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An Hour Before Midnight...

Slowly I descended and stood looking down at the crumpled, still figure of Lord Hargreaves Barrett who, it turned out, looked even more awkward in death than he had in life, long limbs splayed, untidy hair half concealing his face. Blood, I noticed, had begun to trickle from beneath his cracked skull and was seeping slowly outward, a spreading pool that looked very dark in the shadowy entrance hall. I knew his skull was cracked because I had heard it do so when he landed, a sickening snap of bone on unyielding flagstones.

There was no doubt about it. His lordship was dead and I wondered to whom I should mention his... well, unfortunate demise would be one way of putting it but as far as I was concerned it was not even a little bit unfortunate and I was not insensible to the fact that, even in the shock of the moment, I was exceedingly grateful that Barrett was dead. Now that my heartbeat was steadying and I could breathe again, cold rationality was reasserting itself. 

His death certainly solved one of the problems that had beset me over the past few days. There was no possible way my sister could be forced to marry the man now. Even my much hated brother Darius would have to acknowledge that.

There came a soft footfall and I looked up sharply to find Morwenna, our maid, emerge from the shadows. She looked down at the body of Lord Barrett for a long moment, then lifted her gaze to me.

‘Miss?’

I sighed. Of course she had appeared. I had been on my way to meet her, had I not?

‘Hello Morwenna. I don’t suppose you could go and fetch Mr. Garvey, could you?’

Garvey was our butler and a very sensible fellow. He’d know what to do with a body.

‘But... what happened to the gentleman, Miss?’ 

‘An accident, Morwenna. He fell down the stairs.’

‘Gar-eer,’ she whispered, eyeing the prone figure with a kind of horrified fascination. 

‘Mr. Garvey?’ I prompted gently, prompting her. Really, she didn’t need to linger here. And she was taking the presence of a body remarkably well. Many young girls would have screamed, especially as that pool of blood was definitely growing. 

‘Yes Miss.’ The girl turned to go, then suddenly remembered why she was there. ‘Um... are we still going to see about Jago? I’ve already taken him down some food but...’ she waved a vague hand. Jago had other needs besides food. ‘You said about seeing his wound one more time.’

Indeed. I certainly had not forgotten, of course I had not. But first thing was first and a body did seem to take priority, although really, Lord Barrett wasn’t going anywhere. But anybody could wake and come across the scene and that would never do. I really did need to deal with our dead houseguest. 

‘I’ll go and see him after we’ve...’ I waved a vague hand of my own at the fallen figure. ‘I mean, we can’t just leave him here.’ Making a mess all over the hallway. ‘So... Mr. Garvey?’

She nodded and turned to scuttle away in search of wiser heads.

My eyes returned to Lord Barrett, so much more peaceful now in death than he had ever been in life and I sighed, wondering why I was not having hysterics on the floor next to him. According to the expectations of Society I should, by rights, have fainted at the sight of the man but in truth, I had never paid much attention to the expectations of others, knowing full well I was bound to disappoint. My focus had always been the happiness of my family which was probably the reason his lordship was currently lying dead at my feet.

It was also true that societal expectations assumed a young, genteel female did not go pushing men down the stairs, no matter how unpleasant they were. I should have screamed. Or run. Probably both.

Instead I could not find it in me to regret. If ever a man deserved to die, it was Lord Hargreaves Barrett...

Two Days Prior...

I

––––––––
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A fire crackled cheerfully in the grate, a soothing, comfortable sound.

My sisters and I were enjoying a quiet coze several hours before dinner, as was our habit. It was late March and the evenings would chilly for quite some time yet on the Cornish coast. I stretched my slippered feet out to the flames and sighed my contentment. For quite some time, we four Martingale girls had been pulled down by melancholy after the death of our father nine months before, but with the start of spring it felt as if we were beginning to emerge from our grief and return to a semblance of normal life once more. 

We were beginning to pay – and receive – morning calls from our friends.

We had started to receive invitations to small, intimate gatherings.

And we were planning my sister Agnes’ forthcoming wedding. That was enough to lift anybody out of the doldrums.

I had to admit, this was the kind of afternoon I enjoyed the most. My sister Aggie, currently ensconced upon the settee, had the latest edition of La Belle Assemblée, which she had borrowed from Lady Tresillian, spread open on her lap. She and our youngest sister Lizzie had spent an enjoyable hour perusing various styles of dress, looking for inspiration for a new gown for Aggie’s wedding. Admittedly, my youngest sister Lizzie comments were often more scornful than admiring of the elaborate fashions, but she was doing her best to be supportive. Aggie was hoping that the momentous event would occur mid-October and I could see no reason why it should not. Our father had given his blessing before he’d passed and Edward, Aggie’s beau, was as eager as she was to unite in matrimonial bliss.

So eager. The two were unbearably besotted and quite tiresome to be around.

‘Oh Jemmie, only look here,’ Aggie said in a tone of wonder. ‘This dress has two underskirts and is trimmed in Flemish lace.’

‘Two underskirts and one overskirt?’ I grinned at her. ‘It sounds positively excessive!’

‘Even so, it is quite nice,’ Lizzie said judiciously. ‘And while I think it has too much lace, Aggie would look very pretty.’

‘Aggie would look pretty in a sack.’

This made my sister blush, although I was speaking no more than the truth. ‘Oh but Jem, you should come and look at some of these gowns. You must have one as well, as must Lucy and Lizzie. Perhaps we could all have different shades of blue? That would be quite lovely. Although I think we should hold off on Lizzie’s until the last minute,’ she gave our youngest sister a teasing look. ‘I swear, Elizabeth Margaret, you grow more every day. You will be even taller than Jemima, I think.’

‘Good,’ Lizzie observed with a certain smug satisfaction. ‘I shall be better at climbing trees than Lucy if I’m taller.’

‘A worthy ambition,’ Agnes murmured, with a wry look at me. 

‘It’s not a competition.’ I said dutifully.

‘It is a competition,’ Lizzie retorted. ‘And I would like to win.’

I pressed my lips together to stop my laughter. Aggie considered that I set a poor example for my siblings in demonstrating the gentler womanly attributes. Despite having achieved my eighteenth year I was still quite happy to climb and run and wrestle with my two younger sisters. My father had called me a tomboy, but in that delightfully indulgent way that he’d had and I was pleased to say that Lizzie especially was following enthusiastically in my footsteps.

Normally there would be four of us spending the evening in the smaller of the parlors but Lucy had gone to stay with her godmother, Lady Eleanor Lidcombe for a week or two in Barnstaple, where I had no doubt she would be thoroughly indulged. Aggie, I felt sure, was missing her as Lucy was as fond of gowns and fripperies as she was and the two often had their heads together over the latest styles. Lizzie was doing the best she could but, for a girl that had spent the afternoon tad-poling in the pond behind the glasshouses, the latest fashions did not hold a great deal of interest.

I myself had spent much of the day out with my sketchbook and must have walked for miles. I was very much looking forward to dinner as I was ravenous.

Quiet as it was in the parlor, the sound of a horses hooves on the cobblestones outside was faintly audible, despite the room not facing the driveway. Aggie, Lizzie and I looked at each other questioningly.

‘Who would arrive at such a time?’ Aggie inquired, puzzled.

I shrugged, suddenly, inexplicably uneasy. It was an unusual time for a caller. ‘It might be Edward?’ I said doubtfully.

‘As if he would come to call at this hour. He knows better.’

I supposed he did. Edward Peyton was a delightful man but he was as conventional as my sister. I rose to my feet and headed to the door.

‘Garvey will announce whoever it is,’ Aggie pointed out. ‘Or tell them that we are not receiving, if he thinks their visit inappropriate.’

I supposed he would but that did not stop my curiousity. It was my besetting sin, according to Aggie and she should know. She had known me all of my eighteen years, after all. I opened the parlour door a crack and looked out, although the private room we girls favoured was towards the rear of the house and all I could really see was the staircase and a small wedge of the front door towards which Stephens, our one and only footman, was even now approaching in response to an impatient repeated ringing of the bell. My unease deepened. None of our friends – and certainly not Edward – would announce themselves so brashly.

This, I feared, was not a visit any of us were going to enjoy.

I was entirely correct.

Stephens swung the door open and there whoever stood on the porch beyond entered immediately.

‘About time,’ a familiar, very much detested voice snapped. ‘What took you so long, you idiot?’

Oh joy... Darius, our long absent brother, had returned.

I closed the door softly and turned to look at Aggie and Lizzie. ‘Darius is back.’

Agnes laid the magazine aside immediately and rose to her feet, smoothing down her skirts with quick, nervous movements. ‘Oh! Oh... well how delightful. And just in time for dinner. I am sure he will be hungry from being on the road. Perhaps I’d better have a word with Mrs. Whitman.’

I looked at her, knowing that, like the rest of us, she had been secretly dreading our brother’s return. ‘As obnoxiously loud as he is I’m sure Mrs. Whitman, like the rest of the household, will be well aware of his return. Lizzie,’ I said, keeping my tone casual, ‘I think you might have a tray in your room tonight. Would you mind? I’ll have Morwenna build up the fire and you can have a lovely evening reading.’

My youngest sister was not an idiot. ‘You don’t want me to see him?’

‘Not yet. Best leave that till tomorrow. I am sure our brother is tired and no doubt he will not want too much of a fuss tonight.’ And I very much wished to gauge his mood before I exposed Lizzie to his careless tongue.

Lizzie rose to her feet, collecting several books she had already selected. ‘I would quite like dinner in my room,’ she allowed, glancing at Aggie. ‘Perhaps we should all have dinner in my room.’

An interesting insight from my sister and so very tempting. I tweaked a curl as she walked past me. ‘It might be far more enjoyable than what we must necessarily endure. I will come and see you before you go to bed, dear heart.’

‘As will I,’ Aggie agreed, smiling at her. 

‘Take the back staircase,’ I added, as she opened the door and she gave a quick nod before disappearing to the sanctuary that was the old nursery.

Aggie and I shared a look.

‘We always knew he would return some time,’ I said dryly.

‘It will be perfectly alright,’ she assured me, although I rather thought she was speaking more to herself. ‘I can tell him about the wedding and... and everything.’

I tilted my head. ‘Perhaps Lizzie had the right idea? You could have a tray sent up? Why not? There is no law that states we must all hover about, waiting to greet him.’

‘Nonsense. I am sure he will be eager to see us. It has been so long.’

‘I am equally sure he will not care a jot for our company. He never has in the past. Why don’t I slip along to the kitchen and request trays for all of us? We’ll call it a picnic and pretend we’re having fun.’

‘Oh Jem, that would be such a craven thing to do! What in the world will he think when we don’t appear?’ The protest was feeble. Like me, she wanted nothing more than to put off meeting our brother, if only for one more night.

‘I do not care what he thinks. If you won’t do it for yourself, then do it for me. Up the backstairs with you, if you please,’ I said firmly. ‘We shall keep each other company tonight and surely a good night’s sleep will help sweeten Darius’ mood.’ I recalled his harsh words to Stephens the moment he had set foot in the door and silently amended “surely” to “possibly”. Our eldest brother was a singularly unpleasant man.

Agnes hesitated a moment longer, then gave a quick nod. ‘Yes, alright. Tomorrow.’ She paused uncertainly. ‘I wonder what has brought him back now?’

‘Mischief,’ I said, with absolute certainty. ‘What kind, I’m sure we’ll find out all too soon.’

She sighed and hurried out of the room while I slipped off to the kitchen.

Our cook, Mrs. Whitman, assured me that trays were no trouble at all. ‘I’ll have Stephens and Alice bring them up and a good thing too. Stephens said himself is as teasy as’n adder. I daresays you can’t avoid him forever but you may as well give yourselves a decent evening.’

‘Thank you, Mrs. Whitman. I am sorry for the trouble.’

‘It’s no trouble, my deary. Bad portents have abounded for days. I should have realized something like this would come.’

I paused, wondering if I should ask about the portents, but decided against it. Our cook was a superstitious creature who saw omens everywhere.

In Aggie’s bedchamber, we sat before the fire, enjoying our meal although Aggie was so anxious about Darius’ arrival that she only picked at her food. 

I eyed her thoughtfully. ‘He won’t stay long. He never does.’

‘I know,’ she murmured. ‘And really, I do not know why I am so flustered by his arrival. We all knew he must come home eventually. It is his house now, after all. One day he will bring his wife here and there will be a new generation of Martingale’s at Candlewick.’

‘What a ghastly idea,’ I observed, wondering what poor woman would have my brother. Not that I doubted there would be a future Mrs. Martingale. Women really had very little choice in the marriage stakes. It was fortunate that Aggie had found her Edward as true love matches were few and far between among the ton. A soft knock on the door disturbed us and Alice, our shared lady’s maid put her head round the door.

‘Beggin’ your pardon Misses, but Mr. Garvey asked me to ask Miss Aggie to come down as Master Martingale wants to have a word. In the study, if you please.’

Aggie swallowed hard. ‘Darius wants to speak with me?’

‘Yes, Miss.’

‘Just Aggie?’ I demanded, alarmed by this unexpected command. 

‘Yes, Miss Jem.’

I looked at my sister. ‘I could come with you.’

‘He only sent for me, Jem. I’m sure he merely wants an accounting of the household or some such. I am the oldest and, in our parents absence I suppose he assumes that I have had the running of things.’

‘Hmm.’ 

I very much doubted that Darius gave a fig for the household accounts and even if he did, it would be an odd time to raise the topic. He had only been in the house for a few hours.

I watched as she left the room, clearly nervous about her forthcoming interview. As well she might. Darius was the shouty kind. If he didn’t like something, he had no qualms in expressing his feelings loudly and Aggie, bless her, did not do well with loud. I waited for a few moments, then rose to follow. 

Lizzie looked at me, head cocked. ‘You are going to listen?’

‘I am.’

‘An excellent plan.’

‘I’m glad you approve.’

I wanted to know what my brother wanted and wasn’t prepared to wait for Agnes to give me an accounting. With a wink at my sister, I hurried to the door, pleased that Darius had chosen the study for his chat. It was one of my favourite places to eavesdrop. On silent feet, I moved swiftly, anxious not to miss a word of whatever was taking place in the study below.

II

I stood, with considerable circumspection, in a small alcove that abutted the apartment where my brother and sister were currently having what was turning out to be a very unpalatable conversation. While I am prepared to admit that eavesdropping was not the most ladylike of occupations, I had long since learned that ladylike endeavors did not always serve me well and that if I pursued the tedious path that most young ladies were expected to tread, I would never learn anything. And I very much wanted to know what was currently transpiring in my father’s study. 

Ever since his arrival I had been wondering what had brought our brother back to Candlewick. Darius had been gone for nearly three years. His absence had been commented on by our friends and neighbors but my sisters and I had found it quite delightful. One of Darius’ greatest skills was making others feel cross and out of sorts. It was his general air of dissatisfied discontent. He argued with Papa, was rude to the servants and generally made a nuisance of himself around the neighborhood. When he had removed himself last time, we’d all heaved a sigh of relief as life had settled back into its usual placid pace. We had thought he might return for Papa’s funeral, but he had not and no word had come from him. No doubt he had been otherwise occupied. Where and with what had been of no consequence as we had merely been relieved not to have to deal with him. Our family’s man of business, Mr. Trebilcock had helped us organize everything so Darius had not been missed. The truth of the matter was that I heartily despised my eldest sibling and, unlike Agnes who felt that a blood bond necessitated a measure of sisterly affection, I saw no point in pretending otherwise. Darius was a wrong ‘un, through and through. I would have been perfectly happy never to encounter him again but I had always known he would turn up at some stage, all sneering braggadocio, determined to claim Candlewick House and make everybody’s lives miserable. 

And now, here he was. Making Aggie miserable in very short order. I heard a soft noise behind me and turned my head sharply, but it was only Morwenna, our little scullery maid who looked at me with wide, anxious eyes. I smiled reassuringly and held a finger to my lips and the girl nodded her understanding and crept away again, dustpan and brush in hand. 

I went back to eavesdropping.

‘It is good to have you back home again, Darius. You’ve been much missed,’ Agnes was saying now, sounding overly cheerful. She always sounded as if she were trying too hard when she was nervous.

‘Is it?’ he returned, a sneer in his voice. ‘What nonsense you do speak, Agnes. I doubt very much anybody would have been yearning for my company these past years.’

He was not wrong. We none of us would have shed a tear if he had disappeared forever.

‘That’s not true. I am sorry you missed Papa’s funeral. The vicar gave a very heartwarming eulogy. Our father was much loved in these parts.’

‘Of course he was. What a saint the man was. All quite nauseating, really. It was a shame I was elsewhere. But never mind all that. I am about to go out but I wished to speak to you first.’

I brightened at the knowledge that he was going out. Perhaps he would accidentally stumble off the cliffs? I had noticed a sea fret had drifted in, as it so often did at this time of year. It would be easy to lose one’s footing in such conditions if one did not know the way, and it had been some time since my brother had walked the local paths.

‘Oh? What about?’

‘About your marriage.’

I felt a chill steal over me at this. Marriage? Could Darius possibly know about Aggie’s understanding with Edward? Possibly, but it did not seem very likely. He might maintain a correspondence with his great good friend in the area, Lord Hargreaves Barrett but his lordship would hardly know of Aggie and Edward’s plans.

All of the people we mingled with knew that Aggie had long cherished a reciprocal tendre with our neighbor, Mr. Edward Peyton. Edward was a dear old thing. Indeed, he was perfectly respectable in every way, with the household and funds to support a wife and family in considerable comfort. They had only been waiting for the period of mourning to pass before they officially announced their betrothal but there was certainly an unspoken understanding between them. It had been a an immense comfort to Aggie as she mourned the loss of our remaining parent and plans for her forthcoming wedding had bolstered her – as indeed, it had cheered us all – through those awful months after Papa had gone. We had not really discussed Darius’ role in the proceedings. If he was present, then he was welcome to attend. If he were not, then so be it. Father had, after all, given his permission for the union and Darius, always a somewhat dark, nebulous presence in the family, was not really a consideration.

Except that it appeared now, that he was.

Darius had never cared for the Peytons. Indeed, the only person he had cared for among our neighbors was Lord Barrett, a part of an old and I believe, well respected local family. He was a perfectly detestable man whose unfavorable reputation was only rivaled by that of Bad Baron St Trevone (who was no longer a contender for the title of Most Wicked Man as he had died eighteen months before under intriguingly mysterious circumstances). Barrett was not nearly as dashing as the Baron, but he did fancy himself as something of a rake and spent most of his time either gambling or pursuing some female or another, usually while drunk (I knew all of this thanks to Alice, our shared lady’s maid who was a marvelous font of wisdom thanks to her friendships with the other girls employed in the local houses). Naturally Papa had forbidden Darius to fraternize with the man, whose reputation had seen him ostracized from every decent household. Naturally, Darius had ignored him. He had wished to emulate the detestable Hargreaves whenever he returned had from Eton, which had caused all kinds of ructions. The relationship between Papa and Darius had always been difficult. For some reason my brother seemed to resent even the smallest stricture and my earliest memories of him were of mighty sulks and aggrieved outbursts. 

And a good deal of inexplicable resentment towards his four sisters, although we certainly never gave him cause to despise us. Jealousy, I suppose. Darius always did love to be the centre of attention but Mama had loved us all equally.

It was because of Lord Barrett that Papa and Darius had had that last, blazing argument, Darius flinging himself out of the house, swearing that Papa was an old fool and that he would not be bound by his ridiculous rules. Three, glorious years of peace had followed. I was already longing for another three.

My sister’s voice was subdued when she finally responded to his words. Like me, she must sense that the subjected boded ill. ‘Marriage?’

‘Indeed. I must tell you what I have arranged for you.’

Arranged for her? What did that mean? No arrangements were necessary, regarding Aggie’s nuptials. We had the matter well in hand.

‘Darius, I am not sure what you mean,’ Agnes’ words were careful. ‘There is already an arrangement in place.’

‘What the devil are you talking about?’

‘You do not have to arrange a marriage for me.’

‘Now that is where you are wrong, sister mine. I have a duty,’ he said this last word with mocking emphasis, ‘to arrange for the care and feeding of my sisters. Naturally I take this matter very seriously. Which is why you are here now. So I can tell you who is to be your future husband.’ 

There was a small, shocked silence, then, ‘But Darius, I know who my future husband is. It is all decided.’ 

‘Nonsense. I am the one making decisions about your future, Agnes, not our dear, departed father. What are you now? Twenty? High time you were married. Indeed, it should have happened years ago. No point in letting a female go to seed and waste her best breeding years. I don’t need four females eating me out of house and home.’

I flinched at the crudity of his words. Our breeding years? Did he regard us as nothing more than brood mares, only good for begetting heirs?

‘Of course you do not,’ Agnes agreed quickly. ‘And you are quite right, I should be married by now. We were only waiting for the year of mourning to pass before we -’

‘We?’ Darius snapped. ‘What is this we business?’

‘Edward and I. We have had an... an understanding for some time now and Papa gave us his blessing. They got along famously, indeed they did. Edward is a most excellent man. We are planning to be married in October.’

I stood very still in my hiding place, a sense of dread sinking down into my stomach. For some reason, I knew what was coming.

‘Peyton?’ Darius said, after a long beat of silence. ‘Edward Peyton? That ghastly prig of a man? Are you delusional, Agnes? I would not allow Peyton to marry into this family if he were the last male available in England!’

There was a horrified pause as Aggie – and I – took in this devastating piece of news.

‘But... but Darius... what possible objection could you have to such an unexceptional match?’ Agnes gasped, after his words had truly sunk in. ‘And we already obtained Papa’s permission!’

‘Father is dead,’ Darius said coolly. ‘He no longer has any permissions to give.’

Aggie gasped at this. ‘Darius.’

‘I loathe Edward Peyton and his whole putrid clan,’ Darius snapped. ‘Smug, self-satisfied plebians, the lot of them, always looking down their noses at others, although they are from obviously inferior stock. No, sister. I have other plans for you. I have already promised you to another, far more worthy fellow.’

This time the horrified silence that followed this cavalier pronouncement was far deeper. I knew that Aggie must be truly appalled by our brother’s words. I certainly was.

‘B-but brother,’ she croaked, after a several stricken moments, ‘I cannot! I am promised to -’

‘Be damned to your promise,’ Darius snapped. ‘You have no right to go promising anything. You have no power to make your own decisions, Agnes. None of you do and you will all do my bidding. You have no choice in the matter, after all,’ he added, with all the self-satisfaction of a man intent on exercising his power at the cost of others. He had waited a long time to take his revenge on the sisters he had detested for so many years. I stood very still, almost vibrating with fury. Our brother was a monster! His only objective was the desire to wound and cause unhappiness. The enjoyment the man gained when he inflicted misery upon us was unnatural. He had been utterly loathsome to Aggie and I from the time we were old enough to interact with him. My two youngest siblings were too young to have had much to do with him but I knew that, in time, they too would fall beneath the mantle of his sadistic schemes.

‘Who?’ Agnes asked, tone strangled. ‘Who would you have me wed?’

‘Why one of the most upstanding men in the neighborhood my dear,’ Darius replied, sounding quite gleeful. ‘My old friend Lord Barrett, of course. A local family, so you won’t have to go to the ends of the earth. You only need to go up the road to keep house for the fellow.’

‘Lord Hargreaves Barrett?’ Aggie squeaked. ‘You cannot be serious!’

A hard, uncompromising edge entered our brother’s voice when he replied. ‘Oh but I am, dearest sister. Perfectly serious. Hargreaves will make an excellent match for you. He has his ways, as we all know but perhaps all he needs is a good woman to set him on the straight and narrow. He is a lord with a respectable lineage. It’s not as if I’m selling you off to the local fishmonger. He owns a decent enough estate, even if it is a little run down. Besides, I would like him to be in my debt. Let’s just say this is my way of arranging that. For some reason the man has always had a hankering for you. God only knows why but it works in my favour. I get rid of a drain on my purse strings and he gets a female to run his household. What could be better? I’ll post the banns tomorrow and you can be wed within the month.’

Aggie did not – could not – respond. The unmitigated horror of my brother’s devastating announcement had obviously rendered her speechless. There was a long, drawn out silence, then I heard a strangled sob and my sister erupted from the room, slippered feet flying as she ran up the stairs, no doubt heading for the sanctuary of her bedchamber where she could cry out her anguish into her pillow.

I stood where I was, mind racing as I considered the implications of what I had just heard. Then I drew a deep, sustaining breath. 

It would not stand. Agnes could not marry the local ner’do well, an utterly dreadful creature who spent all of his waking hours in his cups, who gambled and womanized and was generally considered by all and sundry to be beneath contempt. The man who had not been welcome in any respectable household in the area. Marriage to Lord Barrett would not only destroy any chance of happiness for my sister, but end every social relationships that she had enjoyed since emerging into Society.

She would, effectively, be ruined through no fault of her own.

All because our dreadful brother was exacting some kind of vicious revenge for... well, for not being the adored only child of our mother, I supposed. It was the only thing I could come up with for in truth, our mother had been the only person Darius had seemed to have an attachment to and the arrival of siblings had in no way pleased him. The man did not care to share the attention of others. Certainly he had never made any secret of the fact that he disliked we girls, spending as little time as possible in our company. At least, when Mama had been alive he had possessed a veneer of civility but after her death that had dissolved. Only Papa’s protection had ensured that Darius was kept in check. But that protection was gone, now.

Now, he could do whatever he wished.

Or thought he could. We would see about that.

No, I decided grimly. This nonsense would not stand. One way or another, I would save Aggie from a disaster that was only weeks away.

III

––––––––
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My sister was inconsolable.

I had left her to her misery for half an hour, knowing there would be little sense to be had out of her until the initial wave of incredulous shock had passed. It was bad enough that she was being denied marriage with the love of her life, dearest Edward. But the prospect of a union with the loathsome Lord Hargreaves Barrett was necessarily so abhorrent that every sensibility must be outraged. Aggie was a dear girl, staid and placid and the best of sisters. She was unfailingly patient with me, which was not nearly as easy as one might imagine, as I could be somewhat eccentric in my interests and activities.

But she had always been there for me, an unfailing presence who had been wonderful with Lucy and Lizzie after our mother’s death, kind and gentle, a sweet consolation in that dark and dreadful time. I had every intention of being there for her now.

Unwilling to leave her for long, I slipped quietly into her bed chamber and stood looking at her for a moment after closing the door, listening to the soft, exhausted sobs that still emanated from the bed where she had no doubt flung herself after her shocking interview with Darius. My heart contracted with a mixture of love and anger, but I knew I must be both calm and rational and I suppressed the anger as best I could. What I was about to propose to poor Aggie would go against every conventionally respectable instinct that she possessed. But surely, if I pointed out what her alternative would be, she would see reason.

I certainly hoped so, anyway. My alternate plan was a good deal more messy, although I would use it if I must.

Quietly, I moved across the room and perched on the side of the bed, reaching out to touch her shoulder gently.

‘Aggie?’

A woebegone, tearstained face turned towards me. Aggie was a lovely creature, a blue-eyed angel with fair hair and the pink and white complexion of a delicate Dresden figurine. She was of a diminutive stature with soft, feminine curves. She took after our mother in looks, as did Lucy, whereas Lizzie – our young Elizabeth – and I had a wealth of spiraling red-gold curls, hazel eyes and were taller and a good deal less curvy, favouring our father. 

Grief could not dim her beauty but swollen red eyes could certainly blur it. ‘Oh Jemmie,’ she gasped, her tone still thick with shock, ‘everything is so awful.’

‘Yes,’ I agreed, pushing a strand of hair back from her damp face. ‘It is.’

‘Darius is b-being so dreadful Jem. He...he wanted to...he wants me to...’ she stopped, obviously trying to gather herself although she was clearly struggling to enunciate the true horror of that meeting. I didn’t expect her to. I could understand the tumult our brother’s careless announcement had wrought within her. He had crushed her dreams, while presenting her with a nightmare in the form of Hargreaves Barrett.

‘I know what he wants,’ I assured her softly. ‘I heard it all. And I must tell you, Aggie. It cannot be.’

Agnes found a much mauled scrap of lawn that served as a handkerchief and dabbed distractedly at her face. ‘You heard?’

‘I did. I was listening under the window.’ 

There was no need to say which window as she knew all too well the one I was referring to. The study had a transom that had stood ajar for as long as I had been able to snoop, despite the fact that the door itself had been closed up long since. She had caught me eavesdropping there before and had given me quite the earwigging, bemoaning my lack of seemly virtues and accusing me – gently, as Aggie was not capable of uttering truly harsh words – of behaving no better than a servant. These had been strong words, coming from my sister, who would normally never impugn the good character of a servant but my behavior had breached her rather inflexible views on how a nice young lady should behave and that had been the best she could do in terms of condemnation. At the time I had hung my head, ostensibly in shame but more because I was worried she would see the lack of
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