that my hand remained steady after my efforts to control it. I wanted to reach for Richard’s hand for comfort, but I knew better than to do so. He would need to be free of encumbrances if the man should offer violence to us.

A loaded pistol reposed in the pocket of my travelling cloak. It pulled that side of the garment.

We waited while the man searched the coach as well as he could, but he found nothing except the empty holder for the gun. He wrenched it down, the first time he’d done anything remotely violent, and despite my good intentions, I flinched. He glared at us. “Drop it on the ground,” he ordered, looking straight at Richard. “And any others you have.”

Richard kept his sangfroid as he took the gun out of his coat pocket and threw it to the ground a few feet from where we stood. The man didn’t look at it. “Any more?”

“No,” Richard lied. I don’t know if the man knew he was lying, but he let it be. He climbed down from the coach.

“I’m going to ride away now. Count to a hundred, then be on your way. I have people watching you.”

Richard nodded. The man went to his horse and mounted. If we planned to take him, now would be the best time, but neither Richard nor the postboys made a move.

In the saddle, he wheeled around to face us. “Goodbye.”

We watched him ride up the road away from us, and Richard turned around and put his arms about me. I leaned my forehead against his shoulder and took a couple of deep breaths before I showed him an untroubled countenance.

“Spring ’em,” he ordered the postboys. “I want her ladyship safe at Hareton as soon as possible.”

The postboys nodded and climbed up to their seats on the box while Richard helped me back into the coach and pulled the steps up behind us.

The vehicle set off again with a jerk. The coach rocked as the driver whipped up the four horses and it moved faster.

Richard kept his arms about me, and I was grateful for the comfort. “All right?” I heard a note of anxiety in his voice.

I snuggled in to his warmth, feeling like a small child. “I’m fine. But I’m sorry he got my watch.”

He sighed. “So am I, but we might yet get it back.”

“How?”

“If he sells it locally, it might reappear in Exeter. I’ll send people to look. It’s a distinctive thing, perhaps even unique.” He cupped the back of my head in his hand in a soothing movement. I looked up at him to show him I was all right and he kissed me gently. “He didn’t try to get the only thing I’d have killed him for.”

I smiled at him. “I had a pistol too,” I told him. “I might have killed him first.”

“He wouldn’t have got that far.”

I tumbled against him when the coach went over a pothole in the road. This wasn’t a good road, and our driver must have been very skilful to go over it at such a pace. “He didn’t find the diamonds either,” I pointed out.

“It would take two or more of them to get to that box.” Richard kissed me again. “I might as well take advantage of this. We won’t be alone again until tonight.”

“No.” I’d have consigned the robbery to history, but he drew back as though he’d thought of something. “What did you think of him?”

“The highwayman? He knew what he was about, that’s for sure, but I don’t think he was very old. Early twenties perhaps.”

“Maybe younger,” Richard commented. “But you’re right—he’s been doing this for some time.”

“He’s not a Devon man. He spoke with an accent, but it wasn’t from here.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “I think so too. His voice had the twang of the cockney about it, but there’s something else there too—the north, maybe. Many of these men are disaffected Jacobites, so perhaps he’s been in Scotland.” Richard smiled. “We should wait for Helen’s coach to catch up with us.” He forbore from reminding me that I had been so anxious to press on that we’d left Helen’s nurse changing her and letting her nap at the last inn. We should have waited, but in that case, she might have been held up too. “Shall we get you upstairs when we get there? For a rest,” he added hastily, when he saw my raised brows.

“No indeed, what sort of person do you take me for? Of course I was afraid; what sane person wouldn’t be? But we’re not hurt and we have most of our belongings still.”

“Such heart.” He drew me to him again.

When I could, I smiled at him. “I’ve been through worse than that with you.”

“Yes,” he said regretfully. “And all I wanted to do was to look after you, cherish you and keep you from harm. I really think we should give up on Thompson’s, give it back to Carier and Alicia.” Richard’s valet, his friend Mrs. Thompson and ourselves jointly owned Thompson’s, one of the best domestic staffing agencies in the country. And sometimes our private spy network. Every household required a variety of servants and Thompson’s could provide them all. Occasionally some of them had special duties to perform.

“That would be foolish. Thompson’s is our protection, and as long as we have enemies it would be an act of great folly to give it up.”

“But we don’t have to get involved in the special activities,” he pointed out.

“I enjoy it,” I told him. “And I enjoy seeing what it does to you. You come alive, you know you do.”

“And I’m not alive at other times?” His smile would have once made me blush, but not now.

“Very much alive. Richard?”

“Yes, sweetheart?”

“Will you comfort me again?”

The seat creaked as he drew me onto his lap and we forgot everything except each other for a time.
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Chapter Two
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AS WE NEARED THE APPROACH to my childhood home, my stomach fluttered with nervousness. I was Miss Golightly again, returning from a long trip to my family. When I looked at Richard the illusion melted away, replaced by a better reality. I smiled tremulously and he took my hand.

We rounded a bend in the road and I saw it in the distance. In time, the new trees lining the grand drive would grow and conceal the house from the road, but they were saplings yet and what I saw made me draw in a quick breath. “My God. It’s still there.”

I could see the old manor in the heart of the new house, although James had a new façade put on it and had the whole freshly stuccoed. I’d changed so much, but seeing the house where I grew up made me feel as though the last two years had never happened, that I’d dreamed it all. Except for the man by my side.

The manor had an extra floor, and new wings on either side led to new apartments, but James had left the skeleton of the old house instead of demolishing it as he had first intended. I stared in astonishment until our coach pulled up outside the front door.

The door opened as soon as the footman let down the coach steps. Richard climbed out and held out his hand to help me. His touch reassured me, and I glanced at him and smiled before I placed my hand on his arm to enter the house.

Martha herself came out to greet us. I was so pleased to see her looking so well I let go of Richard and went into her embrace. She engulfed me and I returned her hug with interest.

“Martha, it’s so good to see you.” I drew back to examine her. “You’re looking so well.”

She smiled. Martha was homely in appearance, but she had a smile that could melt a snowman. “So are you. Better than I ever thought to see you.” That was high praise indeed from my sister-in-law, who was still wary of Richard, despite his not looking at another woman since we first met. She watched as my husband bowed elegantly over her hand. “Still looking after her, then,” she said.

“I wouldn’t dare do anything else, knowing you had her in your sights.” He gave her one of his beguiling smiles as he straightened up. Martha was forced to smile back. I knew that Richard’s polished manner and elegant address intimidated her, but she didn’t understand that it came naturally to him.

“Come inside.” Martha led the way into the house.

My stomach tightened as we went through the grand front door, but inside I gaped in astonishment. While I could recognise some of the features of the old house on the outside, the inside was completely transformed. What was once a modest hall was now a grand entrance hall, fit to receive a duke, should one pass this way. I recognised some of the treasures from Hareton Abbey—the chandelier and some portraits—but this wasn’t the pleasant little hall of my youth, and I realised that the house must extend much farther behind the façade than I’d thought.

Martha watched me, smiling. I smelled new paint and ammonia, a sure sign of a well-kept household, but not the cooking smells drifting up from the basement kitchen which had always greeted the visitor to the manor.

“How did you transform it so quickly?” I asked.

Martha laughed. “Mr. Scott redesigned the whole of the inside but he recommended we keep the shell. James was so keen to get his house back. He hated all the disruption.”

“So much in so little time.” My voice echoed around the extended hall.

“Not so much. Not every room is decorated and the plasterers are still at work in one of the wings. By using as much as we could from the old abbey, we’ve contrived to make most of the rooms at least functional, but we have a long way to go yet.” She grinned. “Come and have some tea in the new salon.” We followed her up the great staircase, Martha chattering about painters and decorations and colour schemes.

The inside of the manor had been completely remodelled. The principal rooms were now on the first floor, as they were in most great houses. The landing upstairs was circular, and I smiled when I recognised Aphrodite and Cupid from the abbey. I’d helped to scrub them clean. “What did you do with the rest of the statues?” I asked her. The abbey had a huge hall ranged with life-sized statues and busts, which the third Earl of Hareton had brought home from the Grand Tour.

“We kept the few we liked and the rest will go to auction. Except the ones your brother-in-law liked, and we’ve kept them back for him to look at.”

“Gervase?” Richard said, startled. We hadn’t seen him since we left Eyton for Oxfordshire.

Martha smiled. “Ian invited him, and of course he is invited to both Lizzie’s and Tom’s weddings. He’s spending most of his time in the library helping to catalogue all the books that keep arriving from the abbey. I sent word to them that you would arrive soon. Otherwise they tend to lose track of time.”

A footman in livery flung open the door to the new salon but didn’t announce us. It was now considered old-fashioned to do that except in formal or public situations. Not en famille.

Several people sat on the elegant satin sofas and chairs or stood in the airy, elegant room. The main furnishings were yellow, as were the drapes, so I guessed it would become the Yellow Salon in time.

I ran forward to embrace them. James, the Earl of Hareton now, but still my best brother, my lovely sisters Lizzie and Ruth, Richard’s brother Gervase and my own brother Ian. And, to my surprise, Richard’s cousin Freddy, Lord Thwaite. He hadn’t mentioned he would be here.

“So, James,” I asked him. “Used to being an earl yet?”

“No,” he said. “Used to being a viscountess?”

I laughed and acknowledged the hit. “No. This is lovely, James, a vast improvement on the abbey.”

James lifted his tea dish to his lips and examined me, clearly assessing me. The ruffles at his wrist were finer now, the tea dish of the best china, but he was still my brother James, the country gentleman. He would never change, and I was glad of it. He was a handsome man, but with the ruddy countenance of a countryman, and the broad shoulders to go with it. He looked content, and I was glad of that too.

“I’d appreciate your advice,” Richard said. “We went on ahead when Helen showed every sign of settling down for a nap, but unfortunately we were held up. I hadn’t heard of a highwayman in the district.”

Cries of dismay rang around the room. Too much, I thought. It was obvious we weren’t hurt.

Martha glanced at my wedding finger. “Your ring is still there!”

“He gave it back,” I told her. “And I had time to hide my betrothal ring.”

“Gave it back?” Martha echoed. “Why would he do that?”

I shrugged. “Gallantry, I suppose.” Richard exchanged a glance with Freddy, but I had something to tell Gervase. “He took the watch you gave to me, though. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s hardly your fault,” Gervase said dryly. “Not to worry. I’ll get you another.”

He smiled, but despite his resemblance to his twin, my husband, his smile never evoked the same feelings in me. I often wondered on the resemblance, and that I would feel passion for one brother but only warm friendship for the other. “Richard says he’ll send someone to search the shops in Exeter, in case the thief sells it there.”

He shrugged, the shoulders of his dark green country coat moving and falling perfectly back into place. “I’ll get you another one anyway.”

I put my hand on my chair, feeling the new silk cloth. It was as well the previous earls had left a lot of cash in the bank, I reflected, although this had not been the purpose for which it had been intended. What the fraudulent minister had lost, my brother had gained, and he was now putting it to good use.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” Martha asked me, a frown creasing her brow. “Wouldn’t you like to lie down?”

Irritating. I was not an invalid; why would I want that? “No, of course not. He didn’t hurt me.”

“It was only one man?” James asked. “You should report this. We’ve been blessedly free of highwaymen recently.”

Richard glanced at me. “I have every intention of doing so, and I shall make some enquiries of my own, as well. If he’d hurt Rose, I’d have done my best to make those enquiries irrelevant.” Most people in the room knew he was absolutely capable of making good on his threat. Outside the room, few people were aware of the fact.

“A small incident, soon over.” I hated fuss, and we could gain nothing from discussing the event now.

In an attempt to change the subject I stood and walked to the windows, recognising at last whereabouts in the old manor I was by the familiar view. “This must have been your bedroom, Martha.”

Martha smiled and came over to join me. “Part of it, but this room takes up a deal more space. And my new bedroom is far more elegant. Would you like to see it?”

“Oh yes,” I agreed with enthusiasm. I glanced at my sister, realising one person was absent. “Where’s the Marquês?”

Lizzie brightened at the mention of her fiancé. “He went into Exeter. He wouldn’t tell me why. He’ll be so glad to see you when he gets back.”

“I’ll be glad to see him too.”

Richard got to his feet as I linked my arm with Martha in the old, familiar manner. “Would you excuse me? I want to set some enquiries in train for the discovery of our attacker and the recovery of Rose’s watch.”

He bowed and left the room. Martha took me out by another door, and we passed into the next room, an antechamber. “I’ve got state rooms,” she crowed. “Me!”

She sounded about fourteen years old, and I was delighted for her. “Lady Southwood uses hers frequently. Too grand for me.”

Martha stopped walking and glanced at me, curiosity mixed with concern in her grey eyes. “She’s your mother-in-law. Don’t you call her anything more familiar?”

I shook my head. “Richard isn’t close to his parents. He and his father are mending bridges, but he may never forgive them.”

“Forgive them for what?”

I could tell Martha. If I couldn’t trust her, I could trust nobody. She’d seen me at my worst and always stood by me. I faced her, ignoring the pretty room for now. “They did some terrible things to him. He made a maid pregnant when he was fourteen, and they didn’t tell him.”

“How could he not know?”

“Before he discovered the pregnancy they spirited her away. They were afraid that if he knew she was pregnant he might follow her and make good on his promise to marry her.”

Martha stared at the freshly decorated wall, unseeing. “Poor boy. Poor boy.”

I drew a breath, ready to tell her the rest. “The woman had twins. She died last year.” No sense telling Martha that the mother of his first two children was the woman whose murder we investigated last year. “We found the girl, and she’s taken care of.” No sense telling her how we’d done that, either. She’d chosen her way in life. All we did was ensure she wouldn’t ever end on the streets and that she was secure. The girl wouldn’t allow any more. “We haven’t found the boy yet, though we live in hope of it.”

Her gaze sharpened even more. “He didn’t marry the girl? You know that for sure?”

Wonderful Martha, always caring for her chickens. In this case, me. I shook my head. “No, he didn’t. I’m not sure if it would have been legal, but no. I’m his wife, and he’s never had another.” I turned towards the door at the far end of the room. “Now show me the rest of the house and by then Helen will have arrived.”

I liked the new house, where I didn’t expect to, but the smell of new paint, ammonia and freshly cut wood was only slightly masked by the fires burning in many of the grates.

When a maid came to tell us of Helen’s arrival, Martha took me to the nursery, up one floor.

I stopped at the door to look at the spectacle within. My husband, my exquisite, polished husband, was sitting on a hard wooden chair, the skirts of his coat disposed any old way, his daughter in his arms. My vociferous nephews and nieces surrounded him, and he was smiling.

He looked up when he realised we were there, and I came across to join him. “Come to rescue me?” he pleaded, laughing.

“You’re managing very well on your own.” I bent down to give Helen a kiss. She was a beautiful child. Her eyes were as blue as her father’s but her hair had grown dark like mine, so she had some of both of us in her. She was six months old now, sitting up on her own, burbling her delightful language when the fancy took her. I savoured the feel of her soft, scented baby skin under my lips, but I didn’t take her up. She was happy with my husband.

My oldest nephew, Walter, a sturdy boy of eleven, hastily sketched a bow when he remembered his manners. “She’s my cousin, isn’t she, Auntie Rose?”

“She’s your cousin,” I confirmed gravely.

“She’s very pretty.”

“We think so.”

He studied the baby with a seasoned eye. “If you should want me to marry her when we’re both older, I wouldn’t object.”

This was so unexpected that Martha, Richard and I all burst into spontaneous laughter, something Walter didn’t appreciate. I forced my laughter back for his sake. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t what I expected you to say. Do you like your new house?”

He nodded. “I didn’t like it while they were doing it. We had to go and live at Fourways for a while.” Fourways was a neat manor house, based around a medieval mansion, which currently stood vacant. “But now the hall is nearly finished, I think it’s very pleasant.”

“You spent most of the time in London,” I pointed out.

His face glowed as I brought the memory back, and I could see Martha’s smile reflected in him. “I like London,” he told me simply.

“Ha,” Richard said. “A libertine in the making.”

“Oh no!” Martha responded, right on cue, as we knew she would.

Richard smiled. “Life is for living, dear Lady Hareton.”

Martha tutted. “But not in that vicious way. I’d hate to see my son take that path.”

“I think that’s why many people do it.” He turned back in time to prevent his daughter from diving off his silk-clad knees to the floor. Now that she could sit up she wanted to move about. One achievement rapidly followed another until she became a different person each day. I’d have hated to spend much time away from her.

I watched Richard carefully right her, and this time, warned of her intentions, he kept one hand firmly about her small waist. He looked down to where my niece Mary looked up at him, and then he looked up at me and smiled. “A family trait,” he commented.

“What is?”

“Beautiful brown eyes.”

I was forced to lower my gaze before I looked back at him again. “The house is lovely,” I told him, “and it was all done so quickly. Barely two years.”

“That’s why we decided to keep the shell of the manor,” Martha said. “James disliked being away, so we decided to do the job as quickly as we could, but without compromising quality. Of course, having all the treasures brought to us from the abbey helped. They still arrive from time to time, and there are two rooms crammed with boxes we haven’t unpacked yet. You might like to help us, Rose,” she added, turning to me brightly. Once, that would have been my duty. As a dependant spinster, I’d have been condemned to live in someone else’s house, looking after their children and trying not to think of the might-have-beens.

I smiled somewhat mechanically at Martha. “It might amuse me.”

Martha’s brows rose in surprise, and I couldn’t understand why at first. Then I understood. Now I was her equal, and more, and encouraged to behave in a manner consequent to my new situation. I was becoming the great lady I was expected to be.

I saw Richard’s smile as he recognised it too. He alone knew how hard I worked at being the grand lady of fashion. The only people who didn’t notice were the children, and one of them was tugging in a most undignified way at my arm. “Auntie Rose, Lord Strang says you were held up on the road,” Walter said, his eyes shining with excitement. “He wouldn’t tell me what he was like. Will you, please?” He looked up at me, pleading filling his face. “Please?” he repeated.

Despite my better judgement, I gave in to what he wanted. “He was muffled up in a greatcoat and we couldn’t see anything but his eyes. He had at least six pistols in his belt and a great sword by his side. He held two more guns and he demanded all our valuables.”

I had Walter’s attention now. He stared at me, wide-eyed. “Did you give him all of them?”

“No,” I answered. “My diamonds were hidden in the coach, but he didn’t find them.”

“You didn’t tell him? He might have killed you.” The thrilling thought was almost choking my bloodthirsty nephew.

“They’re not really my diamonds; they’re a family set.”

“They’re yours,” Richard put in firmly. “Given to you freely.”

I smiled at him. “Can I give them to the poor?”

“If you like.”

“Your mother wouldn’t appreciate that.”

“They’re not her diamonds.”

I wouldn’t take the chance. Besides, I loved the jewels and I’d rather give the money to the poor instead. I smiled and reached my hand out to him. He took it briefly in an intimate gesture that would have been beyond him when we first met.

All this passed my nephew by. “I’d have been a highwayman if I’d been allowed.”

Richard gave Walter his attention. “They don’t last long. Most of them are finished by the time they reach their mid-twenties, usually on the gallows. Best stick to what you know, Walter.”

“I suppose you’re right, sir,” Walter reluctantly admitted. “But didn’t you dream of it when you were my age?”

“I dreamed of many things,” Richard said quietly. “But I knew what I was to be.”

Martha exchanged a glance with me, but I wouldn’t let her see any change in my expression. My first loyalty was to my husband. “I can’t imagine you as anything else.”

He smiled. “I wanted to be an adventurer once, and I nearly gave my father a heart attack when I told him I wanted to join the army.”

I suspected Richard had done it merely to shock, and not with any serious intent. People found it hard to read my husband, but I knew him well enough by now to know what he was thinking by the merest glance. He’d let me in.
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Chapter Three
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THE FOLLOWING EVENING we were invited to Peacocks to have dinner with Tom and his bride-to-be. I was nervous. Tom had declared his love for me when we were in a difficult situation and when I was already deeply in love with Richard. I hoped so much that he had found someone he could truly love.

Richard came into my room as I was getting ready. Despite the fact that he was always beautifully turned out, he accomplished this very quickly when he wished to, and was often ready before me. Of course, it helped that his valet was one of the best and knew Richard very well.

He’d dressed with his usual care. Gold embroidery gleamed on his white waistcoat and brilliants glittered, echoing the diamond pin at his throat holding the folds of his neckcloth firm. He wore green velvet tonight, while I’d chosen a yellow brocade gown with a cream silk petticoat. I had a diamond and topaz parure, and I’d left my hair unpowdered.

Once I’d have been afraid and shy, seeing Richard in his evening finery, but now I was just pleased to see him. These days I always saw the inner man, as he’d promised me once that I would.

Richard handed me a letter. “It’s from Tom. If you choose not to go tonight, we can say you’re ill.”

I took the note from him, wondering what could keep me away tonight. I wanted to see Tom again; I’d missed his friendly companionship. I soon found out.

My lord,

I’m taking the liberty of addressing this to you, as I do not want to disturb Rose. If you choose not to come tonight I’ll understand, and I’ll bring Barbara to meet you privately whenever you wish.

Mr. and Mrs. Steven Drury have taken a house in the district, but they only arrived last week. I believe they deliberately kept their presence quiet because they knew you would be here. Barbara has just informed me she invited them to come tonight. She’d asked my mother if she could invite a friend, but had not told her who that friend was.

I believe they mean to surprise and unnerve you, so I’m writing to tell you this. I hope you believe I had nothing to do with this.

Yours etc,

Tom Skerrit

I folded the paper carefully and put it on the table. Richard spoke to my maid. “Nichols, if your mistress decides to go tonight, I want you in attendance and vigilant. Look about you, befriend their attendants if you can. I want to know why they’re here.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Nichols clasped the necklace around my neck, and I knew what we should do. “We have to go. They can’t drive us away.”

“I agree,” Richard said. “But do you want to face it?”

He touched my shoulder once more and I moved my head to touch it with my cheek, his warmth bringing me comfort, together with a tingling awareness that was never absent when he was close. “I must. We need only give them a polite but distant greeting. Society knows we are not on good terms, but I don’t want to make a spectacle for gossip.”

I leaned back in the chair and held my hand to him. He took it. “They just want to create mischief for the sake of it.”

Steven had wanted to marry me once, and done his best to kill us and disgrace us. He’d said since that hiring an assassin was a mistake, done on the spur of the moment, but I didn’t entirely believe him. His wife, Julia, was more venomous and more dangerous, desiring power rather than the immediate sensual gratification her husband preferred. We had every reason to suppose they were still conspiring against us.

We told the others when we met them in the hall. Lizzie swiftly explained to her fiancé. “Steven Drury used to be the curate here, but he came into money when he married Julia Cartwright and he moved into society. He has offered several insults to my sister, and she has good reason to take him in extreme dislike.”

“I won’t let them spoil this evening,” I assured them. “Or let me forget the happy reason for it.”

Freddy made me laugh. “Give me the word, Lady Rose, and I’ll kill him for you.” Not that he didn’t mean it, but the twinkle in his eyes dared me to take him up on his offer.

We went outside where the carriages waited.

* * * * * 
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THE JOURNEY TO PEACOCKS didn’t take long. We arrived well within the hour.

As Richard helped me down and Nichols adjusted my skirts, I looked up at the old building. Gervase alighted from the vehicle behind us and examined the façade with pleasure; Gervase took a great interest in the old and antique. I glanced at him and we exchanged smiles.

He was dressed as finely as his twin brother, but in a different style. Where Richard was exquisite, Gervase was simply attired, the fabrics darker in colour and less elaborately decorated. He wore his own hair, not the wigs my husband along with most of fashionable society used, but its bright gold looked wonderful against the dark fabrics of his coats.

The day was beginning to draw in, although this was late afternoon; hardly noticeable yet, but autumn was definitely on its way. I placed my hand on Richard’s outstretched arm, and we followed Martha and James through the open front door into the magnificent hall at Peacocks.

Before I’d met Gervase, I’d hardly noticed the hall, I was so used to it. Tom Skerrit and I grew up almost like brother and sister. Many people had assumed we would make a match of it, but I’d never reason to suspect that Tom thought of me as anything other than a friend until after I’d met Richard. Tom deserved happiness.

I was delighted to see him again. He did look well, dressed in the finery he’d bought in London last year. The conventional white wig covered his dark hair, and his height and breadth of shoulder set off his deep red coat admirably.

Barbara stood by his side. She put her hand on his arm and disposed it to show off her diamond betrothal ring. Her looks had improved since I saw her at Eyton in the summer, though I couldn’t say precisely why. Perhaps her betrothal had given her confidence. She was in pink, which set off her pretty face and powdered hair very well, and wearing pearls I didn’t think I’d seen on her before.

“Such a pretty necklace, Barbara,” I ventured.

She cast a happy glance at Tom. “Yes, Tom gave them to me.” Her mother, who stood just behind her, smiled too.

“Pearls were the first jewels Richard gave to me,” I commented, remembering.

“You were in mourning,” Richard said. “It was the only appropriate gift at the time, except for your betrothal ring, and that took some time to find.”

Mrs. Sturman glanced down at the great ruby, back where it belonged on my left hand, but said nothing. We could say no more as other guests were waiting, so we moved on, farther into the hall.

“They’re by the fire,” Richard murmured to me.

I knew better than to look, but Gervase shifted a little closer to me on my other side. “If it all gets too much, faint,” he advised me.

I laughed. “I don’t care,” I assured them both. “But thank you.” I caught Freddy’s anxious glance at me and I sighed. “I’m not made of porcelain. I’ll manage.”

“Still,” Richard said. “I will not allow him to insult you again.”

He steered me to the other side of the room, where, with a sinking heart, I saw my old nemesis Eustacia Terry with her gaggle of female friends and several male admirers, but we passed them by. Eustacia, my persecutor when I was a girl here in Devonshire, had continued to torment me, or attempted to. Her fair good looks and vivacious character had drawn her a number of followers, but I was never among them.

It was a large gathering of perhaps thirty people, but I knew almost everyone here. I smiled at one or two of them, exchanged polite greetings with others. Then I saw someone I didn’t know, and my curiosity was piqued. “Who’s that?”

A young man was paying a great deal of attention to a little group of young women, including my sister Ruth and Tom’s sister Georgiana. He was causing a great deal of laughter. Richard followed my gaze to Eustacia, who watched the newcomer, speculation in her pale eyes.

“That’s Sir John Kneller,” Martha said. “He’s been here for a month now. He comes from the north, and he’s taken Fourways.” The house James and Martha had hired for a brief period when Hareton was being rebuilt.

“It’s a neat house near Penfold,” I told Richard. Fourways wasn’t the largest house in the district, especially now that Martha and James had extended Hareton Hall, but it was a comfortable residence, just right for a gentleman of means.

A new addition to the stockpot of young eligible males in the district was bound to create a stir. “Married?” was my next, inevitable question.

“No,” came the response.

That would bring the local misses swarming around him.

I heard the rustle of my skirts as I crossed the room and felt the simple pleasure of knowing I was well dressed. Richard had told me once that clothes lent confidence and he was right. I’d come to enjoy the feel of well-cut clothes made of fine material, although a couple of years ago I’d have laughed at the thought. Those were the days I dressed simply and disliked having to spend my pin money on a new gown.

I put my chin up as I swept down on them. “Keeping him to yourself, Ruth?”

The man had watched my approach with evident appreciation. I kept my eyes on him as Ruth introduced us.

He bowed over my hand with a flourish, but I wasn’t flustered as once I might have been. I’d received flattery from some of the finest in the land recently, relieved to find they were only human after all.

This man appeared younger than my husband, but it was difficult to guess at his exact age. He wore his own hair, very dark, almost black, and his eyes were grey and sparkling with amusement. He looked up at me as he drew back, retaining my hand in his longer than strictly necessary. He would draw some female admiration with that trick. He wasn’t particularly tall, but he held himself well, his tawny coat cut to fit his frame. The lace at his wrists, I noted, was fine continental stuff, and I wondered if it was smuggled.

“I have been looking forward to meeting you, my lady.”

“Have I met you in London?” I said.

“No, my lady, I lived in Whitby for most of my life.” He added, “It’s in Yorkshire.”

I raised a brow. “Yes, I know. What brings you so far south? Devonshire is hardly the centre of the social scene.”

He looked around the room. “You could be mistaken.”

I smiled when I saw what he meant, the way some of society’s notables thronged the room. “They follow my husband. Lord Thwaite is one of his particular friends, and Mr. Kerre is here to see Lizzie married.”

He inclined his head. “I have been honoured with an invitation. To answer your question, I inherited Fourways from my great-uncle. I came to see what kind of house it was before I sold it.” He glanced at Ruth, smiling. “I could be persuaded to change my mind.”

Ruth smiled at him. If that was the way the wind blew, this young man might bear investigation. I’d talk to Carier if Richard didn’t get there first.

His address was excellent. Now that I’d joined the ranks of the elite I’d been toad-eaten by the best, but I was glad to detect no trace of it in this man. “My brother has some property in Yorkshire,” I commented.

“Hareton Abbey. Yes, I know, but that’s in the south, nearly in Derbyshire in fact. Whitby is much farther north, and I’m afraid I’m only on nodding terms with most of the society of the county. I’ve attended the Assembly Rooms in York, of course, but I never saw such a collection of beauties there as I find here.”

I didn’t let myself be swayed by such blatant flattery. “So you plan to stay here?”

“That would be difficult since most of my interests are so far north, but...” he cast a glance at Ruth, “...I shall do my best to make it possible. Fourways is a fine house, and I’m tempted to keep it. The practical thing would be to sell it and consolidate my holdings in Yorkshire, but I like it here.”

I had to agree with him. Anyone who had a soft spot for my
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