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				UNSTAINED HANDS

				“Lady Darby is in there!”

				I stiffened as a gasp ran through the crowd behind the hedge. It appeared my efforts to go unnoticed had failed.

				“Did they finally catch her in the act?” the woman asked.

				“The butcher’s wife,” another one muttered.

				I tightened my arms around my body, swallowing the fear and anger that gathered at the back of my throat at hearing the old refrain.

				“You know that is absolute nonsense!” my sister exclaimed, joining the group behind the hedgerow.

				“Not this time,” Lady Westlock declared with decided relish. “She’s been caught red-handed. First one at the scene, wasn’t she?”

				“That is enough!” My sister, Alana, burst through the men blocking her access to the alcove. She marched to my side and wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “I will not listen to any more of this ridiculousness.”

				“You cannot protect her forever,” Mrs. Smythe snapped as we passed. “She must answer for her actions.”

				Angry that once again I was to be subjected to more gossip, ridicule, and vicious name-calling, I lifted my hands and blinked innocently. “Look, my lady. No red.”

				She spluttered, and several of the other ladies gasped in indignation, fanning their faces as if they might swoon. A few of the men chuckled nervously.

				My sister pulled me harder through the crowd, wrenching my shoulder in her rush to distance us from the mob while they were all distracted. She shook her head. “You just couldn’t resist, could you?”

				“Sorry,” I murmured, even though we both knew that I wasn’t.
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				CHAPTER ONE

				Be sure to live your life, because you are a long time dead.

				—SCOTTISH PROVERB

				AUGUST 1830

				SCOTLAND

				The scream froze me in my tracks, but the shout that followed propelled me out of my indecision and around the hedge line of the maze. Lady Lydia Perkins continued to shriek at ear-piercing levels while her escort, Mr. Tuthill, stared wide-eyed at the alcove across the path. Alarmed by the pallor of his face and the hysterical edge to Lady Lydia’s cries, I wondered if perhaps I should have turned back to search for help instead of rushing blindly toward them. I shuffled closer to see what had so disturbed them, and what I saw there sucked the breath from my lungs.

				Lady Godwin lay draped across a stone bench set into the alcove. Her eyes stared sightlessly into the night sky, and her mouth seemed frozen open on a scream. Blood coated her neck and lower face and spread down across her chest, obscuring her delicate skin and soaking the golden bodice of her gown.

				I stumbled back a step and clasped a hand over my mouth. Death was not unfamiliar to me. I had seen more than my fair share of corpses in my lifetime, and I had been quite happy to escape them for the last sixteen months. So I hardly relished the appearance of yet another one, and in my sister’s garden, no less. I shivered, feeling the fear and shadows stir inside me I had worked so hard to lay to rest since my husband’s death.

				Lady Lydia’s screams, which had transformed into a buzzing in my head, ended abruptly as she collapsed into Mr. Tuthill’s embrace. I tore my gaze away from the corpse to watch him struggle with the girl’s unconscious form. Lady Lydia was not exactly a small girl, but he managed to heft the earl’s sister into his arms nonetheless. Juggling her bulk, he cast a rather desperate look my way, and I wondered whether it was a plea for help or if he was worried I might also faint.

				Before I could reassure him of my fortitude, reinforcements arrived. Footsteps pounded over the earth, accompanied by several curses, as they struggled to locate the correct path through the maze. Lord Stratford was the first of my sister’s guests to appear around the bend in the hedges, followed closely by Mr. Fitzpatrick and Sir David. They skidded to a halt before us and exchanged glances before edging closer to peer into the leafy recess where I pointed. Sir David sucked in a breath so harshly I worried he might have swallowed his tongue.

				My eyes dropped from their horrified faces, unable to deal with the sight of their emotions when mine were still so raw. I studied the misaligned buttons of Lord Stratford’s coat and the mud splattered across Mr. Fitzpatrick’s trousers—anything to keep my gaze from meeting theirs.

				More and more people rounded the hedge of the maze, demanding to know what the clamor was all about. They pushed closer, horrified fascination glittering in their eyes as they jostled each other for a better view. Several ladies shrieked in alarm as word of Lady Godwin’s murder traveled back through the crowd, and I heard the resulting tumult from at least one gentlewoman swooning.

				I shrank back into the hedges, wishing there was someplace I could hide from their prying eyes. If only the leafy walls would open and allow me inside. My heart raced in panic, as it had so many times during that last month I spent in London.

				“Here, now. Let’s all remain calm.”

				A sigh of relief trembled through me at the sound of my brother-in-law’s voice. Philip, the Earl of Cromarty, pushed his way to the front of the mob and ordered several of the men to move everyone back, ignoring all of the protests. He spotted me, and his handsome face creased in worry.

				“Are you all right, Kiera?” he murmured, placing a hand on my shoulder.

				I nodded hesitantly, wanting to convince him I was well and yet knowing it would do no good to force a brave face. Philip would realize how far away I wished myself. No one had forgotten my past—not him, not the other guests, and especially not me.

				He bowed his head in acknowledgment before turning to the sight in the alcove. I listened absently to his hushed conversation with the other men, wondering when I could leave and whether anyone would say anything if I slipped past Mr. Tuthill deeper into the maze. I wrapped my arms around myself and studied my route of escape out of the corner of my eye. Perhaps if I were cautious, no one would notice.

				“Let me pass,” a pretentious voice in the crowd demanded. I pondered which obnoxious male thought he deserved access to the scene, and had just decided it must be Lord Marsdale, the Duke of Norwich’s heir, when Mr. Gage slid into view.

				Of course. The estimable Mr. Sebastian Gage, son of the newly minted Captain Lord Gage, war hero and London’s gentleman inquiry agent.

				I scowled. What made this golden lothario think he should be there? His father was the one with the investigation skills and reputation to back them up. As far as I could tell, Mr. Gage’s only talents seemed to be charming his way into house-party invitations and underneath ladies’ skirts.

				He tugged his black silk waistcoat into place and brushed his tousled blond hair back from his forehead. I narrowed my eyes, wondering just what he had been doing when Lady Lydia started screaming, and with whom. I vaguely recalled him flirting with Mrs. Cline at dinner.

				Before I had long to contemplate the matter, a strident voice called out from the crowd.

				“Lady Darby is in there!”

				I stiffened as a gasp ran through the crowd behind the hedge. It appeared my efforts to go unnoticed had failed.

				“Did they finally catch her in the act?” the woman asked.

				“The butcher’s wife,” another one muttered.

				I tightened my arms around my body, swallowing the fear and anger that gathered at the back of my throat at hearing the old refrain.

				“You know that is absolute nonsense!” my sister exclaimed, joining the group behind the hedgerow.

				“Not this time,” Lady Westlock declared with decided relish. “She’s been caught red-handed. First one at the scene, wasn’t she?”

				I glanced sideways at Mr. Gage, who was now watching me with solemn interest.

				“Actually,” Mr. Tuthill spoke up meekly, still cradling the earl’s daughter. He looked like he was struggling to keep her aloft. “Lady Lydia and I came upon Lady Godwin first.”

				That silenced Lady Westlock, but only for a moment. “That still doesn’t make Lady Darby innocent.”

				“That is enough!” My sister, Alana, burst through the men blocking her access to the alcove. She marched to my side and wrapped her arm around my shoulders. “I will not listen to any more of this ridiculousness. I suggest that anyone who is not assisting Lord Cromarty return to the castle.” She gestured for Sir David to assist Mr. Tuthill with Lady Lydia before tugging me toward the exit, leaving the matter of Lady Godwin’s body to Philip.

				“You cannot protect her forever,” Mrs. Smythe snapped as we passed. “She must answer for her actions.”

				“When they are her actions to answer for,” Alana replied without breaking her stride. She had always been a force to be reckoned with when she chose to be, and I was once again reminded how grateful I was she was my older sister.

				The guests slowly began to trickle back through the maze as Alana shooed them along ahead of us. Lady Westlock glared at me and huffed, jiggling her double chin.

				Angry that once again I was to be subjected to more gossip, ridicule, and vicious name-calling, I lifted my hands and blinked innocently. “Look, my lady. No red.”

				She spluttered, and several of the other ladies gasped in indignation, fanning their faces as if they might swoon. A few of the men chuckled nervously.

				My sister pulled me harder through the crowd, wrenching my shoulder in her rush to distance us from the mob while they were all distracted. She shook her head. “You just couldn’t resist, could you?”

				“Sorry,” I murmured, even though we both knew that I wasn’t.

				Alana sighed.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				The remainder of the evening was subdued, as was to be expected. Most of the guests chose to assemble in one of my sister’s two parlors to rehash the details of what happened in the garden and share their “expert” knowledge. Lady Lydia recovered quickly upon returning to the castle and was even now holding court in the front parlor, describing her ordeal in excruciating detail.

				I decided to make myself scarce, checking on my nieces and nephew in the nursery before slipping into the library to sit silently in my favorite spot. It was there that Alana found me just before midnight.

				“I am getting too old to keep climbing these stairs,” she declared, dropping her skirts into place as she reached the top step. “Why can’t you hide in normal places? Like your bedchamber or your art studio?”

				I smiled tightly. “Because then people would find me.”

				Alana sighed and sank into the sofa next to me. “Did you not wish for me to find you, dear?”

				I leaned my head on her shoulder. “No. You’re fine.”

				She rested her head on top of mine.

				We sat that way for several minutes, staring past the wooden banister, out at the ceiling of the library. A large mural depicting the life of Saint Andrew, patron saint of Scotland, covered the entire space from one wall to another. Though it was certainly not the work of Michelangelo, it had a charming rustic quality I found soothing. None of the colors were deep or the lines sharp, but the muted shades and blurred lines were somehow appropriate to its location in the far north of the Highlands.

				Alana had asked me once why I liked the library loft so much, but I hadn’t been able to explain it to her. Perhaps there was some sense of peace being so high above it all, with the saint on the ceiling my closest neighbor. All I knew was that I always felt better, that my thoughts were always clearer, when I was curled up in the little space below the eaves.

				“Philip sent me to find you,” Alana said. “He wishes to speak to all of the guests in the front parlor.” She paused, and I knew her thoughts had returned to the scene in the garden. “I’m sorry you had to hear those accusations again. I would send Lady Westlock and Mrs. Smythe away except for the lateness of the hour and our distance from any decent lodging.”

				I nodded and reached back to squeeze her hand where it lay over my shoulder. Alana knew I had come here to hide from just such a thing, but I did not blame her for this evening’s outburst.

				Alana and Philip had not invited guests to Gairloch Castle since my arrival nearly sixteen months ago. When they asked my permission to throw this house party, I felt like the veriest ogre that they felt the need to do so. After all, they were the ones who sheltered me, supported me, and though they never complained, I knew the burden I brought with me. The sales of my artwork, done under an assumed name, of course, provided me with some funds, but Philip refused to take even a penny of it. He encouraged me to save it, to invest it, and he was more than happy to assist me in that regard. However, he would not take payment for my food and lodging.

				“I suppose Philip has sent for the local coroner,” I said, fidgeting with the lace trim of my gown. “And they will want to question me.”

				“Yes and no.”

				Hearing the hesitation in Alana’s voice, I looked up. Her deep blue eyes, so like my own, were clouded with worry.

				“I think we’d better hear what Philip has to say. Come on.” She groaned like a woman closer to sixty than thirty as she pushed up from the sofa.

				I allowed her to take my hand and lead me down the steep spiral staircase, as if we were still young children. Sometimes I still felt like one—hiding away in my older sister’s castle, following her instructions, as I’d done most of my life. When living with Alana, I learned long ago it was much easier to simply comply with her wishes than to argue over every last detail. Especially when the outcome of the dispute hardly mattered to me. For almost the entire past year I had obeyed her requests without question, not caring what clothes I wore or food I ate. The only part of my life in which my sister had no say was my artwork, and she knew better than to offer her opinion on that.

				The front parlor was located off the great hall near the main entrance to the castle, overlooking the circular drive and the loch beyond. It was monstrous in proportion. Philip’s grandmother had decided the former drawing room was too small, so she had removed the wall between it and the parlor to create one cavernous chamber. The shades of Cromarty livery, scarlet and ebony, adorned the room, intermixed with neutrals and a liberal sprinkling of gilding and mirrors. It was the showpiece of Gairloch Castle, and, having been redecorated during the time of Georgian overindulgence, hideous. I always felt that I had wandered into some monstrosity of French rococo excess. Alana agreed but had yet to work up the nerve to tackle the daunting space.

				The buzz of agitated voices increased as we stepped through the door. I had done my best to stand in Alana’s shadow, hovering behind her as she stepped to the side just within the doorway, but apparently my efforts to go unnoticed had been in vain. Some of the guests’ eyes narrowed into suspicious glares as they leaned toward one another, whispering about me. Though I could not hear their words, the skin at the back of my neck prickled, for I knew the accusations being bandied about me. I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to ignore the sick feeling in my stomach.

				Most of the guests seemed to be present, but not all. I noticed Lady Stratford was missing, though her wayward husband, the Earl of Stratford, stood near the sideboard with several other gentlemen, including the Marquess of Marsdale, drinking my brother-in-law’s fine whiskey. Philip’s cousin, Caroline, was also absent, as well as many of the other young, unwed females.

				Lord Westlock and the other gentlemen Philip had invited specifically to discuss business matters were gathered near the hearth, while their wives sat on the arrangement of furniture before them, gossiping and sending me spiteful glances.

				I shifted uncomfortably, wondering how long we would have to wait for Philip to address us. I considered going to search for him, but then he entered the room through the second doorway. He glanced briefly around the room at those assembled, before nodding to Alana and me.

				As he moved forward to address the group, I noticed for the first time the man lurking behind him, though why I should be surprised I didn’t know. Of course, Mr. Gage would be eager to hover about Philip. He wasn’t one to miss being at the center of attention.

				I felt a pulse of annoyance, of dislike for the popular rogue, and wondered what he and Philip had been discussing that had so delayed them. Was Philip allowing Mr. Gage to conduct an investigation? I hoped Philip realized that just because Mr. Gage’s father was skilled in such matters, it did not mean his son knew how to conduct a proper inquiry.

				“If I could have your attention, please.” Philip raised his voice to be heard over the rumble of voices. “This has been a long and unpleasant evening, and I’m sure you would all like to retire to your chambers, so I will make this as brief as possible.”

				Their attention caught, the room fell silent.

				“First of all, I know you are all concerned with the tragedy that befell Lady Godwin this evening, and I want to assure you that everything possible is being done to apprehend the culprit.” Philip’s gaze swept calmly over everyone as he spoke, as reassuring as any of his words. “Lady Godwin’s body has been secured, and a pair of riders has been dispatched to collect the appropriate authorities from Inverness.”

				“Inverness?” Lord Westlock snapped, clearly voicing what was on the minds of everyone else as they turned to whisper to one another in horror. Even I was taken aback by the news. “But that’s at least two days’ hard ride to the southeast,” the silver-haired baron protested.

				Philip lifted his hands to calm the excited murmurs. “I’m well aware. But, unfortunately, we have no other choice. The closest procurator fiscals are located in Fort William and Inverness, and both are several days’ journey from here.”

				“But aren’t you the local magistrate? Can’t you adjudicate?”

				“I’m afraid not,” Philip replied with a sad shake of his head. “The crime happened on my property. If it were theft, or even the demise of a servant, perhaps I could handle matters. But with Lady Godwin being a viscountess and her husband in India, I cannot adjudicate over this unfortunate event. My only recourse was to send for the procurator fiscal at Inverness.”

				“But that means . . .” Mr. Fitzpatrick’s eyes darted nervously between Philip and the other guests. ”He won’t arrive for another four days.”

				Philip seemed reluctant to admit this, but he really had no choice. “Yes.”

				The other guests all began talking at once, arguing with one another about the absurdity of living so far from civilization. The pitch of their voices increased with their panic.

				“But, see here,” one gentleman demanded. “This has no effect on us. My wife and I are leaving at first light.”

				Several others chimed in with their agreement.

				“I’m afraid that’s impossible,” Philip interrupted.

				“What do you mean?” someone asked.

				I watched as Philip visibly steeled himself. “Until the procurator fiscal arrives, and is able to investigate the murder and interview any potential witnesses, none of you will be allowed to leave.”

				“But why?” Lady Darlington asked. “I haven’t witnessed anything.”

				Philip turned to look at her. “You may not realize you have until you are questioned.”

				“But how could we?” Lord Marsdale argued with a flippant smirk. “Surely the murderer isn’t one of us.”

				The guests turned to stare at one another, wide-eyed, as if realizing for the first time the other unspoken reason that Philip could not let any of them leave. Alana reached over to grip my hand.

				“This is ridiculous,” another gentleman declared. “I’m no murderer. And I won’t be treated like one.”

				And that statement set everyone off arguing again.

				“Please.” Philip’s countenance was growing more and more haggard with each pronouncement. “Everyone, let’s remain calm. No one is accusing anyone of any crime yet. But I must take steps to secure the witnesses, and yes, possible suspects, until the authorities reach us.” He looked directly at the ladies. “Now, I realize that you are understandably apprehensive. That is why I ask that you do not go off alone. Keep in pairs, though groups of three or four would be best. And instruct your servants to do the same.”

				I shivered, thinking of the number of times I had taken to the countryside alone, especially in the last few days since the house-party guests had arrived.

				“In the meantime . . .” He glanced back at Mr. Gage, and I felt something inside of me clench with dread. “I’ve asked Mr. Gage to conduct an inquiry of his own into the matter. So I must ask all of you to cooperate with him fully.”

				“I can tell you right now who’s responsible, no need for an inquiry,” Lady Westlock muttered under her breath, loud enough for most to hear. Her spiteful gaze bored into me.

				Alana stiffened beside me. “Come,” she told me with a nudge toward the door. “It’s time for us to leave. We’ll wait for Philip in his study.”

				Feeling his eyes on me, I glanced up to find Mr. Gage watching me intently as we exited the room. I wanted to snap back, to defend myself, but I knew now was not the time, and that few, if any of them, would listen to me. So I followed my sister sullenly from the room, angry to find myself once again in such a defensive position.

				Philip’s study was in a room nestled between the library and the family parlor at the back of the castle. It was not particularly large, especially when compared to the chambers adjoining it, but it was cozy and comfortable. I had spent more than one cold winter night curled up with a book in one of the two red wingback chairs while my sister claimed the other and Philip worked at his desk. The large stone fireplace and low plastered ceilings enabled the room to hold much more heat than any of the places we normally spent our evenings.

				Alana sank into one of the chairs while I slowly paced the perimeter of the room. I was too rattled to relax while waiting for Philip to appear. Would the guests’ accusations make my brother-in-law begin to doubt my innocence? Would he finally tire of sheltering me? I knew he was a good man—and did not believe me mad so much as eccentric—but he and his family had suffered a great deal of ridicule on my behalf. I would not blame him if he suddenly decided I was too much trouble.

				I sighed, looking up at the walls to study the tapestries woven with ancient Highland battle scenes in rich greens, browns, and reds. The cloth was mottled and faded with the dust and the patina of time, but it still spoke of the weaver’s talent. When I first came here, still raw from the inquiries after my husband’s death, I tried painting a landscape to match. Philip hung it over the fireplace, delighted with the depiction of his Highland home, even though I knew it wasn’t representative of my best work. The portrait of Alana hanging in the front parlor and the wedding portrait in their bedchamber were far more skillfully wrought. People captured my eye, my brush—not forests or rivers or castles. And if the person somehow managed to touch my heart, it was all the better—like my sister’s portrait, or the study I made of our nursery maid, Betsy, or the sketch of Frederick Oliver.

				I shook my head, not wanting to the think about the man. Not after what happened tonight.

				I was grateful when I heard Philip approach, interrupting my morose musings, but not so much so when I turned around.

				“Well, the guests certainly did not all take our news well,” Philip declared, reaching down to lift Alana’s hand and kiss it. “I thought we might never escape the parlor.”

				Mr. Gage appeared just behind my brother-in-law’s shoulder, and his gaze immediately searched out mine. I resisted the urge to scowl at him, knowing my displeasure would only fuel his obvious suspicion.

				“Kiera, why dinna you take a seat,” Philip suggested, pulling my eyes away from Mr. Gage’s pale blue ones. Philip’s brogue had deepened, as I’d noticed it often did when he was tired. Like most aristocratic Scots, his accent had been educated out of him, until he sounded like any upper-class Englishman. But on nights like the one when Alana had nursed their son, Malcolm, through a dangerous fever while Philip and I sat up waiting for news, by morning his accent was as thick as any Highlander’s.

				I thought about arguing, but seeing my brother-in-law’s obvious fatigue and the warm regard with which he looked upon me, I decided to obey. Things could not be so bad if he still viewed me in such a manner. Philip might have a seat in the House of Lords, but he could never be duplicitous. Unlike Mr. Gage. From all I’d witnessed, deceit and charm seemed the hallmarks of his trade.

				“In any case, whether they like it or not, I’ve delivered my instructions.” Philip propped one leg up on the corner of his desk and scraped a hand down his face, bristling over the stubble beginning to show there. “Now let’s hope they can remain calm and keep their heads about them until the procurator fiscal from Inverness arrives.” He sounded doubtful that was possible.

				“Speaking of which, do you know where Lady Godwin’s family lives?” he asked his wife. “I dinna think I’ve ever heard the lady speak of her kin. I sent a letter to be posted to Lord Godwin with the servants riding for Inverness, but who knows how long it’ll take to reach him in India.”

				She tilted her head in thought. “She asked me to send a footman to meet the mail coach in Drumchork this morning with a letter for her sister.”

				I glanced at Alana in curious surprise. Lady Godwin must have been quite eager for that letter to reach her sister if she’d asked Alana to send a footman especially to meet the mail coach.

				“I believe the girl lives in . . . Shropshire?” She shook her head in frustration. “Perhaps the footman will remember the letter’s exact direction.”

				“’Tis no matter.” Philip shrugged. “I’m sure one of the other guests will know if the footman can’t recall. Mr. Gage can ask them about it.”

				“Ah, yes, I heard you say you’ve asked Mr. Gage to begin an inquiry of his own into the matter.” Alana examined the man before us with the same curiosity I felt. “Have you conducted many inquiries, Mr. Gage?” Her tone was laced with light curiosity, but I knew my sister nursed the same skepticism I did.

				I pressed my hands against my thighs, rumpling the fine Parisian-blue muslin between my fingers, grateful she had voiced the same question I had been struggling not to ask.

				Mr. Gage, meanwhile, appeared perfectly at ease in his dark evening clothes, leaning against the wall near the window, his arms crossed over his chest. “I have assisted my father many times.”

				Alana glanced at me. We both knew what that meant.

				Mr. Gage’s face twisted subtly in irritation before smoothing out. “I assure you, I am more than capable of handling this investigation. You ladies have nothing to worry about.”

				I was not fast enough to suppress my snort and was forced to raise my hand to my mouth and cough to try to cover it. Mr. Gage was not fooled, for his brow darkened.

				“Are you all right?” Philip asked, raising a single eyebrow in chastisement.

				“Of course,” I replied, glancing at Alana, who was studying the red and white floral pattern on her goldenrod skirts intensely. I suspected she was trying not to laugh.

				“Good. Because I have a favor to ask of you.”

				My eyes jumped back to my brother-in-law. My back stiffened when I saw his troubled frown. Whatever the favor was, Philip did not like asking it.

				I swallowed carefully before nodding for him to continue.

				“I’ve asked Mr. Gage to conduct the investigation, but I would like you to assist him.”

				My eyes widened.

				“What?” Mr. Gage exclaimed, straightening from his practiced slouch.

				Alana reacted no better. “Are you daft?”

				“Now wait.” Philip raised his hands. “Hear me out.”

				I kept my lips firmly shut, trying to suppress the quaking I felt in my stomach as I waited for his next expected words. Alana’s mouth was also taut, but more from anger than fear.

				Philip sighed. “No matter how tragic the circumstances, Kiera does have experience with this sort of thing.”

				“Philip!” Alana scolded.

				“I’m not forcing her to do it, Alana. I’m simply askin’,” he argued. “The local surgeon passed less than a month ago, and they’ve yet to replace him. Otherwise, I would’ve sent word for him to come. While Gage has often assisted his father, he has little experience with murder.” He gestured absently toward the man, who scowled. “If we’re gonna be trapped here for four days or more with all o’ these guests, and likely our murderer, I’d like to make every effort to catch him in case there’s a chance he intends to strike again.”

				I suppressed a shiver, straining to keep my reaction from the others’ notice. Would the killer attack someone else? I blinked slowly, remembering the gruesome sight of Lady Godwin’s body. What kind of madman did we have on our hands?

				Alana pressed her palms to her stomach and shook her head in bewilderment. “I . . . I hadn’t thought of that. I heard you say as much to the others, but . . .” Her troubled gaze lifted to her husband. “Are the children safe?” She suddenly looked frantic. Nothing could disturb my sister so except concern for her children.

				“Darlin’, they’re fine,” he said, bending closer to look into my sister’s face. “I promise you they’re safe, Alana. I placed two footmen outside the nursery door and instructed them and the nursemaids that no one outside of our family is allowed near them without my express permission.”

				Alana nodded, still looking shaken.

				I reached over to take her hand. “I saw them just a little over two hours ago,” I tried to reassure her. “They were being put to bed, and they all appeared to be fine.”

				“I . . . I should have checked on them,” she stammered. “I was just so overwhelmed by the guests . . . and their questions.” She shook her head. “I should have looked in on them.”

				“Stop that!” Philip took her face between his hands and stroked her cheekbones with his thumbs. “Our guests drove me to distraction just in the space o’ the ten minutes it took to deliver my instructions. You’ve been dealin’ with them for over three hours. O’ course, you were overwhelmed.”

				“Yes, but Kiera thought to check on the children,” she said.

				I squeezed her hand and smiled sadly. “Because I was hiding.” Alana knew I would never willingly associate with the guests, especially after the accusations flung at me in the garden and again in the parlor, so I didn’t bother to apologize for not assisting her. Perhaps I failed her in that regard, but my sister knew my shortcomings, and understood them.

				She squeezed my hand in return before taking a deep breath.

				“All right?” Philip asked, staring lovingly into Alana’s eyes. She nodded, and he leaned forward to drop a kiss on the top of her head.

				I glanced up at Mr. Gage. He was leaning against the wall once again, albeit less casually than before. His jaw was dusted with stubble, but the hairs were so light I could barely see them. I imagined they were as blond as the hairs on his head. He was an attractive man—my artist’s eye had to give him that—but the way he presented himself, his smug certainty that he was the most handsome man in the room, rankled me more than I wanted to admit. I had met good-looking men before, and most of them had been as aware of it as Mr. Gage, but they had always amused me more than irritated me.

				“Now,” Philip said, bringing us back to the matter at hand. “Kiera, I was askin’ if you would assist Mr. Gage.” I watched his Adam’s apple bob, and I knew he was forcing out the next words. “Particularly with examining the body.”

				I stared at him silently, uncertain how I was going to, or whether I even should, honor his request. I had been finished with dissections and corpses the moment Sir Anthony died, and been grateful for it.

				“Forgive me,” Mr. Gage interjected with polite severity. “But I fail to comprehend this request.” He gestured to me. “Why on earth would you want your sister-in-law to help me with such a matter?”

				I studied him warily. Did he truly not know?

				Philip seemed just as taken aback, for it took him a moment to reply. “Gage, what do you know about Lady Darby?”

				Mr. Gage glanced at me, almost in puzzlement. “Not much. I inferred there was some sort of scandal following her husband’s death. Some of the guests seem quite mistrustful of her. I gather many of them actually believe she should be our prime suspect.”

				His gaze bored into mine, but I refused to be intimidated. He had told me nothing I didn’t already know, didn’t already suspect. I stared back at him and gave him nothing. Not anger or shock or fear. I understood inquiry agents and their games, and I was not interested in playing.

				Philip cleared his throat, and I finally broke eye contact to look at him. He was asking my permission to speak. I shrugged. Gage could hear the facts, but I doubted he would decide to believe me innocent unless it served him.

				“Lady Darby is the wife of the late Sir Anthony Darby, a great anatomist and surgeon in his day. He even attended to the health of the royal family.”

				Mr. Gage took in this information with a nod.

				“At the time of Sir Anthony’s death, he was working on a human anatomy textbook, a sort of . . . definitive reference for fellow surgeons and medical students. When he embarked upon the project some three years earlier, he realized he would need an illustrator, an artist to depict the images.” Philip glanced up at me nervously, but I did not move my eyes from the stone in the hearth I was staring at. “Sir Anthony was rather frugal with his money.”

				“He was a miser,” Alana stated angrily.

				“Yes, well, he decided he would rather not pay an illustrator for his work if he did not have to. So he married one.”

				I did not look up to see how Mr. Gage had taken this bit of information.

				“My sister and our father were not made aware of his plans prior to the wedding,” Alana told him. “I think if Papa had known what Sir Anthony was about, he would have shot him in a rather crucial part of his anatomy.”

				Philip coughed. “When Sir Anthony died, and one of his colleagues uncovered the finished pages of the book, the man raised an outcry against it. Apparently, many of Sir Anthony’s fellow surgeons and physicians knew he rather famously couldn’t sketch, especially not with the amount of skill the anatomical drawings showed. It didn’t take long for them to figure out who actually created them. Lady Darby is quite well-known for her portraits.”

				I could feel all of their eyes on me, and it took everything in me not to clutch my stomach where it roiled. I would never forget the looks of disgust on Sir Anthony’s friends’ and colleagues’ faces as they accused me of unnatural tendencies and dragged me before a magistrate. Or the horrible names and epithets hurled at me in public and in the papers. The butcher’s wife. The sawbones’ siren. The people were still frantic over the recent trial of Burke and Hare in Edinburgh, and terrified that grave robbers turned murderers were also working in London, smothering their prey and delivering them to local surgeons for dissection. I was all too easy a target for their pent-up fears. High society had been particularly vicious, revealing their own fright over the resurrectionists, as well as their horror at discovering a gentlewoman involved in such grisly work as dissections. No one had understood. No one had even tried. Without Philip’s and my own brother’s intervention, I was certain I would be locked away in Bethlem Royal Hospital or worse.

				“I assure you, the magistrate cleared Kiera of all wrongdoing,” Philip told Mr. Gage.

				The room fell silent as Mr. Gage digested this information. I was simply thankful for another moment to collect myself. It did not matter that it happened over a year ago, it still rattled me to recall any of it. Alana reached out to take my hand, and I squeezed hers in return, to reassure her, but I still did not move otherwise.

				“So Lady Darby witnessed numerous dissections years ago,” Mr. Gage remarked as if he were restating someone’s testimony. “And sketched them. How do you know that she even understands them? Perhaps she was just drawing what she saw. How do you know she can even contribute anything to an autopsy?”

				I laughed inside, bitterly. As if I could ever forget.

				I looked straight into Mr. Gage’s eyes. “I have never held a knife, but I can tell you where to make the cuts, how the intestines turn, what color the liver should be—in my sleep.”

				Mr. Gage did not flinch from the rawness of my words, but held my gaze steadily. He blinked only once and seemed to come to some understanding, for he nodded slowly, just a single bob of his head. I felt some of the tension drain out of me.

				“Will you do it?” Philip asked.

				I looked at my sister. Alana was always so strong, so competent, so sure of herself. And she protected me like a fierce warrior maiden. Like one of her children.

				She tried to look strong now, but I could see the fear in her eyes. I knew she would never ask this of me, would never expect it of me, but I had to do it. For her. For Malcolm, and Philipa, and little baby Greer. A murderer had invaded my sister’s home, and I wasn’t about to let him harm my sister’s family any more than he already had.

				“I’ll do it,” I said softly.

				My sister squeezed my hand again where she held it. A silent tear slid down her cheek, and I knew I had said the right thing.

				I glanced past Alana to the man standing beyond her. I knew Mr. Gage had witnessed our silent exchange, but I didn’t care. I loved my sister. If that made me seem weak to this man, so be it. And so help me God, if he tried to use that against me, I would hurt him far worse than this murderer ever could. Just because I had never held a knife did not mean I didn’t know how to use one.

				If only I had known then how greatly such an assertion would be tested.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				The chapel where Lady Godwin’s body had been stored was located on the far western end of Gairloch Castle. It often bore the brunt of the ferocious winds coming off Loch Ewe in winter, blocking the rest of the castle from a direct blow. Being the coldest part of the estate, the western block was rarely used anymore, and at an hour past midnight, the rooms and hallways that were shrouded and dusty from disuse felt eerily vacant.

				I shivered as we marched down the corridor, grateful I had thrown a shawl over my shoulders before we set out. The lantern Mr. Gage carried barely peeled back the darkness around us, and certainly did nothing to heat the drafty hallway. Much as I had decided to dislike him, I found myself shifting ever closer to his body, trying to stay as close to the center of the circle of light as possible.

				I realized we could have waited until dawn to examine Lady Godwin’s body. She would stay fresh enough in the chapel cellar. But I had decided it would be better to have the task over and done with. Procrastinating was not going to make it any easier, and I knew I would never get any sleep that night regardless. Mr. Gage had readily agreed, and I wondered if perhaps he felt the same way.

				The clatter of our footfalls echoed off the old stone, the only sound other than the creak of the swinging lantern. The silence unsettled me, but I somehow felt speaking would only make it worse. As if making conversation somehow demeaned the seriousness of our undertaking. Besides, what would we talk about? The weather? The party? It all just seemed foolish.

				I wrapped my shawl tighter around me. I didn’t even really know Lady Godwin. In the week she spent at Gairloch, I had discovered she was a flirt and many of the men seemed to fancy her. After all, she was beautiful, but in the superficial way that wealthy ladies often are. I believe I’d only spoken two words to her during her stay, an “excuse me” as she nearly bumped into me in the hall one evening. And now I was about to view more of her than any of her gentlemen admirers had ever seen.

				The wooden chapel door appeared out of the darkness at the end of the hall, just steps before we would have crashed into it. Mr. Gage lifted the latch and pushed it open with a mighty shove. It groaned in protest, sending a shiver down my spine.

				I stepped past him, just to the edge of the light, and studied the shadowy interior of the church. Moonlight poured through the tall, arched windows, casting a hallowed glow across the pews. Two candelabras flanked the altar where a single golden cross stood in the center next to a stand propping up the Bible. The air smelled of damp and beeswax and the musty scent of a chamber that has been too long sealed. Philip and Alana attended Sunday services in the village, so the castle chapel was rarely used. I imagined the housekeeper, Mrs. MacLean, found it pointless to clean it weekly when it was used but once a year at Christmastime.

				Mr. Gage shut the door and dropped the wooden crossbar into place, locking us inside. He caught me watching him and shrugged. “Just taking precautions.”

				My veins ran icy at the thought of someone with nefarious purposes following us here. Our desire for secrecy and privacy had been another advantage to conducting our examination of the body at night. But if the killer had been watching us, waiting to see what we would do . . .

				Something of the fear I felt must have shown on my face, for Mr. Gage lifted aside his coat to reveal a pistol tucked into the waistband of his trousers. It did not make me relax, but it did take away some of the breath-stealing panic. Perhaps I had underestimated Mr. Gage. If he had contemplated the danger we might be in and thought to bring a gun, maybe he wasn’t so inexperienced.

				I followed him down the side of the chapel and into a small room to the right of the altar. Stacks of hymnals and extra candles covered a table, and a wardrobe, containing vestments, no doubt, stood in the corner. He passed these items without a glance and walked straight to a door in the back left corner. I watched over his shoulder as he jiggled the key, which Philip had given us, inside the lock. The door opened to reveal a stairway along the back wall of the chapel, leading downward. Rather than stumble along with the light at my back, I gestured for Mr. Gage to precede me. He took the stairs slowly, allowing me to easily keep up.

				I nearly turned around and fled back up the stairs when the stench of dried blood and perforated bowel rose up to fill my nostrils. As it was, I had to grip the banister tightly to keep from pitching forward. I had left the door open behind me, and I was acutely grateful for it. This place needed some fresh air; the impulse to retch was so strong. I wondered how Mr. Gage was bearing up and wished I had thought to bring a cloth of some kind to wrap around my nose.

				The wooden stairs creaked loudly as we reached the bottom. I hoped they had been inspected recently. The thought of being trapped down here with Lady Godwin’s corpse made me unsteady. I reached out blindly and clung to the support of the bottom post.

				Mr. Gage moved toward a table positioned near the center of the cellar, where the body was laid. A sheet had been thrown over the corpse, but the blood had soaked through. There had simply been too much of it. He set the bucket he was carrying in his other hand down on the packed earth floor, sloshing the water inside it. The glow of the lantern he still held cast his shadow across the floor and up the dirt wall behind him. Dislike or not, I was glad he was there with me.

				He turned back to look at me. “Are you all right?”

				How many times had someone asked me that this evening? I swallowed the bile I tasted at the back of my throat and released my grip on the stair post. “Of course,” I replied. However, my voice lacked the certainty I had been aiming for.

				I crossed the room to set my bag down on another table, which was scattered with miscellaneous earthenware objects. The black portmanteau looked almost like a surgeon’s satchel, but it carried far cruder instruments than the fine sterling-silver implements my husband had used. Two kitchen knives, a pair of pincers, several small vials for collecting any samples, towels, an apron, and an old pair of my kid-leather gloves, which would most certainly be ruined after this.

				I tossed my shawl aside, despite the fact that I was still shivering from the cold, and quickly tied the apron around my body. Fortunately, the sleeves of my Parisian-blue gown were already short, so I would not have to wrestle with them. As I pulled the worn gloves onto my fingers and fastened them, I focused on my breath. It was sawing in and out of me at a rapid pace, and I knew I had to slow it, and my racing heart, if I was going to make it through this without completely panicking or, worse, losing consciousness. I had never fainted in my life, and the indignity of the idea of doing it in front of Mr. Gage did much to snap me out of my stupor.

				I stepped up to the table and stared down at the bloody sheet, trying to imagine I was back in my husband’s private examining room. Sir Anthony had enjoyed the rush of performing his dissections as if he still stood in a crowded medical theater. He had rarely allowed an audience of any kind in those days while I stood behind him making sketches and taking notes. Later I understood why. But there had always been a showmanship to his movements, a pomposity to his voice, as if he were lecturing to an audience of hundreds. I had ignored the pretense and focused on the body before me, losing myself in capturing the beauty of the form, the harmony of the lines, the intricacies of its hidden mysteries. It was the only way I made it through those first few times. Looking down at Lady Godwin, I worried that none of the beauty that had so often called to me could be found on this table.

				I glanced up at Mr. Gage. He was studying the sheet in much the same way I was, with a mixture of curiosity and dread.

				“Are you ready?” I asked, pleased to hear how detached I sounded.

				He met my eyes, letting me know I was not alone in this, and nodded.

				Taking one last deep breath through my mouth, I steeled my nerves and reached out to slowly peel back the makeshift shroud.

				The first thing I noticed was the paleness of Lady Godwin’s face. Her skin had already taken on the opaqueness of death, except for a dull red bruise that had blossomed from her left eyebrow down to her cheekbone. Someone had closed her eyes and mouth, which allowed her expression to appear more composed, but I still couldn’t help but remember the mask of terror I had seen stamped there a few hours earlier. I quivered, feeling my impassiveness already begin to waver.

				My gaze slid down to where blood splattered her chin and lower face, to the ugly gash stretched across her neck. “He slit her throat,” I murmured, stating the obvious.

				I was inexperienced with such a sight. Sir Anthony had opened several cadavers’ necks for me to record the intricate workings inside—the bones, muscles, and nerves; the esophagus, windpipe, and vocal cords—but we had never viewed a corpse subjected to such a gruesome injury. The only observation I could contribute was that from the appearance of the cut, the killer had only needed to make one slice with his knife. I knew from watching Sir Anthony make his dissections that it would have taken a significant amount of force to make such a clean, precise cut.

				I suppressed a shudder and reached out to smooth back a strand of hair that had matted to the blood on her neck. “Wet rag,” I said, holding out my hand. I waited for Mr. Gage to dunk one of the cloths I had brought in the bucket and give it to me.

				I carefully dabbed at the wound to wash away some of the tacky blood hiding it, feeling oddly detached from myself. I had never touched a corpse before, and Lady Godwin’s body seemed so fragile beneath my fingers. The water ran in pink streams down her neck to the table below. The depth of the gash and the manner in which the skin peeled back from the wound made me flinch.

				“What?” Mr. Gage asked. “What is it?”

				I shook my head and swallowed, struggling to regain my composure. “Ah, it’s just an ugly wound. This one slash alone killed her. Any other wounds she may have suffered are just superfluous.”

				His eyes slid back up to examine the bruise on her face, and then lifted to meet mine over Lady Godwin’s head.

				“I can’t tell whether she was struck before or after her neck was slit,” I told him. “But I imagine there would be some sign of struggle if she had been hit before.”

				I reached for her right hand and turned it over to look for any cuts, lacerations, or chipped nails. The left hand was more difficult to manage, for I had to reach across her blood-soaked bodice. The body had already begun to stiffen, and the elbow would not bend easily.

				Our eyes met once again across the corpse, and I could see the same confusion I felt reflected in Mr. Gage’s eyes. It did not appear that Lady Godwin fought her murderer, which meant she probably knew the person. And even more disturbing, the attacker may have struck her after killing her. The bruise was too new for the blow to have been delivered earlier than that day. I didn’t recall seeing a contusion there at dinner.

				My stomach slowly roiled, and I was forced to step back from the body for a moment. “Did . . . did the body get dropped while it was being transported from the garden?” I asked, hoping maybe one of the men had lost his grip.

				Mr. Gage shook his head. His brow was furrowed in concern. “Clearly, someone harbored a great deal of hatred toward the viscountess.”

				I felt that was somewhat of an understatement. Why would someone murder Lady Godwin and then strike her, as if killing her was not enough? It was appalling. And I was having a very difficult time dealing with it all.

				I looked up at Gage, blinking back the wetness in my eyes that I knew had as much to do with my overloaded emotions as the stink of blood and death.

				He had the courtesy, or perhaps the intelligence, not to ask me about it. “I never realized a neck wound could bleed so much,” he stated, waving his hand over her bloody torso.

				I took in the state of Lady Godwin’s bodice, my eyes sliding downward to her skirts, and frowned. Neck wounds certainly bled a great deal, but there was no way that this quantity of blood would have trickled down to her abdomen. I thought back to the sight of Lady Godwin laid across the garden bench and the pools of blood collecting in the flounces of her skirt.

				“There’s something else.”

				He leaned in again as I smoothed my hands down her torso, smearing more blood across the gold fabric. The seam joining her bodice to her skirt had been carefully ripped open and then rearranged and tied back in place with the sash. I remembered the stench of perforated bowel I had smelled upon entering the cellar and quickly reached out to undo the sash.

				Knowing what I would find, I didn’t even flinch when I peered through the gap in the gown. Lady Godwin had been sliced open with two incisions forming a T over her lower abdomen.

				“My God,” Gage cried, raising his arm to bury his nose in his sleeve.

				“I don’t think He had anything to do with this,” I murmured, moving closer to peer at something that had caught my eye.

				“You’re certainly right about that. But I don’t understand why the killer made these two cuts?” he puzzled, looking over my shoulder at what I was doing. “As you said, the neck wound alone would have killed her. Was this just another way of taking out his anger? Did he want to disfigure her womanhood in some way?”

				I slammed a hand down on the table beside the corpse to steady myself as my churning stomach lurched violently. I could feel Gage’s eyes on my face as my cheeks drained of their last vestiges of color.

				“I . . . I think she was with child.”

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				Somehow I managed to spin away from Lady Godwin’s corpse before I emptied the contents of my stomach all over the cellar floor. With my hands held out in front of me still coated in her blood, I retched. I couldn’t stop imagining that poor baby’s fate—her life so viciously ended. The viscountess could not have been more than five months along. The still-small swell of her belly had been easily kept hidden by the flounces of her gown. I now understood her strange deviation from the fashions with fitted waists and belts the other lady guests wore.

				Gage knelt down to support me, lacing his arm underneath mine to cup my shoulder. I panted, still shaking from the force of my stomach contractions. A handkerchief came around from behind me, and I allowed him to wipe my mouth and chin. It didn’t even occur to me to feel embarrassed, for I was too overwhelmed by Lady Godwin’s wounds.

				“Blow,” he ordered, refolding the cloth and pressing it to my nose.

				I did as I was told, leaning back into the warmth his body radiated behind me. I closed my eyes as he removed the handkerchief. Taking deep breaths through my mouth, I remained in Gage’s loose embrace until I felt my muscles steadying. He cupped my elbow to help me rise, and I immediately felt the loss of his comforting hold and heat.

				The cellar seemed much cooler than when we arrived, and my knees were quivering from kneeling over. I realized I was not as in control of myself as I thought. There was nothing more I could do here tonight. I needed to clean up and get out while I could still walk on my own two feet.

				I swallowed the acid coating my mouth and throat, and stepped back toward Lady Godwin’s corpse. “I think that’s all we’re going to discover tonight,” I told Gage. My voice was rough and gravelly from my illness.

				“Of course,” he replied, helping me place the sheet back over the body. “Wash the blood off your hands. The rest can be cleaned up later.”

				I didn’t argue. The quicker I was away from Lady Godwin’s corpse, the better. Besides, I doubted the addition of vomit to the other stomach-churning stenches in the room would make much of a difference.

				Yanking the ruined gloves off my fingers, I plunged my arms into the bucket of cold water and scrubbed frantically at the red that had seeped through the worn fabric. Gage handed me a towel to dry my hands while he tugged at the ties of my apron. He clearly understood my hurry. Tossing the apron over my implement bag, I picked up my shawl and headed toward the stairs.

				The chapel above felt like London in July compared to the icy cold of the cellar. I made it midway through the sanctuary before collapsing onto the
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