
THE JOHN PICKETT MYSTERIES:

PICKPOCKET’S APPRENTICE

(prequel novella)

IN MILADY’S CHAMBER

A DEAD BORE

FAMILY PLOT

DINNER MOST DEADLY

WAITING GAME

(Christmas novella)

TOO HOT TO HANDEL

FOR DEADER OR WORSE

MYSTERY LOVES COMPANY

PERIL BY POST


Table of Contents

Title Page

Peril by Post | Another John Pickett Mystery

Sheri Cobb South

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

Sign up for Sheri Cobb South's Mailing List

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Peril by Post


Another John Pickett Mystery





[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Sheri Cobb South





































[image: ]


PERIL BY POST

© 2018 by Sheri Cobb South. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

Don’t turn that page!

Not just yet, anyway. First, I have a bonus short story for you. (Consider it a little appetizer before you begin the main course.) “Tales out of School” is 5,000 words, or about 15 typed double-spaced pages. You can download it in EPUB, MOBI, or PDF format here: Tales out of School

And the best part? It’s absolutely free! It’s my way of saying “Thank you” for sharing in John Pickett’s adventures. There are a lot of books out there, and you chose to invest your time, imagination, and, yes, money, in mine. I’m more honored than I can say.
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In Which John Pickett Takes On a New Case

THE LONG-CASE CLOCK in the hall struck seven, the descending tones of its Whittington chimes echoing up to the bedrooms on the floor above. Pushing back the covers, John Pickett sat up and swung his legs out of bed, yawning as he raked his fingers through his tousled brown curls. Behind him, a mound of rumpled sheets stirred, and a sleepy feminine voice purred.

“Mmm, you’re nice to wake up to.”

He turned to regard his wife of three months in some surprise. “Oh?”

Julia smiled sleepily at him. “You find that surprising?”

“I do,” he confessed, then turned away to hide the mischievous smile he could not quite suppress. “I didn’t think you woke up until noon, at the earliest.”

While she sputtered in mock indignation, Pickett leaned forward to reach for the pair of breeches lying on a chair beside the bed. Herein he made a tactical error, for she seized the opportunity to swat him on his bare backside. Such uxorial impertinence could not be allowed to go unpunished, so he crawled back into the bed, determined to wreak vengeance upon his laughing spouse. As a result, more than half an hour had passed by the time he left the Curzon Street town house and set out for Bow Street at a run.

“Late, late, late,” he muttered under his breath, around a mouthful of the roll he’d snatched from the breakfast room to eat on the way.

Alas, in spite of his best efforts, it was five minutes past eight by the time he entered the Bow Street Public Office, and any hopes he might have entertained of being able to slip in unobserved were dashed when Harry Carson, one of the newer members of the horse patrol, called out to him, “Cutting it a bit close, aren’t you, lover boy?”

How did they know? Pickett wondered, blushing crimson at finding himself the object of a dozen knowing grins. Was it so obvious? Did it show on his face?

“So pleased you could join us, Mr. Pickett,” said the magistrate, looking considerably less amused than his men.

“I’m sorry, sir—” Pickett began, but Mr. Colquhoun silenced him with a look. He finished giving instructions to the men and dismissed them to their duties, concluding with, “Not you, Mr. Pickett.” As Pickett squirmed in anticipation of the coming rebuke, his magistrate waited until the group had dispersed. Once he could be certain of not being overheard, he regarded his most junior Runner with a baleful eye. “This makes the third time you’ve been late since your marriage, does it not, Mr. Pickett?”

Pickett bethought himself of several late nights and certain unscheduled morning activities, and could not deny it. “I am sorry, sir. It—it won’t happen again.” He considered this last statement. “Actually, it will, but I won’t be late again. That is”—he thought of his wife’s warm and welcoming embrace, and smiled in fond remembrance—“I’ll try not to be.” 

Mr. Colquhoun’s Scottish burr recalled him to the present. “You might try for a little less smugness, Mr. Pickett. You haven’t invented anything new, you know.”

“It’s new to me,” Pickett objected, thus confirming what Mr. Colquhoun had already suspected.

The magistrate sighed. “You didn’t have much of a wedding trip, did you?” he asked, not without sympathy.

Pickett could not agree to this. “Two weeks in Somersetshire,” he reminded his magistrate, “with pay.”

“During which you not only found yourself saddled with a missing-person case and a murder, but you spent the entire time housed beneath your father-in-law’s roof. And don’t tell me the latter didn’t put more of a damper on the honeymoon than the former.”

Pickett recalled his uncomfortable first meeting with his horrified in-laws, and shuddered. “No, sir, I won’t.”

“That being the case, would you fancy a trip to the Lake District with the missus? Tell me what you make of this.”

Mr. Colquhoun reached across the railing that separated the magistrate’s bench from the rest of the room and handed Pickett a folded sheet of paper, a paper directed to Patrick Colquhoun, Esq., 4 Bow Street, London. Pickett opened it and scanned the few lines it contained. The message was brief and to the point: Please send one of your men to the village of Banfell in Cumberland. He can put up at the Hart and Hound.

Pickett looked up at the magistrate. “It isn’t signed.”

Mr. Colquhoun nodded. “It’s obvious that marriage has not dulled your razor-sharp wits.”

Pickett acknowledged this verbal hit with a rather sheepish grin. “No, but it doesn’t give much to go on, does it?”

“No, it doesn’t. Truth to tell, I’m a bit scunnered at having been obliged to pay a shilling for the dubious privilege of accepting it. And yet whoever wrote it expects me to send a man on an expensive and time-consuming journey, without so much as hinting at what the purpose might be. I don’t know whether to dispatch you to the Lake District, or this thing to the fire.”

“But what if he couldn’t say more?” Pickett suggested a bit desperately, seeing the proposed honeymoon slipping away before his eyes. “What if he hadn’t the time to dash off more than a quick note for fear someone else would see? Or if he was afraid to be more specific, lest it fall into the wrong hands?”

“Aye, you might have a point,” the magistrate said thoughtfully, drumming his fingers on the bench. “If I were to send you to Cumberland on so little information, Mr. Pickett, where would you begin?”

Pickett looked down at the uncommunicative message in his hand, and sighed. “I suppose I would start by taking a room at the Hart and Hound, letting it be known that I’d come from London, and waiting for our anonymous correspondent to identify himself.”

“Aye, and in the meantime, you and your lady wife would merely be a newly wedded couple on your honeymoon, which shouldn’t tax your acting abilities overmuch. I think it might work. You might even enjoy the change of scenery. It’s a wild and beautiful country, the Lake District. Reminds me a bit of my native Scotland, the countryside around Loch Lomond.”

Pickett could see only one thing wrong with this plan. “I’m not sure Julia should be traveling in her condition.”

“How far along is she?”

It had been a shock to both Picketts, man and wife, to discover that Julia—who, after six childless years of marriage to her first husband, had believed herself to be barren—had conceived almost immediately after their own marriage was consummated. “About three months—certainly no more than that.”

“John, in another month—two, at the most—her condition will become obvious, and she’ll be confined to the house until after the birth. If you’ll heed a word of advice from a man who’s been through it seven times with his own wife, let her get out as much as possible while still she may.”

For women of Pickett’s own class, life went on very much as usual whether they were increasing or not, so he didn’t quite understand the gentry’s practice of hiding pregnant women away out of sight—did they think babies were found under cabbage leaves?—but he had no doubt that his wife, a lady born and bred, would expect to conform to a custom that no doubt seemed perfectly reasonable to her. Then, too, there was the fact that she had wanted to go with him the last time he’d been obliged to travel during the course of an investigation. He had refused to allow it, not realizing she’d had reasons of her own for being disinclined to remain in London alone. What followed had been their first (and only, touch wood) quarrel, and he had no desire to repeat the experience. Besides, once the baby came, he wasn’t sure she would want to leave it with a nurse long enough to accompany him on an investigation. They might not have another chance.

“All right, you’ve convinced me,” he said at last.

“Good man! As it happens, I have an old friend who lives in the area, a fellow by the name of Robert Hetherington. If you’ll wait a bit, I’ll write you a letter of introduction. Who knows but what it might prove useful to you, having a local contact in the area.”

For some moments afterward, there was no sound but the scratching of the quill as the magistrate penned his letter. At last he returned the quill to its standish, shook pounce over his missive to dry the ink, then folded and sealed it.

“In the ordinary way of things, I would instruct you to take the stage, but given that you’ll be traveling with a lady—and a breeding lady at that, who will no doubt need to stop at every necessary between here and Penrith—I’ll stand the nonsense for a post-chaise.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Pickett in some surprise, unaccustomed to traveling in such luxury at Bow Street’s expense.

“No servants, though,” the magistrate added. “I have to hold the cost down where I can. Think your wife can manage?”

“I know she can,” Pickett assured him with no small note of pride in his wife’s unexpected versatility. In fact, he’d been surprised at how well his gently bred bride had adapted to life in his own Drury Lane flat during the two weeks they’d lived there, although he had no intention of asking her to make such a sacrifice on a more permanent basis.

“Excellent! It will take you the better part of a se’ennight to reach Cumberland,” Mr. Colquhoun continued, scrawling his acquaintance’s name on the outside of the letter and handing it across the railing. “Add another for the return trip, and I shall expect to see you again in, say, three weeks. If you should require more time—time for your investigation, that is, not for your honeymoon—you may write to inform me of it. For that matter, if you should care to apprise me as to what you find there, I will be happy to accept any letters you might send.”

“Thank you, sir.” Pickett knew this was no small concession, as receipt of the letter would come from the budget of the Bow Street Public Office, if not from Mr. Colquhoun’s own pocket. Nor would such a correspondence come cheap: a single letter delivered by the Royal Mail from so remote a location would cost the recipient no less than a shilling—four percent of Pickett’s own weekly wages. “I promise not to abuse the privilege. If you receive a letter from me, you may be sure I have significant news to report.”

“I doubt you’ll have much time for writing in any case, Mr. Pickett,” the magistrate said, then added, with a twinkle in his eye, “after all, you’ll be on your honeymoon.”

* * *
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PICKETT RETURNED TO Curzon Street a short time later to find Julia in the dining room, cutting up lengths of white linen spread over the table.

“Back so soon?” she asked, looking up from her task with every appearance of pleasure. “Nothing wrong, I hope?”

“No, but—sweetheart, I’m sure you must have a very good reason, but why are you cutting up the tablecloth?”

“It’s not a tablecloth, silly,” she said, pausing in her task long enough to greet him with a kiss. “I’m making clouts for the baby.”

“Clouts?” Pickett’s bemused gaze took in the mounds of large white rectangles stacked on several chairs, as well as the length which Julia was in the process of converting into still more, and he formed a very fair estimation of the use to which these “clouts” would be put. “How many clouts does the average baby need?”

“My dear John, surely you don’t mean to suggest that our child will be ‘average’!”

“Let’s just say there are some things I would just as soon it not excel at,” Pickett said, wrinkling his nose at the prospect. “But you don’t have to make them yourself, you know. I’m sure we can afford to buy them.” It was still a bit of a sore point to him, that he could not provide her with the many little luxuries to which she was accustomed; he supposed it always would be, no matter how many times she assured him that it did not matter. Still, he could not imagine this expense would be beyond his ability to pay.

“Oh, but I want to! I’ll have to have something to do during those last few months. I thought I would cut them up now, while I can still lean across the table without difficulty, and then later, when I must keep to the house, I can roll the edges and hem them to prevent fraying. But you were about to tell me why you’re home so early,” she reminded him.

“I need to pack.”

“Oh?” Her scissors sliced through the folds of cloth without so much as a pause. “You’re going away?”

He might have been disappointed, even hurt, by her seeming indifference, had he not noticed her determination not to look him in the face. He braced one hand on the table and leaned forward, making it all but impossible for her to avoid his gaze. “We’re going away,” he corrected her. “How would you like to go to the Lake District with me?”

The scissors clattered to the table, the baby and its clouts temporarily forgotten. “Oh John, do you mean it?”

“I do.” Once again he felt a twinge of guilt that marriage to him had effectively banished her from the society of her own class. Mr. Colquhoun was right: he needed to get her out of the house as much as possible for the next month or two. And after that, if hiding her condition away from the world helped her reclaim some part of her lost status—to say nothing of allowing her to escape the public eye until the gossip surrounding their unequal marriage could be forgotten—well, who could blame her? “Mr. Colquhoun thinks we can put on a convincing pose as a newlywed couple—I can’t imagine how he got that idea—while I do a bit of investigating on the sly.”

“What sort of case is it?” she asked. “When do we set out?”

“First thing tomorrow morning, if you can be ready that soon. As to what sort of case, well, it’s a curious thing.” He took the letter from his pocket and handed it to her.

“Curious, indeed.” She scanned the brief note just as he had done only a short time earlier, then turned it over, searching in vain for any sign of a frank that would have allowed the letter to be delivered free of charge. “And wasteful as well, to expect your magistrate to pay a shilling for no more than this.”

“Yes, Mr. Colquhoun said he was a bit ‘scunnered’ about that, which I assume means he was displeased.”

“I can’t say I blame him.” One of the few things—the very few things—she missed about her first marriage was the loss of Lord Fieldhurst’s franking privileges. She supposed her husband’s cousin George, the new viscount, would frank her letters if she asked—he could hardly do otherwise without looking like the nip-farthing he was—but she refused to give him the satisfaction of believing, quite correctly, that her second husband was incapable of providing the luxuries to which she was accustomed. Instead, newly conscious of the expenses of keeping house (and the need to balance these against the peace of mind of a husband whose income was much less than her own), she reserved her correspondence for when she had real news to impart—or, as she had become increasingly aware, a rather large favor to ask. “In fact, I’m surprised Mr. Colquhoun agreed to send you at all, on so little information.”

“Oh, he was sorely tempted to consign the letter to the fire, but I persuaded him otherwise.”

“You did? How? And perhaps more to the point, why? Unless, of course, you saw an opportunity for the two of us to steal away to a secluded and picturesque locale for a few weeks, in which case you’re even cleverer than I thought.”

“No, I’m afraid not, much as it pains me to disillusion you,” he confessed. “It just seemed a bit, I don’t know, desperate, I suppose. As if whoever wrote this—what there is of it—didn’t dare say more for fear of its falling into the wrong hands.”

“It all sounds very cryptic and mysterious.”

“And may yet prove to be nothing but a chase after mare’s nests—in which case Mr. Colquhoun won’t be best pleased with me for persuading him to fund this little jaunt.”

“I thought the person who sent for you would be the person to pay your expenses.”

“Yes, but the letter is unsigned,” he pointed out. “If I can’t identify the sender, Bow Street will be left to foot the bill—which is bound to be substantial, what with the hire of a post-chaise to Cumberland and back. But Mr. Colquhoun reckoned that I would not want my wife traveling on the common stage. And he was right,” he added, taking her in his arms and kissing her again.

Her expression grew solemn. “John, if you would prefer to go alone, I’ll understand. Truly, I will.”

He didn’t have to ask to know that she, too, remembered that recent quarrel. “I want you with me, Julia, never doubt that. Besides”—his arms tightened about her, and he dropped yet another kiss onto her golden curls—“a pretty fool I would look, going on a honeymoon all by myself.”

* * *
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HAVING SETTLED THE matter to the satisfaction of both, Pickett dispatched Andrew the footman to the post office to arrange for the hire of a post-chaise; although still not entirely comfortable with the rise in the world which his marriage had brought him, he was learning how to instruct servants without appearing too timid or, in overcompensation for the aforementioned timidity, too autocratic. As the footman set off on this errand, Pickett joined his lady wife in the bedroom, where he found her issuing her own instructions to Betsy, her lady’s maid, as well as to Thomas, his recently promoted valet, as to the packing of their bags.

“Oh, but here is Mr. Pickett,” Julia said as he entered the room just in time to see Thomas removing his evening clothes from the wardrobe and laying them out carefully on the bed. “I’m sure he and I can finish up on our own. You may go now, both of you.”

“I’ll just go and pack my own things, shall I, sir?” Thomas offered eagerly.

Pickett shook his head. “No, thank you, Thomas. Mrs. Pickett and I will be traveling alone.” Seeing his valet’s crestfallen expression, he added, “Perhaps next time.”

“Very good, sir.” Thomas turned away, grumbling under his breath, “That’s just what you said last time.”

That the fellow was right in no way excused this insubordination. “If you are unhappy in your new position,” Pickett said, with a hint of steel in his voice, “I’m sure I could speak to Andrew about trading places with you.”

“N-no, sir. I didn’t mean—”

“Oh, I think you meant it,” Pickett said with a sigh. Thomas had been an invaluable ally on more than one occasion, and Pickett had no desire to lose him. Moreover, he could understand and even sympathize with the longing for adventure felt by a man very nearly his own age. “And I can’t say I blame you. But this journey is costly enough already. I can’t ask my magistrate to pay for your expenses as well as my own.”

“Yes, sir.” Thomas conceded the point readily enough, but his speculative gaze shifted to Julia, to whom the added expenditure would present no particular burden.

“No,” Pickett put in quickly, “so don’t even think it. Mrs. Pickett will be traveling without Betsy, as well.”

“Yes, sir,” Thomas said again, and returned to the servants’ hall, where Pickett had no doubt he and Betsy would have a fine time exchanging grievances as to what a skinflint the new master was.

Still, there was no help for it, so he thrust the matter from his mind and turned his attention to the more immediate task of packing for the journey. He picked up the evening clothes so carefully laid out by Thomas and carried them back to the wardrobe.

“You don’t mind, do you?” he asked Julia apologetically. “Traveling without servants, I mean. Besides the extra expense, I’m not sure I can rely on Thomas’s discretion. The temptation to boast to the inn’s staff that he was accompanying me on Bow Street business might be too great to resist.”

“I don’t mind,” Julia said, watching in bewilderment as he began to stow his evening garments away, “but what are you doing?”

“Surely I won’t need these,” Pickett protested. “I’m going to investigate a case. Exactly what sort of case I don’t know, but I’m fairly certain it won’t involve going to a ball. At least, I hope not,” he added in some alarm at this new and unwelcome possibility.

Julia took the clothes from his arms and returned them to the bed. “On the contrary, you will be carrying a letter of introduction to an old friend of Mr. Colquhoun. It would be a very odd thing if this friend did not invite you to dine with him. And,” some demon of mischief inspired her to add, “if he and his wife should happen to be hosting a ball while we are in the area, you may be sure we will receive an invitation.”

Pickett stared at her. “You can’t be serious!”

“Well, perhaps not about the ball,” she conceded with some regret. “But I am certain about the dinner invitation. For him to do otherwise would be a shocking snub to Mr. Colquhoun, you know.”

As a matter of fact, Pickett had not known. He had assumed the letter of introduction would allow him to pick the man’s brains for any pertinent information he might be able to glean from someone familiar with the area and its inhabitants; he was not at all certain he liked the idea of any social obligations, especially given the fact that he’d recently made a fool of himself in front of his in-laws after being placed in just such a position.

“I have no doubt you will acquit yourself very well, no matter what the circumstances,” Julia assured him, pausing with her arms full of primrose muslin long enough to give him a quick kiss. 

“If you say so,” said Pickett, unconvinced. “In any case, I will console myself with the knowledge that Mr. Colquhoun’s friend can’t possibly be any more terrifying than your mother.”

“And you managed to win her over, at least to some extent, so there you are,” Julia pronounced, and turned her attention back to her half-empty portmanteau.

Pickett’s own packing did not take long, as his wardrobe was not extensive (although Julia was doing her best to rectify this situation) and fit easily into a single valise. He had filled his bag and was just about to close it when Julia said, “Don’t forget this.”

He turned and saw her removing the pistol he kept tucked away at the bottom of one of the bureau drawers. “I hadn’t forgotten.” He took the gun from her and returned it to its resting place. “I’m not bringing it.”

“Not bringing it? John, you’ll want a weapon of some kind!”

He stared at her incredulously. “Sweetheart, why would a man bring a firearm on his honeymoon?”

“This isn’t just a honeymoon,” she insisted. “This case, whatever it is, might prove to be dangerous.”

“If I thought I would be putting you in any danger, I would never have agreed to take you along—nor, for that matter, would Mr. Colquhoun have asked it of me. But if anyone should discover I was armed, it would—well, it would raise awkward questions, to say the least.”

“You could keep it out of sight in our room—”

“Rooms can be searched, you know, should anyone become suspicious or merely overcome with curiosity. Besides,” he added, seeing she was not convinced, “if it’s hidden away in my room, it wouldn’t be much use in any case, unless the miscreant should be so obliging as to knock on our door and declare his intentions.”

“It isn’t funny,” she protested, then cast an appraising eye over his person. Alas, the current fashion for long-tailed coats cut short in the front left very little room to hide anything—including, at times, what her husband was thinking. “I don’t suppose you could tuck the pistol into the band of your breeches in the back, beneath your coattails?”

“That sounds like an excellent way to shoot myself in the bum,” Pickett said in a voice that brooked no argument. “I’m sorry, Julia, but no.” 

“But you don’t know what you may be walking into!”

Seeing the distress in her blue eyes, he drew her into his arms and kissed her lingeringly. When at last he raised his head, a hint of a smile lit his brown eyes. “If I find myself in any danger,” he promised, “I’ll hide behind you.”

Their courtship (if one could call it that) had been conducted with a dead body or two in the vicinity, and against such a background of murder and mayhem, it had been a considerable surprise to Julia to discover that her young Bow Street runner possessed a rather appealingly self-deprecating sense of humor. She was not, therefore, deceived by this craven pledge.

“That might be rather difficult, considering that you’re fully a foot taller than I am,” she retorted. “Furthermore, I suspect you’ve never hidden from anyone or anything in your life.”

“Only because you never saw me at fourteen with a stolen apple in my pocket and the constable on my heels.” He added, in a more serious vein, “Don’t think that in marrying me you’ve got some sort of hero, Julia, with or without a pistol in my hand. Nothing could be further from the truth.”

“I don’t think I’ve got a hero—I know I have! I confess myself curious, though: how would you describe a man who, finding himself trapped in a burning theatre with the woman he loved, fashioned a makeshift rope from the curtains and climbed down it while carrying her on his back?”

“That wasn’t heroic,” he protested. “It was the only way out. Believe me, if there had been a less dramatic exit available, I would have gladly foregone the rope. Besides, a real hero would have contrived to do the thing without getting himself coshed over the head.”

Julia, quite naturally, could not agree with this assessment, and there followed a very pleasurable debate as to Pickett’s heroic qualities or lack thereof. It was not until the next morning, long after they had left London behind, that she realized he’d got his own way after all.

The pistol was still in the Curzon Street town house, resting in the bottom of the bureau drawer.
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In Which Mr. and Mrs. John Pickett

Pursue Very Different Quests

THEY ARRIVED AT THE Hart and Hound in late afternoon of the sixth day, by which time Pickett was convinced he had, as his magistrate predicted, become intimately acquainted with every necessary to be found along the way. Pickett could not hold these frequent stops against her, however, as he was responsible for the condition that compelled them. As for Julia, she smiled so sweetly and so gratefully at the much put-upon post-boys (who had been privately warned in advance by her devoted husband of her interesting condition and exactly how that condition might manifest itself) that they, too, were quite won over, and treated Julia with respectful courtesy and Pickett with transparent envy. Still, passengers and post-boys alike breathed identical sighs of heartfelt relief when the yellow-bodied post-chaise swept down a hill and around a curve into the village of Banfell and lurched to a stop in the yard of a neat two-storied structure of flat gray stones on its ground floor and whitewashed plaster on the one above. 

Pickett did not wait for the post-boys to dismount, but opened the door himself and climbed stiffly from the carriage, stretching his limbs before turning to assist Julia to disembark. Taking stock of his surroundings, he found the Hart and Hound occupied a position of prominence at the heart of the village’s commercial center, as evidenced by the shops surrounding it. Aside from the usual livery stable, linen-draper, and greengrocer that might be found in any village—to say nothing of a rival inn directly across the street, rejoicing in the name of the Golden Feather—there were several businesses better suited to London, or at least Penrith: a stationer’s shop whose windows also displayed a selection of paints, brushes, and other artists’ supplies; a bookstore large enough to rival Hatchards in London; and a china shop whose bow window boasted a number of porcelain plates featuring painted representations of mountains and lakes. The explanation for these rather rarefied establishments was not far to seek, for beyond the inn yard lay a breathtaking backdrop of rounded fells, the nearest of which had given the village its name. Clearly, Banfell was home to a thriving tourist trade.

“Mr. Colquhoun wasn’t lying about the scenery,” Pickett remarked.

“Indeed, not.” Julia, who had grown up among the Mendip Hills of the West Country, appeared equally impressed by these much higher peaks. “Shall we have time to hike, do you think?”

Pickett, who spent much of his workday hoofing it from one part of London to another, could think of few activities that held less appeal. Still, the prospect of exploring these dramatic surroundings at close range held an undeniable attraction. “I suppose that will depend on—on what we find,” he said, careful not to mention within hearing of the post-boys the case (if one could call it that) which had brought them northward.

He paid off one of the post-boys while the other untied their bags and hauled them down from the luggage platform at the front of the vehicle. As the post-chaise rattled away, Pickett hefted the bags (his own valise under his arm, and the handgrips of Julia’s two larger portmanteaux, as well as the strings of her hatboxes, in his hands), thankful for the five years of hauling coal that had left him stronger than his slender frame suggested.

“You don’t have to carry them,” Julia protested, seeing what he was about. “We can ask the innkeeper to send someone—”

“Just open the door, will you?” Pickett asked somewhat breathlessly, jerking his head in the direction of the entry.

She hurried ahead to obey, and a moment later they were inside, blinking as their eyes adjusted from the bright sunshine outside to the dimmer light within. Pickett identified the counter directly opposite the door and made his way to it as quickly as his burden would allow. Upon reaching this destination, he dumped the bags at his feet, panting slightly as he addressed the stout, middle-aged man behind the counter.

“I’d like a room for myself and my wife.”

Over the course of two decades of running a posting house, the innkeeper had developed a talent for sizing up at a glance the social and economic status of the various travelers who availed themselves of his hospitality. The pair who now stood before him, however, had severely taxed his powers of discernment. The woman was obviously a lady, but he hadn’t known quite what to make of the man. A gentleman wouldn’t deign to carry his own bag—much less five of them—and yet his demeanor toward the lady, and hers toward him, was too familiar to be that of a servant and his mistress. At Pickett’s words, however, mine host’s brow cleared. If he was the lady’s husband, he must be a gentleman, albeit one of those eccentric specimens of the breed who found it amusing to ape their inferiors. Well, if the fellow wanted to carry his own bags, let him; he wouldn’t find it nearly so entertaining if he had to do that sort of thing on a daily basis.

And so the innkeeper greeted him with civility, if not warmth, and pushed the inn’s register across the counter with instructions to “sign here.”

Pickett, seeing the opportunity to make his first move in identifying the unknown correspondent, promptly picked up the quill and handed it to Julia.

“Would you care to do the honors, sweetheart?” he offered, making no attempt to lower his voice. “You might as well get used to writing your new name: ‘Mr. and Mrs. John Pickett, number four Bow Street, London.’ ”

They had agreed beforehand to list Bow Street’s direction rather than their own residence in Curzon Street, and as Julia signed the register, Pickett glanced around the room to gauge the effect of this speech on the room’s other occupants. 

There was no shortage of these, for the inn also served the village as a pub, as evidenced by the various spigoted kegs and barrels behind the counter, and visitors and locals alike had descended upon it to refresh themselves. At one table, an apple-cheeked damsel serving ale from a pewter tray flirted with a curiously dressed young man with flowing black locks and an unstarched cravat tied in a floppy bow. A young blond giant in homespun, obviously a farmer, sullenly watched the pair from a table on the opposite side of the room. In a shadowy corner, a trio of men lifted foaming mugs to their lips and wiped the excess on sleeves so filthy that their wearers could only have come straight from one of the lead mines which dotted the mountains. Nearer at hand, a pious gentleman in an old-fashioned bag-wig sat with his eyes closed in prayer, one hand resting on the large Bible that lay closed in front of him, as if he were in so rapt a state that he could discern the words through the worn leather binding. A visitor of an artistic bent had claimed the table positioned directly beneath the window, presumably taking advantage of the light it afforded, and now neglected the tankard at his elbow in favor of a sketchbook and charcoal. At the table opposite his, two women of early middle age, dressed for exercise rather than fashion in sturdy twill pelisses and stout leather half-boots, collapsed wearily with much scraping of chairs and called for the pretty young barmaid to “leave that fellow alone, and fetch us some cider!”

If the address of the Bow Street Public Office meant anything to any of them, they gave no sign. 

Pickett turned back to the counter, where Julia had finished signing the register and was now laying aside the quill. “If someone could help with these bags—” he began.

He got no further before the innkeeper came around the counter, professing himself all eagerness to take over this task. Clearly, his opinion of his newest guests had undergone a rapid transformation. There were, Pickett decided, certain advantages to having an aristocratic bride, quite aside from the obvious.

“Ever been to the Lake District before?” the innkeeper called back to them as they followed him up the stairs, Pickett carrying his valise and one of Julia’s portmanteaux while his host carried Julia’s other bag and both of her hatboxes. “No? Beautiful country, but then, I was born and raised here, so I would think so, wouldn’t I? Here we are, just down the hall to the left, and then it’s the last door on the right. Best room in the house, I always say, because of the view of the fells. Now, if you plan to do any what they call picnicking, my good wife’s rheumatism says the fine weather will hold for a bit longer, and I can direct you to a likely spot.”

They had reached the room by this time, and the innkeeper deposited the bags on the floor at the foot of the bed. Pickett followed suit, while Julia crossed the room to draw back the curtain and look out the window.

“You can see the path from here,” the innkeeper told her, still puffing slightly from his burden. “It leads to a spot overlooking the river. You can see the waterfall upriver, and just a glimpse of the lake in the other direction.”

“Oh, John, let’s!” exclaimed Julia, raising shining eyes to his. “Tomorrow, perhaps?”

“Better make it the day after,” Pickett amended. “I might have to pay a call tomorrow.”

The innkeeper addressed himself to Julia. “I’ll tell my wife to make up a basket for you, if that’s agreeable.”

“That would be lovely,” Julia assured him warmly. “Thank you.”

The man shook his head dismissively. “Never let it be said that Ned Hawkins don’t take care of his patrons—unlike some I could name, who think a flute, a fiddle, and a bottle or two of home-brewed are any substitute for well-aired sheets, good English food, and a—”

“Tell me,” Pickett said, cutting short an incomprehensible diatribe that threatened to run on for some time, “do you know of a man by the name of Hetherington?”

“Aye, it’s an old Cumberland name. You’ll find no shortage of Hetheringtons hereabouts. Do you know his Christian name?”

“Robert. Mr. Robert Hetherington.”

The man’s eyes widened. “Oh aye. It’s Mr. Robert Hetherington what lives up at the big house.” He jerked his thumb in the general direction of east.

“Is there someone here who can take a letter to him?”

“I’ll have my son do it,” the innkeeper promised, and it seemed to Pickett that a note of uncertainty had crept into his voice. “When do you need it delivered?”

“Today, if possible.” Pickett withdrew the letter from the pocket of his coat and handed it over.

“I’ll tell Jem to take it over at once.” He took the letter and headed for the door, then paused at the threshold and turned back to Pickett. “You need anything else, you just ask.”

Pickett promised to do so, and fully expected the innkeeper to return to his post downstairs. He lingered so long in the doorway, however, that Pickett began to wonder if he should offer the man payment in coin. He glanced at Julia for some unspoken message that might advise him, but found her regarding her host with a polite smile no less puzzled than Pickett’s own.

And then, just as the moment was stretched to the point of becoming awkward, the innkeeper tugged his forelock in Julia’s direction and betook himself from the room.

“Well!” exclaimed Julia. “What do you suppose that was all about?”

“I wasn’t supposed to pay him, then?” Pickett asked, relieved at having not—again—done the wrong thing.

“I don’t think so,” Julia said, considering the question. “One can never be quite certain of local customs, but I should have thought any vails would be given to the inn’s servants, not the proprietor himself. Unless, of course, he thought you might give him something to pass along to his son for carrying out your errand.”

“I suppose it’s possible,” Pickett said doubtfully. “If he should bring me a reply, I’ll be sure to reward him for his trouble. And yet, I wonder if perhaps I should have agreed to that picnic tomorrow, after all.”

“You think our host might be the one who wrote the letter to Bow Street?”

Pickett shrugged. “At this point, I don’t have sufficient evidence to form an opinion either way, but it could be that he’d thought to send us out on a picnic as a way of arranging a private meeting, away from the crowd in the public room.” He sighed. “If that’s the case, I may have missed my best chance.”

“So what do we do now?” Julia asked, not without sympathy.

“We wait for someone—if not Ned Hawkins, then someone else—to identify himself. Until then, I suppose we act like we’re on our honeymoon.”

She looked coyly up at him from beneath her eyelashes. “We shut ourselves up in our room and only come out for meals?”

He grinned appreciatively at her, but shook his
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