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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      25th July 1812

      Billingsgate, London

      ‘It’s the strangest thing, sir.’ The Thames River policeman crouched over the body. ‘You can see what did for ’im, and it ain’t the river. Fair warning: it’s not a pretty sight.’

      The sun slanted along the Thames from the east, bringing a chilly start to the new day. The masts in the Pool by the Tower of London formed a leafless forest sprouting from the water. Small boats plied like ants between bank and the ships, carrying off the cargo. Life continued, but not for this man.

      Bracing himself, Alex Smith kneeled in the puddle of water on the cobbles of Billingsgate Fish Market and pulled back the sacking that covered the victim’s face. Formerly a lieutenant colonel in the 1st Battalion 2nd Foot Guard, Alex thought he was used to violent death, but he’d never seen anything like this. Scales glinted in the muck of fish guts, the stench masking any odour of death that had accumulated. Alex took off his hat but then thought better of it as his fringe flopped in his eyes. He swiped that back and replaced his hat. The man was too far gone to notice any disrespect.

      Sir Richard Leyburn, well known in society for his wiry red sideburns and galvanised hair, as well as his booming laugh, stared back at Alex, shocked. As well he might be, with that curved head of a shepherd’s crook shoved down his throat. The end had been fashioned out of polished ram’s horn. It emerged obscenely from the open mouth like a devil’s tongue.

      ‘We think that was done after … you know…’ the policeman ventured.

      ‘After he was strangled.’ Alex sincerely hoped so. The victim hadn’t been in the water long. The bruises around his neck were livid and the body barely bloated by exposure to the Thames. Clearly, this was no accidental drowning. Alex felt the skull and found a contusion at the back. ‘It looks to me like he was knocked down first, possibly with the crook while it was still intact.’ The broken pole had been discarded, propped against a stack of fish barrels. ‘How did you discover him, Constable Goole?’

      The policeman, round-faced with a thick black beard and drooping moustache, had a fatherly air to him. That had to take a battering each day as he dealt with the smuggling, stealing and suicides on this busy stretch of the river. He got up, his knees clicking. ‘We didn’t, son. Maud Watkins found ’im when she came in for ’er shift.’ He gestured to the strongly built woman who was knocking back brandy from the policeman’s hipflask. Usually used for reviving those dragged alive from the river, it would do perfectly well to bolster the spirits of a Billingsgate fishwife. ‘She moved a crate off the edge of the quayside, saw the rope and pulled. Hey presto, up bobbed Johnny.’

      She’d probably hoped she had stumbled upon a pilferer’s cache, thought Alex. ‘Not a pleasant catch.’

      ‘Cruel – to leave ’im like that, don’t cha think?’

      ‘I can identify him for you.’ Alex gave the man’s name for Goole’s notebook.

      ‘Thought you might. Too well dressed to be one of my usual customers and your crowd all know each other. I guessed ’e’d belong to the Ton. Lord love us, the fur is going to feckin’ fly when Bow Street get wind of this. We can’t keep the market shut for long but he’s a, you know, person of importance.’

      Alex grimaced in sympathy. The two men – former army officer and river policeman – had met on an investigation the week before, a mystery Alex helped solve about a missing cargo of costly nutmegs. The insurers had been very pleased and given them a bonus to divide between them. In the drink down the pub to celebrate, Goole and Alex had taken a liking to each other, recognising that they both hid their true inclinations from the rest of society.

      But one didn’t talk about that.

      ‘I’d prefer to be gone when you send for the runners,’ said Alex. His employers had a policy of keeping a distance from the law enforcement officers, in an attempt not to tread on their toes. ‘I’ll tell you what I know about the victim and you can pass that on.’

      ‘Right-o. Go ahead.’ Pencil poised.

      ‘I remember Leyburn mainly for his laugh – it would boom out above society gatherings, drawing attention.’

      ‘Larger than life, eh? My uncle’s like that.’

      ‘He was well respected. A couple of sons, one in the army, another in the Church. I don’t recall much about them – no scandal there. I believe his family comes from Cockermouth.’

      ‘Cocker-what?’ Goole’s mouth quirked in amusement.

      ‘A place quite north of here – not far from Carlisle.’

      ‘Northerner then.’ The constable made a note; in his cockney brain, everything merged into one when you travelled a day outside London. ‘So, Sir Richard, what the ’ell were you doing ’ere in the middle of the night and who did you piss off so much that they shoved that down your gullet?’

      ‘Those are both very pertinent questions.’

      ‘I’m not being impertinent, sir, just flummoxed.’

      Alex opened his mouth to explain, then gave it up. He handed Goole a card. ‘If the family want any help beyond that of the runners, will you give them the details of our agency?’

      Goole slipped it into his notebook. ‘Will do. Death by shepherd’s crook? First time for everything, I suppose.’
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      1st August 1812

      Loughrigg Tarn, Lake District

      ‘Stop, stop, you’re going to kill me!’ Panic rising, Dora pulled against the firm grip dragging her towards the tarn. It was a wild, dark night. Only the stars were witness to this atrocity, but they were fighting with the clouds. Trees roared a protest to the wind. Sheep bleated from the fells. Lamplight came from twenty feet above, spilling out of the open door of the cottage from which she’d been forced by the wretched man who thought he knew what was best for her.

      ‘Kill you? I’m trying to teach you to swim!’ Jacob’s resolution wasn’t dented by her squawk as bare feet exchanged grass for stones. ‘It could save your life one day.’

      He must’ve taken leave of his senses. Even though it was August, there was nothing balmy about Cumberland in a storm. ‘If God had meant us to swim, he would’ve given us fins.’ Jacob snorted. She had to come up with a better excuse. ‘I swear I heard thunder! You shouldn’t swim in a thunderstorm.’

      ‘Door-raa.’ He lengthened the vowels in her name, chiding her cowardice. ‘There’s no thunder. You’ll love it – I promise.’ He let go of her hand and drew off his shirt. The damp linen flopped to the turf to sprawl like a flattened sheep. ‘Night swimming. Best time – no one can see us – no one to cluck their disapproval.’

      ‘I only said I wished I could swim – not that I wanted to learn!’ How she regretted those careless words when he read her a poem about children playing on the shore.

      He scooped up some water and splashed it over his chest, testing the temperature. He flicked a little at her. ‘But why pass up the chance when this is the best place for swimming in the whole of the Lakes? It’s not even that cold.’ His broad shoulders gleamed silver as he flexed and rolled them, warming up for his dip.

      With all that delectable skin on show, she could think of far more enjoyable things they could be doing. ‘Because I was enjoying a quiet evening in your library and thinking about the chance of going to bed – with you.’

      Jacob paused, considering her bed comment, then he carried on undressing. ‘Good try. But I can’t in all good conscience deprive you of a delight you haven’t yet experienced.’

      She folded her arms and scrunched up her toes. ‘I’ve tried swimming many times before. I don’t want to try again.’ The wind beat her petticoat around her legs, her dark curls escaped the clip and whipped free.

      ‘You won’t mind the rain once you’re in.’

      ‘Jacob, I said no.’

      Something in her tone must’ve alerted him to this being more than stubbornness. Jacob closed the distance between them and brushed errant strands off her face. His eyes sparkled with tender humour. In contrast to her tangled mop, his brown hair was slicked back like an otter, almost black now it was wet. ‘What’s the matter, sweetheart?’

      This was embarrassing to admit. ‘I’m … a little scared of water.’ There: she’d said it. She’d loved bathing as a child and would’ve been the first to jump into any river or pond, but no one had ever taken the trouble to teach her how to swim properly. Certainly not her father, and her brother had been more intent on playing tricks or ducking her when he got the chance. Anthony hadn’t been the sort to teach people anything useful, or only if it amused him. She’d been content with splashing about and doggy paddling until the memorable day a couple of years ago when she’d got caught in a current, seen the beach travel away from her no matter what she did. She had almost drowned. Three fishermen had saved her on the urging of Ruby Plum, her fellow actress, who had begged them to abandon their net mending and rescue Dora. No one could resist an appeal from Ruby. ‘I’ve never been a strong swimmer, and I had a bad experience at Scarborough. I got caught in a riptide.’

      He winced sympathetically. ‘This is nothing like sea bathing – no riptides here. I promise you you’ll be pleased you tried.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Isn’t it time to get back on the horse after your tumble?’

      He did have a point.

      Jacob took a step backwards into the water and drew her with him. The icy water numbed her feet.

      ‘I thought you said it wasn’t cold!’

      ‘I said it wasn’t that cold. Don’t tell me my indomitable Dora has an Achilles heel?’

      ‘How would I know? I can no longer feel my ankles.’

      He chuckled. ‘Trust me. You do trust me, don’t you?’

      The water was up to her knees, raindrops hammering rings in the surface. ‘You won’t pull me under?’

      ‘No, I won’t pull you under. Only cads do that. Let’s get you out of your clothes.’

      ‘Other times you’ve said that have been so much more pleasurable.’ She let him take off her dressing gown, and then her petticoat. He threw them to the shore to join his shirt. She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. The sting of the rain was a pleasurable pain. Thank goodness the darkness hid them from prying eyes.

      ‘Adam and Eve,’ Jacob murmured, moving close again to let his warmth take away the chill.

      ‘They had a sunny garden, with figs and apples, not an icy tarn.’ A ewe bleated. ‘Even the sheep are mocking us.’

      ‘Follow me.’ He moved smoothly backwards. ‘It gets a little deeper suddenly.’

      Which she discovered when she found nothing beneath her feet and water up to her waist. ‘Agh! Jacob!’

      ‘You’ll get used to it.’ He stood and pressed her gently to lie backwards. ‘Trust the water. I’ll support you – but it’ll be the water doing most of the work.’

      She let herself dip back. ‘If I do this, will you let me go back in?’

      ‘I will.’

      He always kept his word. Pushing her feet up, she lay back, Jacob’s hand firm under her waist. Her hips rose to the surface. Calm swept her when her ears went under the water. She could no longer hear the wind. Its caress felt sensuous rather than bitter, rain barely noticeable.

      ‘Beautiful,’ Jacob murmured huskily, gradually moving with her into deeper water.

      It was like floating in silk. Jacob started treading water.

      How deep were they? ‘Jacob⁠—’

      ‘What can you hear – what can you feel?’ His voice was a little muffled.

      He was trying to distract her, but she knew what he meant. They had been reading verse before this – Wordsworth’s poems and a few by Coleridge. Could she capture that sense of something sublime in nature? This was the kind of experience the writers sought, being out in the wild, open to the elements.

      She closed her eyes and lifted her head a little to clear water from her ears. ‘I can hear the lapping of the water – the roaring wind – the sheep arguing⁠—’

      ‘Arguing? I always thought they were saying “here I am, where are you?”’

      ‘This is my poetic moment. My sheep argue.’

      He gave a put-upon sigh. ‘Very well.’

      ‘The hiss of the rain. I can feel the water around me, holding me up.’ His fingers flexed. ‘And your hand.’

      ‘I’m barely doing anything – you’re floating.’ To prove it, he took his hand away briefly.

      ‘Jacob!’ Poetry forgotten, she floundered for her footing and went under. He scooped her up out of the water with a shout of laughter, caught her so her legs went around his waist. She coughed and swiped streaming hair off her face. ‘You wretch!’

      ‘Don’t blame me. That was you ducking yourself.’

      ‘You promised you wouldn’t let go.’

      ‘My hand was still there.’

      ‘But I couldn’t feel it!’

      He wiped it down her back. ‘Feel it now?’

      That was more like it. ‘Oh, yes.’

      ‘Now I’ve got you here…’

      ‘Yes?’ she asked hopefully.

      ‘Let’s try floating on your front.’
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        * * *

      

      A quarter of an hour later, rain shower fading to spits and spots, Jacob allowed that enough time had passed for a first swimming lesson. She’d managed to float unaided, and even made some breaststroke moves that hadn’t drowned her. He declared that she would soon be proficient using her frog’s legs and arms.

      ‘Mind if I swim a little further?’ he asked.

      ‘Be my guest – or be your own guest seeing how this is your cottage and your tarn.’

      ‘Borrowed from the landowner. None of it’s mine.’

      ‘For all practical purposes it is yours as I can only see one other cottage and that looks empty.’ She’d checked for signs of life before stripping off. Free-spirited she might be, but she wasn’t comfortable with being caught in her birthday suit by a disapproving shepherd. Imagine the embarrassment of that! She began wading to the shore, her body feeling twice as heavy as when she got in. Jacob pushed off and headed out into the middle of the little lake, his arms making neat crawl strokes. His head was soon but a dark blob on the silvered surface.

      Avoiding the little bay of water lilies with their pale flowers closed for the night, she got out by the tree that bent arthritically over the water. Brushing aside the evidence of recent visits by sheep, she lay down on the grass and let the breeze dry her. Jacob was right, damn him. Swimming was invigorating. Her heart was thumping, skin alive to sensation, she felt more at one with the world than she ever did in London. Those poetical fellows were on to something: there was a sublimity to be discovered if you let nature surround you.

      Then she heard it – the quick clatter of hooves approaching. Someone was riding hard and in a reckless fashion considering the darkness and the state of the track.

      ‘Jacob!’ She scrambled to her feet.

      ‘Yes?’ His voice travelled over the water so that he sounded much closer than he was.

      ‘Visitor.’ She guessed that it wouldn’t be the first time a medical emergency had interrupted Jacob’s retirement.

      He swore and immediately swam for shore. Dora grabbed her shift and dragged it over her head, but the damn thing was damp and recalcitrant. She’s only got it over her breasts when the horseman arrived at the cottage door. Abandoning thoughts of petticoats, she wrapped the limp dressing gown around her, holding her petticoat in front. The rider jumped to the ground and hammered on the door.

      ‘Dr Sandys!’ He peered inside, hoping to see the doctor within.

      Cursing the thistle that stuck her bare foot, Dora hurried up the slope.

      ‘He’s here – he’ll arrive momentarily.’

      The messenger gaped at her dishevelled state. ‘Miss?’

      ‘We were bathing,’ she said stiffly. ‘If you don’t mind?’

      ‘Oh. Of course, milady.’ He stepped back. Dora mustered her most regal glide and sailed past him.

      ‘You’ll find a place to tether the horse in the barn – as well as water and hay,’ she added. The creature looked as though it had been ridden hard, foam flecking the corners of its mouth.

      ‘No time, miss. I need the doctor.’

      ‘He’s coming as quick as he can.’

      Dashing upstairs and into their bedroom, she dumped her wet clothes, towelled off, then pulled on a fresh shift, petticoat and round necked gown. There was no pausing for stockings. As she came back to the front door, she was just in time to see the stranger pass Jacob a letter. He was answering a question Jacob had posed.

      ‘Around noon, sir. It was very sudden.’

      ‘Was he alone?’

      ‘No, the viscountess was with him, and your sisters and brothers.’

      Dora knew that look. Death had come calling. ‘Who is it, Jacob?’

      He turned to her, dripping bare-chested on the flagstones, grey-blue eyes stunned. He looked years younger and very lost. ‘My father.’ His voice cracked. ‘My fa-father.’

      Oh, Jacob! Feeling helpless, she passed him a towel and took the letter so he wouldn’t spoil it with water. ‘I’m so sorry, my darling. I’ll make tea – for the messenger – and for us.’ It was a foolish thought, but they all needed warming up, didn’t they?

      ‘Thank you, miss, but I have to go,’ said the messenger, shaking water off the brim of his hat. ‘I’ve other people to reach tonight.’

      ‘But your horse⁠—’

      ‘I’ve a fresh mount waiting for me in Ambleside.’ He bowed curtly and remounted. She hoped she only imagined the disapproving look he shot her.

      ‘Be careful how you go, Bailey,’ said Jacob, rallying to control his emotions, though she thought he patted the horse’s neck mainly to avoid their eyes. ‘The track is full of potholes.’

      ‘As I found, sir, but she’s surefooted, this one.’ Bailey dug his heels in and urged the mare onward.

      Dora and Jacob both listened as the hoof beats died away. The outside world had burst in upon them and their brief holiday was over. She sighed, went into the kitchen and moved the kettle onto the hotplate of the stove. The death of her own father would bring her mixed feelings, none of them sad, so she wasn’t sure what Jacob was experiencing at the passing of a decent parent. What comfort could she offer?

      ‘I don’t know about you, but I still want a cup of tea. Why don’t you get changed?’

      ‘Right, yes, I’ll do that.’ He lingered in the doorway irresolute for a moment before stirring himself to go upstairs. ‘It’s too late to start out tonight. I’ll leave at first light.’

      Naturally, he would be going home – to the Sandys’ family home, not the one he’d been sharing with her since they’d arrived from London for a summer visit to his cottage. They’d both needed a time away from danger after their two most recent investigations. Death, unfortunately, hadn’t got the message that he wasn’t welcome to join them.

      She had the tea waiting for him and had added one of the griddle cakes they had cooked together that afternoon. She’d enjoyed seeing this domestic side of her lover, a skill learned on campaign in Portugal where simple campfire cooking had been essential for an army doctor. He sat down at the table and looked at the cup and plate as if no longer sure what to do with them.

      ‘How old was your father? I feel I know very little about your family,’ she asked.

      Finally moving, he buttered the flat cake. ‘Seventy-nine.’

      ‘Not a bad innings, but still…’

      ‘He faded in the last ten years, poor health, worse memory, my mother and Arthur rather took over the reins as he lost interest in anything but his health.’

      ‘Arthur being your oldest brother?’

      ‘Yes, though I should start calling him Viscount Sandys.’

      ‘The king is dead, long live the king?’

      ‘Quite.’

      The peerage was remorseless like that. ‘Where do you have to go tomorrow?’

      ‘Bailey said he’d died at Levens, our family seat.’ Jacob added jam but still didn’t eat. ‘Strange, I thought he was in Harrogate, taking the waters. He always said he wanted to die within sight of these mountains.’

      ‘Then he got his wish.’ Dora moved to his side to rub his shoulders. ‘Some of us have a homing instinct. As his days grew short, maybe he felt he had to come back before the end?’

      ‘Why did no one tell me? If I’d known, I could’ve called on him as we passed – or stayed with him if it was clear he had entered his last days.’

      They’d passed close by Levens on their journey north, and he had pointed out the turn off the road. The house overlooked the treacherous Warton Sands, part of the wide estuary of the River Kent. They had avoided the estate because of her. It was not done to turn up at the family home with your actress lover, even if you did not think anyone was in residence. And hadn’t the messenger said his brothers and sisters were there too? It was as well they hadn’t burst in on them.

      ‘I’m sure your mother would’ve sent for you had there been time.’ Dora squeezed his tense neck muscles consolingly. ‘Perhaps she thought you were still in London?’

      He gave a sound that wasn’t quite agreement. With the exception of his middle brother William, Jacob had been open with her about keeping his family at a distance because they had a tendency to disapprove of his choices; they appeared to have returned the compliment and left him out of the family circle at this momentous time. That had to sting.

      ‘Does it mean any changes for you?’ she asked. Her grasp of his finances was weak. He always appeared to have plenty of money but had that been some kind of paternal stipend? Was the ascension of his brother to the title about to cut off the funds from the Sandys’ coffers? Did Jacob have more than the death of a father to lament?

      Jacob grimaced. ‘I can’t see how it will change the essentials. Arthur is the new lord, his eldest son the next in line. I’m sure I’ll be jogged further and further back from the title as he and William fill their nurseries.’

      ‘I rather think their wives do that.’ Giving up on the massage, which he seemed to be enduring rather than enjoying, Dora took her place opposite him again and sipped her tea.

      ‘My point is that I’m in no danger of having to take on the burden of the peerage. You can strike that worry off your list.’

      He wasn’t getting her point. ‘But will you still have enough money to live on?’

      He looked up at her, surprised. ‘Is that what’s been worrying you? My dear practical Dora, don’t be anxious about that. My fortune is my own. I will be able to afford tea and butter for some years to come.’

      ‘Good.’ She bit into her cake, chewed thoughtfully and swallowed. ‘I’m very sorry for your loss, of course, but not sorry that it won’t end your freedom to choose your own way of life.’ Not like her father had tried to end her choices. He’d wanted to marry her off to the overseer of his plantation in the West Indies. Her answer had been to go on stage and never darken his door again. Jacob wouldn’t have to do anything so dramatic.

      ‘I’ll leave first thing,’ he repeated, perhaps trying to persuade himself he shouldn’t set out immediately in the dark. But that would be needlessly alarming for the household, to turn up in the middle of the night when the death had already occurred.

      ‘That makes the best sense. What do you want me to do? Go back to London?’ They’d left Alex Smith, their ex-soldier employee, in charge of the office. She could go back and take part in whatever investigations had come through the door in the week they’d been away.

      ‘I’m sorry, Dora. I’d wanted to share the place I love best with you.’

      ‘You have nothing to apologise for.’

      ‘Then, if you don’t mind staying here without me, I’d like you to remain. I’ll only be half a day’s ride away. It’s likely I’ll be able to return soon after the funeral. I can’t think anyone would want me around for longer. Arthur’s been preparing for this moment all his life.’

      That suited her. She had no desire to rush back on the rattletraps they called stagecoaches. At least with Jacob they could hire a chaise and travel in more comfort. A few peaceful days in this lovely cottage sounded appealing.

      ‘If that’s what you prefer.’ She brushed crumbs off her fingers.

      ‘It’s what I want.’ Jacob seized her hand and carried it to his lips. ‘Most desperately.’
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      Levens, Lancashire

      Jacob rode down the long drive that led to his family home, unsure what he would be facing. The dawn journey from Loughrigg had given him time to consider the unspoken message that had been sent. He had until now assumed his family tolerated his unconventional life, but excluding him from his father’s final moments signalled that he had been tagged a black sheep.

      Levens hove into view through the trees, not lifting his spirits as it usually did. Each time he returned, it seemed less and less his home, especially now it was Arthur’s. Childhood memories were gloriously happy ones of rambling in the grounds and down by the sea. Jacob loved the greystone mansion that, from the impressive facade facing the gardens, looked like a castle, but at the back was a higgledy-piggledy collection of wings and additions, all with their own chimney stacks, each one different, each one standing alone. He’d always thought it represented the Sandys line – facing society as the impeccable viscount with a long heritage while being backed up with a ramshackle collection of younger sons and daughters plus dependent relatives. The death of his father meant everyone would be pretending as hard as possible that the respectable frontage was the only story to tell.

      Nero clattered into the stable yard, the noise summoning the head groom.

      ‘Yer a sight for sore eyes, maister,’ said Pickering, the groom who had taught him to ride and run the stables as a tight ship for decades. He stood straight and fit even though he must be close to the late viscount’s age, face wrinkled like a roast chestnut.

      Jacob swung down. ‘And you, Pickering. Are you well? And Mrs Pickering?’

      ‘She’s as strong as a cuddy. I am too, praise be.’

      Jacob smiled at the odd compliment of comparing one’s wife to a donkey but Pickering meant it sincerely. ‘Is the family all here?’

      ‘Now you’ve come, aye, sir.’

      At least Pickering didn’t exclude him from the Sandys’ circle. Leaving Nero in the capable hands of the man who had raised the horse from a foal, Jacob strode towards one of the back entrances. The business side of Levens was to be found there – the steward’s room and the estate office. He hoped that he might find one of his brothers to check the lie of the land before facing his mother.

      He paused outside the estate office, bracing himself. A maid bobbed a curtsey as she passed with a pile of laundry.

      ‘Sir. Welcome home.’

      He nodded a greeting. ‘Thank you, Jane.’

      Through the opaque glass window, he could just make out someone inside at the desk. No good putting this off. He knocked on the door.

      ‘Come!’ That was Arthur’s gruff voice.

      He opened the door. ‘My lord.’

      ‘Jacob! That was quick. Bailey found you at home then?’ Arthur came out from behind the desk and the barricade of ledgers. The family resemblance was strong between Jacob and his oldest brother – same dark hair and grey-blue eyes, but Arthur had grown up stocky, a farmer’s stature, whereas Jacob had the more athletic build of a rider and runner. His brother didn’t carry his scars either. No sabre cut from chest to hip had marked his body.

      ‘He found me last night. I was at my cottage.’

      Arthur hugged him and patted his back in a paternal gesture – that was new – and then stood back. ‘Yes, well, William said you were travelling in company, and he wasn’t sure when you were arriving.’

      Then why hadn’t they sent a messenger just in case?

      ‘I’ve been there two days.’

      Arthur was no fool. He caught the implied reproof. ‘There was a lot to do. I’m sure you’ll understand. We didn’t want to upset Father in his last hours.’

      ‘How would sending for me upset Father?’

      Arthur went to the door. ‘Have you had breakfast? I was about to join the family, having made an early start on the finances.’ He gave Jacob a quick inspection. ‘You’ll do. Not too much mud on your coattails.’

      It would not be politic to start his reunion with an argument with Arthur, so Jacob let the comment about disturbing his father go, nor did he challenge his brother’s assumption that he had the deciding vote on Jacob’s fitness to appear in company.

      ‘How is Mother?’

      Arthur led the way to the breakfast parlour. Servants parted, like the Red Sea before Moses and Aaron, when the brothers encountered them in the service corridors. ‘Stoic – as you would expect. Felicity has taken it hardest. Bad timing for her.’ Felicity was their youngest sister, on her third season in the search for a suitable husband. As well as the personal loss, demotion from daughter of a viscount to the sister of one would not improve her chances to bag a title, which she’d made her aim. ‘Evelina’s man had already come up to scratch, thankfully – wedding after our period of mourning, make a note in your calendar.’

      ‘Evelina’s engaged? To that canal man?’

      ‘That’s the fellow. Lord Driffield. Made a tidy fortune canalising the river from his coal mines to Birmingham. She’ll likely end up the richest of us.’

      ‘How long has this been going on?’ Jacob had been aware there was a partiality between the young people but not that it had progressed so far.

      ‘The engagement? Oh, a fortnight or so – it came at the end of the season.’

      And yet no one had seen fit to inform him? True, he’d been caught up in the aftermath of the Elgin investigation, where the earl had employed them to look into threats against his family and collection of marbles, but still, he would have expected William at least to say something.

      Arthur frowned at him. ‘Did you not see the announcement?’

      ‘You expected me to find out from the society columns? Arthur, what’s going on?’

      Arthur opened the door to the parlour, revealing their entire family sitting around the table, breakfast laid out on the sideboard. They all looked up at him – he felt like an actor late for his cue.

      ‘Well, look who the cat dragged in!’ said William, bounding up from his place. He hugged Jacob with his usual enthusiasm, no odd back-patting from him.

      His wife, Charlotte, smiled a greeting. ‘Jacob.’

      ‘How’re the children?’

      ‘All bonny. You’ll see them later.’

      Still reeling from the things he was learning about his standing with his family, Jacob went around the table greeting each one. He saved his mother for last. He went down on one knee beside her and took her hands. Her wedding ring was loose on her finger. She’d lost weight and gained new lines.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Mama. You must miss him terribly.’

      Hair now white and eyes faded, she had already bequeathed her golden colouring and bright blue eyes to William. There was little resemblance to Jacob and Arthur, unless it was in the aristocratic bearing that the new viscount had adopted.

      ‘Where were you, Jacob? Why weren’t you here?’ she asked in a querulous tone.

      Jacob shot a look at Arthur.

      ‘Mother, don’t you remember, we didn’t want to upset Father,’ said Arthur, taking his place at the other end of the table. Rightly his wife should be in the dowager’s seat, but the new Lady Sandys had too much tact to oust her mother-in-law so soon. A handsome woman with a strong profile like a Roman matron, Diana, Viscountess Sandys, had chosen a seat beside her husband, biding her time before the inevitable palace coup.

      ‘He was upset that Jacob wasn’t here. He asked for him,’ said the widow.

      That was a stab in the heart – his father had needed him, and Jacob had been oblivious, indulging himself in a holiday with Dora. Guilt filled him even though it hadn’t been a choice.

      ‘I would’ve come if I’d known,’ he said quietly. He would have this out with his brothers, but not in front of the ladies.

      ‘Well, you’re here now.’ His mother smiled at him, tears filling her eyes. ‘I’ve become such a watering pot – take no notice. Sit by me. Tell me what you’ve been doing. Ford, lay my son a place, would you?’

      The butler overseeing the breakfast service hurried to obey as Evelina shuffled down to make way.

      Jacob took his seat. ‘I hear congratulations are in order,’ he murmured to Evelina.

      His sister, judged a belle of the season with her big brown eyes and honey-coloured ringlets, gave him a wry look. She had the vivacity and intelligence of a hunting dog, not a pampered aristocratic pet. ‘No thanks to you.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘The Hellfire Club, Jacob? Do you know what any association with that does to a girl in society? Lord Driffield almost cried off.’

      It was true that the reputation of the scandalous club for high-society scoundrels would sully the reputation of any debutante. They served a spicy punch of orgies mixed with a cache of state secrets that had an intoxicating effect on any who came within a mile of it.

      ‘Then he’d be no loss if he ran away for such a flimsy excuse. I was putting an end to the horrible business, not starting it.’

      ‘I realise that.’ She poured him some coffee from the pot in front of her. They were the two in the family who preferred something stronger at breakfast than tea. Even though she was ten years younger, she was most like him in nature. If she hadn’t been a girl, she would’ve cut her own path through life, likely following her passion for music. She was a talented amateur composer and had a fine singing voice. ‘But Society is an idiot who cares only for appearances. We all play the game – apart from you, it would seem.’

      Felicity, who was usually the picture of health with her milkmaid complexion and chestnut locks, scowled at him from across the table. He was disturbed to see that she had blue shadows under her eyes and faint lines bracketed her mouth. She was typically a bouncing ball of energy but now she was deflated by grief. ‘Then there was that Frenchman – everyone was talking about that.’

      No one was supposed to know about his and Dora’s involvement in the Elgin marble investigation, which had taken them into the murky world of French espionage. ‘Talking about what, Fee?’ He accepted a plate of bacon and eggs from an attentive footman.

      ‘That he nearly blew you up at Berwick – some ghastly enemy spy who didn’t stop at killing women and children – then you saved the lives of hundreds of casualties.’

      His mother silently patted his hand.

      ‘Hardly hundreds,’ said Jacob. The incident was public knowledge, so he could talk about that. ‘I merely helped with a few of the injured.’

      Felicity leaned her cheek against her hand in an approximation of the pose of a lovelorn lass and sighed. ‘Heroic Dr Sandys.’ She dropped the pose. ‘They gossiped about you for weeks. My friends have been badgering me to snip a lock of your hair for them – you’ll be quite bald by the time I finish. I’m sick of hearing how brave you are.’

      William cleared his throat. ‘Though we’re all proud, naturally.’

      That did not seem to be the consensus.

      ‘I apologise for my ill luck in being in the wrong place at the wrong time, Fee,’ said Jacob, ‘but I could hardly walk away to leave injured men bleeding out, could I, in order to escape notice?’

      ‘There are ladies present,’ rumbled Arthur, disapproving of the mention of bloodshed at breakfast.

      Jacob bit back the childish urge to say, ‘she started it’. Coming home dug up some of his worst character traits.

      ‘If you could be less remarkable in future.’ Felicity gave him a sardonic smile.

      He tapped his forehead. ‘Yes, miss. I’ll make sure I walk by on the other side next time.’ He turned to his mother who had been listening with a pained expression. ‘I’m sorry if news of my actions distressed you, Mama.’

      ‘Distressed? Yes – but only because my son’s life was in danger again. Surprised? No. We always knew you would have to go your own way, Jacob.’ Her hand shook as she raised her cup to her lips. ‘You’ve got so much of your father in you. He could be mule-headed too.’

      He wondered what his father had been like at his age. Starting a family relatively late in life, the viscount had always seemed old to Jacob. He regretted that he had lost the opportunity to ask his father about what he had done before settling down, the adventures that Jacob would never now hear about. ‘Tell me about his last illness. What did the doctors say?’

      ‘There was nothing anyone could do.’ As his mother recounted the recent weeks of heart pains and breathlessness, Jacob’s eyes travelled down the table to his eldest brother. Arthur was looking at him, not with the tolerant affection he used to, but more as a problem he now needed to solve.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Shall we walk?’ asked Arthur after breakfast, including William and Jacob in the invitation.

      Felicity jumped up. ‘I’ll grab my shawl. I’m gasping for some fresh air.’

      ‘Not this time, minx,’ said Arthur quickly. ‘We’ve business to discuss and, er, Diana said she needed help with the flowers for the funeral.’

      His wife blinked. ‘I did? Oh, yes, I did – and Felicity dear, your taste for such things is impeccable. I noticed how well you matched your bonnet trims this season. We’ll go around the garden and choose the colours. White and purple?’

      That was news to the rest of the family, but Felicity stood a little taller for the approbation. ‘Then, of course, I’ll help. I know where the best lilies grow.’

      The new viscountess was going to be a success, Jacob would wager on it.

      The brothers by common consent walked out the same way Jacob had entered the house, skirted the stables and headed for the cliff path. This had been their favourite haunt as children. There was a track down to the sands, though they had been forbidden to go onto the estuary without a local guide. The sea came in faster than a galloping horse and every year people drowned being surprised too far from shore. It didn’t mean three spirited boys obeyed, rather that they kept an eye on the timetable for the tides and hoped no one betrayed them to their parents.

      ‘I wonder if Old Mary-Lou still digs for cockles down there,’ said William, standing on the bluff, admiring the glittering estuary. A thin silvering of water showed that the sands had entered the treacherous time when no sensible person ventured onto them.

      ‘I remember being terrified of her. She must be a hundred if she’s still with us,’ said Jacob, recalling the fearsome old lady who wore breeches like a man and was never spotted without her pipe clamped between her teeth. Dora would enjoy her sharp tongue, and Wordsworth would possibly be moved to write a poem about her. The poet loved memorialising encounters with rural originals.

      ‘I can report that she is alive and kicking – and draws a pension every week from the steward which she collects in person.’ Arthur folded his arms. ‘So, Jacob.’

      William glanced awkwardly at Jacob. He clearly knew something was afoot, but he hated family rows.

      Jacob got in with his question first before whatever bee in his bonnet buzzed out of Arthur’s mouth. ‘So why didn’t you send for me when you could have easily found out where I was? I was only twenty miles away in a place to which it was well known I was heading – not the other end of the country. You could have left a message at Ambleside – or with a neighbour.’

      ‘I didn’t think it appropriate,’ said Arthur stiffly. ‘I had to make the best decision I could in the circumstances.’

      Arthur was hopeless. Jacob turned to his other brother.

      ‘You knew I was on my way to my cottage, Will. I saw you in London just the other week. Couldn’t you send a message if King Arthur here was too busy with his kingdom?’

      ‘Jacob, this isn’t helpful.’ said William in a low voice, a warning not to lose his temper, but Jacob didn’t have it in him to let this pass.

      ‘Damn you both! He was my father too!’

      That shout went out over the sands, startling them all. Jacob was usually cold in his anger, sarcastic with his cuts, not prone to a hot-blooded response. He didn’t regret it as it let out some of the pent-up grief.

      Arthur swelled with importance, a cock about to crow. ‘He was also, Jacob, father to two unmarried girls in a delicate stage in their lives⁠—’

      ‘I’m their brother – not some Richardsonian rake!’

      ‘But you travel in low company, you must admit that. If you brought her here with you, they could be ruined by association.’

      Jacob wanted to punch that self-righteous expression off Arthur’s face.

      ‘If you say one word against Dora Fitz-Pennington, I’ll call you out, brother or no!’

      Arthur waved that threat away. ‘Don’t be absurd, I’m sure she’s very well in her way. I too have admired my fair share of actresses.’

      ‘Yes, we all know about your little love nest in Marylebone,’ said Jacob bitterly. ‘Have you given Marian her congé?’

      ‘We aren’t talking about me, but yes, Marian and I have parted ways a few months ago. The problem is that you are doing more than admiring – you are going into business with your actress, harnessing our name to hers in a way that cannot be ignored. Society talks, Jacob.’

      ‘Really? And has it mentioned that she’s a hero? She’s saved this country at the risk of her own life, twice now.’ She had first done so to bring down the Hellfire plotters and then again but a few weeks later to foil the French spies after Elgin. They were hoping for a quieter summer.

      ‘And so does many an ordinary seaman or soldier facing the French without flinching, but I don’t move them in with my family.’

      Jacob span on his heel and took three steps away, afraid that he might push his supercilious brother over the edge – literally, in the case of the cliff. ‘Will, you’ve met her. Tell him.’

      ‘Dora is a lovely young woman. Charlotte adores her,’ said William gamely.

      ‘As a married woman, Charlotte may do as she wishes – with your approval, of course.’ Arthur clasped his hands behind his back in his sergeant major stance.

      William raised a brow. ‘Have you met my wife? My approval is moot.’

      ‘It’s what everyone assumes if you receive the woman in your home – and no one is scandalised. Bringing the actress here, at this time of public mourning, is beyond the pale.’

      ‘There was never any question of dragging Dora into this. She’s got too much pride and sense for that,’ said Jacob.

      ‘That’s not the impression William gave me. He said you were inseparable.’

      And the rub was that Jacob didn’t want to be separated from her. With her wit, she’d cut Arthur down to size and charm the family, as well as comfort Jacob in his grief. He had thought the arguments would start when he broached with his brothers the subject of wanting to marry her, not for merely associating with her.

      ‘Don’t you get tired of considering everyone as types, rather than individuals, my lord? Can’t you make your own mind up about someone without dismissing them sight unseen all because a gaggle of people you don’t care for might disapprove? What’s the point of being a viscount if you can’t rise above all that?’

      ‘We don’t have the luxury of living in isolation.’

      ‘But I’m your brother: don’t I count for more than society gossips?’

      Struggling with his frustration, Arthur marched a few steps, turned, then came back. ‘I’m not unfeeling, Jacob.’

      ‘I realise that.’ Just unbearably rigid.

      ‘Why can’t you simply install her in a nice house in a quiet part of town as your mistress?’

      ‘To echo William, have you met my lady? No, you haven’t. She’s an independent lady of intelligence and wit, well able to earn her own living. She would scorn offers of protection and has no need to beg for your approbation.’

      Arthur paled. ‘Good God, don’t tell me she’s a follower of Wollstonecraft, that harridan who harped on about the rights of women of all things?’

      She probably was. ‘Do you despise women who dare to earn their own way? Mrs Siddons? Miss Edgeworth? Miss Herschel?’

      ‘They are exceptional – and have brothers or fathers respected by society to cast their mantle over them.’

      ‘Well, Dora’s brother was murdered, and her father is the pig who caused her illegitimacy by bedding some innocent in Jamaica when he already had a wife in Liverpool. Dora is no Ruth and has no Boaz. She stands alone.’ The Old Testament story of the outsider Ruth optimistically taught that families should look after the people on the edge of their society. Dora did not have even that.

      ‘I don’t like it.’

      ‘You don’t have to like it, Arthur. I demand the right to make my own decisions.’

      ‘Which are taking you away from us – from your blood – because we can’t follow you.’

      ‘Only because you are acting this way – leaving me out of family business that I have every right to be a part of. That was badly done, and you know it!’

      William cleared his throat. ‘Arthur, she really isn’t as shocking as you are imagining.’

      Actually, thought Jacob, she was probably more so. She’d been on her best behaviour with William and Charlotte.

      ‘If you meet her, you’d likely take to her as we have. And Kir,’ continued William.

      ‘Who the hell is Kir?’ snapped Arthur.

      ‘Jacob’s new ward.’

      ‘What! You’ve fathered a bastard on her already?’

      ‘Careful!’ warned William but Jacob had already seized the viscount by his lapels.

      ‘Don’t you dare speak of her like that!’

      William tugged the back of Jacob’s jacket. ‘Jacob, stand down. Apologise, Arthur. Kir is a child they rescued from the explosion at Berwick. The orphaned son of an officer.’ That might be gilding the lily somewhat as likely Kir was the orphan of an ordinary soldier but who was to gainsay that story they’d spread? ‘He’s a great favourite in our nursery – and he walks the dogs for us.’

      Arthur pulled Jacob’s hand away from his collar. Jacob let go. He couldn’t see a good outcome of planting a facer on the new viscount.

      Arthur adjusted his cravat. ‘I apologise. Very laudable. Support the troops, very good of you. You’ve taken on a boy?’

      Jacob felt some of the fight leave him as grief edged back in. He slumped against a wall that kept the sheep from the cliff. They should be talking about their shared memories of their father, not this nonsense. He suspected his father might’ve enjoyed Kir and found him a place in the household. He liked cultivating loyal retainers.

      ‘Yes. With a view of training him up for a useful profession. He’s no threat to the family honour.’

      ‘I see. However, it seems a little erratic. I have been worried that you are still suffering from your … er … malady.’ Arthur meant opium addiction.

      ‘That’s largely under control.’

      ‘But not completely? I did hear of some business at Bedlam?’

      Jacob had a nightmarish flash of being secured in a straitjacket, locked in a cell with a madman beating his head against the wall. ‘I was wrongfully detained – by a murderer who wanted me out of the way.’

      ‘And another killer smuggled you out and shot someone in cold blood? I really do not like the company you’ve been keeping of late, Jacob.’

      ‘It goes with the territory of investigating crimes.’

      ‘Then the problem is your choice of profession and associates.’

      Silence fell between them, William fidgeting, Arthur rocking magisterially on his heels, Jacob leaning against a stone wall, too tired for much of a battle a few hours after learning their father had died.

      ‘Where does that leave us?’ he asked quietly. ‘I’ll depart your estate for good after the funeral if you want me to, but I won’t give up Dora or my profession.’

      Arthur frowned, clearly unable to see why a woman would mean so much to Jacob. ‘Things must change around here. Father let things slide. You don’t appear to understand what a huge responsibility I’ve taken on. I need both my brothers to support the family name in society, to raise it, not drag it through the mud.’

      Jacob scrubbed his hand across his face, trying to erase the tension in his features. ‘I’m not going to be your lackey, Arthur. I will live my own life.’

      ‘Lackey is an unfortunate choice of words,’ said William quickly, ‘but, believe me, Jacob is very highly regarded in government circles for his endeavours.’ He had finally found a helpful argument.

      ‘He is?’ asked Arthur dubiously.

      ‘Oh, yes. Even Lord Liverpool has said some complimentary things about him to those in the know.’

      ‘There’s a role for people like me,’ said Jacob. ‘Someone discreet and trusted. You’ll be surprised how many in society come to me when they’ve got a problem – and by extension to Dora. A woman’s touch is invaluable in many investigations.’

      ‘He is building up the influence of the Sandys family in an unorthodox but very effective way,’ added William.

      ‘The Prime Minister approves?’ Arthur took off his top hat and ran his hands through his hair before replacing it. ‘Then I suppose there’s only one thing I can do.’

      ‘Oh, yes?’ asked Jacob warily.

      ‘I’ll have to meet this Dora Fitz-Pennington and make up my own mind.’

      ‘And if you dislike her?’ asked Jacob.

      ‘Then steps will be taken.’

      ‘Can you be more specific?’

      ‘I think it best that I am not, not at this time.’ Arthur nodded, decision made, as he began a cautious descent to the beach.
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