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			Spirit possession is easy to remedy. Possession of the heart is another matter.

			Darke of Night, Book 1

			After vicar’s widow and natural medium Barbara Darke loses her respectable teaching position, she reluctantly agrees to become companion to her former pupil Emily, now the bride of young Sir Arthur Haggard.

			Once settled at Haggard Hall, Barbara finds her friend is beset by ghostly voices and unexplained deaths. In a maelstrom of dark spirits and wicked emotions, Barbara battles to lay Emily’s ghosts to rest—both hampered and helped by Arthur’s skeptical cousin Patrick, who provokes and attracts her in equal measure.

			It would be a mistake to trust a secretive, guilt-ridden man suspected of driving his wife to suicide, if not outright murdering her. And it could well be lethal to give in to her own desires, confused as they often are with the lusts of the dead. 

			But Arthur and Emily are in genuine physical danger, and suspicion is falling closer and closer to Patrick—the man who haunts Barbara’s sensual dreams. The man who stands to inherit Haggard Hall.

			Warning: Contains a medium whose body is open season for spirit possession, and a scandal-ridden journalist who only believes what he can see—and touch.
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			Chapter One

			I have never cared for public séances. Unfortunately, my mother is addicted to them, so I should have known that my one night spent with her in three months would include a summoning of the spirits for the delectation of the curious and the entertainment of the jaded in search of new experience.

			“It looks like a fashionable evening party,” I said, peeking through her bedroom door to the adjoining drawing room where some dozen people in evening dress had already gathered. They were about equal numbers of men and women, a mixture of ages. Most had helped themselves to a glass of wine or lemonade from the table at the far end, which had been set with refreshments.

			“No point in living in these rooms in this part of London and not having a party,” my incorrigible parent pointed out. She had been given the rooms for her own private use by the owner of the house, Lady Fairford, her most avid patroness of the moment. Lady Fairford was, in fact, in the drawing room welcoming guests. Only my mother could have induced her noble landlady to act as hostess for her while she primped in front of the ornate mirror.

			“Won’t they be disappointed if the spirits don’t visit you? Or even if they’re too quiet and uninteresting?”

			“They would be disappointed,” my mother replied with a complaisance that told me such a dull event never occurred. Of course it didn’t. My mother would supplement her undoubted gifts with as large a dose of fairground charlatanism as necessity demanded.

			In the drawing room, a young, sad woman in expensive mourning was deep in conversation with a slightly nervous young man who seemed to be comforting her. Clearly bereaved.

			I glanced back at my mother. Her eye caught mine in the mirror as she arranged the last curl. “Don’t give me that look, Barbara. I’m only too aware of my own shortcomings, but I truly couldn’t exist on a teacher’s salary. Or any such respectable salary! And frankly, with what I’m earning now, you don’t need to either. Why did the wretches at that ridiculous school dismiss you?”

			I peered back out through my crack in the door. A couple of the fashionably curious arrived to be greeted by the fluttering Lady Fairford. Another figure propped up the outer doorway behind them: a tall man with black, unruly hair and a hooked, predatory profile. An observer, although he looked somehow too dramatic for this to be normal behaviour. A little frisson of interest passed down my spine, taking me by surprise.

			I said, “One of the pupils accused me of conducting a group séance.”

			To my mother, this was no crime. As I let the door close on her guests and turned back to her, she held my gaze expectantly. Eventually, she asked, “Well, did you?”

			“Of course not! But some of the girls had been asking about the dead and ghosts, and I tried to explain it to them. One had been recently bereaved. I felt sorry for her. I let them take me to a room where they’d sworn they saw a ghost.”

			“And you saw it?”

			I smiled ruefully. “It saw me. It was inside me before I could slam the door. I wouldn’t have had the girls witness that for the world.”

			“Was it a nasty spirit?”

			“No, it was lost and confused, but I still spoke with its voice and scared the girls half to death.”

			“So they told on you?” My mother was gratifyingly outraged on my behalf.

			“One of them obviously did. The headmistress explained to me that I had to resign or they would turn me off without a character.”

			My mother abused the headmistress roundly, although her eyes lit up again almost immediately. “But perhaps it’s for the best, Barbara. You can live and work with me here. Imagine the scenes we’d create in partnership!”

			I didn’t need to imagine. From adolescence onward, I’d known my mother and I should never live together.

			“Fortunately,” I said, “I have another offer of employment. I refused at first, but now it seems I have no alternative—if I’m not to steal your thunder.”

			My mother turned and stood up to assess me. “You would too. I know you’re joking, but your youth and your looks—”

			“I am nearly thirty years old and dowdy!” She’d told me so on our last reunion.

			“I didn’t mean that,” she said with a dismissive wave of one hand. “Your clothes are dowdy, a matter easily rectified now. But whatever you wear, you have an air, dear. A sort of smouldering darkness that might just be wicked—”

			“For God’s sake, Mother,” I expostulated. “I am a vicar’s widow!”

			“Priests are the worst,” my mother said outrageously. “Why do you think Gideon was drawn to you in the first place? The purity of your soul?”

			I swung away, but I could never hide from her any more than she could from me. She caught my hand.

			“I know,” she said, with just a hint of huskiness, quickly passed. “I miss Gideon too, and he understood: we’re not wicked, Barbara. But we can make use of the false perceptions of the ignorant.”

			“That,” I said, “is what’s wicked.”

			“Nonsense. We all have to earn a crust. Talking of which, what is this new employment of yours? It must be truly dreadful if you turned it down originally in favour of that awful school.”

			“The school was not awful,” I argued. “I liked teaching; I was good at it. And I liked my pupils. Most of them. And clearly some of them liked me. One, a girl who left last year and is now married, asked me to be her companion.”

			“Who is she? Whom did she marry?”

			“Emily Jansen. Wealthy family—live mostly in India—caught a baronet’s son for her. A younger son when the engagement was announced, but the older brother died suddenly, and Emily is now Lady Haggard.”

			My mother regarded me as if I were a new and bizarre species of insect life. “And you turned down the opportunity to be her companion? Living in luxury with the best of everything? Attending the best social events with the best families in the country? Why?”

			“I’ve never had a taste for luxury and I’d be bored in a day. Two,” I amended, because I liked Emily. She was a good-natured and intelligent girl with a lively sense of humour.

			“And you hated the idea of dancing attendance on your former pupil?” suggested my mother, who is nothing if not shrewd.

			“That too,” I allowed.

			“Then the post has changed in some meaningful way?”

			“No,” I retorted. “My circumstances did. I’ve told Emily this is temporary until we each find a better arrangement, but she wants me there now to leaven the company in her new home. She wasn’t brought up in that kind of society, and I think it overwhelms her. Apparently there is to be something of a constant house party in the family pile up in Yorkshire, to introduce her to all the extended family and friends, culminating in at least one ball.”

			“An old country mansion?” My mother shivered. “Draughty.” She frowned. “Haggard, you say? Why does that ring a bell? Wasn’t there some unpleasantness at Haggard Hall a few years ago? One of them killed his wife…or was it suicide?”

			I frowned. “Emily didn’t mention that. Surely it couldn’t have been her husband? I understand he’s barely older than she is.”

			“No, it wasn’t the heir. A nephew or cousin or something.”

			“She does mention a cousin of whom her husband is very fond. I don’t think Emily likes him.”

			“That will be the scandalous one, the family black sheep,” my mother said with satisfaction. “The same man, I expect, who killed his wife. Apparently he is now having an open and scandalous affair with a baronet’s wife, right under the nose of her sick husband. It’s in all the worst rags.”

			Which, of course, my mother read avidly. They were, often, her bread and butter.

			“Vulgar,” I allowed. “Although not necessarily true.”

			My mother shrugged that off. “Either way, Haggard Hall really doesn’t sound a great place for you, even as a favour. Perhaps you were right to turn it down. Wouldn’t you rather stay with me? Come, don’t answer until this evening is over. Let me introduce you.”

			“I’m not dressed for an evening party.”

			My indisputable statement hardly had the effect I’d expected. My mother’s face lit up, and she flitted over to the wardrobe where she pulled free two wispy black garments.

			“I bought these for you—such fun! Look.” She held one up over her bright blue gown, spreading it so that the bluer could be seen rather charmingly through the fine black lace. “You can wear colours again for evening events and, since you insist, still be in mourning with this worn over the top. There is a fine silk one too. And the beauty is, they will look like different gowns depending on what you wear beneath. Isn’t it a wonderful idea?”

			Before I could reply, the black lace garment was over my head and my mother was arranging it over my grey gown. It fastened close in over my breasts to my waist and from there hung loosely over the swell of my gown. She was right. It did transform my drab day gown into an evening dress—a modest evening dress, perhaps, but at least it fitted me perfectly.

			Although actually, she rather missed the point of my dull gowns, which, after two years, were less to do with mourning Gideon than with my profession and my lack of funds to replace them with anything better.

			“See? Try it with the red. And the lilac—”

			“No,” I said. “I will come and meet your friends, but I will not take part in your séance.”

			“Barbara.” She chucked me under the chin as if I were still ten years old. “When have you ever had the choice?”

			Since I’d learned to feel the stronger spirits coming and knew to get myself out of the room.

			It didn’t always help, but at least I suffered in privacy, which was what I had every intention of doing tonight if I had to.

			There was a time when I had thought my mother a consummate actress. In fact, she didn’t adopt a stage persona for her public appearances; she remained herself, just…more so. She entered her drawing room full of guests, almost gliding beneath her wispy layers of clothing, smiling with genuine pleasure and anticipation, with just that hint of aloofness, of differentness that proclaimed she knew things lesser mortals didn’t. She did, of course.

			Naturally, everyone stopped talking and turned to watch her entrance, even the man propping up the door into the hall.

			“And here is our kind hostess!” Lady Fairford exclaimed, rustling forward to meet us. She almost pulled up short at the sight of me, and something passed over her face that looked almost like jealousy.

			Yes, there is was. I could feel it. The atmosphere, or perhaps my mother’s excitement, was seducing away my layers of protection until all the swirling emotions emanating from her guests brushed against my consciousness like a physical caress. Lady Fairford’s burst of jealousy and shame; a wellspring of curiosity from just about everyone; varying degrees of hope and dread and excited anticipation; an outpouring of grief; the odd hint of scepticism…and one very large dose of scepticism with a coating of something rather like annoyance.

			“Welcome, everyone!” my mother exclaimed, while I, with interest, sought out the fiercest sceptic. Such people could cause trouble for her. I suspected the interesting man by the door, but I could no longer see him for the people between. “I’m thrilled to be able to present to you my daughter, Mrs. Barbara Darke. Barbara, my kind patroness, Lady Fairford.”

			Lady Fairford seemed relieved by our relationship, as if she’d imagined me some kind of rival for my mother’s affections or services. So while my mother mingled, drawing her throng of curious admirers around her like cloak, Lady Fairford and I exchanged polite greetings. I thanked her for her kindness to my mother and explained I was only staying one night on my way to new employment.

			“Dear Genevieve told me you were a teacher. But I believe you also have your mother’s gifts?”

			“Hardly,” I said, watching with tolerant affection as my parent held court. “My mother is unique.”

			Since it was obviously where Lady Fairford wanted to be, I began to move towards my mother. Her ladyship came with alacrity and kept going when I slipped away to fetch myself a glass of lemonade and scour the crowd for my sceptic.

			As I skirted the throng, which was broken into several smaller ones, like satellites around my mother, I cautiously opened myself further to their emotions. I felt my gaze tugged once more towards the open doorway to the hall. And there he was, my sceptic, looking right at me.

			Something jolted inside me. I had been right. Full-on, his face was dramatic. Angular, almost bony, it was dominated by black, straight brows over dark, harsh eyes that concealed layers of turbulence and profound, conflicting emotions; a hard mouth with a sensual curve. Tall, straight, and broad shouldered, his body gave the impression of being only loosely flung together. His dress was respectable and yet hung on him with such carelessness that it somehow suggested the entirely disreputable.

			His unblinking regard washed over me in waves. Anger; constant anger. Curiosity and annoyance. He didn’t want to be here and yet needed to know what would happen. Contempt, disbelief. And a sudden surge of lust that made me gasp and spin away from him in shock, for my own body flamed in wicked reply.

			It was hardly the first time I had sensed such feelings directed at myself. It was a normal part of life, usually distant, unthreatening, and easy to ignore. But this man’s emotions ran deep.

			Deep, damaged, dangerous, just the kind of man we didn’t need here. Just the kind of man I should avoid. My entirely worldly, physical response to him told me that. Even with my back to him, I could feel his eyes burning into me like caressing hands. And I wanted those hands. I needed them—on my breasts, between my thighs, everywhere—with a force that made me tremble. He would be a fierce lover, strong and demanding and exciting… I longed to be excited like that.

			He wanted me. If I walked over to him now, I’d only need to smile and touch his arm and he’d take me away, to his own rooms, wherever they were, or to some anonymous, discreet hotel where we could spend all night in wild, sensual delights. Forbidden, delicious, without inhibition…

			Maybe he’d exorcise the demon in me. Maybe I’d ease the demons in him.

			But it would never happen. I needed my demons safely locked up, and I knew instinctively that this man spelled danger for me.

			But I’d watch him for my mother’s sake, for I sensed he meant us no good.

			As I walked back, I glanced to either side. He moved with me, following me, not just with his gaze but with his person, along the length of the wall, like a large, predatory cat. Or a wolf, perhaps. His lust enfolded me, teasing my own. But even over the space between us, interrupted by other guests who blocked my view from time to time, I caught the hint of contempt, the tinge of anger amidst the desire in his dark gaze.

			Which made my temptation suddenly easy to resist. I halted and lifted one haughty eyebrow, allowing my own disdain for his undeserved judgment to curl my lip. I’d always found my stare and my eyebrow to be an infallible deterrent, but this man didn’t hesitate. His lips curved upward, and as though he took my attention for an invitation, he swerved suddenly in my direction.

			My breath caught in uncharacteristic panic. A new, fierce tug of sensual yearning told me I couldn’t be anywhere near this man, and yet I wouldn’t run. I refused to be despised when I’d done nothing to deserve it.

			“Shall we begin?” my mother said, shattering the strange illusory bubble which seemed to have formed over myself and the sceptical stranger. “Those who would like to join in, please sit down at the table. Everyone else, feel free to watch and move around as you wish. All I ask is that you don’t interrupt. Sir, would you mind closing the outer door?”

			She looked directly at my sceptical stranger. She might have seen our little byplay, or she might have sensed the same danger I did. On the other hand, he was nearest the door. I wondered if he’d be rude enough to ignore her request.

			But my sceptic inclined his head. The gesture was somehow more mocking than gracious, but he obediently walked back and closed the door as she asked. Then he leaned one powerful shoulder against it and waited, apparently, to be entertained.

			I found my own refuge by the bedroom door for escape purposes, and waited with resignation for the show. God knew there was enough emotion in that room to make it a good one.

			And, of course, it was. Lady Fairford doused most of the candles until she left only an atmospheric glow, after which she sat at the table where a group of seven people joined hands and my mother summoned the spirits.

			They didn’t just come; they surged. I fastened down my mental barriers, knowing I would need all my strength to keep them out. As always, along with those she named came the mischievous and the evil and the lost, all with their own agendas. We called them all spirits, but I was never sure all of them were. There are many things out there: wispy, elusive formless things made from little more than emotion; ancient, nasty, cruel things whose only purpose seems to be to hurt or, perhaps, to find a way into our world at all costs.

			Fortunately, although she has great powers to summon and attract spirits of all kinds, my mother does not receive them. She chats to them as if they’re all friends together at a tea party. I envied her that.

			I held my barriers in place, shivering as I sensed the icy unease invoked by the uninvited. It never mattered how often I encountered them, they always had this effect on me, even though I knew they couldn’t hurt anyone in this world, except through me, and I knew how to keep them out. It was the first thing I remembered my mother teaching me as a child.

			I held my hands tightly together over my stomach and dug my fingers into my wrists to hide their shaking as well as to keep my concentration.

			My mother spoke to the spirits of a departed husband, a long-dead mother, and the child of the bereaved couple. Since I was so closed to them, I could only tell from my mother’s words which ones truly spoke to her. Once or twice she shook her head violently and I guessed the uninvited were whispering in her ear. As she passed on words and sometimes just impressions to her audience, emotions within the room intensified until, even cut off as I was, I could feel them almost physically, a powerful energy that made the candles flicker and caused the watchers to shift positions and look at each other with obvious unease.

			Occasionally, I let my gaze wander to the sceptical stranger who lounged still in his doorway, hands in pockets, watching the proceedings with a slightly bored sneer curling his upper lip.

			“We have other guests among the spirits tonight,” my mother said. “One of them is most anxious to speak to…Patrick.” My mother’s hopeful gaze swept around the table and on to the watchers behind. None stepped forward or raised a hand or otherwise admitted to being Patrick. I wondered if my mother had got her names muddled, or if we had a mischievous spirit in our midst—until her searching gaze landed on the sceptical gentleman who still lounged by the hall door, and stayed.

			I knew then that she was being truthful rather than simply drumming up future business.

			The sceptic, however, looked merely amused. He didn’t even straighten or take his hands out of his pockets. “Patrick who?” he enquired.

			“You, sir,” my mother said firmly.

			Without warning, the gentleman swept his gaze from my mother to me, as if pinning me to the bedroom door. Oh yes, his hard body holding me there, comforting, arousing. He wanted that; he was almost offering me that, and something deep and instinctive in me leapt to meet the unspoken challenge in his hard eyes—a sudden flame of excitement, or simple defiance, maybe.

			I had little time to judge, for in my moment of inattention while I wondered if those harsh eyes ever softened in tenderness or laughter or passion, I had let down my guard, and something chill with evil shot into me like an arrow.

			With the last of my will, I grasped the door handle behind me, turning it and throwing myself backwards. I might have managed it unseen by everyone except the sceptical gentleman, who may or may not have been called Patrick, except that my mother leapt to her feet.

			“Stay back!” she warned. “No one go near her!”

			By that time, I was stumbling backwards across her bedroom, giving in to the spasmodic jerking of my body because it made it easier to quell the sounds trying to come out of my mouth. The thing inside me was violent, jerking, malevolent, fixing on to the centre of my lust. It would have pleasured me if it could to achieve domination, but open as I am to temptations of the flesh, I have never been that desperate. Besides, my possessor was more repellent than truly frightening. I was stronger than it.

			I think I was on the floor when my mother’s face loomed over mine.

			“Away!” I gasped in a voice that didn’t sound like mine. “Go!”

			At least she took me at my word now. And through my brief battle with the thing inside me, I was aware of the door closing behind her. I drew in my breath, gathering my strength, and spat out my uninvited guest like a fish bone that had been lodged in my throat.

			It hurled itself at me again, but it was a feeble, disconsolate effort, easily repelled. If a spirit could have hung its head, that one did as it left me.

			For a while, I simply regained my breath, calming by will the pulse beating between my thighs, and soaked in the peace and solitude of my mother’s bedroom.

			I would not go back out there. By now, my mother would have been glad that some of her guests had witnessed my brief possession. It all added to the drama of the show. But I never liked anyone to see. And what bothered me particularly about this occasion was that he had seen. He’d witnessed my weakness and at least some of the ugliness that had possessed me. He wouldn’t believe it, of course. He would call it fakery and showmanship and go on his arrogant, contemptuous way, despising us. Despising me. And yet desiring me; I suspected he didn’t like that part.

			Which didn’t, I reminded myself, staring out of the window into the darkness, matter one jot. I was leaving London tomorrow for Haggard Hall and Emily. What did the ignorant contempt of a lustful stranger matter to me? I’d never see him again. Thank God.

			With unexpected weariness, I was about to turn away from the window to see if any of the clothes I’d left with my mother might be suitable for my new position with Emily, when I saw a man run down the steps from the house and stride off along the street without a backward glance. My hand stole up over my lurching heart. The party wasn’t over. I could hear it going on still in the drawing room, but I knew he was one of our guests.

			He carried a tall hat, which he remembered to clap onto his head after a few yards. Although I couldn’t see his face, I knew from the careless hang of his clothes and the loose-limbed, wolfish stride that it was my sceptical gentleman. I wondered why he’d come.

			As if he heard the silent question, he paused suddenly and glanced back over his shoulder, looking directly at the first-floor windows of my mother’s drawing room. Then his gaze moved on and found me.

			I chose not to move, but it was possible I couldn’t have if I’d tried. Even through the glass and over several yards of space, something seemed to sizzle in the air between us, joining us like an imaginary fork of lightning. Curiosity. Desire. I had the oddest sensation that I couldn’t breathe, although of course I did, and too quickly for indifference.

			The stranger’s lip curled. He tipped his hat to me with a civility that only emphasised his withering contempt. And then he strode off down the street.

			I resorted to childishness and stuck out my tongue at his retreating back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Inevitably, I first came upon Haggard Hall in the dark. For some reason, I had been expecting some turreted monstrosity perched on a cliff overlooking a stormy sea. Instead, a large, rambling building rose up through the rain from the Yorkshire moors, black and forbidding against the night sky.

			I didn’t care. I wanted nothing more than for the evil jolting to stop so that I could stretch out somewhere and sleep. However unwelcoming the place my mother had fondly imagined as luxury, I was sure it had beds.

			The coach which had met me several hours ago at Market Gainborough, apparently the nearest railway station, finally pulled up outside the imposing entrance to the house, and I was released from my torment. As I clambered down into the rain, the front door opened and a figure flew down the steps, heedless of the wet, and threw herself into my arms.

			“At last!” Emily cried with flattering fervency. “I am so glad to see you!”

			“Well, likewise,” I said, giving her a brief hug in return. My body hurt too much for more. “But I believe I would rather see you somewhere dry. You’ll be soaked through in an instant.”

			Emily laughed and tugged me onward by the hand when I would have reached back inside the coach for my bag. “They’ll bring your things,” she assured me.

			Obediently, I waddled into the house by her side. Emily seemed to leap like a gazelle, while every bone in my body ached.

			“Are you well?” Emily asked, suddenly noticing my peculiar gait.

			“Of course. I’m just tired, and your roads are too bumpy for my old bones.”

			Emily laughed. “Old bones,” she repeated disparagingly, but a sudden frown pulled down her brow in the glow of light spilling from the doorway. In the porch, she turned and looked at the coach, where the coachman was handing over my tatty bag to another servant who had appeared, presumably, from the back of the house somewhere.

			“Whatever possessed them to send that old thing?” she said blankly. “I didn’t know it had any springs left! No wonder your bones ache.”

			“No, no, they’re straightening out as we speak,” I assured her, following her inside. “And at least it was faster than walking.” Just. “Let me look at you.”

			In school, Emily had been a bright, pretty girl with a lively sense of humour and a quick mind. A golden girl from her blonde hair to her sunny nature. In the eighteen months since I’d seen her, she’d become a beautiful young woman, a grown-up with all an adult’s complicated contradictions. That fact stood out in her eyes: a hint of strain around her happiness, a slightly nervous edge to her smile. The rest rolled off her in emotional waves. Emily was floundering in her new life.

			“Lady Haggard,” I said, smiling my approval as I bestowed a curtsey upon her.

			Emily laughed, taking this as the approval I’d intended. “Mrs. Darke!” she returned. “Come. You must be so tired and hungry. Shall I have them bring you something up to your room?”

			“That would be perfect,” I said gratefully, becoming aware of a figure standing still at the foot of a wide, sweeping staircase. A middle-aged woman in a plain, dark gown with keys at her belt. Clearly the housekeeper.

			“Mrs. Grant,” Emily said, turning to her. “Will you have some dinner sent up to Mrs. Darke’s room?”

			“Certainly, my lady,” came the immediate response.

			“Thank you,” I said. “Just a little would be wonderful. Cold is fine.”

			“As you wish, miss.”

			Emily tugged me towards the stairs, and the housekeeper retreated in the direction, presumably, of the kitchen.

			“Oh, Mrs. Grant?” Emily called after her. “Which room is Mrs. Darke in?”

			“The blue room in the west wing, my lady. Opposite Miss Salton.”

			A frown flickered over Emily’s face as we climbed the stairs. “I’d hoped you’d be closer to mine,” she confessed.

			“It will be perfect,” I soothed, although I wondered why she hadn’t arranged it so if that was what she wanted.

			The house was a bit of a maze, with corridors and little staircases leading in all directions, a result, no doubt, of extensions being added over the years without any overall plan. Like this new Emily herself, the house was a mass of contradictions, as old places often are, bearing the echoes of happiness and tragedy from countless inhabitants. I felt a rush of present, seething emotions from many sources adding to the mix. There were lingering spirits here too…

			“That is Miss Salton’s room,” Emily said, eventually, nodding towards a closed door as we passed it. “So this must be where they’ve put you.”

			“Who is Miss Salton?” I enquired as Emily lifted the old-fashioned latch and opened the door.

			“Irene’s governess,” Emily said. “Irene is Arthur’s niece. It was her father’s death that led to Arthur inheriting the baronetcy.”

			“So, she lives here too?” I asked, walking into the room behind Emily.

			“Yes, with her mother, Susan. You’ll meet them both tomorrow, along with old Lady Haggard and the rest. Oh dear,” she added involuntarily, looking around her. “This wasn’t really what I intended for you.”

			Certainly, the room was a little cramped, but that didn’t bother me. It had a bed and a washing bowl, and a fire burning in the grate. My bag already sat on a chair like an old friend.

			“It looks most comfortable,” I said firmly, easing my bruised hips down onto the bed. “And the bed is bliss compared to the hard board of a thing I had at the school.”

			“How did I manage to entice you from the school in the end?” Emily asked, flitting over to the fireplace and poking the embers. The room was comfortably warm.

			I sighed. “Well, I had to resign. There was an incident.”

			Emily turned to me, eyes shining and wide. “With a ghost?” she said avidly.

			“Something like that. At any rate, it was something neither the pupils with me nor the head mistress could overlook, so if I hadn’t resigned, they’d have turned me off anyway. Much as I love you, Emily, I don’t want to spend my days carrying your fan and fetching your smelling salts, but I need the employment.”

			“I have a maid,” Emily said disparagingly. “Why would I want you for such mundane things? To be honest, Barbara—do you know, even after writing to you for more than a year without the formality, I still want to call you Mrs. Darke?—to be honest, I asked you to come for much the same reasons the school dismissed you. I think there are ghosts here.”

			“I wouldn’t be surprised,” I said. “And if there are, what do you expect me to do about it?”

			Before she could answer, a knock at the door heralded a maid with a tray, which Emily bade the girl set on the little desk.

			“Do you want some?” I asked when the door had closed behind the maid.

			Emily grinned and brought the tray from the desk to the bed, where she sprawled beside me and picked up a piece of toast. It felt quite comfortable, like schoolgirls enjoying a forbidden midnight feast in the dormitory. As well as the toast, there was a little scrambled egg and some cold meat, a slice of cake and a small bowl of assorted fruit.

			“So, you’re a married lady,” I observed. “Lady of the manor, indeed! Tell me about your husband?”

			Her face lit up without a shadow. “Oh Arthur is wonderful. You’ll like him, Barbara. Everyone does.”

			That certainly cleared up one worry for me. Whatever was straining Emily’s happiness, it wasn’t her husband. As she chattered away, telling me how they’d met and how he’d proposed so romantically, I ate without really tasting and watched her face, letting her seeping emotions wash over me.

			“Then you like being married,” I noted with a smile.

			“Oh yes!”

			“And you like being lady of the manor too?”

			“Of course!” She waved one comically regal hand at me, but there at last was the source of perhaps some of her unhappiness. She didn’t like this place, and she wasn’t comfortable here. “Apart from the ghosts.”

			“I’ll dismiss them for you. What do they do?”

			“Creak floorboards and follow me around, whispering.”

			I blinked. “Really?”

			She coloured. “Do you think I’m mad? The others do.”

			“What others?”

			“Oh, Susan and Patrick, and Miss Salton…”

			“Who are Susan and Patrick?” I asked. Patrick… It was only a name, and yet it brought back vividly to me the stranger at my mother’s séance.

			“Susan is Arthur’s sister-in-law,” Emily said. “George’s widow.”

			“George being the previous baronet? Sir Arthur’s brother?”

			Emily nodded and broke off a piece of the cake. “Yes. And Patrick is their cousin, and Arthur’s guardian in reality if not in law—Mr. Faversham is his actual guardian until he comes of age next month. You’ll meet him tomorrow.”

			“So your husband is very young.” I was pleased by that too, since it proved, surely, he was not the one suspected of murdering a previous wife.

			“He’s nearly two years older than me,” Emily said defensively. “Do you want that cake?”

			“Lord, no. Were his family happy to see him married so young?”

			Emily shrugged, helping herself to the rest of my cake. “Mostly. Though it’s probably as well George didn’t die before he’d given his permission, because I doubt Patrick would have. And though Patrick’s got no legal say, Arthur does attend to him. And old Lady Haggard doesn’t seem to like daughters-in-law on principle.”

			“Yes, I can see that was considerate of Sir George. How did he die?”

			“He had heart problems. Temper probably.”

			“You didn’t like him,” I observed.

			Emily flushed slightly. “Well, no, but I wouldn’t say so to anyone but you. The man was a bully, but at least he didn’t stand in the way of our marriage. And actually, we’d all have been more comfortable if he hadn’t died.”

			I had a few suspicions as to some of the discomforts his death had brought to her. She would have rather been plain Mrs. Haggard than the baronet’s lady, but I was too tired to probe such delicate matters just then.

			“Is Sir George one of your ghosts?” I asked instead.

			She choked on my cake. I passed her a glass of water. “God, I hope not,” she gasped. “I think it more likely to be Patrick’s wife, who died here about four years ago. She fell out of the attic window, but there were all sorts of rumours at the time.”

			Remembering my mother’s careless comments, I raised one quizzical eyebrow. “What sort of rumours?”

			Emily brought her head nearer mine and lowered her voice. “Suicide,” she murmured. “Or even murder. People are unkind. Arthur says it was accidental death, as was the verdict at the time. But by all accounts, she was a troubled woman—beautiful and highly strung, given to bouts of unhappiness. I expect Patrick was unkind to her. Doesn’t she sound like the makings of a ghost to you?”

			I dismissed that nonsense with the wave of one hand, and instead considered my own position in all of this. “Does your husband not think it odd of you to wish to hire a companion when you have female relatives living in the house?”

			Emily was drawing patterns on the bedspread with one slightly crumby finger. “Well, Susan is older than me. I think he’s glad to provide me with some moral support.”

			I blinked. “From me? Do they know anything about me?”

			“Only what I told Arthur, which is that you were a teacher at my school and my best friend and that since your family had fallen on hard times I would very much like you to come and live with me, with a small allowance. A pittance, really. Sorry. But I knew you wouldn’t come just as a friend.”

			“Emily, I would.”

			“You wouldn’t have stayed. Not beyond a couple of nights.”

			“No,” I agreed. I regarded her for a long moment. She was too young and too engaging to need a friend so badly. “Does Arthur know about my…affinity with ghosts?”

			Emily nodded. “But I’ve said nothing to the others.”

			She didn’t need to. They were Arthur’s family. The reasons for being met in the ancient, bone-breaking coach and being placed in a room Emily considered inferior were a little clearer to me now, as was the housekeeper’s apparent slip in addressing me as “miss”. I suspected I was to be driven out by lack of respect. They had no way of knowing such trivia couldn’t drive me out. I would go, however; just not before I’d made sure Emily had her own respect and personal happiness.

			I got to my feet, suppressing the inevitable wince. I was sure it would be worse in the morning. I picked the tray up off the bed and walked over to the desk to set it down. “Then go back to your husband and let me go to bed. Tomorrow, we can have some fun.”

			Emily laughed and jumped up to hug me. “I have missed you, Mrs. Darke!”

			* * * * *

			The night was warm. Pale, soft moonlight played over the gravestones as I picked my way between them towards the ruined church. Spirits swarmed around me, among them uninvited demons of the lustful variety. I could feel them plucking and teasing at my sensuality, pleading to be let in. I wouldn’t let them, but secretly, I enjoyed their efforts. Since Gideon’s death, there had been no one to comfort or pleasure me in this way, and God knew I felt the lack of it. So did the demons.

			I pushed through them, walking up the broken path and into the moonlit church which was open to the sky. For a moment, I thought Gideon stood there in his vestments, and my arms opened in joy. But it was only a mirror image, which shattered before I could touch it and when I spun around, there was no one there either, just my demons and a shadow emerging from behind a half-broken pillar. I wanted to weep for Gideon, for our lost life together, for my own terrible loneliness that I never admitted to anyone, even my mother who knew…

			The shadow formed into the figure of the man I had come here to meet. The sceptic from my mother’s séance, who might have been called Patrick, like young Sir Arthur Haggard’s cousin. He threw his hat aside, and the demons he couldn’t see fell upon it, devouring it. It seemed to give them energy, solidifying their wispy shapes into little imps with huge, lashless eyes that turned on me, tugging at my physical needs as if they actually touched me.

			“Can’t you see them?” I said to the sceptic. “They want to control me, own me, just as you do.”

			“You’re delusional. I will own you, though, whenever I choose.”

			“No one owns me. Even Gideon never owned me. No one ever will.”

			“Silly girl. Where’s the fun in that?” He took me in his arms and laid me across the remains of a stone wall. The avid imps stroked me, but still he couldn’t see. And it was his touch I wanted. His hard eyes bored into mine but softened as his hand tore my dress down the middle, accidentally throwing the imps aside with the garment. And then his mouth closed on my breast, and my aching, desperate body arched to meet him.

			“Pleasure is something else,” I gasped. “You can have me—please have me!—but you won’t own me.”

			He placed his hand deliberately between my legs, and pleasure began to soar.

			Oh yes, at last, at last! It was sweet, so wonderful that I opened my blissful eyes. His face, so warm and clouded with passion, moved above mine, for he was inside me now, hard and powerful and unstoppable, and I wanted more. I reached up for his mouth, and he kissed me, and that was best of all…

			Until I felt his breath inside me, icy and malevolent, and I cried out, tearing my mouth free. It was no longer a human face above mine but a demon pounding into me and laughing.

			His voice, though cold and terrible, sounded almost like mine. “Owned, little girl! You are mine!”

			I woke with a cry which I had sense enough to muffle at once in the pillow. My heart beat like a rabbit’s. My whole body was aflame with lust and fear. A pulse beat and beat between my damp thighs as I tried to calm my breath.

			The room was in darkness and silence. It was the middle of the night, and spirits were abroad. Distant spirits, mostly gentle and uncaring, although something malevolent lurked among them. There had been evil done in this house, and there had been great unhappiness. There still was. All the grief and tragedy and joy of centuries of life and death in an unending cycle. Some of it remained for people like me.

			I was used to spirits, but I couldn’t always keep them out when I was asleep. Surely one remained too close to me, like an echo of its personality… But I was as subject to nightmares as anyone else. The atmosphere of this house, with all its conflicting emotions, was playing on my own insecurities.

			“Are you there, Gideon?” I whispered.

			And his voice, faint and distant and right now my only comfort, came back to me. “I’m always here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			In the morning, I was so stiff and sore I could barely get out of bed. Forcing myself, I walked to the mirror and examined the bruises on my hips and rear, and on my left shoulder where I’d been flung hard against the side of the carriage. I wondered what state the driver was in. Then I washed in last night’s cold water and dressed in one of the plain grey dresses I’d worn at the school. I thought demure was probably in order here too. I pinned my thick but relentlessly straight black hair behind my head in its usual, severe style, paying no attention to the fashion for loose locks on either side of the face. At least my face wasn’t bruised, although there were grey shadows of tiredness around my deep-set, dark blue eyes.

			I shrugged. I wasn’t here for my appearance, which merely had to be inoffensive to Emily’s new family.

			After several circuits of the bedroom, I felt loose enough to walk downstairs to breakfast, though I confess I was glad when Emily came to collect me. I found the thought of entering the breakfast room alone for the first time to join a gaggle of noble and disapproving strangers who wanted me gone just a little daunting. It seemed Emily and I would have to shore each other up if either of us were to find our way in this establishment.

			The breakfast room was on the ground floor. When we entered, it already contained two gentlemen eating over newspapers and a discontented lady drinking tea.

			One of the gentlemen, a very young man with chestnut hair swept back from his forehead in a romantic manner, glanced up as soon as we entered and smiled. His whole face lit up with it, and I liked him immediately. This had to be Emily’s husband.

			Jumping to his feet, he exclaimed, “You must be Mrs. Darke! Welcome to Haggard Hall! I’ve heard so much about you.”

			He shook my hand with such enthusiasm that I couldn’t be in doubt that he was pleased to see me. On the other hand, he wasn’t foolish. His eyes searched mine with surprising depth. I guessed he wanted me here for Emily’s sake but didn’t quite trust me to live up to her expectations. Which was fair and sensible of him.

			“My sister-in-law, Susan—you’ll forgive the informality, we have three Lady Haggards living here now—and Mr. Henry Faversham, who’s an old family friend and my guardian to boot. Harry, Mrs. Darke is a particular friend of Emily’s.”

			Susan, Lady Haggard, looked to be in her late thirties. Her naturally wavy brown hair was scraped behind her head, leaving curls to dangle on either side of her thin face. It contained wisps of grey. A permanent frown had marked her brow, and her mouth was tight. She barely looked at me as I bowed to her. She certainly didn’t rise to greet me. I suspected she’d have been happier if I’d breakfasted in the kitchen.

			Mr. Henry Faversham, on the other hand, stood with perfect courtesy and greeted me with friendly words. A good-looking man of intelligence, still under forty years old, I guessed, who was unaware of either my present or previous position.

			Breakfast was laid out on long tables against the wall. Emily and I helped ourselves to eggs, ham, and toast—I couldn’t quite face the kedgeree—and sat down with the others.

			“So, how was your journey up from London?” Arthur enquired. “Awful?”

			Susan didn’t look at me, but I saw the grim twitch of her lips. I had her to thank for the coach, which I’d already guessed.

			“Long,” I replied lightly. “Which made me doubly glad to arrive.”

			“I hope you slept well?”

			“Like a baby,” I said. Apart from the nightmares.

			“And the sun has come out for you, so Emily will be able to show you around today. Do you ride, Mrs. Darke?”

			“Poorly.” The idea of bumping my poor body into a saddle for any part of the day appalled me. I only hoped Emily would choose to walk. I suspected that would be hard enough.

			“Then you didn’t teach riding at this school of yours?” Susan said suddenly.

			“No. Fortunately, I was never required to.”

			Susan’s lip curled openly. Finally, she looked at me, and didn’t appear to like what she saw. “So what did you teach?”

			The black arts, lying and cheating. It was a tempting answer, but fortunately I remembered in time that I was here to help Emily, not to annoy her new family with insolence.

			“Most subjects required by a young lady.”

			“Was Emily a good pupil?” Arthur asked with a mischievous grin.

			“When she chose to be. In time, with application, she could have risen to be a teacher herself.”

			Emily laughed, but Susan, clearly lacking a sense of humour, thinned her lips with outrage.

			“You were Emily’s teacher?” Mr. Faversham asked with unexpected interest. At least he didn’t appear to consider it a crime.

			“I had that arduous task for a year,” I replied.

			“Barbara was a wonderful teacher,” Emily said warmly. “She even made mathematics interesting.”

			“That was arduous,” I interjected and won a laugh from Mr. Faversham as well as from Emily and Arthur.

			Which was when, without warning, the world spun around me in a vortex of hatred and fear I couldn’t distinguish. I heard concerned voices in the distance; my fork clattered against my plate, and I gasped as I jolted back to reality, as if I’d landed back in my chair from a great height.

			“Martin,” I whispered. The fog was clearing, and I was peering up at Emily.

			“I beg your pardon?” she repeated uncertainly.

			Oh dear. This was not helping her cause or mine. My sense of urgency was useless since I’d no idea what had happened or where. Or when, if it came to that.

			“Forgive me,” I said with an effort. “I felt faint for a moment.”

			“Drink your tea,” Emily advised. Her eyes were still worried.

			I seized my cup and drained it before rising to my feet with a wince. “I think, a little fresh air. I’ll fetch my cloak and bonnet… Excuse me.”

			“I’ll come with you,” Emily said hastily.

			“Sorry,” I murmured as we left the room. I could hear Susan inside, condemning my “ridiculous histrionics”. “But if there’s someone called Martin in the house, you should find him…”

			“There isn’t. Unless it’s one of the servants? I don’t recall the name, though.”

			“Maybe it’s an old event,” I said, rubbing my forehead as we climbed the stairs. It didn’t feel old, though, it still felt urgent, and I had to fight off swarming emotions. “Do you know of any tragedies in the house?”

			“Well, lots, I suppose. George died here. And a few years ago, Patrick’s wife, as I told you. Perhaps her maiden name was Martin. I told you, she might have jumped.”

			I had felt myself falling, so the explanation wasn’t unreasonable. The house had unsettled me.

			“Oh dear,” I said, “why did she do that?”

			Emily shrugged. “She was highly strung, I believe. The unkind say Patrick drove her to it, but Arthur won’t allow that.”

			“Is Patrick here?” I asked.

			“No,” she said with clear relief, “and I don’t think he’s expected for a while.”

			Armed with our capes and bonnets, we met again on the main staircase and had just reached the entrance hall when a commotion reached us. A flurry of servants rushed around, at least one of the maids in floods of tears. Arthur and Mr. Faversham emerged from the dining room, the former issuing orders for the doctor to be summoned.

			“What’s going on?” Emily demanded. “What’s happened?”

			“There’s been an accident,” Arthur said, his boyish face pinched with worry. “One of the servants fell from an upper window.”

			Martin. His name is Martin.

			* * * * *

			His name was indeed Martin, and he was a stable boy. Which begged several questions. What was he doing on the upper floors of the house? And how had a healthy, strapping lad managed to fall out the window?

			Of course, there was another question, which I hoped no one but Emily knew to ask: How had I known the name of the injured man?

			In fact, by the time Emily and I went outdoors, he was the dead man. His covered body was being carried away to his family in the village.

			We stood respectfully still as they passed us in front of the house, which somehow looked no less forbidding in the daylight. When they had moved on, I raised my head and looked up over the weathered stone. There were small windows all along the roof space—presumably the servants’ quarters—until the corner of the house where the roof had been built outward and a large corner window installed. The full length of the window was opened outward, presumably where Martin had fallen.

			Emily whispered, “That’s exactly where Rose killed herself. Patrick’s wife. Isn’t that strange? Isn’t this house strange, Barbara?”

			“It’s people that are strange,” I observed. “People who make places feel good or bad. And not every oddity has a supernatural explanation.”

			She gave a droopy smile. “Yes, Mrs. Darke.” After a moment, she said, “How terrible that I didn’t even know his name.”

			There was nothing I could reply to that. She was new to the Hall, married only a few weeks, and she would have had little call to visit the stables. But yes, perhaps she should have known his name. I doubted it would have kept him alive.

			“Is his family in the village?” I asked.

			“I don’t know. Susan deals with the servants.”

			I looked at her. “Still? You are mistress here now, Emily.”

			“Yes, but she seems to enjoy it.”

			“And she orders the rooms and the meals too?”

			Emily looked at her toes and began to walk.

			I kept pace with her. “Emily, if you’re not happy about the way things are done, you must give the orders for change.”

			“I will have your things moved to the green room in the main part of the building—it’s much more comfortable.”

			“I’m comfortable where I am,” I said firmly. “I mean future arrangements. You were brought up to run a household, you know.”

			“Not one of this size!”

			“I imagine the principles are the same. Why don’t you ask Susan to help you learn? That way you show you value her but make it plain you are mistress here now. She might even appreciate it.”

			She considered that. Then: “I should visit the boy’s family, shouldn’t I? Make sure they don’t need for anything.”

			I nodded. “I think so. Why would he have been up there? What’s in that part of the attic?”

			“I have no idea,” Emily said. “I’ve never been up. I thought it was all servants’ quarters.”

			This time, I didn’t even need to look.

			“I should know that too, shouldn’t I?” she said in a small voice.

			“You’ve been on honeymoon,” I excused her. “But perhaps it’s time to arrange a meeting with your Mrs. Grant for a dose of dull reality.”

			* * * * *

			When we returned from our walk, I left my cloak and bonnet in my room, and, being innately curious, I went exploring. It wasn’t long before I found my way up a narrow staircase that led from the second floor up into the corner of the attic from where poor Martin had fallen.

			At the top were two doors. I opened the one on the right—a quiet corridor of servants’ bedrooms under the eaves. I closed the door again and turned to the other. I paused with my fingers on the latch. Someone was moving inside. I could hear their footsteps. More than that, this area of the house was redolent with intense emotion which pushed at me like unseen hands. For no obvious reason, my heart beat quickened. I didn’t want to go in.

			But I did.

			Sir Arthur Haggard, swung around from the open window and regarded me with surprise.

			“Mrs. Darke! Are you looking for me?”

			“I’m afraid I was just looking. Curiosity is my besetting sin, and I couldn’t help wondering what a stable boy was doing up here.”

			And now that I’d seen it, I was none the wiser. It seemed to be an artist’s studio. Several easels were set up, some of them covered, others revealing paintings on canvas—moorland scenes, still lives of flowers and fruit, one obviously Haggard Hall from the front lawn.

			“Me too,” Arthur said ruefully. “No one but me comes here. I use it as a studio. Painting is my hobby.”

			“Emily told me how good you were.” I walked from canvas to canvas. “And you are!”

			He shrugged that off. “In an amateur kind of way. But I enjoy it. Mostly. Don’t tell Emily, because it’s meant to be a surprise, but I’ve been trying to paint her.”

			He turned the nearest easel towards me. Emily gazed back at me. Except it wasn’t quite Emily. Her beautiful, golden hair tumbled around her bare shoulders, which displayed only a hint of a white gown with a single red rosebud attached. The dress, her hair, even her glowing skin, were beautifully done, deeply textured. But her expression wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t quite Emily’s smile.

			Arthur said, “It’s meant to be her on our wedding day, but I can’t get it right.”

			“It’s wonderfully close, though. Maybe Martin came up for a peek. Maybe all the servants do.”

			“I don’t lock the door,” he allowed.

			I paused by the open window. It wasn’t a usual sash casement but a tall, window almost from floor to ceiling, made up of square pains. One side of the window opened outwards. My stomach lurched unpleasantly as I contemplated the drop to the ground. I could see the blood. I turned hastily away then with a frown, dragged my gaze back to the windowsill. I bent and ran my finger along its dust-free surface.

			“Who cleans in here?” I asked.

			“The maid, Milly. She’s a careful girl. In fact, we used to play together as children, so I suppose I trust her most.”

			“Does Milly have a lover?”

			Arthur blushed. “I’m sure I don’t know. I—” He broke off, blinking at me. “Martin? You’re not suggesting Milly pushed Martin out of the window!”

			“Of course not. But if he was courting Milly, perhaps he sneaked up here to meet her. It would at least explain his presence here. I suppose if he was taken ill, he could have fallen quite easily.”

			“More easily than you imagine,” Arthur said ruefully. “I just found the window latch broken. It would have fallen open if anyone so much as leaned against it.”

			Arthur sank onto a grubby stool and dropped his head into his hands. “We should have put bars across this window after Rose’s death. I never imagined such a thing could happen twice.”

			“Did she not take her own life?” I said gently. I’d no idea how he regarded the dead lady.

			He dropped his hands and looked up. “I don’t know. It was called accidental death, which meant she could be decently buried. Patrick always maintained she’d never have done such a thing, but he was the only one. She was a…frail character.”

			And Patrick, I supposed, would not have wanted to believe, or have others believe, that he’d driven his wife to suicide. Of course, the other half of the population seemed to believe he’d murdered her…

			Arthur said, “There can’t be a connection between Rose’s death and Martin’s.”

			“It does seem unlikely,” I agreed. And yet it was the same window. “What was this room used for then?”

			“Nothing,” Arthur said. “Just storage. Old children’s toys and cots and ancient furniture.”

			So Rose had no real reason to be there. Unless she too had had a secret lover…

			I shivered. Rose was not my concern.

			“The constable is coming,” Arthur said, rising to his feet. “I suppose I had better go and speak to him.”

			I made my way down a little more slowly and continued my exploration in the public rooms on the ground and first floors. On the ground floor, I found two reception rooms near the breakfast parlour, and an unexpectedly magnificent ballroom which had been tagged onto the side of the house. Another room looked like a study or an office of some kind.

			I climbed back upstairs to the first floor, and the wide, long gallery lined as Emily had described by the busts of previous baronets, interspersed with some grumpy old portraits. There was no bust of Sir George, Arthur’s brother—presumably he’d died too early—but there was one of their father, Sir James, a fierce-looking old gentleman.

			Just as I turned away to explore the rooms off the gallery, my eye was caught by a portrait I recognised. A younger, slightly alarmed Susan in blue silk gazed at me from the canvas. And beside her, a florid man with a sneer and mean little eyes. Perhaps his pose was meant to emphasise his superiority, but to me he just looked arrogant and a bit stupid. I began to feel a little more sympathy with Susan.

			Abandoning the paintings, I found the dining room, with its magnificent mahogany table, a large, formal drawing room with a smaller one next to it. On the other side of the gallery, I opened a door onto a rather beautiful library, where an extraordinarily handsome young man in obviously old and darned clothes sat writing at one of the fine inlaid tables.

			He looked up as I entered, and rose to his feet with alacrity, bowing with great courtesy. “Madam,” he said politely. “Bela Hiranyi at your service.”

			“Barbara Darke,” I returned with an equally grave curtsey.

			“Ah.” His eyes lit up. “You must be young Lady Haggard’s friend. Then we must be friends also, for I am young Sir Arthur’s friend!”

			He spoke with an unusual European accent I wouldn’t have been able to place without the name, which sounded distinctly Hungarian. There had been a lot of Hungarian names in the newspapers recently since the late revolution was put down and so many gallant refugees had been received in Britain.

			“I am pleased to meet you, of course,” I said. We shook hands, and I had to withdraw mine when he hung on to it too long. He was, I gathered, an incorrigible flirt, which could be fun in the right circumstances. I doubted we had those.

			“Everyone is preoccupied today,” he observed. “Because of the accident.”

			“A terrible thing,” I said. “Did you know Martin?”

			Rather to my surprise, he hesitated. “I knew who he was. But we never spoke. How did he come to fall out of the window?”

			“Your guess is as good as mine. Are you a refugee from the late troubles in Hungary, Mr. Hiranyi?”

			“Prince Hiranyi,” Emily corrected from the doorway, with such mischief that I gathered the two were old friends. I suspected he might just be a dangerous friend. “I’m so glad you’ve met each other! The prince is a fiery radical who had to flee before the Austrian army.”

			“And now I am in need of an occupation. Lady Haggard said you would know of any vacancies in the school you just left?”

			“I don’t think you’re quite cut out for a girls’ school,” I said faintly. “Frankly, sir, you would cause havoc.”

			“I would behave with the utmost honour,” he assured me with just enough anxiety to convince me of his genuine desperation for work.

			“It wouldn’t matter, Bela,” Emily said. “The girls would swoon over you.” She turned to me. “The boys’ schools all turn him down because of his revolutionary credentials.”

			“There are charity schools,” I pointed out. “And industrial schools, if you are set on teaching. Although I’m not sure they look any more favourably upon revolutionaries.”

			The prince looked thoughtful. Emily took my arm. “And talking of schools, Barbara, we’re having tea in the schoolroom with my niece and Miss Salton.”

			* * * * *

			The schoolroom was inconveniently situated in the opposite wing from Miss Salton’s bedroom. I felt sorry for her, with a compassion born of my own stiff bones from yesterday’s awful journey. And my sympathy was compounded by the powerful emotions I could feel swirling around this part of the house. Of course, some of them came from Emily herself, who seemed rather tense, her eyes darting from side to side as we walked. Occasionally, she even looked back over her shoulder.

			“Don’t you think there are ghosts here?” she whispered as we trailed down a long passage.

			“There are ghosts everywhere,” I said calmly. “Why do these ones trouble you?”

			“I hear them whispering,” Emily murmured, glancing over her shoulder.

			“In this part of the house?”

			“All over at night; even in my room.”

			I paused to cut out the rustling of my dress, and Emily stood still beside me. But although, briefly, I opened myself to feel everything, all I could hear was the distant murmur of very human voices.

			“Can you hear it now?” I asked.

			Emily shook her head and walked on. “Also…” She paused, and swallowed. “When we first came here and Arthur was showing me around the house, as we walked along this passage, something fell, missing us by mere inches.”

			“What?” I asked, without much interest. Emily, clearly, had too little to do here. Her imagination was running riot.

			“A marble bust of the second baronet. He was an ugly old devil, and when the uneven number of busts made the gallery look untidy, his was moved to stand out of the way of discerning eyes on its plinth just there.” She pointed to the corner of the passage where a set of stairs led upwards to the bedroom floors, and indeed I could see the round mark left on the wooden floor by a stone plinth. “It fell just as we passed. It could have killed Arthur.”

			Perhaps it was the genuine fear in her voice, or the profound affection that went with it, but I felt myself soften.

			“You’re afraid of losing him,” I said, squeezing her hand. “Don’t fear it so much that you forget to enjoy the moment.”

			All the same, I walked across the floor where the plinth had stood, and there was something extra there, something beyond the general atmosphere of the house. An echo of panic, perhaps, although it was difficult to distinguish. I looked around me. Someone could have stood on the stairs, reached over the banister, and pushed the heavy marble, though surely Emily and Arthur would have seen them.

			On the other side of the passage from the stairs was a door.

			“What’s in there?” I asked.

			“The old nursery. It isn’t used now.” Emily walked on once more to the next door in the passage. “And this is the schoolroom.”

			“Emily!” shrieked a being within as soon as the door opened, and a small hurricane launched itself from unseen depths into Emily’s arms. It seemed she had at least one uncritical admirer in the house. I warmed to the unpleasant Susan’s child at once, and turned with a smile to greet her mentor.

			I was surprised to find a woman not so many years older than myself, thin and ramrod straight, although she seemed to flutter constantly as she walked. She had an air of fluster, intelligence, and depth, and something about her seemed very familiar,

			“Oh dear, Irene, try for decorum! You must say Aunt Emily, and hurling yourself at people will not do. Come, sit back at the table and show Lady Haggard the best of your manners.”

			A table at the front of the schoolroom had been set with a cloth and four places. Tea and lemonade, bread and butter and scones were to be our feast.

			“I see you have your hands full,” I said lightly to Miss Salton, whose words were not heeded beyond the child’s tugging of Emily towards the table. I meant merely to show fellow feeling for a teacher charged with the care of an over-lively pupil. Unfortunately, Miss Salton bridled, taking it as criticism.

			“Not in the slightest. Miss Irene is encouraged to show affection.”

			“Miss Salton,” Emily said, digging in her heels so that Irene could drag her no further. “This is my friend, Mrs. Darke.”

			“Have we met before Miss Salton?” I asked.

			“Oh no. I’d remember you,” she replied, in a manner than suggested she was glad not to. I would still have shaken hands with her, but the governess merely nodded in a quick, nervous kind of a way and effaced herself. Or so it seemed, but it might just have been that Irene once again distracted attention by bouncing back to face me, as if she hadn’t registered my presence before.

			“I’m very pleased to meet you, Mrs. Darke! Were you Emily’s teacher, then?” She must have been about eleven or twelve years old, for under her childish clothes, her body was beginning to show signs of womanhood. But her small frame as well as her manners made her seem younger.

			“Yes, I was,” I said gravely. “Why, what has she been saying about me? That I was a monster who forced her to write until her hand hurt?”

			“No, but she said you made her think until her head hurt, which I don’t think is quite so bad.”

			I laughed.

			“Trust me, Irene, it’s worse,” Emily said. “Oh look, you have jam with your scones. I’m glad you saved us some.”

			It turned out to be a surprisingly fun half hour, with Irene, bright and lively, chattering away. I could see she doted on Emily and was intrigued by me, but remembering, and indeed feeling the waiting storm of emotion centred on this part of the house, I suspected hidden depths. Her affection for Emily may have developed from her mother’s neglect, and of course she had recently lost her father. She was shut away with the self-effacing, fluttering Miss Salton, in a part of the house used by no one else. I wondered how often anyone troubled even to take tea with her.

			Not that she looked like a neglected or suffering child. She was well-dressed and sociable, and, in her own way, polite. I just couldn’t help feeling a little sorry for her. I didn’t care for the schoolroom or its atmosphere. Over the present childish chatter, I sensed old turbulence, violence. This room hadn’t always been so innocuous.

			As we left, I tried one more time to befriend the diffident governess by complimenting her on the courtesy and knowledge of her charge.

			“Miss Irene does very well,” was all I got back, along with a fluttering of hands as she piled the used plates together on the table.

			“She’ll come round,” Emily whispered as we left. “I think she’s afraid you’re here to take her position. I should never have mentioned you were a teacher.”

			Well, I thought ruefully, there goes my best chance of an ally in the house.

			As we returned to the main part of the building, maids and footmen bustled in and out of the ballroom I’d found earlier.

			“Every spare moment, they’re preparing it for Saturday’s ball,” Emily said. “I’m afraid the house will fill with family, the great and the good, and the neighbours will come from miles around.”

			“Ah. That is the part of your new life that I would find daunting. But you thrive on it, don’t you, my social butterfly?”

			“Everyone loves a party,” Emily said firmly. “Apart from you, old fuddy-duddy.”

			“I don’t suppose I’ll be excused?”

			“Certainly not. I’m hoping you’ll find a rich husband among my guests.”

			“Unlikely,” I said dryly, stroking my serviceable, dull old dress.

			“I will find you something to wear. Trust me, you will shine.”

			“You should hope I don’t,” I muttered, since the ways I tended to shine were neither attractive nor desirable at a respectable society ball.

			“Oh and don’t fall in love with Prince Hiranyi. He’s a charmer and I like him excessively, but he hasn’t a bean to his name. I doubt he ever did, even in Hungary.”

			“Prince Hiranyi is safe from my wiles,” I said distractedly, for my mind was working on other matters. “Emily, which of the maids is Milly?”

			“Milly? Um…” She looked at the maid hurrying in her direction carrying a feather duster, then back over her shoulder. “That one,” she said, pointing behind her.

			I had a glimpse of a red head under a white cap disappearing inside the ballroom. I stored the information for later.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			By dinnertime, the weather had turned filthy once more, hurling rain at the windows and turning the sky prematurely black. Draughts found new ways into the house that seemed to surprise even the Haggards.

			After a brief internal fight, I changed for dinner so that I wouldn’t let Emily down. I wore my pale lilac gown with the black lace overdress my mother had given me, tidied my hair into a neater knot behind my head, and sallied forth to the fray.

			Dinner was a difficult meal, largely because I had been placed beside Miss Salton, who conversed, when forced, in monosyllables. I gave up and instead allowed myself to be drawn into amusing conversation with Mr. Faversham and Prince Bela, who were having a disagreement over revolutionary principles and the rule of law.

			Old Lady Haggard scowled at me from the other end of the table. We’d been introduced just before we sat down, and it was clear she didn’t like me. But then, she didn’t seem to like anyone very much. I suspected she was a little over sixty years old, although she behaved as if she were ninety, hunched inside a hundred shawls with her knuckles white and papery as they clutched a stick with enough force to wring a chicken’s neck. She snapped indiscriminately at Susan and Emily, appeared to merely tolerate Arthur, and more or less ignored everyone else. Except Henry Faversham, at whom she’d actually smiled.

			As the ladies left the gentlemen to their port and repaired to the small drawing room, the first thunderclap split my ears. Emily squeaked and clutched my arm, and I remembered she’d been frightened of storms when she was at school.

			“Still?” I asked her.

			She nodded with a quick, self-deprecating grin. “I am a poor creature.”

			Miss Salton poured the tea for us. I carried the first cup to old Lady Haggard, who took it from me without a word. Her hands were steady as rocks. With her tea duties done, Miss Salton said good night and escaped. Susan and old Lady Haggard stared at me as if they expected me to follow. I, however, was employed by Emily, who seemed to want me for just such moments as these.

			Which led to another thought. “Has Miss Salton gone to Irene?” I murmured to Emily.

			“I’ve no idea,” Emily said. Her eyes widened into mine. “Oh dear, what if Irene’s frightened of thunder too?”

			I glanced at Susan, who was stabbing at an embroidery as if it were her worst enemy. Or an unwanted guest like me.

			“She won’t think of it, and on this, I can hardly advise her.” Emily drew in a deep breath and tensed to stand. “I’ll go and see her.”

			“Stay,” I said. “You have company here at least. I won’t be long, I promise. Where does she sleep?”

			“Above the schoolroom. You can reach it from your own corridor or from the ground-floor staircase outside the schoolroom.”

			I nodded, murmured my excuses, and left. The widowed Ladies Haggard clearly imagined I was leaving for the night.

			As I hurried across the spacious, deserted hallway towards the dark, east wing passage, a slightly eerie weeping sound reached me. It grew louder as I rounded into the passage itself. A flash of lightning pierced through the tall window above and broke over a couple huddled in the corner. The girl’s weeping was drowned by a thunderclap which shook the house, and Prince Bela stood in front of her, shielding her from my view—too late, for I had already glimpsed her red hair.

			I hesitated. I could have pretended not to see them; after all, I had no wish to interfere in affairs that were none of my concern. On the other hand, I refused to stand by while a guest of the house abused a maid. And she was weeping. So I halted and looked beyond Prince Bela.

			“Is something wrong?” I asked the hidden girl directly.

			“No, miss.” A sniff belied her words.

			“Milly is upset about the stable hand who died,” Bela said. “She and Martin were to be married.”

			In which case, it struck me she had picked a very odd comforter.

			“I’m sorry,” I said to the sniffing darkness. “If you need anything, you should speak to Lady Haggard—young Lady Haggard—who will do all she can to help you.” If the girl was with child, she would not confide it to me, a stranger.

			Bela said with relief, “That is what I have been telling her. Have you lost your way, Mrs. Darke?”

			“No, I’m going to check on Irene.”

			A candle flickered into life, illuminating the tear-stained maid and the table beside her where several unlit candles stood on a tray.

			“I’ll come with you, miss, if you like,” Milly said. “It’ll be dark at least as far as the schoolroom.”

			Bela patted her shoulder in a kindly sort of way and strolled off towards the stairs. Although it was odd of him to be comforting the maid in dark corners, he didn’t behave like a wicked seducer who’d been foiled. I decided not to probe that one too deeply. Yet.

			“What time does Irene go to bed?” I asked her.

			“I don’t know, miss.”

			“Who puts her to bed?”

			“I’m not sure now. It used to be Nanny Grace, but she died more than a year ago. I suppose it must be Miss Salton, the governess.”

			Not her mother, then.

			“You think she might be frightened of the storm, miss?” Milly said.

			“Lady Haggard wondered.”

			“Young Lady Haggard,” Milly said, then glanced at me, perhaps to see if I’d picked up on the implied criticism of the other Ladies Haggard.

			I was more concerned with the spirits playing around in the air. They didn’t seem remotely interested in us. Benign. And yet there were cold, evil emotions here too…

			I shivered as we passed the old nursery door. Faint illumination drifted down the staircase from the upper floor. We walked on to the schoolroom, where a light shone under the door. I opened it and went in.

			Irene stood alone by the window, gazing out at the storm. She wore night clothes with a woollen robe over the top.

			She swung around to us. “Mrs. Darke,” she said in surprise. “Milly.”

			“Shouldn’t you be in bed, miss?” Milly said.

			The child shrugged. “I was watching the storm. It’s too loud in my room. There’s a tree branch blows against the window like knocking hands, and in the lightning, it looks like wicked faces. Down here is better.”

			“What if we come up with you?” I suggested.

			Again, she looked so surprised that my heart broke for her. “We could look,” she said cautiously.

			As we left, Milly put out the lamp and closed the door. I said casually, “Of course, you are grown-up enough now to get yourself ready for bed.”

			“Yes, of course. But Miss Salton still makes sure I brush my teeth.”

			I smiled. “Does she tuck you in?”

			“Oh no. She goes down for her own dinner, and I read or play and put the lamp out when I choose.”

			I wondered if her mother even looked in on her later.

			She had a nice bedroom, though, prettily decorated and bright, with lots of books and dolls and hand-covered cushions. The curtain had been pulled back, so I could see what she meant about the tree.

			“No more knocking,” I told it severely. “Miss Irene has to sleep… I beg your pardon?”

			I turned my head on one side, then smiled at Irene, who was watching me wide-eyed. “The tree was just trying to chat to you. He likes to play too. I suspect he’ll calm down when the storm does.”

			Irene giggled. She didn’t believe a word of it, but I could see she liked the idea. She trotted towards the bed as Milly lifted up the covers for her.

			I glanced back to the window, meaning to come up with an amusing remark from the tree, but a movement below caught my eye, and I looked down instead. A dark figure lurked there in the storm, barely visible. He—it looked like a man’s outline—seemed to have been staring up at the house, and with a jolt of my stomach, I wondered if Irene was right to have been uneasy in her room. Then he moved, raising both hands to his bare head, and dropped like a stone into a crouch, head down, his body as small as it could be.

			I didn’t need my gift of empathy to recognize human torment. Behind him, the wind howled in the trees, whipping their branches as the rain beat down on them and on the crouching man on the ground, for whom something was unutterably unbearable.

			I nearly asked Milly who he was, only I didn’t want to upset Irene any further, and in any case, I realized this window was on the same side of the house as the attic studio. The window from which Martin had fallen was almost directly above the crouching man.

			Grief. Only grief. And he was entitled to his in privacy.

			“Maybe,” I suggested, turning back into the room, “you’d like to keep me company until the storm passes? Silent company.”

			“Or me,” Milly said, catching on. “Then you could go back to Lady Haggard, miss, and I wouldn’t be alone.”

			And perhaps poor Milly needed the distraction.

			Irene glanced from one to the other of us. “You’re both daft,” she pronounced, lying down. “But you can stay if you like.”

			“Thanks, Milly,” I said to the maid, and to Irene, “Good night.”

			Irene gave me a friendly, much more contented smile than the one I’d seen in the schoolroom. I cast a last glance out the window, but the tormented man had vanished, so I simply drew the curtains and left the room. This time I walked along the winding bedroom passage until I reached the central staircase and ran lightly down to the gallery, from where I could see Emily warily crossing the wide entrance hallway below.

			When she caught sight of me, her shoulders relaxed in relief, and I hurried down to join her. She stopped to wait for me. “I’ve been sent to find cards so we can play whist.” She wrinkled her nose. “I detest whist, and old Lady Haggard cheats.”

			“Maybe you won’t be able to find the cards,” I suggested.

			“Excellent idea. How’s Irene?”

			“Brave but a little put out. The maid Milly is with her. Emily, does no one see that child into bed?”

			Emily frowned as I joined her. “I don’t know. I assumed Miss Salton—” She broke off, clutching my arm as lightning flashed through several windows at once, followed almost immediately by a deafening clap of thunder that seemed to roll right over the roof.

			At the same time, a rush of air chilled my scalp, stirring my hair, and several candles in the hall blew out at once, leaving only the dim light from two wall lamps.

			Emily’s eyes widened and her mouth opened and closed soundlessly before she managed to say, “That shouldn’t happen, Barbara. You know it—”

			As the thunder began to die away, something crashed into the front door opposite us, making us both jump and Emily squeal.

			“What’s that?” she whispered in panic.

			“It sounds like someone knocking on the door,” I said as calmly as I could.

			“Why don’t they ring the bell?” she countered as the banging went on.

			I thought about it. “Maybe the bell is broken, which is why the servants don’t hear.” I began to walk across the hall with Emily dangling from my elbow, trying to hold me back.

			I paused and stared at her. “What? Do you think it’s some evil spirit knocking on the door to get out of the rain?”

			She blinked, gave a half laugh, and released my elbow, although she scurried after me the rest of the way to the door. I struggled with the heavy latch, and then, as soon as I began to draw the door back, the wind whipped it out of my hand and blasted me backwards. At the same time, lightning forked across the sky, flashing over the grim, angular face of a large, soaking-wet man, all hollow cheeks and hard eyes that showed amber like a wolf’s.

			Emily let out a cry and fell back, clutching me around the waist as the stranger, water running off him like a fresh shower, strode into the house and forced the door shut once more.

			Only, of course, he wasn’t a stranger. My hand crept up over my heart to my throat.

			Arthur bolted out of the dining room above, no doubt to see why his wife had screamed, Bela Hiranyi and Henry Faversham at his heels. Arthur was scowling over the banister with concern, until he caught sight of his visitor, when his face relaxed into a grin, and he rushed downstairs.

			“Patrick!” he exclaimed, pushing right past us and holding out an eager hand. “We didn’t expect you!”

			“Apparently not,” Patrick said dryly.

			My worst fears were realized. Arthur’s cousin and unofficial guardian was indeed the man who’d witnessed my mother’s séance so contemptuously the night before I left London. His name was just as my mother had said.

			But more than that, something in the way the rain rolled off his soaked person made me think of the agonized man I’d seen crouching in the storm. He carried his torment with him, like an echo which bounced between us.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Somehow, I felt as if Emily and I were naughty school girls, while the men ignored us in greetings. I would, in fact, have quite cravenly effaced myself except that Emily’s fingers clung to mine with a grip of iron. Even before I’d come here, I’d understood that this cousin intimidated her. And when Patrick Haggard was extricating himself from Prince Bela’s very un-British embrace, his amused gaze fell on us and hardened at once. But at least the wolf-like amber was revealed as a trick of the lightning.

			Patrick Haggard was not a handsome man by most standards. His features, like his body, seemed too large and flung together. And yet there was something about him, the same something that had attracted me in London. His attitude then had told me I wasn’t the only woman who’d noticed. He was used to the attentions of women. But I would allow neither that nor anything else about him to intimidate me. Or Emily.

			Deliberately, I dropped my protective hand from my throat and let it hang by my side.

			“You are soaking wet!” Bela exclaimed. “Did you ride from Market Gainborough? In this storm?”

			The harsh dark eyes moved to Bela. “My horse didn’t care for it. I stabled him myself.”

			“What was your hurry?” Arthur demanded. “Is something wrong?”

			Patrick Haggard turned to him. “So I heard. You have a dead stable lad.”

			I couldn’t see his face, but something in it made Arthur’s crumble, perhaps in compassion or even shame. I didn’t know him well enough to gauge, and there was so much emotion swirling in the hall at that moment—including my own—that I couldn’t isolate his. In any case, it was a tiny moment, swiftly passed as Mr. Haggard turned to us, and stepped politely closer, his hand held out to Emily.

			“How do you do, Emily?” he said. “I’m sorry for turning up unannounced. I hope you don’t mind.”

			“Of course not.” Reluctantly, it seemed, Emily released my fingers to take his hand. “You know you are always welcome here. It’s your home too.”

			I didn’t quite approve of that. It seemed to me Emily regarded this house as everyone else’s home, which was why it wasn’t hers. I could see her difficulties with the previous ladies of Haggard Hall, but a mere cousin she didn’t like, even if he was her husband’s unofficial guardian, was carrying things too far.

			On the other hand, I found nothing exceptionable in his greeting to cow her. His manners were a little careless, perhaps, but that seemed to be his way. He was, so far at least, perfectly civil.

			“And you must meet my friend Mrs. Barbara Darke,” Emily said warmly. “Barbara, Mr. Patrick Haggard, who’s Arthur’s cousin, in case you haven’t guessed.”

			At last those devastating eyes landed directly on mine, harsh and cold with a scorn I had done nothing yet to earn. If he had been the man prostrated by grief, I saw no trace of him now. But at least he was polite enough to offer his hand.

			“Mrs. Darke,” he said, with more than a hint of mockery. “Have we met before?”

			It was so clear that he expected me to deny it or to evince some kind of shame in our last encounter that I almost laughed.

			“Not formally,” I said, curling my lip. “But then, I don’t believe you were acquainted with our hostess.”

			Perhaps it wasn’t wise to bait him with accusations of vulgar trespass, although that was undoubtedly what he’d done. I was sure he’d been looking into me, to see if I was worthy to enter his cousin’s home. And if he’d found my mother’s abode, then he’d spoken to the school. But I refused to be ashamed of any of it.

			The tiniest twitch of one eyebrow was his only sign that I’d surprised him, although I thought a new gleam entered his eye as he took up the challenge.

			“On the contrary,” he said gently. “Lady Fairford and I are old acquaintances.”

			I was ready for that one. “Lady Fairford’s name should not have been on your card of invitation. There was clearly some mistake.”

			“Clearly,” he said, his voice and his expression merely amused.

			I narrowed my eyes, for he obviously wished to imply that the mistake was somehow mine.

			Fortunately, perhaps, Emily interrupted our ill-natured tête à tête. “You know each other?” she said in amazement.

			“No,” I said baldly.

			“A mere memory across a crowded room,” Mr. Haggard mocked. “Mrs. Darke was taken unwell.”

			I smiled. “No, I wasn’t. I was perfectly well.”

			“You didn’t look it,” Mr. Haggard said frankly.

			“Ah well, you know me so little.”

			Mr. Haggard finished stripping off his wet coat and handed it to the approaching butler with a surprising quick, rueful grin. Then he turned back to me, smiling straight into my eyes, and I have to confess the effect was devastating, especially when accompanied by a spark of that powerful lust I’d sensed in him before.

			“But I can see how charmingly you look now. The difference is most marked.”

			I was sure he recognized the black lace I’d been wearing that night too. I felt colour rise to my cheeks. Anger, of course, but I still hoped the dim light in the hall would hide it. “I’m not sure if I should thank you for that.”

			“No,” Mr. Haggard said and turned to Emily. “May I nip up to my old room and change out of these wet clothes?”

			“Of course,” Emily said faintly. “Oh and I’ll send to the kitchen for some dinner for you.”

			“Don’t let Patrick tease you, Mrs. Darke,” Arthur said easily as his cousin ran upstairs with a light, familiar tread. “It’s just his sense of fun, and he likes it when you give as good at you get.”

			“Which you did,” Emily murmured, taking my arm and giving it a little squeeze.

			Arthur laughed, taking his wife’s arm on her other side, and together we repaired to the drawing room, Bela and Mr. Faversham following us, since the men seemed to have given up their port by tacit agreement.

			“Was someone at the door at this time of night?” Susan demanded as we entered.

			“Patrick,” Arthur said happily.

			“Him,” old Lady Haggard uttered, grimacing. She gave an unexpected bark of laughter. “Why is he always here when someone jumps out of the attic?”

			“Mother!” Arthur and Susan exclaimed together.

			“Only saying what the world is thinking,” the old lady growled.

			“Of course the world thinks nothing of the sort,” Susan said severely. “He can’t have been anywhere near here when the boy fell.”

			“Besides,” Arthur added, “what does Martin have to do with Rose? I think we have to take this as a particular kindness in him, coming here now. It can only dredge up terrible memories for him.”

			If he was the man I’d seen in the storm, then it clearly had, and whatever else, my heart went out to him.

			It was a timely reminder to me that everyone had tragedies in their lives and dealt with them in different ways. I had lost Gideon; Patrick Haggard had lost his wife. But at least Gideon had not chosen to die, to leave me. How did you deal with someone who had deliberately abandoned you in this way? How much unhappiness went into such an act? How much guilt and pain was the survivor left to suffer?

			If Rose Haggard had committed suicide. And if the even darker rumours of murder weren’t true.

			I had avoided asking Emily much about Cousin Patrick before, just because of the significance of his name. I hadn’t wanted him to be the same Patrick who’d insinuated himself into my mother’s séance gathering.

			Had I?

			However, I couldn’t pin Emily down in a quiet corner just yet either. She’d rung the bell and was giving orders for the new guest’s comfort. Susan watched her, frowning, as if she considered it to be her position to arrange such matters. Only it wasn’t, and the sudden dip of her eyes told me she knew it. I thought it frightened her, the knowledge that she had no real place here.

			I wondered what she did all day. She seemed to more or less ignore her daughter, and all she had for company were a grumpy old lady and a young couple still in the first flush of love. And assorted guests, I supposed. Mr. Faversham was personable and Prince Bela effortlessly charming. I suspected a string of guests had come and gone since Emily’s marriage, lightening the dullness of mourning in the house for the late Sir George Haggard, Susan’s husband. Perhaps she’d been so happy here that she didn’t want to leave.

			She didn’t look happy. In fact, she didn’t look as if she’d ever been happy.

			Someone sat on the sofa beside me, and I glanced up quickly to find Prince Bela there. Since Arthur now sat beside his wife, holding her hand, I’d ensconced myself on the end of the other sofa.

			“They make a sweet couple, do they not, madame?” Bela said.

			“Entirely,” I agreed. It struck me that he’d chosen this place to see if I’d quiz him or scold him over his unusual position with the maid Milly—to call it no worse. But if I wanted the truth, I’d go to Milly, not Bela. On the other hand, I was quite happy to use him as a source of other information. “It’s always good for a house to have a happy couple installed. There seems to have been too many tragedies here.”

			“Indeed, madame. By all accounts.” It sounded just a little mechanical, but then the man had recently seen his country torn apart by revolution and war, with all the brutality and loss that entailed. It probably placed a different perspective on single, personal tragedies.

			So although I meant to ask him about Patrick, I said instead, “What is your story, Prince?”

			He smiled faintly. “One day, if you have many hours to while away, I might tell you. It’s not fit for a pretty baroness’s drawing room.”

			I felt it then, a mountain of pain and loss, compassion and disappointment—and a large dose of determination. There was more, much more to this young man than he showed the world. And most impressive of all, his limpid brown eyes gave away none of it.

			“I’ll look forward to that,” I said sincerely, and he smiled at me. He couldn’t help flirting, it seemed, even with the companion. But it had already struck me that he and the pampered English gentleman Arthur, who couldn’t have been very far apart in age, had a world of difference in experience. “How did you and Arthur meet?” I asked curiously. “Do you have family connections?”

			“Lord, no. I met him through Patrick.”

			I blinked. “Then it’s Patrick who is your friend?”

			“Both of them by now, I hope. Patrick used some of my experiences to write about the late revolution in Hungary for his journal. We became friends through that, and one day I met Arthur with him.”

			But I was floundering now, one step behind. “For his…?”

			“Patrick is a very fine writer and journalist,” Bela explained. His lips twitched with amusement. “Don’t look so pale, Mrs. Darke. What could he possibly have to write about you?”

			“What indeed?” I said faintly. When he’d come to my mother’s séance, he might not have been checking up on me but on her. He might have been investigating the medium craze and all the charlatanry that went with it. It would account for his obvious scorn, and I had to admit he had no way of knowing that we were any different. After all, even my mother was half-showman. I pulled myself together. “I’m more surprised that Mr. Haggard has a profession.”

			Bela shrugged. “He’s the son of a younger son, with a stepfamily by his mother’s second marriage to care for. Do you disapprove of gentle folk working, Mrs. Darke?”

			I acknowledged the faint challenge in his eyes and laughed. “I know where this is going. You wish to draw me into radical discussion.”

			Bela grinned, but a deep voice behind us sent butterflies swarming through my stomach and up my spine.

			“And yet I’m sure we’d all love to hear your answer, Mrs. Darke.”

			I snapped my head around, more than happy to give him one he would not have expected, only he’d already moved past us to greet old Lady Haggard and Susan. I refused to shout after his retreating back, although the temptation was strong.

			“Patrick and I differ in our approach,” Bela informed me. “I want to organize the poor; he wants to educate the rich.”

			“Educate them to understand the plight of the poor,” Mr. Faversham interjected dryly.

			Bela merely smiled at Mr. Haggard’s back. At the time, I was more interested in the reactions of the women.

			The old lady was barely civil to the latest guest, growling at him, “Back again, are you? I suppose you’re hungry.”

			“Starving,” Patrick said, and moved on to Susan, who was smiling at him. I hadn’t seen her smile before.

			“I asked them to bring you something in here, Cousin Patrick,” Emily said. “If you don’t mind the informality?”

			“Not at all. You can all tell me what happened while I eat.”

			Since a tray was brought in just then and set on the card table, he moved and sat down with perfect ease to eat while Arthur recounted the tragic events of this morning and his discovery of the broken latch on the window.

			That made Patrick pause with his loaded fork halfway to his mouth. He lowered it. “How long had it been broken?”

			“Can’t have been long,” Arthur said. “For it opened perfectly normally the day before. Maybe when Milly shut it that night, it broke, but she never reported it. It could even have broken when Martin fell into it.”

			“It could,” Patrick agreed. “Though it doesn’t really explain what Martin was doing up there in the first place.”

			“If you ask me, the servants have closed ranks and aren’t going to tell us,” Arthur said ruefully.

			“He was looking for his sweetheart,” Bela said unexpectedly. “Who cleans the attic room.”

			“Not at that time of the morning, she doesn’t,” Arthur protested. “I’m usually there.”

			Now that was interesting, and Patrick’s quick glance at him told me he thought so too.

			“Are you?” Emily asked, intrigued. “Is that where you paint?”

			“Yes, and you weren’t meant to know,” Arthur exclaimed.

			“Why ever not?”

			“Because I’m painting you a surprise that I don’t want you peeking at until it’s ready.”

			Emily squeezed his arm and pressed her cheek to his shoulder. “I won’t peek,” she promised.

			“So why weren’t you up there painting this morning?” Patrick pursued, picking up his knife and fork again.

			“I hung around the breakfast room to meet Barbara,” Arthur said carelessly, revealing rather endearingly that he thought of me by my Christian name, no doubt because that was how Emily spoke of me. “I mean Mrs. Darke,” he added with a grin and a half-mocking bow of apology in my direction.

			“Barbara is fine,” I said generously.

			“Certainly an entertainment not to be missed,” Patrick murmured. “But going back to the accident, is there anything to show that Martin was taken ill? Any reason he might have fallen against the window? He seemed to me a strong and healthy lad. Did he trip over something?”

			Patrick Haggard obviously had no difficulty putting the stable boy’s name to his face. I wondered how much time he spent here. If the grief I’d witnessed had been for his dead wife or for Martin himself…

			“Nothing was overturned,” Arthur replied gloomily.

			Emily took a deep breath. “Perhaps he saw something that unnerved him.”

			Patrick raised one eyebrow. “Arthur’s paintings?”

			“Hoi!” Arthur objected, throwing a cushion halfheartedly in his cousin’s direction.

			“Of course not,” Emily said. “But the servants do see and hear strange things in this house. I do. Barbara, you should go up to the attic—”

			“I already have,” I interrupted.

			Emily gazed at me with wide, half-frightened, half-avid eyes. She could have been a schoolgirl again. “Really? What did you see?”

			“Nothing scarier than your husband,” I said apologetically.

			“But didn’t you feel something?” she demanded. “After all—” She broke off, balking, no doubt at the words After all, Rose Haggard killed herself there. And you said Martin’s name before he died.

			“You’re being ridiculous, Emily,” Susan said sharply. “What are you imagining now? That some kind of ghostly apparition scared Martin so that he fainted or otherwise stumbled into the window?”

			“Rose, perhaps?” Patrick said in a flat voice. “If she was as desperate to leave this world as most people maintain, why the devil would she hang around in it once she was dead?”

			“Oh, I’m sorry Patrick,” Emily almost whispered, “and of course it needn’t have been. This is such an old house… But it could have happened that way,” she insisted, lifting her head and gazing around at the others. “It makes as much sense as any other theory.”

			This was greeted with silence. For some reason, I was sure Patrick was looking at me, but I refused even to glance in his direction to find out. And in any case, I heard him standing up only a few moments later. “Thank you for the meal, Emily,” he said politely. “Delicious as always.”

			“Ring for fresh tea, Patrick,” Susan said.

			I wondered if she even realized she was usurping Emily’s position. It must have been hard to stop being the lady of the house. She should leave, I thought, go back to her own family or, if she had the means, set up her own establishment.

			“Bring over the cards, Susan,” old Lady Haggard commanded. “It’s time for whist.”

			“Oh dear,” Emily murmured with something approaching despair.

			“Why don’t you sing for us?” I suggested hastily.

			Susan said, “Sing?” as if I’d suggested Emily perform cartwheels naked around the drawing room.

			“Sing,” I repeated mildly. “She has beautiful voice.”

			“She has,” Arthur agreed with enthusiasm. “I can’t believe you haven’t sung for us here yet, Em! Come on, we all need cheering up.”

			Emily blushed and smiled. “Only if Barbara accompanies me on the piano.”

			“Oh no,” I said. “No laziness, if you please. You’re more than capable of accompanying yourself.”

			“Do you never stop being a teacher?”

			“No.”

			“Ha!” Emily crowed. “You’re my companion now, so you have to do what I say!”

			“No I don’t,” I said serenely, and Emily, giving in with good grace, laughed and took herself to the piano.

			Susan was frowning at me. “You’re a very odd companion, Mrs. Darke,” she observed without obvious approval.

			“Isn’t she?” Patrick agreed, perching on the arm of my sofa, fortunately on Bela’s side.

			“Not in the slightest,” Emily called before I could speak. “She merely has the privileges of my old teacher. But I’m eroding them.”

			“I might let you, if you sing well enough.”

			There was a ripple of laughter among the men and Emily, but through it, although I didn’t look at him, I was aware of Patrick watching me not without curiosity. I’d no idea what any of them made of the banter between Emily and me. They probably thought it was rudeness or encroachment. But I was Emily’s friend and determined to keep being so.

			In any case, Emily sang two songs to her own accompaniment and managed to draw everyone’s attention and approval—however grudging in some cases. I was proud of her.

			“Exquisite,” Prince Bela assured her.

			Emily swirled back to her place beside Arthur, laughing, “Well, if I have any talent, it is due to my excellent teacher,” she said with a bow in my direction.

			“Hardly,” I said dryly. “I only taught you for one year.”

			“Well, it is your turn now,” Emily told me. “Although you’ll cast me directly into the shade.”

			“I won’t,” I promised. “And I won’t!”

			“Ah, tea,” old Lady Haggard pronounced as the fresh tea tray was brought in at last. The maids set it on the little table in front of Miss Salton’s vacant chair. I was at a loss to account for this until I realized it must be the tea-pouring chair in a never-varying ritual. I suspected a second tray was a rarity.

			“Mrs. Darke,” Susan said, “be so good as to pour the tea.”

			It wasn’t quite a suggestion, or even a request, more of a command that, frankly, got my back up. However, since I had no actual objection to pouring a few cups of tea, I got up, hiding the pain of my stiffening body once more, and went to sit before the pot. Somewhat to my surprise, Patrick Haggard materialized at my elbow to carry the cups. Deep anger simmered in him, no doubt from the conversation before Emily sang. He probably blamed me for it.

			“How long were you a teacher, Mrs. Darke?” he enquired, taking the first cup from me.

			“About five years altogether,” I replied, concentrating on the tea.

			“And yet you only taught Emily for one? Perhaps you were at another school?” He presented the cup to old Lady Haggard and turned back to look me in the eye.

			This time I let him. Lifting my chin, I said, “I was. I spent three years as a teacher in a London school when I was young. And two at Emily’s school later on, one before and one after her departure. My skill in mathematics leads me to believe that is five years.”

			“Why, now that I have all the facts, I concur,” Patrick mocked, walking back towards the table. He took the second cup from me, and our fingers accidentally touched against the saucer. Something sparked, tingling up my arm. I remembered that I’d wanted him, that he’d wanted me. That I’d dreamed of him. “And Mr. Darke? Where does he fit in?”

			My hand must have jerked, for a few drops of tea sloshed into the saucer. Patrick’s gaze dropped to it, then rose to my face, his eyes unreadable.

			“Leave that one for me,” I said, withdrawing my hand and pouring another cup.

			“And the mysterious Mr. Darke?” he persisted. He was probably a very good journalist, though I suspected a few people slapped him. I hadn’t yet ruled it out myself.

			“There was nothing mysterious about my husband,” I said calmly.

			“He was a vicar,” Emily said brightly.

			“Indeed?” Susan said, staring at me with fresh eyes. “Where was his living?”

			“In London.”

			“Then I may very well have known him. Which church?”

			“St. John’s near Bethnal Green,” I replied, and tried to be amused by my immediate reloss of favour.

			“Then I suppose I didn’t,” Susan said, accepting her cup from Patrick.

			“I don’t approve of religion,” Bela pronounced from the sofa. “But I expect he was a good man, working among the poor.”

			Oh God, don’t. Bela’s unexpected defence was undoing me as attacks on him never did.

			“He was,” I managed, shoving another cup in Patrick’s vague direction. The world had gone blurry, but at least I had something to do. I steeled myself for the next barbed comment or question from Patrick Haggard, but none came, even after he’d taken the cup from me.

			Emily said brightly, “You know, I believe the storm has died down.”

			“The thunder’s passed over at any rate,” Mr. Faversham observed. “How was the weather coming up from London?” he asked Patrick.

			“Grim, I think. I barely noticed.”

			At least in the discussion about the weather, I had time to get myself back under control. After all, neither Bela’s opinion nor Susan’s nor Patrick Haggard’s changed who Gideon had been, nor what he’d been to me.

			I was drawn from my reverie by a sharp blow across my bruised shoulder. I let out a cry, which I quickly muffled into something that sounded loweringly like a grunt, and blinked to bring myself back to reality. Old Lady Haggard raised her stick again.

			“I said, ring for my maids, girl!” she snarled. But she wasn’t really angry. I saw from the glint in her eye that she’d caught my pain and was pleased.

			Arthur grabbed the stick and lowered it to the floor. “Mama!” he exclaimed. “Mrs. Darke is not a servant.”

			“And if I were,” I said, meeting the old lady’s gaze. “you would not have permission to hit me.”

			“What would you do?” she sneered. “Cast a spell on me? Make a likeness and stick pins in it?”

			So, she had some idea of my background. Interesting.

			“No,” I said, calmly. “I’d hit you back.”

			Amidst the gasps of horror around the room, Emily gave a shocked giggle and old Lady Haggard glared at me. After an instant, rather to my surprise, she gave one of her unexpected barks of laughter.

			“You might just,” she said. Though there was no admiration in her face or voice, there was no anger either.

			I rose and walked over to the bell pull. Everyone seemed too shocked or embarrassed to pay any attention to me. Except Patrick Haggard. He watched me all the way there and back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			As I walked to my room shortly afterwards, I got my first real hint of what Emily meant when she’d talked of creaking floorboards and whispering and a sense of presence. Now that the storm seemed to have largely blown and crashed itself out, I heard creaking at the top of the main stairs. It was impossible to guess from where, but there seemed too much of it to put down to the natural noises of an old house. And as I walked towards my own wing, I heard a sort of rushing too, like something brushing against a wall close by, never the wall next to me.

			Or it might have been whispering. It was hard to tell over the sound of my rustling gown. I was very aware of spiritual presence—like last night, only more so because tonight I left myself open to it, listened for it, almost strained towards it. A few of the curious trailed over my consciousness but didn’t come close. The emotions of the centuries were strong but stayed, mostly, in the stones and fabric of the house. Emotions, however powerful or vile, could do nothing without will.

			I walked past Miss Salton’s door, wondering how she felt about Haggard Hall. Clearly, she was jealous of her position, but I could hardly blame her for wishing to hang on to it. Good posts were hard to find, as I well knew. But did she actually like it here? Did she like little Irene, whom she’d left alone and frightened during the storm? Perhaps she was just thoughtless, like the child’s mother. I wondered if old Lady Haggard struck her with her stick when she didn’t jump to commands fast enough. I almost knocked on her door to ask, but fortunately stopped myself in time.

			My own room felt curiously depressing. The fire wasn’t lit; presumably last night’s fire had been only to take the chill off because the room hadn’t been used in so long. Whatever the reason, I felt cold and hurried into my night things so that I could wrap myself up in bed. I sat up against the pillows, reading.

			But the creaking hadn’t stopped, nor had the brushing walls, and now I definitely heard whispers of undistinguishable words.

			The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Although I couldn’t work out what direction the sounds came from, I was sure they weren’t in my head. For a while, I tried to ignore them and concentrate on my book, but they were too intrusive. So I sat them out for a bit, my head resting back against the headboard, waiting for something to happen.

			Nothing did. I lay down to sleep, and then, with the next rush of whispers, abruptly sat up again and slithered out of bed to light my night candle. Then I snatched up my warm robe and put it on before sliding my feet into comfortable old carpet slippers and following the whispers and the creaks around my room. Eventually, I realized most of the whispers seemed to come from the chimney. I stuck my head up, narrowly avoiding a face full of soot.

			Whispers and rustling echoed around my head, louder than before.

			I drew back and got to my feet.

			“This is ridiculous,” I muttered, and, grabbing up my candle, I opened the door as silently as I could. I didn’t close it behind me for I had no wish to disturb anyone. Then I padded along the passage first in one direction, then in the other.

			At first I heard no whispering at all and thought it must have stopped. Then as I moved slowly towards the centre of the house, I heard a creak and a rustle. I sprinted to the end of the passage and up the tiny pair of stairs in the direction I was sure I’d heard the creaking. I found myself outside a closed door. Beside it, a narrow staircase, probably for the servants’ use, wound around and upwards. Something rustled, I was sure something breathed.

			At first I thought it was on the stairs and lifted my candle high. But then something definitely moved behind the door. I tried to calm my breathing, thought quite seriously about returning to bed and telling everyone who would listen—which meant Emily, I suspected—in the morning. But the unkindness of this stuck in my craw. Why should Emily be put through this if I could bring it to an end?

			Slowly, I reached out and closed my fingers around the handle. There was definitely presence on the other side of the door; waves of furious guilt and pain and anger. Difficult. But I didn’t need to confront; I only needed to discover in order to end this. I began to lift the latch. Without warning, it tore out of my hand and the door flew open.

			Blinking in the glare of the light within, I narrowed my eyes upon Patrick Haggard. My stomach dived. In his shirt sleeves, with buttons partially undone and his hair wild as if he’d dragged his hands through it several times, he stared at me.

			I frowned back. “This isn’t right. You’ve only just arrived.”

			His lips curved. “But I’m a broad-minded man. Come in, by all means.”

			“What is this room?” I demanded, trying to peer around him.

			Obligingly, he stepped to one side and leaned against the wall. I saw a wash bowl and jug, a big wardrobe…and a bed.

			My whole body flamed with embarrassment. What had I been thinking?

			I hastily scanned the room for other occupants, took in his soaked great coat over a chair by the merrily blazing fire—so he got a fire on his first night too. Many sheets of paper were scattered over the bed around a depression where he’d obviously sprawled to look at them. I saw no sign of anyone else. But I was increasingly aware of the large, still body leaning against the wall so close to me.

			I risked a glance up at him, and found his too-warm gaze on me, a sensual little smile playing around his lips. His gaze dropped, and I had to prevent myself clutching my robe more closely around me.

			“Please,” he said, flourishing one arm into the room in clear invitation. It might have been my candle, but his dark eyes seemed to glitter. His relaxed pose, though somehow provocative, only emphasized the breadth of his chest and the strength in his arms. I refused to look lower, and I had no time to worry about my own inconvenient desires.

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said. “Close the door.”

			Without waiting for him to comply, I turned away, seized my trailing robe and night gown in one hand, and ran up the stone staircase as fast as I could. My candle sent wild shadows flitting up the walls, alarming me because all my senses were dulled by the embarrassment—and, frankly, the lust—of my unexpected encounter with Patrick Haggard. I couldn’t afford the tiniest passing thought of him right now, and yet my body still felt heavy and my mind hazy.

			Distance. I needed distance, I thought, as I emerged warily at the top of the stairs and looked directly into another dark passage. I paused, listening. Was that a breath? I took a hasty few steps. A rush of air came from nowhere, brushing against my cheek, and my candle went out.

			From instinct, I leapt to one side, but nothing hit me, so I paused, trying to get used to the impenetrable darkness and not lose my orientation. This floor was nearly all guest bedrooms and most of them should have been empty, but I had no desire to go blundering into the rooms of Prince Bela or Mr. Faversham.

			A floorboard creaked farther down the passage. I took one step after it and became aware of a faint light. I stopped, realized the light came from behind, and turned in time to see Patrick Haggard emerge from the stone staircase, a candlestick bearing four lit candles in one hand.

			“What are you doing, Mrs. Darke?” he murmured, his low voice intrigued. “Searching for spirits?”

			“I don’t need to search for those,” I replied. “My quarry is flesh and blood.”

			“And who is our quarry?” he enquired, clearly humouring me.

			“If you’ll let me relight my candle from yours, I’ll endeavour to find out.”

			“Be my guest,” he offered, lowering his candle stick for me.

			Deliberately, I didn’t look at him as I relit my candle, merely murmured a word of thanks and hurried along the passage in the direction of the last creak.

			“What did our quarry do to arouse your ire?” he asked, keeping pace beside me with long, easy strides.

			Our quarry again. I tried not to be pleased by his company, but of course, a witness could only be good.

			“You’re aware of the whispering and other disturbances Emily mentioned. Well, I heard them too.”

			He glanced at me. “She brought you here to find the ghosts.”

			“Well, I’ve never met a ghost who talked through chimneys or made floorboards creak when they moved around. Someone is being mean to Emily and clearly hopes to scare me in the same way.”

			“But you’re not remotely scared,” he observed, “being made of sterner stuff than poor Emily.”

			I spared him a glance. He seemed determined to think the worst of me for something. But his gaze was merely curious, and it was divided between me and the passage ahead, darting from side to side.

			“Well,” I said, “I have one major advantage over poor Emily. I know a ghostly presence from a human one.”

			“And how do you know that?” he asked with apparent fascination.

			“Experience. And common sense.” I stopped and listened intently, peering down the length of the passage to where it turned. He paused with me, although I was aware his attention was on me rather than the way ahead. I tried to think of more than what he saw or imagined he saw.

			I hadn’t heard or seen any doors open or close here. My guess was that my—our—quarry had run around the corner while I was in darkness, and hidden in one of the rooms there. I hoped there weren’t many.

			Decisively, I hurried along the passage and around the corner. Patrick held his candles high, showing me the galleries ahead around the main staircase.

			“Damn,” I said in frustration. Escape upwards or downwards would have been easy, and although there were a few doors within easy reach, I thought it unlikely my quarry had waited to be discovered there when they didn’t need to.

			Besides, Patrick was already opening the first door on his left.

			“Who sleeps here?” I murmured. “Do you even know?”

			“No. But Henry’s usually on the other side of the stairs. I expect they put Bela in the same area.”

			“Well, let’s hope so, so that no one shoots you as an intruder.”

			He brought his head back out and closed the door. “Henry’s not a violent man. Though I wouldn’t let Bela within grabbing distance of a firearm.” He strode onto the next door and opened that one too. “I think your bird has flown, Mrs. Darke.”

			I sighed. “I think you’re right. There’s no one else in this part of the house.”

			He glanced at me over his shoulder, eyebrows raised. “More common sense?”

			“Something like that.”

			This was where I left such questions, as a rule. My life is easier when people don’t regard me as insane or some kind of freak. I was fairly sure Patrick Haggard regarded me merely as an opportunistic charlatan who fancied a life of ease with her rich and gullible former pupil. Perhaps the clarity of his gaze or his undeniable strength of presence compelled me to speak. Or perhaps he just made me perverse.

			I lifted my chin. “Unless they’re asleep, people emit constant, changing emotions, however mild. I can sense those, and they’re not here.”

			His lip twitched with something like distaste. Or it might have been disappointment. I didn’t want to look.

			“I’m here,” he said.

			“I’m not talking about you.”

			“Oh, go on,” he urged mockingly. “Entertain me as we return to our own wing, with your reading of my emotions right now.”

			“I have no intention of entertaining you at all,” I snapped, “and please don’t feel obliged to accompany me. I remember the way.”

			“I am not so ungentlemanly.” Inexorably, he came with me, and in truth I was glad of the extra light. And the company. I still wasn’t sure that my quarry wouldn’t leap out of one of the doors we’d already passed and attack me. “So how was it,” he enquired, “that you didn’t sense my decidedly wakeful presence in my bedroom?”

			“I did. Why do you imagine I tried to come in?”

			“I had hoped you sought my company.”

			“No you didn’t. You thought I was a slut who imagined she could seduce you into a good opinion of her—or at least into dropping your opposition to my presence with Emily.”

			“Slut is such an unkind word,” he complained.

			“For what it’s worth,” I said with dignity, “I apologise for intruding. I thought such a door next to the stairs must be a broom cupboard or some such, where my quarry was hiding.”

			“Maybe I’m your quarry. It would explain why we haven’t found him. Or her.”

			“True. But you weren’t here when Emily heard these sounds.”

			“Perhaps I have an accomplice.”

			“I can’t imagine why. What reason could you have to frighten Emily?”

			“Thank you for your unexpected defence. But what reason does anyone have?”

			“I can’t think of one,” I confessed. “It seems pointlessly malicious.”

			“And what will you tell Emily about this adventure?”

			“Nothing. She’s nervous enough.” I caught on as he halted by the entrance to the narrow stone stairs and stared at him. I actually laughed. “You think I’ve gone to all this trouble to convince Emily how much she needs me?”

			“How much does she need you?” he asked steadily.

			“A little. For a little while.” I made to brush past him, but he entered the staircase first, lighting the way.

			“And then what will you do?” Unexpectedly, he reached behind with his free hand to take mine on the narrow turn. I allowed it since it seemed churlish to refuse. Tingles from his strong, warm fingers scattered upward over my wrist, distracting me from his question, which I hung on to with difficulty.

			“Seek another teaching post, probably,” I replied, after not too long a pause.

			“Aren’t you tired of such respectability?” he asked casually. “Your name implies a hankering quite otherwise.”

			“My name?” I repeated, frowning down at the top of his head with incomprehension.

			“Mrs. Darke,” he mocked. My foot stumbled, and from the bottom step, he tightened his grip on my hand, steadying me. But he didn’t move out of the way. Instead, as my foot hit the bottom of the stairs, he dragged me against him. “Mrs. Darke, the spiritualist, the medium,” he uttered with scorn, staring down into my face with stony, insolent eyes. “Really?”

			I said nothing, merely stared back, holding myself rigid in his grasp. In truth, trapped between him and the stairs in that cramped corner, there weren’t many places for me to go. His strength, his hardness, was all I had imagined, and a wicked surge of excitement spun through my belly and down between my legs. Worse, I could feel his erection growing against my hip, and try as I would, I couldn’t mind. The lust that had always lurked between us seemed to thicken the surrounding air, weighing me down, melting me.

			“Mrs. Darke,” he murmured, much more softly, “widow of an east end vicar? My dear lady, please. Was there ever even a husband?”

			I jerked involuntarily, stumbling with him back against the wall, where even twisting my head aside couldn’t hide my face, so I tried to spit scorn from my eyes instead. Certainly, I curled my lip.

			His harsh eyes searched mine without blinking. “And there it is again,” he murmured, “a spark of raw, genuine grief. I’m inclined to believe in the husband, though his profession still leaves me sceptical.”

			“You can’t begin to imagine how little your inclinations concern me.”

			“Oh, I don’t know. A lady really should be concerned about the inclinations of a man quite so close to her.” He actually moved his hip for emphasis. If his erection didn’t quite grind against me, it certainly caressed, and I had to squash the instinctive tug of my own body towards it.

			I swallowed. “At least you aren’t hypocrite enough to say ‘gentleman’.”

			“I have few personal delusions.” His gaze dropped to the region of my lips. “And you are incredibly, temptingly beautiful.”

			“How sad I can’t return the compliment,” I managed. There wasn’t much distance between our lips; it would have taken little effort to close it. The butterflies in my stomach dived. How would he kiss? Fiercely, as I’d imagined his more intimate lovemaking in my dream…or tender and sensual…?

			Sensual, certainly. It was there in the curve of his mouth as my heart beat and beat and waited.

			He said, “I’m told I have other charms that make up for my looks. I could give you pleasure.”

			Oh but he could. Every pulse in my body told me that. His head dipped slowly, bending inexorably closer. My lips knew the urge to tremble in anticipation. I hoped they didn’t, because if he kissed me, I was lost. I wanted to be lost, in him…naked flesh to naked flesh, moving together, hip to hip, joined as one in a dance as old as humanity.

			Fighting it, I drew in a breath for strength. “You mistake me again,” I whispered. “It’s not your looks I have issue with.”

			His lips smiled, almost touching mine. “My ungentlemanly conduct?”

			“No, your lazy journalism.”

			He stilled, then blinked and drew back an inch to see my face better.

			“That’s what you’re meant to do, isn’t it?” I said. “Investigate the facts before jumping to conclusions and printing—or speaking—lies? The simplest of research will furnish you with the details of the life and death of the late Reverend Gideon Darke of St. John’s parish, Bethnal Green. He wasn’t much of a Society man, but he was most definitely my husband. I very much doubt your journal is worth reading.”

			Surprise had slackened his grip. It was easy to push past him, narrowly avoiding his candlestick, take the two steps and walk on down the passage towards my own room. After a moment, I heard a breath of something that might have been laughter.

			“Check and mate to you, Mrs. Darke,” he said. “Good night.”

			I didn’t trouble to answer him. In fact, I wasn’t sure I could. My whole body trembled with reaction, both to the powerful lust I’d managed to deny myself and the pain of throwing him Gideon’s name simply to score points. I wasn’t sure I liked winning this game. So far. One way or another, I doubted very much that it was over.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			I woke with a start, gasping aloud. Although my mind was still hazy with sleep, I knew there were spirits close to me in the darkness. Between my thighs, I recognized the hot, tingling dampness of arousal, but I was too tired to gather the confused, torn, and fading scraps of dreams together. Some insubstantial thing was sliding against my mind, my person, trying to enter, or re-enter. The spirits in the darkness with me—I thought there was more than one—weren’t the remains of the dead, they were like sentient pockets of emotion built up over years, centuries until they had being and will of their own.

			Most of all, I sensed lust, wild and avid, mingled with some contortion of love into an angry, spiteful mess that felt frighteningly malevolent.

			My encounter with Patrick, my urgent, hard-fought desires, must have drawn them to me. With a shudder, I thought last night’s much more vivid dream could have come from them too.

			Struggling, I dragged my barriers into place. I knew from experience, many years before when I’d been a troubled and frustrated young girl, that such spirits could bring me physical pleasure. And they sensed my ambivalence, my temptation, for I caught the wave of mocking laughter that amounted to a sarcastic, “Really?”

			“Really,” I whispered. “Be gone, back where you came from.”

			Of course, whatever anyone tells you, spirits cannot be commanded. They may choose to obey, or just lose interest, or be unable to hold open the torn fabric between their realm and ours. Soulless wisps of powerful feeling were less reasonable than most, and in me they sensed the equivalent of blood, the tear in the fabric, ripe for their mischief. Or their spite. With a wrench, I wondered if there were not some unusual purpose to this onslaught…?

			I couldn’t even consider that frightening possibility right now. With the help of my mother and my late grandmother, who had been a full medium like me, I had learned how to keep such things out. And I needed to. But this didn’t stop them trying.

			A scary consciousness of anger and lust rolled over me, its insubstantial fingers trailing across the pleasure points of my body. But in control now, I wasn’t remotely tempted. I knew they would give up. In time.

			My trouble was, of course, that my barriers didn’t always stay up in sleep. My own lusts were an invitation to their violation. My secret shame. And worse, they didn’t stop me wanting Patrick Haggard.

			* * * * *

			I rose a little later than normal the following morning, since my night had been so disturbed.

			As I washed and dressed in my drab old gown, I tried to banish the feelings left by my barely remembered dreams. I was, mostly, successful, although a memory of Patrick’s face above mine, clouded and contorted with passion, still disturbed me. At least the spirits of the house all seemed comfortably distant once more.

			Although I tried to arm myself with a thick skin and witty rejoinders, I was secretly grateful not to find Patrick Haggard in the breakfast room the following morning. Emily and Arthur were just leaving, preparing to enjoy a morning ride together.

			“Come with us,” Arthur invited in friendly spirit, but even if I had enjoyed playing gooseberry to a newly wed couple, the thought of placing my bruised rear anywhere near a saddle still made me shudder.

			“No, thank you,” I said politely. “I think I’ll just have a quiet breakfast and let you find me, Emily, when you’re ready.”

			So I had only Susan for company while I breakfasted.

			“Don’t you think,” she said, as soon as I had sat down, “that it would be more proper for you to address Emily as Lady Haggard? She is no longer your pupil and you stand now in the position of an employee, not family.”

			“That is very true,” I allowed. I was gazing out the window, where Irene, in her coat and hat, was playing ball with someone just out of my vision. Not Miss Salton, for she was sitting on a bench, watching the proceedings with a benign smile on her flustered face. I added, “I will speak to Emily on this very subject as soon as I next see her. I had the pleasure of meeting your daughter yesterday.”

			Susan, looking slightly baffled by both my response and my change of subject, returned a distant, “Indeed?”

			“You—and Miss Salton, of course—must be very proud of her lively mind and courteous manners.”

			“Of course,” Susan said faintly.

			Outside, Irene chased the ball with peals of laughter as it came from all sorts of odd angles each time until at last her playmate came into view. Patrick Haggard, grinning in a way that made him look at once gentler and more boyish. He staggered in an exaggerated way to the bench and sat down beside Miss Salton.

			I set down my teacup and leaned confidentially towards Susan. “I wonder if I might ask your advice, Lady Haggard? As you know, I have taught in schools, but never as a private governess. It is possible when I leave here, I may apply for such a position.”

			Susan perked, though whether at the idea of her advice being sought or of me leaving Haggard Hall wasn’t quite clear. “I wish you luck,” she said.

			“I am still a little unclear on the duties expected of a governess.” I glanced outside again. Irene was tugging at Patrick’s hand to make him get up again to play. Rather to my surprise, he did so with very good grace. Miss Salton watched them indulgently. I rather thought she was blushing. Oh dear, I thought ruefully.

			Aloud, I continued to address Susan. “For example, would you expect the governess, or one of the servants to see your child into bed each night, or is this a valued pleasure of your own that shouldn’t be encroached upon?”

			“Well, Nanny Grace used to…” She trailed off, a frown flitting across her brow as her lips parted. After a moment, she coughed and rose to her feet. “It is, of course, a matter for individual families. I would advise you to check carefully with your employer exactly what your duties would and would not entail.”

			“Sound advice,” I said. “Thank you.”

			Susan left the room. I hoped she had gone to find her neglected child, play with her a little in the garden, perhaps, and make a few more definite arrangements with Miss Salton. Underneath, I didn’t think she was an unfeeling woman. Despite her manner, I suspected she lacked self-confidence. Emily had described her late husband as a bully.

			I finished my breakfast in solitude, and then, since it wasn’t Milly who arrived to clear away, I went looking for her.

			I tried the ballroom first. But only the housekeeper, Mrs. Grant, was there, directing two footmen as where to hang swathes of scarlet fabric. As I emerged back into the main hall, I saw a bright red head with a white cap disappearing into the library. I followed it across the large hallway, hoping for a conversation with her while she worked.

			But as I breezed into the room, I saw that someone was before me.

			Milly stood in front of one desk, her polishing cloth clutched to her chest, while Patrick Haggard leaned his shapely rear on the table behind.

			I heard him say, “…need to tell me where you were, Milly, because no one else seems to kn—” He broke off as I entered, and Milly’s head whipped round, her eyes wide and desperate with a mixture of fear and relief. She made a movement to begin work, lowering the cloth to the table in the sure but entirely false belief that the conversation she didn’t want would end while I, a stranger, was in the room.

			“If you won’t tell me,” Patrick said with unexpected gentleness, although his eyes, anything but gentle, glared at me repellently, “tell Arthur or young Lady Haggard.”

			Milly closed her eyes. “I can’t,” she whispered.

			I said briskly, “Are you trying to establish everyone’s whereabouts when the accident happened?”

			Patrick nodded curtly.

			“Then I think,” I said apologetically, “you might have to promise Milly not to tell Sir Arthur or Lady Haggard or anyone else. Unless it incriminates her in some way, of course.” I glanced at her. “And it doesn’t, Milly.”

			Patrick frowned. “You know where she was?”

			“No,” I said. “But will you promise her, sir?”

			Patrick stared from me to the maid. “Would you tell me on such conditions?”

			Milly, cornered, darted her gaze from the floor to me, and Patrick and back to the floor, and nodded once, miserably.

			“Then I promise,” Patrick said at once. “Now tell me so we can get on with finding out what happened to Martin.”

			Milly swallowed and closed her eyes tight. Nevertheless, a tear squeezed out of each. “I was with one of the gentleman guests,” she whispered.

			Patrick cast his eyes to the ceiling. “Bela,” he said at once.

			“Were you pleased about that?” I asked her. “Did you choose it?”

			A whole series of tears chased the first ones down her cheeks from her closed eyes. “He was so handsome and funny and he noticed me, and he was a prince. I was meant to be cleaning the other rooms, but Mary said she’d cover for me for an hour… I knew it meant nothing to him. I just wanted to…to know. Once. Before I settled down with Martin. Oh God forgive me!”

			Patrick sighed. “I’m sure He will, Milly. Although He might well smack Bela. If I don’t do it first.” He eased his hip off the desk and straightened. “So you didn’t go up to the attic that morning, but Martin probably went up there in search of you?”

			“He knew I cleaned up there when Ar…Sir Arthur wasn’t there. I suppose he must have looked everywhere else likely.”

			“Did he know about Bela?” Patrick asked.

			Milly’s shoulders drooped. “I don’t think so. Only Mary said he might have found out somehow and killed himself because of it, but oh sir, that don’t sound like Martin at all! He’d have raged and shouted at me. He might even have got himself turned off by knocking the prince down and not cared a hang for his dismissal. But he wouldn’t have done that. It wasn’t him. You understand me, sir.”

			Patrick’s eyes didn’t leave her face but he seemed to whiten under her words and his expression changed in some way I couldn’t read any more than I could make sense of the confused surge of emotion that flew out from him, joining with Milly’s. What I could recognise was pity.

			Patrick was a complicated man. That intrigued me, even beyond his physical attractions.

			Or perhaps I was just making excuses for those.

			“He didn’t jump, Milly,” Patrick said flatly. “He fell out holding Arthur’s painting smock. I see no reason why he would do so if he meant to kill himself. There’s no suggestion of that.”

			I walked closer to him without meaning to. “Arthur’s smock? How do you know that?”

			“It had caught on the ivy below the window,” Patrick said mildly. “It’s still hanging there. It blends rather nicely, so you have to look quite hard.”

			I guessed he was used to close examination of that particular part of the house. Most people, I suspected, would have avoided the reminders of such a tragedy as his wife’s. But Patrick seemed to meet everything head-on. I liked that in him too.

			Milly was frowning. “What was he doing with Sir Arthur’s smock?”

			Curiosity. A stable lad alone in an incomprehensible environment where a rich man had time to amuse himself. As clearly as if he stood before me, I imagined this young man picking up the smock. He stood in front of the window, from where the sun blinded me, shielding his face as he held the smock to himself in amusement that a gentleman could wear such a thing. With the sun in my eyes, it might have looked as if he were wearing it.

			My heart thudded. I gripped the back of the nearest chair as the terrible suspicion entered my head. Martin hadn’t been meant to die. Arthur had.

			“Mrs. Darke, are you quite well?” came Patrick’s voice, with such a mixture of suspicion and reluctant concern that I wanted to laugh, or feign my own trance for his entertainment. Only this new idea swamped me.

			I nodded and looked directly into his questioning eyes. His brow contracted, perhaps because he saw the horror in my face. I took another step nearer him, my mouth already open to blurt out my suspicion.

			But my brain took over with more questions. Who could have wanted the eminently likeable young Sir Arthur dead? Who could possibly benefit? His heir. And without children of his own, that heir could easily be Patrick.

			A man whose wife had already died under mysterious circumstances.

			Unfair. Unkind. And yet… He was a man capable of anything. I sensed that at our first encounter, before we’d even spoken. Deep, damaged, dangerous…

			And not even here when Martin died. I was being ridiculous. The knowledge made me laugh below my breath, quite inappropriately.

			“Thank you, Milly,” Patrick said, still frowning at me. “We’ll leave you to your work. Mrs. Darke?”

			I started, realizing he was waiting for me to precede him out of the room. I went, since I suspected it would be most relief to Milly. But as he shut the door behind us, he glanced around the empty hall.

			“How did you know?” he demanded.

			I suspect I gawped. “Know?”

			“About Bela,” he said below his breath. And then the mockery was back. “Divination, perhaps?”

			I blinked. “No. I saw them together last night when I was on my way to check on Irene. Milly was weeping, and he was comforting. Whatever the cause, there was clearly intimacy.”

			The frown was back. “Why were you checking on Irene? Where was Miss Salton?”

			“In her own room, I imagine. Emily was worried about the child being afraid of the storm.”

			“Was she?” Patrick asked, apparently curious in spite of himself. “Afraid of the storm, I mean.”

			“Not exactly, but I think she was glad of the company.”

			“Which Emily instructed you, as her companion, to supply?”

			“You think I’m not a good and obedient employee, Mr. Haggard?” I said sardonically. “In fact, Milly supplied the company in large part, while I returned and opened the front door to you.”

			Unexpectedly, his dark eyes lightened. A faint smile curved his lips, causing the butterflies to rise in my stomach once more. “How did any of us manage without you before?” he wondered.

			“I can’t imagine.” Smiling amiably, I would have walked away, only he caught my wrist in his warm, strong fingers, and I had to force myself not to gasp with the shock of sudden, inconvenient desire.

			With difficulty, he said, “Mrs. Darke, I owe you an apology for last night. I offer it without reservations.”

			I felt my eyes widen, while beneath his fingers, my pulse raced. “For what?”

			“Being wantonly callous and unkind,” he said evenly. He looked directly into my eyes. “I thought I saw something in you in earlier and unforgivably, I chose to poke it to see if it was real.”

			I blinked. I wasn’t sure I wanted to have this conversation, but perhaps I owed him for the apology—if there wasn’t something worse behind it. Or perhaps I just wanted an excuse to stand there a few moments longer, pretending I didn’t notice his hold on my wrist.

			“I can’t imagine what it was you saw,” I said. “Or thought you saw.”

			“Grief,” he replied. “Loss of someone you believed would be your life partner.” His eyes flickered as I touched my tongue to my suddenly dry lips.

			“Such as happened to you?” I asked. There was so much guilt mixed up with his pain that his true feelings for his dead wife were hidden.

			He nodded once, curtly, and that told me more than his words or the jumble inside him. “And so I’m sorry for any pain I caused you on that score. It was unkind and unnecessary.”

			I nodded back. But perhaps he read my new sympathy in my face, and disliked it, for he immediately added, “For the rest, in the interests of honesty, you should know that I will do everything in my power to prevent you harming Arthur and Emily’s interests. I still dislike charlatans.”

			If he expected me to back down, he was wrong again.

			I laughed. “Was that a check, Mr. Haggard? Then you should know, also in the interests of honesty, that I still dislike arrogant fools with closed minds.”

			His lips curved slightly. He leaned his head slightly to one side, considering me. “You don’t mention cads with a penchant for over-familiarity in dark corridors.”

			I flushed, as he’d clearly known I would. In fact, I could only be glad he didn’t know that my whole body heated, inside and out… Except, of course, that he held my wrist, where my pulse galloped with the hectic rhythm of excitement.

			But I never give in.

			I lifted my head and smiled serenely. “Of course I don’t. I am a lady.”

			A crack of surprised laughter escaped him, but oddly, it didn’t feel insulting. Instead, I only just stopped myself smiling back, because it was strangely exhilarating to encounter someone who, even if they didn’t like me, understood my humour.

			But enough was enough. I began to extricate my wrist. His grip tightened, and again he surprised me, raising my captured wrist to his lips and kissing it once, softly, just where my betraying pulse beat.

			“I don’t know what you are, Mrs. Darke. But I look forward to our next encounter.”

			Then he dropped my hand as if it burned him and strode away towards the front door. As I walked mechanically towards the stairs, I heard him let himself out of the house. I had to stop myself holding my own wrist, which, like the rest of me, felt burned.

			* * * * *

			A couple of hours later, Emily found me in my bedroom, where I was writing a letter to my mother. Although she wore a bright smile, her eyes were just a little red and heavy, as if she had been weeping.

			“Barbara, will you come with me to visit Martin’s parents this afternoon?”

			“Yes, of course, I will. Is that what’s upsetting you?”

			“Oh, partly, I suppose,” she said, throwing herself down on my bed, where she sprawled in a discontented kind of a way, frowning head in her hands. “He was so young, and I do feel for his family, but I am too selfish a creature to grieve over much for someone I scarcely knew. Am I a terrible person?”

			“No, an honest one. Only don’t be quite so honest to his parents.”

			A shocked laugh escaped her. “Barbara!”

			“Tell me,” I said lightly.

			“Oh, it’s nothing. Just, I’m not expecting an interesting event. Again. As I discovered when we came back from our ride.”

			“Well, it is very soon,” I excused. “You are both young and have plenty of time.” While I was old and wily and could manipulate any conversation to my own ends without compunction. “Of course, gentlemen want heirs.”

			“There is that, but Arthur never reproaches me. If it ever entered his head, he’d be quite happy for Cousin Patrick to succeed him. It’s I who want a little baby…”

			Once, I’d thought the same. And I’d got the information I wanted. I stood and crossed the room to sit beside her on the bed. “You’ll have one. When you’re grown up yourself.”

			She looked rueful. “Am I being childish? Give me a handsome husband to love me, and a big house to live in. Give me pretty clothes and a ball to show off at. And Barbara to make me comfortable. Now, a baby to complete my perfection. Am I so shallow?”

			I shook my head. “No, but no one gets everything they want all at once. You have a pretty good start.” And I didn’t want anyone to take what she had away from her.

			* * * * *

			After a light luncheon, Emily and I walked down to the village with a basket and sympathy for Martin’s devastated family. They seemed genuinely touched that young Lady Haggard had taken the trouble to visit, and Emily played her part well, at first with an appealing hint of nervous shyness, and then with more confidence as she realized she could really help these people in a material way. When Martin’s mother revealed that Martin’s earnings had been important to the family over the last year or two, she immediately said she was sure there would be a place in either the Hall or the London house for Martin’s younger sister should they wish her to go into service.

			“Though why they would,” Emily said to me as we walked home, “when we failed so signally to look after Martin is beyond me.”

			Martin’s death was making me uneasy in all sorts of ways, especially when taken in conjunction with all the other odd things that had happened in the house: Rose Haggard’s untimely death via the same window; the marble bust which had almost fallen on Arthur shortly after his marriage; the deliberate ghostly noises designed to frighten Emily and me.

			And then there were the genuinely ghostly presences, and the seething emotion-formed half-beings which had troubled my sleep with outrageously sensual dreams both nights since I had arrived.

			“So, what do you think, Barbara?” Emily asked me as the house came into view once more. Today, in the sunshine, it looked a lot less ominous for some reason. It was, in fact, a charming, if sprawling old house. “Now that you’ve settled in, are there ghosts here? Am I imagining things as everyone says?”

			There was no answer I could give that would reassure her, so, as I’d already decided, I stuck with truth. “It’s an old house. Of course there are ghosts and powerful emotions woven into the stone by now. It may be you’re sensitive to those emotions just now, perhaps because of your feelings for your husband.”

			She eyed me. “Are you talking about physical feelings?” she asked.

			“Probably. But I’m guessing. Whatever, these things are no threat to you. I don’t believe there’s a connection between them and the strange sounds you hear. I believe these are caused by other people moving around in other parts the house. You hear the echoes through walls and chimneys, and because of your nervous sensitivity just now, you’re more aware of them than you would otherwise be.”

			She frowned, immediately finding the flaw in my argument. “Why are people moving around in the middle of the night?”

			“Who knows?” I said lightly. “Intrigue and insomnia. Or rats. But I’ve heard the sounds you mean and you may trust me they are very much of this world.”

			She thought about that for a little as we walked. She lifted her face up to the sun. “I’m not sure that makes me feel any better.”

			“No, it is better,” I insisted. “We can make people desist. Spirits would be much more problematic.”

			“And poor Martin? Is his death part of this?”

			“I wish I knew.” Telling her my fear that Martin had been pushed by someone who mistook him for Arthur would have neither helped nor comforted her at this point. “But I’ll try to find out.”

			“How?” she asked helplessly.

			I didn’t answer, because I didn’t want her anywhere near when I did it. But the best way to discover something about the dead is to ask them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Having changed early for dinner, I went in search of Emily or Arthur to discover the best means of sending my letter to my mother in London.

			“Where is young Lady Haggard?” I enquired of a scurrying footman.

			“In the library, miss,” he replied.

			“Thank you.” I hurried on along the gallery and closed my fingers around the library door handle, but it wasn’t Emily’s voice but Henry Faversham’s that I heard inside saying, “…cannot advise it. Personally, I rather like the lady, but there is no doubt that Patrick is right. Her mother does indeed set herself up as a medium and is currently taking advantage of Lady Fairford’s good nature, to call it nothing worth, to live rent free in her house, where she holds séances once or twice a week. Admittance is by shockingly expensive invitation only. While—”

			“Barbara has nothing to do with any of that!” Emily’s voice interrupted with impatience. “If it’s even true.”

			“Oh, it is true,” Patrick’s voice said, stirring a sense of something ridiculously like betrayal in the pit of my stomach. “I was there.”

			“Even so,” Arthur said reasonably, “I don’t think we can blame the daughter for the sins of the mother.”

			“All the same, given her background,” Mr. Faversham said uncomfortably, “I’d be derelict in my duty if I released money in my trust to pay to her.”

			“Given her background? She is a respected teacher!” Emily fumed.

			“Respected? Emily, the school forced her to resign because she was holding séances for the pupils!”

			“Lies,” Emily said dismissively. “I’ve spoken to her about that, and you should too. Barbara Darke was my teacher, and remains my wise friend. If you’re going to be so stuffy about it, I shall pay her out of my own pin money.”

			“Well, there’s the thing, Emily,” Mr. Faversham said quietly. “If she is a friend, why do you need to pay her?”

			There was silence inside the room. I let my hand fall very slowly from the door. Eavesdroppers never hear good of themselves, as I had just proved, and yet I couldn’t make myself move away.

			In a small, hard voice, Emily said, “Because she could not otherwise afford to come to me right now.”

			I closed my eyes. I couldn’t help being poor. I could, however, avoid being the object of pity. I would leave tomorrow, after a thorough talk with Emily. Which meant I had tonight to find out what the devil was going on here and stop it. A tall order…

			“From what I hear,” Mr. Faversham said wryly, “her mother can well afford it.”

			“Yes, but we can’t have it both ways, Harry,” Patrick said sardonically. “If we condemn her for having such a parent, we can hardly condemn her for standing apart from her as well. I would suggest a compromise. If Mrs. Darke is not filling Emily’s head with nonsense, I would suggest advancing one month’s salary rather than the quarter year you requested.”

			Was Emily really supposed to be grateful for that? I knew I wasn’t. But what had I expected? I had always known I would not be accepted as a suitable companion for young Lady Haggard. I hadn’t even wanted to be. Frankly, my mind needed more exercise than running simple errands for a young Society matron. I’d never intended to stay beyond a few weeks. But somehow, to hear the disapproval, and my circumstance, my penury, and my mother’s gifts discussed in such a way at some kind of a family meeting made me want to kick things. Or people. It made me want to weep.

			We hadn’t asked to be so different, whether you called it gifted or cursed. We just were. And I would never, ever apologise for it.

			Inside the library, a footstep sounded too close to the door. I fled across to the large drawing room and hid inside until everyone had emerged from the library, still arguing, although I’d no idea, and less care, what decision they’d eventually come to. When the place was quiet again, I made my way to the small drawing room and began the torture of the dinner hour.

			At least I was glad to see that Miss Salton brought Irene down to sit with the adults before dinner. And later, after dinner, when the governess had performed her tea-pouring duties after the meal, and said good night, Susan said suddenly, “Tell Irene that if she’s good, I will be in to wish her good night.”

			“Of course, Lady Haggard,” Miss Salton said submissively.

			“How did you manage that one so fast?” Emily murmured in my ear.

			“Manage what?” I returned and rose to my feet. “Do you know, for some reason I am utterly fatigued tonight. Is there anything I can do for you before I retire for the night?”

			“Why, no,” Emily said, clearly surprised.

			“Find the wretched cards,” grumbled old Lady Haggard.

			“Alas they appear to be lost entirely,” I mourned.

			“Well, get plenty of rest,” Emily advised. “Tomorrow is our last day before guests start to arrive, and we shall be run off our feet preparing.”

			“I shall bring my notebook to breakfast,” I promised her. “And make us a most alarming list of tasks. Good night.”

			I was aware I was being a poor companion to Emily, but the truth was, I had much to do if I was to leave here before the ball. And besides, I had no wish to encounter either Mr. Faversham, who had smiled to my face and spoken of me so callously, or Patrick Haggard who had, presumably, discovered and reported the details of my life. At least he had always openly disliked me, whatever desires his body harboured. Arthur himself, and Bela, with whom I had conversed amusingly enough at dinner to induce a decided sparkle in the young rake’s eyes, were the only gentlemen I could stomach right now.

			Unfortunately, as I opened the drawing room door, I saw them all emerging from the dining room and crossing the hall in my direction. Bela was laughing at something Patrick had said in his most sardonic voice, and Arthur was talking animatedly to Faversham. I pretended to be too distracted to notice them. From the conversation I had overhead earlier, they should have been happy enough to go along with that. But…

			“Mrs. Darke,” came Patrick’s torturing voice. “Are you looking for something Arthur or I could help you with?”

			I cast my eyes to heaven without letting my head follow to give me away. What did he think I was doing? Going to steal the silver? Organizing a séance—or a black mass—for the servants in the attic?

			One foot on the first step, I turned back to face them. “Unfortunately not. Emily has promised me an exhausting day tomorrow so I’m retiring early to make myself fit. I bid you good night, gentlemen.”

			I would have bowed from a distance and continued on my way, but as I spoke, Patrick’s gaze flickered to my shoulder, and for some reason, he frowned and started towards me so that I could not, in courtesy, walk away.

			“Good night, Mrs. B,” Arthur called cheerfully and Bela and Faversham followed his lead before walking on to the drawing room.

			Patrick advanced on me, frowning still at my shoulder.

			“If I’ve torn the lace, I’ll mend it,” I said tartly.

			“It hasn’t torn. It’s slipped.” He lifted one hand, and I felt the shock of his fingers on my bare skin. “Not shadow.”

			“What are you…? Oh.”

			I must have stood clumsily on the lace when I turned, and pulled the overdress too far off one shoulder. Although hardly indecorous, the lilac gown beneath was styled with a wide V-shaped neckline from the edges of the shoulders, and when I looked down, the crazy purple-and-green discoloration of my skin was only too obvious.

			I flinched away from his touch. But his eyes were angry rather than amorous.

			“Did my aunt do that last night?” he snapped.

			I’d almost forgotten the incident, so it took me a moment to understand what he meant. “Lord, no,” I said lightly. “An accident of my journey. Which was why I yelped with such poor spirit when Lady Haggard poked me last night.”

			“What happened?”

			“I fell against the side of the coach when it lurched.”

			His frown deepened. “With some force. Was there an accident?”

			“Oh no. The vehicle was old.” I was deliberately vague, more to cut short the conversation than anything else, but his eyes flew up to mine with an arrested expression I could almost have imagined was horrified.

			His lips thinned and then, unexpectedly, his hard eyes seemed to soften ever so slightly. “You are a very strange woman, Mrs. Darke.”

			“You have no idea, Mr. Haggard,” I replied.

			“Perhaps not,” he agreed. “And that works both ways.” He delved into the pocket of his loose-fitting coat and emerged with an octavo-sized publication which he offered me. “I thought you might like to add this to your judgment of my journalism.”

			I took it from instinct, noticing the shape and strength of his long fingers more than the title of the book.

			“Thank you,” I murmured. “Good night,” And this time, although more baffled by him than ever, I did turn my back on him and walk calmly upstairs. He watched me all the way up, his gaze burning into my neck, my waist, my hips, but I didn’t look back, even when I reached the top and walked towards my own wing of the house. My bruises still hurt; the rest of me exulted in his attention. It was all I would ever have of him. Or he of me.

			* * * * *

			I had decided in the afternoon that this part of the evening was my best chance. The Haggards and their guests were together in the drawing room and the servants would all be busy about their post-dinner duties. So, once in my own room, I simply removed the lace overdress, swung my old shawl around my shoulders, collected my candle, and left again.

			I saw no one as I made my way up to the attic—avoiding the narrow spiral staircase beside Patrick Haggard’s room. No whispering, no excessive creaking or rustling of walls followed me. The spirits were also quiet.

			The door to Arthur’s studio was still unlocked, although as I went in, holding my candle high, I saw that a large plank of wood had been nailed roughly across the tied-shut window.

			I lit two of Arthur’s candles from my own and placed them around the empty area between Arthur’s easel and the window, where I sat on the floor with my legs crossed beneath my skirts. It was the most stable position, and not so far to fall.

			I absorbed the silence around me, let the feel of the place seep into me. Inevitably, the echoes of old emotions came with that, but not the threatening kind. After a few moments, I gradually lowered all my barriers.

			It was rare for me to call spirits to me. I didn’t need to. They came without invitation, drawn to my ability to receive, I could only imagine. But I was my mother’s daughter, and if I knew anything, it was how to summon the dead. I was fortunate too that I didn’t need an interpreter. I didn’t go into a trance. I was aware of everything that was said and done. It didn’t always feel like an advantage, but in this situation, I was glad of it.

			“Martin,” I murmured. “Martin, who passed on so recently in this very place, hear me call to you. Speak to this living soul who will hear you.”

			The spirits of the house were converging. I could feel them flitting towards me in a lethargic kind of a way, curious, but only up to a point. They were unlikely to try to enter me, and I was perfectly capable of keeping them out. The other, nastier things, like the malevolent consciousness that had haunted me in sleep, were a different matter, but I wasn’t asleep now, and the risk of them was worth it if I could only speak to Martin.

			“Martin, who worked in the stables for Sir Arthur Haggard, whose smock you held as you fell to your death, hear me now. Those who cared for you would discover what happened. Speak to me for them. Martin.”

			The candles flickered. The spirits gathered close together, surrounding me but not touching. I reached out among them with my mind, calling aloud to Martin, and felt something, very faint and confused and timid. One of the newly dead.

			“Martin,” I whispered. “Martin, speak to me. I mean you no harm. I wish only to help. Speak to me. Feel me; I am open to you.”

			Something brushed against my mind, curious, investigative. But it wasn’t Martin.

			“Martin, you can speak to me this way. Just reach out and touch me. Comfort those left behind. Speak to me.”

			It wasn’t a connection, far from it, but I sensed something—a partially formed presence of Martin. I reached out, trying to draw him to me, and the presence shattered to nothing. I waited a moment, aware of the curious one still stroking against my mind. I tried a different tack and spoke to it instead.

			“Will you bring Martin to me? Calm him, show him I mean no harm, and let me speak to him.”

			“I don’t know Martin.” The reply came back with sudden clarity and a good deal of carelessness as the curious spirit slipped into me. Feminine, sad, resigned, wondering. But communicative. I let her stay.

			“What is your name?” I asked her.

			“Am I speaking to you?” she asked, apparently fascinated.

			“More through me.”

			“I didn’t know that was possible.”

			“It’s rare,” I admitted.

			“You are rare, or I am?”

			“Both,” I said diplomatically.

			“Then you are of that world, the first world?”

			“The first world you remember, yes.”

			She was silent as a jumble of fragmented memories and sudden, fierce hope swept from her into me. “Patrick,” she said. “Do you know Patrick?”

			I even saw him through her eyes, a younger, more carefree version of the saturnine man I knew. It seemed he’d dazzled her too.

			“Are you…Rose?” I asked her. I wasn’t sure I wanted her to be, and had no intention of looking into why, right now.

			“Rose,” she repeated intensely. “Yes, Rose, that was me.”

			Perhaps I should have stuck to my plan to persuade her to find Martin for me, but she seemed very wrapped up in her own experience, and besides, her story might well be relevant to Martin’s. So I soothed both of us with calming breaths and asked, “How did you die, Rose?”

			Immediately, a thousand images bombarded me: the gut-wrenching, stomach-churning fall forming a kind of background to pictures from her life that flashed through her to me so fast I couldn’t distinguish them. A lot of them were her self-images. A lot of them seemed to contain Patrick, though I couldn’t see his expression or what he was doing.

			“I fell,” she whispered. “From here. My brains were dashed out.”

			I swallowed, trying not to think of that. But she’d said, “I fell,” as if it hadn’t been of her own volition. It seemed Patrick was right that she hadn’t taken her own life… If she was being truthful; dead people lied just as much as live ones, and for just as complex reasons.

			“How did you fall?” I asked her. “Were you ill? Did you stumble?”

			She didn’t want to think about it, and I didn’t blame her. She even closed my eyes and wriggled my bottom uncomfortably on the hard floor.

			“Rose?” I prompted her.

			“Patrick,” she whispered, and then again in a wail that chilled my blood. “Patrick!”

			“Rose, Rose, don’t be upset,” I tried to soothe her as she all but blasted her way out of me. “Help me to discover the truth. Please! I can carry messages to and from you if you just talk to me some more.”

			I heard the hint of desperation in my own voice, knew it wasn’t good, but my solitude up here wasn’t guaranteed forever, and I was very aware of passing time.

			“Rose.” I held out my hand in supplication. “Please talk to me again. Please.” I was striving towards her, calling her with every ounce of will I had. I didn’t even feel the arrival of the uninvited until it crashed into me with a jolt, spilling into every part of me, cold, malevolent, familiar. My soulless, sentient bag of emotion from last night. I should have been ready for it, but I wasn’t. And I couldn’t control it and speak to Rose at the same time.

			Rose wasn’t staying. I felt her and the other ghosts withdrawing from me in distaste as the thing pushed me onto my back, zipping through all the most intimate places of my mind and body.

			“Rose,” I gasped. “Please stay, just wait… ” With an effort, I tried to heave the thing out of me, but during my distraction,	it had got too strong a grip on me. I had to let Rose go, release the last strand of invisible cord that had bound her to my world, and concentrate all my attention on expelling my uninvited guest.

			It was stroking inside my body, whispering not words but images of physical love, dragging my hips off the floor, thrusting them up and down in simulation of the act, while the rest of my body writhed both in response to the internal caresses and to escape them. Inevitably, the lust of the thing within me was mine too, absorbed into my lonely frustration and my desperate needs, my memories of all the delights I had once enjoyed, and all I longed to know again. I was gasping, sweating with it, fighting my own temptation as much as the violation.

			But I was winning.

			Until, with utter shock, my glazed eyes saw the sardonic face of Patrick Haggard above me.

			“Oh no,” I moaned, praying it was illusion, something the uninvited had found in my mind. I paid for my distraction. With triumph, the thing seized back full control, driving my thrusting, writhing body across the floor.

			I heard my name. I felt hands take my shoulders, trying to hold me still. I drowned in Patrick’s dark, dark eyes, horrified and yet on some terrible level rejoicing in his nearness.

			A hint of uncertainty, of anxiety, lurked behind his superior contempt at my behaviour. My body pushed up, connecting with the entire length of his, and my arms wrapped around his neck. I wanted to curl up and die of humiliation. My breasts rubbed against the hardness of his chest, the juncture of my thighs found the growing hardness in his trousers and I moaned again, from shame and burning need, biting down on my lips to prevent the course, ugly words for what I wanted spilling out of my mouth. I was weeping with effort and with pain and humiliation, and yet my eyes were caught by his mouth, and I was enchanted.

			There was an instant of stillness, of silence. If I didn’t look in his eyes, I didn’t have to know he despised me. There was only his fine, hard body fitting so perfectly against mine, his bulging erection pressing between my thighs, sweet, arousing… I could see every tiny crease in his parted lips. They moved, saying something I could neither hear nor comprehend. I wished he would kiss me, just once.

			Oh God, not like this… I tried to hide the thought, to throw myself backwards and give myself time to expel the vile thing within me. But it knew. No sooner had I jerked back than it lunged forward, and caught Patrick’s mouth with mine.

			My clenched fists opened wide. The thing swept my tongue between Patrick’s lips, and teeth, kissing with avid, sensual hunger. And he tasted wonderful…a hint of wine, and the strong earthiness I associated with men, all overlaid by something uniquely him.

			I don’t know which of us was more stunned. But God help me, it was blissful.

			After an instant of shocked stillness, Patrick’s arms came tight around me, holding me to his body, and his mouth opened wide, kissing me back, taking control. And astonishingly, rather than killing what was left of my poor, lust-torn will, the kiss gave me the strength I needed. Perhaps because this was one kiss I wanted, needed so badly to be mine.

			With a muffled cry of anger, I hurled the uninvited guest from my body at last and slammed down the shutters. Then, curling my fingers around the tangled hair at the back of his neck, I kissed Patrick Haggard all on my own.

			Well, he had a lot to do with it. He was not a passive lover. His hunger seemed to match mine, his mouth twisting my lips, his tongue and his teeth caressing.

			So this, I thought, is how he kisses. With his whole body, not just his mouth. His fingers moved in my hair, his arms on my back. His knee slid between my legs, caressing as his hips stroked mine, searching for the position he wanted.

			I’d known he would be fierce and dominating, but I wasn’t prepared for the sheer, overwhelming sensuality. There was deep, exciting passion in this man that promised new and wonderful pleasures…

			One of his hands stroked my naked thigh, for my dress was completely rucked up, crushed to one side between us. My back bumped back down on the floor, allowing his other hand to sweep down over my shoulder to my covered breast, his fingers slipping and caressing their way to naked skin. I pushed into his hand, almost exploding when the rough pads of his fingertips glided over my nipple.

			“Here?” he all but panted against my lips. “Here on the attic floor?”

			Oh God yes, wild and urgent and untamed. Now, now, my body screamed, far louder even than the uninvited who’d started all this off.

			Damn and damn and damn! I closed my eyes tight and with a sob of pain and rage and helpless loss, I tore my mouth free.

			“Not here,” I whispered. “Not anywhere. That wasn’t me. It wasn’t me.” I could bear that even less than I could endure the frustration and disappointment about to come my way. I forced my eyes open, directly into his still hot yet baffled gaze. “This fever is not natural,” I said helplessly.

			“It’s damned natural to me,” he growled.

			“Not to me. It wasn’t me.” I tried to push him off me, and then felt the loss with a sense of desolation as he moved the weight of his wonderful body off mine. But he didn’t release me entirely, just helped to sit up, his face frowning.

			“Are you ill?” he asked, feeling my sweat-dampened forehead. There was doubt in his dark, still clouded eyes, but also genuine anxiety. I thought my heart would break.

			“Sort of,” I whispered, desperate now only to escape this dreadful situation. “I have to go.”

			“Sh-sh, just wait a moment,” he said with unexpected gentleness that almost undid me. Worse, he took a clean handkerchief from his pocket and actually wiped my brow with it. My hand trembled as I all but snatched it from him to finish the job and dash it across my eyes and mouth.

			“I’m not myself,” I said shakily. “I’m sorry.”

			“Shall I call Emily to you? Or Mrs. Grant?”

			“God, no,” I said with unnecessary fervency.

			His eyebrows shot up, but he made no comment, merely drew me to my feet while keeping one arm around my waist. I had to hold myself stiff as a board to avoid relaxing into it with gratitude.

			“You mustn’t be seen with me,” I said as we left the attic. “I’ll be fine on my own.”

			By way of reply, he only dropped my shawl around my shoulders. I hadn’t remembered it falling it off, nor him picking it up. He didn’t speak, and I didn’t think I could, as we made our way downstairs, along a quiet corridor that led to a different set of stairs I hadn’t come across yet, another long passage and a few steps and we emerged around the corner to his bedroom door.

			My stomach lurched, but before I could even breathe, let alone object, he opened the door, pulled me inside, and closed it again, the fingers of his free hand pressed to my lips. His powerful arm still held me around the waist. The heat from his body was immense, both comforting and terrifying.

			“Forgive the abduction,” he said wryly. “We can’t talk in your room. It’s opposite Miss Salton’s, isn’t it?”

			I nodded.

			“Sit down,” he said, pushing me into the armchair by the fireplace. A moment later, he wrapped my fingers around a fine crystal glass of dark liquid. “Brandy. I think you need a sip or two.”

			I thought he was close to the truth. I knocked the whole thing back and breathed out, feeling it burn its way down to my stomach.

			“Shock value,” I murmured, catching his half-amused observation.

			“Is that what this is about? Shocking me?”

			“I meant the brandy’s effect on me. Why would I want to shock you?”

			“For being mean during the conversation you overheard in the library.”

			Damn him. I looked him in the eye with defiance. “What conversation?”

			“The one just before I saw your black lace disappear around the large drawing room door. Your scent is subtle as well as beautiful, but it lingers.”

			“I don’t use perfume,” I said with dignity.

			“I didn’t say you were wearing any.”

			I couldn’t help smiling. “Are you flirting with me, Mr. Haggard?”

			“It seemed appropriate if a little late, considering our intimacy in the attic.”

			Of course he wouldn’t let it go. I couldn’t expect him to. I stared at my glass. A bottle clinked against the rim, refilling it. I heard another glassful being poured, and then he swung a hard chair around from its place at a desk and sat astride it, facing me, with his arms resting along its back, and took a thoughtful sip.

			He said, “What were you doing in the attic?”

			I gave a slightly crooked smile. “You’re not going to like my answer to that.”

			“As long as it’s honest,” he said evenly, “I’ll put up with it.”

			“Very well. It seemed the best place to communicate with the spirit of the young man who died.”

			His eyes dropped from mine. I had the sense I’d disappointed him. “And was it?” he asked tonelessly.

			I shrugged. “I’m not sure there’s a good place. He didn’t speak to me.”

			“Did anyone?” he asked. Although his voice was gentle, there was steel beneath, a warning to me I couldn’t take. He’d asked for honesty, and in any case, I’d already decided to give him it. I wouldn’t hide. God knew I’d precious little left to hide from him in any case. On the other hand, I knew this would touch a tender spot, infuriate him. If he didn’t hate me already, he would for this.

			I nodded. “A spirit who said her name was Rose. I think she was your wife.”

			“Oh for God’s sake, woman, do you really expect me to believe that performance in the attic was my late wife possessing you?”

			“Good grief, no, don’t be ridiculous,” I snapped. I took another sip of brandy. “She’d already left me, and I wasn’t fast enough to shut out the nasty things that lurk in the darkness.”

			His gaze was riveted to my face. “I see.” He took a gulp of brandy and lowered his glass. “So, it was a nasty, lurking thing from the darkness that kissed me and rubbed its admittedly delectable body against me?”

			I flushed as I’m sure he knew I would. But I didn’t break our locked gaze. “Yes. Although the lips and the body were mine, in case you didn’t notice.”

			“Oh, I noticed.” Again, he took a sip. “I must be a devilishly attractive fellow.”

			“I suppose you must.” I managed to keep my voice even at least, and I didn’t look away from that mocking, impersonal stare.

			The silence stretched out between us. But I knew he hadn’t finished. I didn’t need ability to read the seething emotion inside him to tell that. It was in his hard, stormy eyes, the uncompromising set of his mouth. I saw, with sinking heart, that although he’d asked for it, he still wasn’t ready for the truth.

			I tried to give him it anyway. “I’m sorry you saw it. If I could have spared you, I would. As it is, I must live with the humiliation, you with the distaste.”

			One black eyebrow shot up. “Distaste?” he repeated. “My dear lady, it was the most arousing thing I’ve ever seen. I congratulate you.”

			My face flamed. There was nothing I could say. He had been aroused. I’d felt it jutting through my clothes.

			He stirred and let the half-empty glass dangle at his side.

			“Very well, Mrs. Darke, since you won’t take the opportunity I’ve given you, let me present to you another scenario. You went up to the attic because it was a suitably atmospheric place and you knew of two people who had recently died by falling from there under mysterious circumstances. And of course, because you knew I’d seen you and would follow. You probably watched, or at least listened, for my approach, and then you began your little show—which would, you know, add a valuable dimension to your mother’s little soirees.”

			At least the two of you agree on that. The flippant response stuck in my throat, because all I could really comprehend was how little he thought of me. Beneath the sparring and the desire and the odd, surface kindness lay nothing but the contempt that had been there the night he walked into my mother’s séance.

			“Isn’t that the real truth, Mrs. Darke?” he pursued relentlessly. “At least admit that much.”

			I found I was staring at my glass so hard that my eyes were watering. At least I assumed that was the reason. I blinked and set the glass down on the arm of the chair. Suddenly, I was very, very tired.

			“Of course,” I said, rising to my feet. “That is the real truth. Good night, Mr. Haggard.”

			I walked straight past him without looking, opened the door, and went out, remembering to close it quietly behind me before I began the walk back to my own room, longing for the blessed oblivion of sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Of course, I couldn’t settle to sleep. Instead, I retired to bed with the journal Patrick had given me. It was called the Voice and seemed to be a mixture of political and social commentary. The editor was named as Patrick Haggard, who was also the author of several of the articles.

			Prepared to be unimpressed, or so I told myself, I flicked through the pages, which discussed everything from a strike in a Manchester mill to foreign relations. Although the titles were innocuous enough, a lot of the content was guaranteed to appal the establishment, the rich, and the comfortable, without actually breaking any laws. Bela’s words about Patrick wanting to educate the rich came back to me; that was the purpose of his journal, because unless you wished to invite the violence of the late revolutions we’d just seen all over Europe, change had to come from the already powerful.

			So, although I only meant to glance through the book for an insight into the enigma that was Patrick Haggard, I ended up reading every word of every one of his articles.

			I’d been right. Patrick was an angry man, and that anger shone through his flowing, evocative prose in a way guaranteed to provoke a response. Injustice, inhumanity, cruelty, poverty, all offended him and were lambasted with devastating clarity, compassion, and a hint of humour. Sometimes these attacks came as part of a study of a particular subject. Sometimes the attacks were the subject, supported by an array of examples. His criticism wasn’t reserved solely for his own government. The reactionary forces of Europe, which had so recently defeated the hope of reform, got special treatment, while comments on British affairs always stopped just short of sedition. I thought he had legal help there—Henry Faversham, I wondered?—to avoid being shut down. But he must have come very close to the edge.

			I couldn’t hate him. Many of his causes had been close to Gideon’s heart too—the health and education of the poor to begin with—and he argued that that education should be the qualification for the vote, not property or age or class or gender.

			I suspected he’d been a Chartist before the movement fell into disrepute.

			When I’d read the last page, I put the book down on my bedside table and blew out the candle. I lay staring up at the darkness.

			So he wrote well. Very well. And he cared, deeply. He was using his undoubted gifts to bring injustices to people’s attention, to provoke change. It all provided me with another glimpse into another facet of his character. But it didn’t bring me any closer to understanding him, or my response to him.

			* * * * *

			A door closing close by woke me with a start. It wasn’t my door but Miss Salton’s, for I recognized her scurrying footsteps heading along the passage. I closed my eyes again, but sleep wouldn’t come back. The humiliation of last night felt like a stone in my stomach, which hadn’t really been lightened by my discovery of his journalistic endeavours, while I was no nearer finding out what had happened to Martin or if there really were some danger to Arthur.

			I rose, washed, and dressed in my familiar old grey dress, and decided on a brisk walk before breakfast to clear my head. I ran quickly downstairs and let myself out of the house, encountering no one but Milly the maid, who gave me a quick smile and a bob of a curtsey.

			More than ever, my plan was to leave the following day, so I had to break this news to Emily in such a way as would boost her confidence and help her find her true place as mistress of Haggard Hall. At least I would be spending all day with her to prepare for the guests and the ball. In my spare moments, I could try again to reach Martin.

			As I breathed in the fresh early morning air, I turned my feet away from the house towards the wood. The things I didn’t want to think about all seemed to be to do with Patrick Haggard. I so wished he hadn’t seen me in the control of what I thought of now as “the lust bag”, but to jump to the conclusion that I was somehow trying to convince him of my credentials in this manner or, worse, ensnare him in my womanly wiles, was so demeaning to me that I felt hatred rise like bile. At least I thought it was hatred. That too I wouldn’t think about. It was irrelevant.

			What was relevant was what the spirit of his wife had told me. When I had asked her what caused her fall to her death, she’d said only “Patrick.” Until that moment—in fact, right up until this moment—I realized I’d dismissed the rumours as salacious gossip. Even on our first, wary encounter, I hadn’t imagined Patrick Haggard as a wife murderer. Killing a weaker creature dependent upon him had seemed somehow too paltry for him. But perhaps it would depend on what she herself had done. Or perhaps, for all my emotional empathy, I really didn’t know him at all.

			I’d expected him to be repelled by my possession, not cast vile allegations that demeaned me. He’d kissed me in such a way, and yet still reviled me. Perhaps he really was capable of paltriness and vileness. The violence I’d already sensed.

			The trouble was, I didn’t really believe it, because I didn’t want to. The man who’d shattered me, conquered me even, however temporarily, with his kiss, could not possibly be capable of such behaviour.

			Ha. I was as big a fool as any other woman.

			I walked only far enough to ease my still slightly stiff bones before I turned back to the house. As I crossed the driveway towards the front door, two horsemen emerged around the side of the house, deep in conversation. One of them waved to me. Prince Bela. I hadn’t realized he ever rose before luncheon, but perhaps he simply didn’t eat breakfast. His companion was Patrick Haggard, who turned his head but didn’t acknowledge me. I pretended not to see either of them and went inside for breakfast.

			There, I threw off my ill humour. There was enough of that eating away at this house. And yet it wasn’t a bad place. It just needed a little more joy, a little less anxiety, to disperse the negative emotions that had grown too powerful. Someone in the house was causing that imbalance, and I had to acknowledge I hadn’t been quite so aware of it before Patrick Haggard had arrived. There was a dark side to him I had sensed and yet never truly seen. I tried to put it out of my mind.

			Mrs. Grant deigned to spare us a moment from her busy schedule, though her expression made it plain she would rather be doing something more vital than discussing her work with the lady of the house. Emily gave her altered seating plans for dinner on the night of the ball, which Mrs. Grant sighed over, as if she couldn’t see the point. Emily looked as if she was about to explain it to her until I caught her eye and she moved on the final matter of fresh flowers in all the guest bedrooms.

			“Oh no, there’s no time for that,” Mrs. Grant said dismissively.

			“Surely there is!” Emily exclaimed. “I mentioned it last week, and it’s something I’d particularly like. The work will really all be mine and Mrs. Darke’s. All that you need do is see to the distribution of the vases we make up.”

			“My lady, trust me, it can’t be done. And there’s no point.”

			For an instant, it hung in the balance. For another moment, I thought Emily, although rarely one to back down, was going to resort to wheedling rather than commanding. I pushed my foot into hers to stiffen her.

			She continued to gaze at Mrs. Grant, although at least now she’d assumed an expression of displeasure.

			“Sorry, my lady,” Mrs. Grant said by way of softening the blow.

			“I’d rather you weren’t sorry, Mrs. Grant,” Emily said steadily. “I’d rather you were able to carry out my simple instructions.”

			It was, I thought, a master stroke: the unspoken implication of disobedience in this or any other matter being a dismissible offence; the insinuation that the housekeeper might not be up to her job. I was proud of Emily.

			“As your ladyship wishes,” Mrs. Grant said stiffly, bowing before her departure.

			“That,” I murmured to Emily, “was an excellent day’s work. I may leave you now with a clearer conscience.”

			Emily, who had bounced to her feet to crow a little in her victory, swung back and frowned at me instead. “Leave? When?”

			“Tomorrow, I thought. Before your guests arrive.”

			“But Barbara, that’s when I most want you!” Emily cried, appalled.

			I smiled. “In such a throng, I guarantee you won’t miss me.”

			“Oh but I will, Barbara!”

			I sighed and took her hand, drawing her back down on the sofa beside me. “My dear, I do you no good,” I said gently. “Your family does not care for my background or my presence. My being here does your cause more harm than good.”

			She stared at me, clearly baffled. “Where is all this coming from? Arthur likes you. You must not mind old Lady Haggard, though I’m sorry she was ill-natured enough to hit you. Arthur and Patrick both told her off.”

			I hesitated, then shrugged. “I’m surprised, at least in Patrick’s case. But it doesn’t matter. I was looking for you yesterday in the library and overheard enough to understand my position. You must see I can’t stay now.”

			“Oh bother, I’m sorry you heard any of that nonsense. Henry is being legal and Patrick stuffy, but in fact neither truly objects to your presence here.”

			I cast her a quick sceptical glance and made to rise with the rejoinder that I’d made up my mind, but she held on to my hand, interrupting me.

			“Didn’t you know Patrick was furious with everyone for sending that old coach to meet you? He told Susan and old Lady Haggard they should have been ashamed of themselves and could count themselves lucky you were good-natured and no worse than bruised. He said they could easily have been directly responsible for your death and that of the coachman. I must admit I hadn’t thought the coach was in quite that bad a state, but Arthur went white when he realized anyone had used it, and he suffered Patrick’s lecture about his responsibilities quite meekly.”

			She gave me a rueful smile. “I think you were more physically hurt by that than I knew. But you see, Patrick would not care about that if he didn’t actually think well of you as a person, whatever disapproval he has of your gifts.”

			“Emily, he knows where the blame would lie if there was an accident.”

			“Well, he does look after Arthur,” Emily allowed, “but I don’t think you’re being quite fair to him.”

			Shamelessly, I took my chance to learn what I could. “I can see he has an overdeveloped sense of responsibility, but he does seem very close to everything here.”

			“Well, he was brought up here at the Hall, more or less. Apparently, after his father died, his mother made a disastrous remarriage to some penniless ruffian, and old Sir James—Arthur’s father—brought Patrick to live here. He was more Arthur’s big brother than George was.”

			George, the bully, who had died only months ago. There was a lot of premature death around this family. “Did George get on with Patrick?”

			“I think they fought. Arthur once said Patrick was the only person George was afraid of. But when they were boys growing up, surely it must have been the other way around?”

			“And Rose,” I said, coming to it at last. “Did Patrick look after her too?”

			“Not well enough, it would seem,” Emily said ruefully. “Perhaps that’s why he’s such a moody devil.”

			“Is he? I only ever see him in a mood of disapproval.” That wasn’t quite true, although everything else, kindness, passion, bantering, all seemed to come back to it.

			“Oh he can be fun too. But he has a temper like the devil, apparently, and he’s frequently monosyllabic to the point of grouchy. He will disappear all day—and all night—and bite your head off if you ask about it. Arthur says the ills of the world concern him, but he’s never spoken of such things to me.”

			“Probably because you’re a woman,” I said. “Which is another of the ills of the world. I wonder if he talked about such things to Rose. If she cared.”

			“I don’t know. I never like to bring up the subject of Rose, even when Patrick’s not here. Arthur said it almost broke him. Rose’s death and the investigation and all the publicity surrounding it. I do hope Martin’s death doesn’t rake all that up again…”

			I thought of the soaked, devastated figure crouched on the ground in abject misery beneath that window. Guilt, deserved or otherwise, had been part of the agony I’d sensed tearing through him. But if I thought about it now, hadn’t that guilt felt rather…immediate?

			I gazed out the window at the formal gardens, bright and colourful in the calm spring sunshine.

			Why had Patrick ridden to the Hall from the railway station? How had he? Surely he didn’t keep a horse stabled at Market Gainborough for the purpose? He could have borrowed or hired one, I supposed, but he’d called it “my horse”, not anyone else’s, not “the hired horse”.

			I listened to the beat of my own heart. What if Patrick hadn’t come from the station at all? What if he’d already been in the neighbourhood, had entered the house secretly and pushed Martin out of the window because the sun had been in his eyes and he’d thought the figure standing there was Arthur?

			If he’d succeeded, Patrick would be the new baronet. Providing Emily carried no heir, and I knew she didn’t.

			What if he’d killed George too, and no one knew? And Rose because she’d somehow displeased him, or he’d wanted to marry someone else? Then Arthur was in terrible danger, and so was Emily, since I was sure she hadn’t shouted to the whole world that she wasn’t with child this month either.

			I turned with new fear, refocusing my gaze upon Emily. “Maybe I will stay another few days,” I said hoarsely.

			* * * * *

			By the time I went to change for dinner, I had my suspicions more under control. I couldn’t blame Patrick Haggard for every crime, every death at the Hall, just because he didn’t like me. On the other hand, it did seem that someone meant Arthur ill. On impulse, I changed direction and found my way to the schoolroom.

			There was no one there. I presumed Irene must be in her room, either preparing for bed or for another visit to the drawing room. I hoped the latter and closed the door. As I did so, I felt almost as if something had come with me, squeezing out of the room with the air. It was so fleeting, I could have imagined it, but I was sure I sensed something excitable, eager, vicious. Instinctively, I closed down my defences, but I could no longer feel it.

			I walked back towards the stairs to Irene’s bedroom and the place where the marble bust had stood, the one which had so nearly fallen on Arthur a few weeks ago. Pausing in front of the circular mark, I imagined the height of it, which couldn’t, I thought, have been so much taller than Arthur. But the weight of solid marble would surely have hurt him, crashing into his head or his shoulders, or even killed him if there had been much force behind it.

			I walked across to the door on the other side of the passage, the one that led to the disused nursery, and turned the handle. The door opened without a creak. Inside were two dusty little beds and a cradle, a box of toys, a rather nice rocking horse, a nursing chair, and a couple of hard wooden chairs with peeling paint. Another door at the end of the right-hand wall probably led into the schoolroom. I vaguely recalled seeing it from the other side when we’d had tea with Irene.

			I walked around a little, touching things. A fine film of dust covered most of it. I caught the unthinking happiness of childhood games, quarrels, laugher, friendship; a hint of loneliness, helpless anger.

			I glanced back through the open door, considering.

			I could have tied a length of strong string or rope around the bust’s neck and, bringing the end of the rope in here, pulled the marble down whenever I liked—particularly if I’d already moved the bust so that it teetered a little. If I’d pulled with all my strength, it would have tumbled with some force.

			Only, of course, Emily and Arthur would have walked into the rope. Even if the light had been too dim to see it, they would have felt it. Unless…

			Walking farther into the room, I lifted one of the hard chairs and carried it to the door, which I closed over until it stood open only a crack. Eyeing the chair with disfavour, I realized it wasn’t tall enough. So I took the cushion from the nursing chair and the pillows from the beds and piled them on the top. A somewhat risky tower to climb, but having gone this far, I braved the ascent.

			Wobbling slightly, I hung on to the door and found I could peer over the top. Through the crack between it and the lintel above, I could make out the side of the staircase and the wooden banister, and, the place where the bust must have stood on its plinth. My string or rope, tied around the bust and led into this room over the top of the door, would now be well above eye level. And in dim light, to lovers, possibly invisible. Why would they look up?

			I could almost see the bust and the string stretching across. I lowered my gaze to the top of the door, and my breath caught. Of the entire length, about two inches looked considerably less dusty. And the door was marked there, rubbed so hard it looked cut into, especially on the edges which looked as if it had been chewed, or fiercely abraded, with tiny splinters sticking out.

			“Oh dear,” I said aloud. “Oh dear.” Now that I’d found confirmation, I realized how much I’d wanted to be wrong.

			“What can you see from there, Mrs. Darke?” drawled the voice I most didn’t want to hear at that moment. “Ghosts in the stairwell? Maliciously inclined spiders?”

			I wobbled precariously on my shifting tower but managed to keep my balance by holding tighter to the door with my fingernails. Patrick Haggard’s voice came from behind me, from the door I’d suspected led into the school room.

			My heart recovered from its startled lurch, and without too much of a pause, I managed to reply, “I wish you were right, Mr. Haggard.”

			I pulled my skirts aside and prepared to dismount. But I heard the sound of his hasty footsteps across the floor. “Wait! Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to stand on things on top of other things?”

			“Actually, no,” I said with perfect truth. “My mother’s advice was always of a less practical nature.”

			“Give me your hand,” he said peremptorily, appearing by my side with his right hand held out in clear command.

			I must admit it was not an unpleasant novelty to look down on him from this height. For a change, he had to turn his face up to mine. Harsh, big-boned, and angular, it wasn’t exactly handsome, though it was certainly dramatic enough to catch at my wayward breath and release those butterflies I’d only just got under control in my stomach. I could make out the texture of his unruly black curls. His dark, straight brows were raised in an expression of tolerant amusement, although beneath them, his eyes were veiled. His mouth…but I wouldn’t look there.

			Without appearing foolish or petty, I could not refuse his assistance, so with good grace, I placed my hand in his, felt his fingers curl strongly around mine, and then his left arm reached up around my waist and swung me down as I jumped. I landed far too close to him, and his arm lingered loosely at my waist.

			For the space of a heartbeat, our eyes met and held.

			His lips parted. “What did you see up there that so disturbed you?”

			I had a choice. I could say “Nothing,” and laugh it off. Safest, if he were the culprit. It would, surely, put me in danger too to reveal what I knew. On the other hand…this had been going on too long, and I needed to know as soon as possible who or what threatened Arthur and Emily. Without knowing, it would be impossible to protect them.

			Besides, I had ways of looking after myself.

			I said, “There are marks on top of the door such as might be made by a thin rope or strong string being dragged across it bearing a heavy weight.”

			His brows flickered. His eyes no longer looked amused. “Your theory?”

			“That a rope was tied around the bust that used to stand there and strung overhead to this door and pulled so that the bust fell.”

			“Missing Arthur by inches,” he said slowly. At least he understood at once and made no pretence otherwise.

			“You don’t seem very surprised,” I remarked.

			“I’m surprised by your thoroughness and imagination,” he said with a hint of wryness. “At the time, although suspicion nagged at me, I could see no way and no reason for it to have been anything other than an accident. Until Martin…”

			My breath caught. “Then you agree Martin was pushed in mistake for Arthur?”

			“I agree it’s possible,” he corrected. “But I can find no reason, let alone any proof.”

			“Who would benefit from his death?” I asked. Emily, after all, might not have known the whole story.

			His lips twisted. “No one.”

			“Who is the nearest male relative?” I asked innocently.

			“I am,” he retorted. “But anyone who thinks I want this millstone around my neck does not know me.”

			“Then maybe it’s someone who wishes to disoblige you.”

			He blinked. “Disoblige me?” he repeated. “Killing my little cousin to disoblige me?”

			“You’d be surprised what malice people harbour.”

			“No, I wouldn’t,” he said with an edge of bitterness.

			“I imagine the Voice has made you some powerful enemies,”

			He shrugged that off, although I caught a hint of anxious pleasure that I’d read it. “Tell me,” he commanded, “since you’ve clearly ruled out ghosts, who do you suspect?” He was annoyingly direct. When I didn’t answer at once, his lips curved into a sardonic smile. “Me, of course. And yet you don’t seem very afraid to be standing so close to me.”

			“I’m not,” I said serenely. “My death wouldn’t benefit you in the slightest.”

			“Oh, I don’t know. It would remove a lot of damnable temptation.”

			I wasn’t having that. “What do you mean?” I asked coldly.

			“I mean I’d really like to kiss you when you’re not pretending.”

			I knew he was referring to my possession last night. I tilted my chin. “I never pretend to kiss.”

			His breath warmed my lips. “Is that an invitation?”

			I smiled. “No. You had your chance, Mr. Haggard. You lost.”

			“Don’t you allow second chances?”

			“No.”

			A fugitive smile chased across his face and vanished. His arm tightened, giving me an instant’s warning. “And if I insist?” he whispered, his words stirring my lips.

			I opened my mouth to tell him, and found it lost in his.

			My stomach leapt and dived with a wicked joy that quite overcame my outrage. His mouth moved on mine, hot and sweet and arousing. I hung on to my stubbornness by a thread, refusing to respond, to give him any encouragement at all, although I couldn’t bring myself to push him away either. I wanted his kiss, so, shamefully, I let it happen, hanging unmoving in his arms. His tongue explored with lazy, deliberate thoroughness as his lips caressed, and still I forced myself not to return the kiss, not to hold him as my drooping arms longed to.

			His lips released mine and he drew back to look into my face with eyes once more clouded with that profound passion I yearned to taste.

			“You don’t fight me,” he said unsteadily. “Is that because you’re not pretending, or because you’re too much of a lady?”

			“Because I’m too much of a lady,” I said at once, wishing my voice didn’t sound quite so husky.

			Again the smile flickered across his face, and he took back my mouth. Again I let him and melted inside, secretly rejoicing. His hand released mine at last, but only to move up my arm to my shoulder and from there to my sensitive nape, where his fingers closed, caressing while they held. I gasped involuntarily, trying desperately not to twist and writhe against the body so firmly against mine that I could feel the still-growing hardness of his own arousal. His kiss deepened until I had to swallow back moans of pleasure and need.

			My nipples pressed against my clothing as if reaching for his naked, intimate touch. My limbs, my whole body felt boneless and heavy, while between my thighs pooled hot, moist lust. But I would not kiss him back. I had the feeling that if I did, he would take me here on the floor, or on one of those little beds, if it would take the strain. And if it came to that, if he was inside me, pushing, grinding, loving… Oh God…there would be no hope for me.

			Again his mouth left mine, but he brushed my lips between his whispered words. “I think…you’re still pretending… I think you want me too.”

			“We’ve wanted each other from the beginning,” I said frankly, trying to steady my breathing and my voice. “But my standards are higher. I may not require undying love. But I need more than contempt.”

			“Contempt?” he said, as though genuinely startled.

			A breath of laughter escaped me. “Your emotions are such a mess, even you can’t read them. Excuse me, Mr. Haggard.”

			Instead of releasing me, he stared down at me frowning, his eyes a little wild with something more than lust. His lips parted, and I thought he would say something. Then the moment vanished into another and, deliberately, he bent and kissed me again, with unexpected tenderness, before, still silently, he dropped his arms and strode out the nursery door.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			When I joined the pre-dinner gathering in the small drawing room, Patrick Haggard was already there, his evening dress just a little too loose on his large frame to be fashionable, and yet I had to acknowledge that his carelessness was more stunning in effect than the neatest, best-fitting clothes of any other gentleman, including Arthur and Faversham. Bela’s were so old and darned that I had a fellow feeling for him, although Bela himself didn’t seem to notice.

			Since Patrick looked up from his conversation with Arthur as soon as I entered the room, I was particularly glad of Irene’s presence as a distraction. Sitting beside her mother, she smiled when I greeted her and told me she was coming to the ball.

			“How delightful,” I said. “You have a very kind mama.”

			“Not all that kind,” Susan said with the first hint of humour I’d encountered in her. “I’ve only said she can come down for an hour before supper with Miss Salton. But she will like to see all the pretty dresses.”

			“I will,” Irene agreed. “Mama and Emily have quite gorgeous new ball gowns! Do you, Mrs. Darke?”

			“Well, no,” I said apologetically. “Not really. I shall blend into the background and carry your Aunt Emily’s fan.”

			“Can’t she carry her own fan?” Irene asked with a doubtful glance at Emily, as though discovering her aunt were rather more feeble than she’d thought. Emily gave me a droll look.

			“Well, normally, yes,” I agreed, “but I shall use it at the ball to beat off all her admirers.”

			Emily and Irene laughed and Arthur objected that it was his job. Bela gallantly said that I could beat off my own admirers with it, too, although he hoped he would not be among the beaten.

			“I doubt Emily’s flimsy fan will be up to the job of your thick hide,” Patrick said unexpectedly.

			“On the contrary, I am very thin-skinned and easily hurt,” Bela insisted with a belying grin. “So perhaps Mrs. Darke will be kind to me and save me a dance?”

			“Just the one,” Emily said severely, “or you’ll spoil each other’s chances.”

			I stared at her. “Of what?”

			Emily only laughed, and at that moment, fortunately, dinner was announced. Throughout the brief interlude, I’d felt Patrick’s gaze upon me, but I hadn’t spared him a glance. Now, he walked behind me into the dining room, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up in awareness. Or perhaps alarm.

			In truth, I was more afraid of the strange courtship that had developed between us than I was of being murdered by him. The danger I had sensed in him from the beginning just did not feel like that kind of threat. Which may have been due to my undeniable pleasure in his kisses. And I fully acknowledged those kisses might well be his way of getting me on to his side—although a less confrontational approach might have been more sensible.

			Emily had changed the table settings for more than the pre-dinner ball. Miss Salton and I were no longer stuck on the ends of the table, and to my dismay—truly, it was dismay and not schoolgirl panic mingled with the insidious excitement of an equally youthful crush—I found myself seated between Patrick and Henry Faversham. She meant it well, I knew, hoping we would come to an understanding that would make me more comfortable. In fact, I was more likely to be crushed between their disapproval.

			I wished Bela were closer to flirt with, to take my mind off the large, physical presence on my right. But at least Patrick seemed more interested in talking to Susan on his other side. As Mr. Faversham and I made polite conversation, I thought they were discussing Irene.

			Then came a short silence at our part of the table. Around us, other conversations flowed over the clicking of cutlery and the faint rattle of crockery. To make it worse, I began to sense an otherworldly presence, growing stronger, and hastily checked all my internal defences were there to keep out whatever was forming so close to me.

			I lifted my fork to my mouth, wishing I could at least appreciate the taste of Emily’s excellent dinner. On my right, Patrick Haggard began to turn in my direction. I hoped he would speak over me to Mr. Faversham or across the table to Arthur.

			But of course, he didn’t. I pretended to be deep in thought as he regarded me, and continued to eat.

			He said quietly, “Emily told me you spoke Martin’s name before anyone in the dining room knew there had been an accident. How did you know?”

			“Well, clearly I’d nipped up there before breakfast, asked his name, and shoved him out the window before dashing to the breakfast room and making a scene to boost my credentials.”

			Unexpectedly, his lip twitched. “Do you imagine you’re reading my mind?”

			“No, but it doesn’t really matter what I say when you already have an unshakeable opinion. I might as well just recite the names of my favourite vegetables or—”

			“Who said my opinions are unshakeable?” he interrupted. “But by all means, yes, let us discuss vegetables.”

			“I would rather know what brought you to the schoolroom.”

			“I followed you to see what you were up to, just in case you’d discovered how to foil my evil plot. After which I planned to twirl my moustache and—er—do you in. But you foiled me, and I retired cursing.”

			“I didn’t hear you cursing.”

			“Trust me, I cursed,” he said wryly.

			I risked a glance at him. “You don’t have a moustache.”

			“I could grow one specially for the twirling thereof.”

			“Was its absence the reason you were foiled?” I asked lightly.

			“No,” he said. “I found I’d much rather kiss you.”

			My face, my whole body flamed. “Then it’s as well you’re talking a complete farrago of nonsense,” I managed. I set down my knife and fork. “With the aim, it seems, of putting me out of countenance.”

			“Well, you’re such a self-possessed lady considering your circumstances. I wanted to see if it could be done.”

			“It can’t,” I lied with all the firmness of desperation.

			Patrick picked up his wineglass. “Yes it can. I made you blush with a memory. I won’t tell you what the same memory does to me. I went to see Irene, but her mother seems to have initiated a new regime which can only be good for her. And then I heard strange noises, which turned out to be you.”

			In spite of myself, my gaze flew back to his face, and he met it steadily. I’d never imagined he would deign to explain himself to me. Did this mean we were allies? Or was he just covering himself with a convenient lie?

			His dark, compelling eyes were serious, veiling the usual storms I imagined there, but his lips—those lips he’d used on mine with such devastating effect little more than an hour ago—quirked into the faintest smile, as though he could read my doubts. But there was more than that. Even here, even closed as I was because of the hovering spirit, his lust battered at me. Surely I was fooling myself if I imagined there was any softer accompaniment.

			I wanted to be allies. I wanted to be lovers, God help me.

			“Is Patrick being outrageous, Mrs. Darke?” came Arthur’s jovial voice from the other side of the table. “Just ignore him. We all tell him his sense of humour is warped, but he will persist.”

			“That at least is true,” Patrick murmured, releasing my gaze to raise his glass to Arthur instead.

			I flushed again, wondering, as he clearly meant me to, just what he planned to persist in. With difficulty, I concentrated on my food and on the spirit tugging at my attention. With a jolt, I recognized it as Rose, Patrick’s dead wife.

			Fortunately, she wasn’t a batterer, nor did she seem to be very strong, but from her own world, she may have recognized this was not the place or the time to communicate, for I caught sight of her wispy form hovering over the empty chair at the foot of the huge table. Tiny, delicate features, heart-stopping beauty framed by luxuriant fair tresses. I wondered if she’d really looked like that, or if it was her own idea of herself.

			When the ladies left the gentlemen to their port, I wondered too if she would follow me, or stay with Patrick, who couldn’t even see her. When I glanced back from the doorway, he was watching me, his dark brow drawn down in an attitude both predatory and brooding. Something fluttered in my heart and delved lower, a sort of excited anticipation I could not afford to allow. As I turned hastily away, Rose’s wraith floated in front of him, twining around his torso, his neck, his head in a helpless caress that he couldn’t feel, and yet to me looked unbearably sensual.

			I hurried from the room, aching because of what I wanted and who it would hurt. One shouldn’t hurt the dead, I thought, any more than the living. But it would never come to that. Whatever game Patrick was playing with me, it was only a game, and I certainly couldn’t afford to take it seriously.

			And yet I was relieved when Rose drifted into the drawing room with us. Miss Salton sat in the ritual tea-pouring seat to complete her final duty of the day, while Susan again left the room to say good night to her daughter. At least I could take some pride in setting that ball rolling a little better, although I couldn’t tell how long it would last. Perhaps Susan would just send her away to school, and maybe that would be best for Irene.

			I decided on another early night, both to avoid Patrick and to accommodate his wife. But again, the gentlemen didn’t linger over their port, instead choosing to join us only moments after the arrival of the tea tray.

			I had already risen to ferry cups and saucers from Miss Salton, so I couldn’t avoid one more encounter that evening. At least it would, necessarily, be brief. He loomed too large for me, turning the tiny molehill act of delivering a cup of tea into some momentous mountain I had to cross safely. As a result, my heart beat too fast as I distractedly took cups to the others. I could see Prince Bela looked disappointed that I responded to his banter with a mere smile. In truth, I hadn’t heard what he’d said.

			But at least it meant I could be equally and believably distracted when I walked across the room to him. Lounging on the sofa, he was listening to Henry at the time, although his gaze followed my progress. He straightened a little to take the tea, but his receiving hand was too low, forcing me to bend over him more than I wished. His finger brushed deliberately against my wrist as he took the cup. I even felt his breath against my ear.

			“Eight o’clock at the summer house,” he said low.

			My heart lurched, this time with genuine indignation. Did he imagine I could be commanded to some vulgar assignation?

			“I beg your pardon?” I said clearly, hoping to shame him.

			“I said walking clears the air,” he said, as though surprised. And yet his eyes laughed at me, for all I’d done was enable him to deliver his entire, insolent message in public.

			Or was it insolent? I wondered, returning to take my own tea at last. In his own way, was he offering to explain himself, even apologise, in the open, on more neutral ground than the house itself, where we would not be overheard?

			God help me, I was already considering it. I drank my tea with almost unseemly haste while Patrick’s wife hovered in front of me, perhaps to find out if I could see her. I would have laughed, except it wasn’t really funny.

			* * * * *

			Achieving my room at last, I lay down on the bed and waited for Rose to join me.

			“Life is complicated, Gideon,” I murmured.

			“It was,” he replied with the hint of humour I’d loved.

			I smiled. “Is death?”

			“Not for me.”

			“Then why are you still here, talking to me?”

			“Because you seem to need it.”

			I frowned, sitting up. “Gideon, am I selfishly keeping you here? I don’t mean to.”

			“No. It’s my choice,” he said. “Besides, you make it so easy to have a foot in ether camp.”

			I smiled. “A whole foot?” I said, lying back down.

			“Well, a toe in this one.”

			“A talking toe,” I said, enjoying the image. “Do you talk to other spirits, Gideon? The ones that lurk here?”

			“I’m only here with you.” He sounded slightly confused, and I realized even I had made the classic error of assuming the world beyond to be another version of this one. I’d grown too used to talking to him this way.

			And then Rose drifted in, visible and ready to talk. I gave Gideon the equivalent of a wave and let her in.

			She arrived with a jolt that lifted me physically off the bed, and a statement that I couldn’t refute.

			“You were kissing Patrick.”

			“I was,” I admitted cautiously. “Do you mind?”

			“Do you love him?”

			“Of course not. I barely know him.” In which case I should most definitely not have been kissing him. But this nicety seemed to pass the ghost of Rose by.

			“Does he love you?” she asked with a little more anxiety.

			“Absolutely not.”

			“Probably safest,” she said, unsettling me all over again. But she herself seemed to be losing interest. I even felt her begin to depart, before, abruptly she sank down into me once more. “But you mustn’t ever be sure of that. You must take care. Patrick’s love, like Patrick, is all-consuming. You might think you only have a tiny piece of him, that his real care is for politics and causes and the poor, but then you find how wrong you were, how much he expects…”

			I listened to the beat of my own heart, could almost imagine Rose’s beating with it for the same man. “Is that what happened to you?” I whispered.

			“He hurt me; I hurt him; he hurt me… Love in the world is a destructive cycle. Don’t hurt him; don’t anger him.”

			“I’m afraid my very existence angers him.”

			There was a pause. “You’re strong,” she said sadly. “And rare… You upset me.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said helplessly, flooded suddenly with her sadness. “I want to understand what happened to you, to Martin.”

			“I can’t be here.” With a wrench, she fled from me, and once more I was no wiser about the things I needed to know. She didn’t care about events in the world. She cared about feeling, about Patrick. Probably much as Gideon cared still for me, in a vacuum of memory quite apart from their current existence.

			But there had been no anger in her for Patrick, no talk of forgiveness. I hung on to that as I prepared slowly for bed and went to sleep.

			* * * * *

			It had rained during the night, so the ground was damp beneath my boots, the air fresh and sweet in my nostrils as I walked through the formal gardens towards the summer house. After a lot of soul searching and thinking, I had decided that I would meet Patrick, but on my own terms. I was happy to walk and talk, but I would not go into the summer house with him.

			And if I was wrong, if his only wish was to silence me—well, I needed to know, and I was not entirely unprotected.

			There was no sign of him as I approached the summer house from the circular path, around which tiny lamps had been set into the ground, ready to be lit tonight. The summer house was already decorated for those who might prefer less of a crush than the ballroom, but the doors which ran the length of the little structure, were firmly closed. If Patrick was inside, watching me…

			My spine tingled. I tilted my chin, smoothed my brow for his benefit; and kept walking in a brisk manner, as if this were my morning constitutional, for the benefit of any watchers from the Hall. But I saw no face at the summer house window, and no one slipped through the doors to join me.

			I felt a wry smile form on my lips. He’d made the assignation just to see if I’d come. He was probably watching me with great amusement from his bedroom window, or somewhere else in the house. I didn’t know if I was more relieved or disappointed.

			I kept walking in front of the summer house until I had covered its entire length, then veered around the corner onto a lesser-used path which led around the side of the building. From there, one could walk across a semi-cultivated meadow of wildflowers to the woods. It was a pleasant walk, but I’d make it quick and short.

			I was so distracted by my own wrestling emotions that I almost failed to pick it up: a presence exuding fiercely controlled excitement with an undercurrent of smouldering desire. I was only just able to say, “Good morning, Mr. Haggard,” as I passed the end of the building and kept walking.

			I saw him, though, looking almost entirely disreputable, leaning one shoulder against the back of the summer house. His hair was tangled and unbrushed, his overcoat open to reveal that beneath it he wore only an open-necked shirt and trousers, without tie or coat or waistcoat. And yet even that glimpse of him, like that, waiting for me, set my pulses racing. It wasn’t even fear.

			Footsteps brushed against the gravel behind the summer house, thudded softly in the grass, and then he strode along beside me. At once, he adjusted his pace to mine, making me very aware of his every easy and yet controlled movement, like a tiger stalking its prey, reining in its huge strength in order to achieve its goals.

			And yet he didn’t exude any immediate threat. Perhaps the danger came from me, from my own physical reactions to him. Even now, his presence beside me brought a sweet, insidious excitement. It wasn’t just the brisk exercise that made my heart beat faster.

			“Good morning,” he said at last. “I didn’t think you’d come.”

			“I didn’t think you would.” With conscious courage, I turned my head and gazed at him. As if he’d risen in a hurry, dark stubble still clung to his lean jaw and chin. In all, he looked a little rough, and yet the impression was not displeasing to me. Not remotely. It spoke of intimacy, of the way he’d look when first getting out of bed in the morning, all rumpled and sleepy…and satisfied after making love to—

			Oh no, wrong direction, I told myself with a hint of panic, hastily squashed as I stared determinedly ahead towards the wood.

			“Why would I not come when I invited you?” he asked.

			“Was it an invitation?” I marvelled. “I wasn’t even sure I’d understood you. Which explains my walking in this direction from curiosity.”

			“I see,” he said gravely. “I wanted some privacy to clear the air between us.” His lips curved upwards. He turned his head towards me. “I suspect curiosity motivates a lot of your actions, even your coming to the Hall.”

			“True, although indigence helped there, as you know.” I held his gaze, although he showed no signs of wishing to look anywhere but at me.

			“And you do know that I think no less of you because you work for your living?”

			I curled my lip. “But you do presume to judge the work I do, because you’ve already judged the work my mother does.”

			“Your mother doesn’t work. She’s an unprincipled charlatan taking advantage of silly women like Lady Fairford.”

			His blatancy took my breath away. “Do you know how many misjudgments you made in that one statement?” I demanded. “For your information, my mother is only half charlatan!”

			He blinked. “How can you be half a charlatan?”

			It was a good question, and I almost regretted saying it. However, all my instincts told me only honesty would work between us, although I was a trifle hazy on the purpose of that work.

			“Aren’t we all?” I retorted. “What’s the point of having talents we can use to earn a living if we don’t display them to best advantage? Have you never written something you don’t altogether believe, just to get work, or to prove to someone you can do it?”

			A frown formed and deepened between his brows. His eyes searched mine. “Is that what she does?”

			“My mother can talk to the dead,” I said flatly. “They don’t always want to talk to her, so she does her homework, her research, so that if she needs to, she can make things up.”

			“Is that how she knew my name?”

			I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so.”

			He blinked. “Don’t you know?”

			“No. My mother and I never discussed you. She didn’t invite you; she didn’t know who you were. I didn’t know who you were until you turned up here. Why—”

			“Guess,” he interrupted. “How did she know my name?”

			Somewhere, I was secretly glad it had bothered him all this time. I said, “I would guess a spirit told her. There were swarms of them there that night, and I suspect some of them came with you. You exude emotion like a beacon. Taken with my mother’s gifts and my presence, you’d have drawn them like proverbial moths to a flame.”

			He didn’t like that. A muscle twitched at the corner of his set mouth. “Or Lady Fairford could have told her. Is that what you do too? ‘Display’ your gifts with little sideshows, guaranteed to garner you some attention? A lot of attention.”

			“No,” I said tiredly. There was no point in saying more.

			“Your sideshow at the school cost you your job,” he observed.

			“Well, I was careless,” I said perversely. “A moment of distraction let the spirit in.”

			“And sealed your fate?” he suggested, as though trying for mockery he couldn’t quite achieve.

			“As you say.”

			He looked away from me, gazing a few yards ahead, where the meadow track entered the woods. “You care for Emily, don’t you?” he said abruptly.

			“How could I not?”

			“It’s for that, not avarice, you put up with the insults heaped upon you in this house.”

			I laughed. “Hardly heaped, sir. Or if they have been, I’ve been too thick-skinned to notice them.”

			He strode faster, jerking one arm with an air of suppressed violence. “I don’t believe that either,” he said grimly. “It seems I believe instead in your generosity. Does it extend even to me?”

			“Why should I be generous to you?” I asked with genuine curiosity.

			A sardonic smile flickered across his lips. “Why indeed?” His gaze, intense and difficult, burned into my face. I thought he would say more and waited, intrigued, but instead a frown suddenly dragged down his brow. “Why do you wear so much black? For your husband?”

			Taken aback, I could only nod.

			“You miss him so much?”

			I nodded again.

			“When did he die?”

			“A little over two years ago,” I managed.

			“Of what?”

			“Cholera.”

			He halted, forcing me to stop too from politeness. “Mr. Gideon,” he said.

			I smiled. “Some of his parishioners called him that.”

			“I met him. I met him once when we were trying to publicize public health and the water supplies. I think he was already ill.”

			Again, I looked away. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I began to walk on.

			“I liked him,” came Patrick’s voice beside me. “Which is rare. I don’t normally care for men of God. I’m sorry if my stupidity made it harder to bear.”

			“No,” I said, covering my surprise in his apology. “I am used to bearing it now. As are you, I think. But yours still eats at you.”

			“Ah, well, I have more than grief to bear. You, at least, must have the comfort of knowing you’d done all you could do for your husband.”

			He spoke sardonically, as if hiding from habit, but I was almost afraid to breathe because he’d brought the subject up. It seemed he really did want to clear the air, for whatever reason

			I turned to him. “What happened?”

			“To Rose?” He sighed. “I don’t know. We’d…quarrelled. I was self-righteously ignoring her, so although I refused to admit she could have killed herself, I’ve no real idea what was going on in her mind at the time. I know she was unhappy. She could have fallen in a distraction caused by that unhappiness. Or maybe she really couldn’t bear it. Either way, I was the cause of it.”

			“And you live with it every day.”

			A crooked smile tugged at his lips. “Are you trying for absolution? I said you were generous.”

			“I can’t give absolution, only common sense. Living with that kind of guilt may be a small price to pay for murder. But it’s a high one for being young and hurt.”

			His startled gaze flew to mine. It was something he would have to think about on his own. But it had given me another thought.

			“What happened to Rose colours everyone’s thoughts, especially yours, about Martin’s death. What if that were deliberate?”

			Patrick’s frown deepened. “You mean the manner of Martin’s death was meant to distract everyone from what really happened to Arthur?”

			“Maybe.”

			“I don’t wear my heart on my sleeve,” he protested.

			I smiled. “You only think you don’t. The signs are there for anyone who cares for you. Or who cares to look,” I added hastily.

			“Like you?” he said, lashing out at me for the idea that his feelings were not completely private. “Sensing my emotions?”

			“I saw you,” I confessed. “The night you arrived here, in the storm. I saw you kneeling in the rain.”

			His gaze slid away from mine. I was sure he would deny it. But: “A moment of weakness,” he said.

			One I was shamelessly prepared to take advantage of. The stakes were too high not to. I said, “You didn’t come from the station, did you? You were already in the area.”

			Of course, I wanted him to blurt out the truth, even if he never spoke to me again afterwards, but I was prepared to be abused for underhand tactics and learn nothing. What I didn’t expect was the catch in his breath that amounted to laughter, or the sardonic humour gleaming in his eyes as he halted again and turned to me so quickly that I stepped back only to be brought up short against a tree.

			“Yes, I was,” he agreed. “I stayed the night before as the guest of our neighbour, Sir Neil Jordan, with whose wife, Caroline, I’ve been conducting a quite torrid illicit affair.” He came closer, hemming me in. “Are you shocked?”

			“Perhaps the question should be, am I gullible?” I retorted.

			“If you only read the wrong kind of newspapers,” Patrick mocked, “you’d be more inclined to believe. On the other hand, Caroline would take it as a kindness if you didn’t repeat it.”

			Although not quite touching me, he really was far too close. Even in the cool of the morning, I could feel the heat from his body, inhale his distinctively male, clean odour, rakishly tinged by last night’s excesses. In truth, I found it difficult to breathe.

			“Then why tell me?” I managed.

			“To see if it would turn you back against me. Am I under suspicion again? Or does my crime of adultery absolve me?”

			“I told you, I don’t do absolution. If you want forgiveness, you should apply to Sir Neil. If it’s true.”

			He considered me. “You think I couldn’t seduce a Society beauty?”

			I thought he could seduce anyone he wished to. Even I, who should have been appalled by his confession, was fighting instead a more powerful tug of arousal, all mixed up with quite inappropriate jealousy.

			“Your conquests don’t interest me,” I snapped.

			“There, we have something else in common,” he said obscurely. “May I kiss you now, or should I wait for the romance of the ball?”

			I stared at him. “Neither.”

			“Because of Caroline? Or me?”

			“Neither,” I said. “Because of me.”

			“Oh, splendid answer,” he approved, drawing closer, angling his head so that my lips wanted to part in preparation. “Except you’re breathing too fast, and I’m fairly sure your heart is galloping.”

			Desire, his and mine, rolled over me in waves, spreading heat and wicked excitement.

			“So is yours,” I said huskily.

			“Oh, I know that. Do I have to accept ‘neither’ as your final answer?”

			“You shouldn’t play games with a powerless woman in the employ of your family.”

			“I know that too. How fortunate you’re not remotely powerless.”

			Wasn’t I?

			“But you’re avoiding an answer,” he observed. “Which is one, of a sort…” His breath hitched. “I’m not sure I can wait for this evening.” His lips almost touched mine, and the butterflies in my stomach lurched and dived. “Only if I kiss you, I won’t want to stop. How would you feel about that, Barbara? We have a tree to support us…”

			I wanted quite hard to be indignant, but everything in me leapt with excitement at his words. Part of me yearned to be that bold, uninhibited woman. But if she did lurk somewhere inside me, she needed to be fed with more than he was offering.

			I said, “You’re still mistaking me for a trollop.”

			He blinked, expelling his breath in laughter on my lips. “You shouldn’t even know such words. Why do I like you so much?”

			Faint praise, you might think, from a man who wanted to make love to you. Or at least kiss you. But for some reason, his words melted me in warmth. He liked me.

			Or said he did.

			“I still won’t let you kiss me,” I whispered.

			His lips, so close to mine, stretched into a smile. “Tonight it is, then.”

			He stepped back, offering me his arm like a gentleman, as if he hadn’t just made most improper advances. His gleaming eyes told me the irony was not lost on him. This time it was I who tried to hide a laugh. I took his arm and turned our steps firmly back towards the hall.

			He said, “Have you or Emily heard any more ghostly noises?”

			I tried to adjust my brain to reality and thought, rather than sheer feeling. “You mean the unghostly whispering?” I replied at last. “No. Obviously, whoever it was knew we were on to them when we chased them physically through the house. I suspect if we only found out who that was, it would shed light on Martin’s death too. And the falling statue.”

			“Maybe.” He kicked a stone aside from the path in a distracted kind of a way. “Years ago, before George’s wedding, when the ballroom was being repaired and refurbished, my uncle spoke to the architect about old plans of the house which showed every addition made to it since pre-Tudor times. He said something about hollow walls.”

			I felt my eyes widen at the possibilities of that as I gazed up at him. “Hollow walls? Is there access?”

			He shrugged. “My uncle thought so, but I didn’t live here by then. I never looked.”

			“But it could explain much more easily how Emily heard those noises in lots of different places. More than the chimneys would have to have been used. Do these plans really exist?”

			“They did,” Patrick said ruefully. “In a bound book. But when I looked for it in the office, I couldn’t find it. I’ve been looking in the library too.”

			“Drat this ball,” I said impatiently. “Until it’s over, there will be no opportunity to make a proper search. We’ll have to wait until Sunday afternoon, when most of the guests should be gone.”

			We emerged through the trees to see a coach and horses trotting up the curving driveway towards the house. It was a very smart equipage. A crest on the side glinted in the sun, and the horses were all gleaming black.

			Patrick halted suddenly, as if taken by surprise. Some powerful jumble of emotion exploded out of him, blasting me hard enough to make me gasp. Instinctively, he grasped my hand on his arm.

			“What?” he demanded. “Are you well?”

			“Are you?” I countered.

			Confusion I hadn’t seen before troubled his eyes, dragging down his brow, and then his eyelids like hoods. “Of course.”

			“Who is in that carriage?” I asked.

			His eyelids lifted, and I saw at once he had himself back under control. Even the swirling emotion was muted, clearing as he gazed into my face without blinking. The silence went on too long, then his hand fell away from mine and he began to walk on.

			“I don’t know,” Patrick said. “But whoever it is, is vulgarly early.”

			“Or eager.”

			“That would be more worrying,” he said ruefully. “Let’s go and find out.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			The early arrival had clearly caused a certain amount of panic in a household that had expected to have several more hours to prepare before receiving guests.

			When we emerged from the formal garden to the front of the house, the stable staff were leading the horses away and servants were bustling inside with luggage. I drew my hand free of Patrick’s arm, and he let me. I had a curious impression that the man who’d begun to open himself to me, even if just a little, was closing himself back into a cocoon. Or a hard, impervious shell.

			He might not have known exactly who’d arrived, but the crest on their carriage meant something to him and he clearly didn’t expect to enjoy their company. Walking beside me up the steps, he was a like a child stiffening himself to bear a beating.

			“…so sorry for descending on you like this,” a musical female voice was exclaiming inside the hall. “But we put up last night in some truly awful inn. I never slept a wink. The bed was like a brick—a lumpy brick—and I swear I could hear every breath of whoever slept in the next room. He snored like a pig, I assure you! So we left at first light. I hadn’t realized we were so close, though! Please just pretend we aren’t here.”

			The speaker didn’t look as if she’d just suffered a sleepless night. Immaculately clothed and groomed, she shone with vitality, swirling around the foyer like a summer breeze in her fashionably wide gown trimmed with flower-printed flounces. Her gleaming honey-blonde hair framed her face in the most natural sausage curls I’d ever seen.

			Although the hall was full of bustling servants, and Susan and Henry Faversham had clearly wandered out of the breakfast room to see what was happening, the main recipient of the lady’s chatter appeared to be Emily, who had probably bolted downstairs from her bedroom to greet her early guests.

			She bore it well, laughing and answering warmly, “I wouldn’t dream of pretending any such thing, and wouldn’t want to. Would you like to join us for breakfast, or would you rather rest in your room after your awful night?”

			“Breakfast would be wonderful,” the lady exclaimed. “You are such a kind hostess. So pretty and unflappable. Oh Hugh, isn’t she so suited to Arthur?”

			For the first time, I became aware of the lady’s companion, a slight, sleek, handsome man as perfectly dressed as she in an exquisitely tailored coat. He wore a neat little moustache, which gave him a rather dashing air. But what interested me more was that when I finally noticed him, his attention was focused not on his hostess but on the area just inside the door where Patrick and I stood.

			“Hugh” turned his head almost reluctantly, and yet his face split into a most amiable smile as he bowed to Emily. “Absolutely. Utterly enchanting.”

			While Emily blushed and laughed, the lady’s erratic gaze fell on us. And passed on, much as her companion’s had done a moment before. Well, I am of no social significance; I wasn’t surprised to be ignored. Then I realized it wasn’t me they were ignoring. It was Patrick. His very stillness told me that. It came to me that such stillness was unnatural for him. Even leaning against the door and watching my mother’s séance, part of him had always been moving, restless, unquiet. When I cast him a swift glance, even his normally mobile expression was unchanging: veiled, neutral.

			Plus, you could have cut the tension in the hall with a knife. As the servants cleared out of the way between us, I saw that Susan and Mr. Faversham appeared decidedly uncomfortable, while Emily was looking rather wildly around her, as if in search of Arthur to save her from some horrible social nightmare I couldn’t see, although I could feel it all around me.

			Then Patrick moved, touching my elbow to propel me with him as he strolled with odd deliberation across the floor towards the lady. Oh dear, was this Caroline, the Lady Jordan who was his lover? I squashed the upsurge of jumbled jealousy, antagonism and curiosity, tried to appear merely amiable, although I suspect I was in fact invisible. Certainly, the unknown lady was looking everywhere else with a sort of determined casualness.

			“Margaret,” Patrick said politely. “How are you?”

			For an instant, the scene seemed to freeze. Not Lady Jordan, I thought with relief, but no one else looked remotely relieved. Emily looked quite agonized.

			For a moment, I thought the guest called Margaret would commit the unforgivable rudeness of ignoring Patrick’s greeting—which, I suspected was also the source of Emily’s social agony—and I wondered what on earth he could have done to inspire such hatred.

			In the end, she spared him a glance at once cold, haughty, and brief. “I am well, thank you,” she replied stiffly. Her gaze flickered over me without interest.

			“Allow me to present Mrs. Cartwright,” Patrick said, only faintly sardonic. “My sister-in-law.”

			Rose’s sister? Of course! The hostility and the awkwardness suddenly made sense. Rose’s family had blamed her husband for her death.

			“Margaret,” Patrick continued as if completely unaware of the atmosphere, which I knew he wasn’t since he was at least partially responsible for creating it, “Mrs. Darke, a particular friend of Emily’s.”

			I had the oddest impression this last, unnecessary label was designed to protect me in some way. And certainly Mrs. Cartwright’s ill humour vanished into a smile, like the sun breaking through clouds.

			“How do you do, Mrs. Darke?” she said warmly, offering her hand, which I took. “Delighted to meet you. This is my husband, Hugh.”

			Hugh Cartwright, thus brought into the group, bowed over my hand with perfect civility and pronounced himself charmed before turning of his own volition to face Patrick. And suddenly the air positively crackled between them.

			“Patrick,” Cartwright said with a wide smile that never got near his pale grey eyes. “Why am I surprised to see you here?”

			“I can’t imagine. I am frequently here.”

			“And are we to have the pleasure of your mother’s and brothers’ amiable company at the Hall?”

			“Sadly, no,” Patrick replied steadily. “My mother’s health is not up to the journey.”

			“Now that does not surprise me. Poor lady.” Although there was obviously a barb in Cartwright’s words, I couldn’t understand it.

			Patrick did. “I’ll pass on your concerns,” he said stonily.

			With obvious relief to have got the awkward moment over, everyone else began to move towards the breakfast room, all apart from Patrick and Cartwright who, although they hadn’t even shaken hands, still stood close together in the centre of the hall. A more distant and less sensitive observer than I might have imagined they were reunited friends, delighted to be together again.

			Certainly, Cartwright’s smile widened impossibly. “But you haven’t yet felicitated me upon my marriage.”

			“I felicitate you.” Patrick bowed his head slightly towards the shorter man. “But I trust you don’t expect me to smile upon it as you smiled upon mine.”

			Cartwright jerked away as though slapped, his eyes darting to the others as if worried they could have overheard. Only I did. Encountering my curious gaze, he blanched, but turned on Patrick like a cornered cat.

			“Hardly. Too many open windows in summer,” he almost spat and strode after the others.

			“What,” I said slowly, “was that all about?”

			“You don’t want to know,” Patrick said distractedly. He was watching the retreating backs of the others heading into the breakfast room.

			“Then why did you let me hear it?”

			His gaze dropped to me. “I did, didn’t I? I don’t know. Perhaps I want you to dislike me so you’ll have nothing to do with me.”

			“I already dislike you and have nothing to do with you.”

			His lips quirked into a spontaneous smile that caught at my breath and my heart. “Liar.”

			Before he could say more, Emily scuttled back across the hall towards us. “Cousin Patrick, I am so sorry,” she said, low-voiced. “Arthur said I should invite them for form’s sake but assured me they wouldn’t come.”

			“It’s all right,” Patrick soothed. “I have no wish to dictate one way or another who you invite to your home, and I promise not to thrash him in public. In fact, I’ll keep out of their way for a little.” He gave a rueful wink which seemed to encompass both of us and strolled off towards the staircase.

			“Why would he thrash Mr. Cartwright?” I asked, interested.

			“Lord, I don’t know,” Emily said flustered. “I was talking more about Margaret, Rose’s sister. She tells everyone Patrick either drove Rose to suicide or killed her himself.”

			“Hence Mr. Cartwright’s remark about windows,” I murmured.

			“Oh dear!” Emily said in distress. “And I was looking forward to this too.”

			I took her arm and gave it a squeeze. “I think, in his own way, Mr. Haggard was promising to be good.”

			“I think you understand him better than I do. I shall go back and breakfast with my unexpectedly early guests. If you see Arthur, tell him to hurry. Oh and we haven’t even had time to prepare the flowers for their room.”

			“I’ll see to that,” I promised.

			* * * * *

			By dinnertime, I was flagging and wondering if there was any way I could avoid the ball. However, since my presence, useless or not, seemed to be necessary to Emily’s comfort, I metaphorically gritted my teeth and got on with it.

			Oddly enough, it was one of the guests who raised my spirits most. Since Emily was in her element organizing a garden game called pall mall for her guests, I seized the opportunity to enjoy a few moments of solitude in the library before going to change for dinner.

			My original idea was to search for the house plans Patrick had mentioned, but as I crossed the threshold, I doubted I’d get around to such activity. I’d already sighed loudly and collapsed into a wing-backed chair before I registered the amused woman sitting by the window with her book open. She was perhaps around my own age or a little older, stylish without being fashionable, attractive without being strictly beautiful. A mischievous if understanding smile lurked in her eyes.

			“That bad?” she said sympathetically. “Or are you just girding your loins for the next round?”

			“Definitely girding,” I said, straightening in my chair, “but I won’t say loins unless I know you’re a married lady.”

			The woman laughed. “For twelve years, so I know all there is about loins. You must be Mrs. Darke.”

			I blinked. “I suppose I must, but I didn’t expect to be well known in this company.”

			“I’m Caroline Jordan and have known the family forever, so I’ve heard all about you.”

			“Oh dear,” I said without thinking, not so much because I was afraid of what had been written about me, but more, I think, because she was so totally unlike the lover I’d imagined Patrick to have—beautiful and brainless and flirty, which this woman was very clearly not.

			“Not necessarily,” she said now with mock caution. “I hear you’ve had a bad time since coming here.”

			“Oh no,” I refuted. “Well, apart from the accident.”

			“A terrible thing,” Caroline observed. “I heard about it while Patrick was staying with us.”

			I blinked, pouncing with glee on the idea that her blatancy meant they weren’t really lovers at all. Ha, Patrick Haggard!

			“I didn’t want him to come here after that,” Caroline admitted. “I knew it would rake up all these memories. But he seems in good spirits, considering. I think I have you to thank for that.”

			“Me?” I said startled.

			“You intrigue him: a down-to-earth spiritualist.”

			“I’m a teacher by profession,” I said with as much dignity as I could muster.

			She smiled. “Don’t be offended with me. I’m afraid I say whatever is in my head.”

			She did too, chatting easily for about ten minutes on subjects as varied and innocuous as pall mall, storms, and large house parties. More than once, I laughed without meaning to, and realised I liked her.

			“Guests are difficult,” she finished “They can’t all like each other and won’t all get on. I fail to see why I should give myself such torture in my own home, so even if Sir Neil were up to it, I wouldn’t do something like this.”

			“Your husband doesn’t keep well?” I asked, carefully neutral. It seemed worse, somehow, to be sneaking behind the back of a sick man. Why did I like either Patrick or Caroline? Just because they were different?

			“No, he’s rather frail,” Caroline replied with a genuine note of sadness in her voice. I felt it too. Surprisingly, Carline was fond of her supposedly cuckolded husband. My belief grew that Patrick had been joking with me when he’d confessed to a love affair with her, though I couldn’t quite see the humour. Perhaps he’d just been trying to annoy me.

			Scarily, I knew an urge to ask her outright and curbed it only with another question which was preying on my mind.

			“Do you know what is between Mr. Cartwright and Mr. Haggard?” I asked her.

			“Ah. Now, Cartwright’s is an unhealthy marriage, in my opinion,” she said. “Not that anyone cares for it, least of all the Cartwrights. He was staying here with other guests when Rose died, and he was one of the loudest voices blaming Patrick.”

			“Why?” I asked. “Does he hate Patrick?”

			“Actually, I think he rather liked him once, but he’s a gossipy, dilettante kind of a man. Although he’s amusing, he’s not really Patrick’s type. He was a school friend of George’s, used to spend holidays here tormenting Arthur and Patrick in the way boys do. When they grew up, I believe Hugh came to rather admire Patrick for a while…” She shrugged. “Then, for whatever reason, he returned to abetting George in putting Patrick down when he could. And then, flirting with Rose.”

			“Mr. Cartwright was in love with Rose?” I asked, startled.

			“Well, she was a loveable kind of girl. To men. I wanted to slap her. Anyway, Cartwright made a great show of being cut up about her death, spent a lot of time with Margaret, and finally married her last year.”

			“They hurt each other,” I said slowly, remembering my conversation with Rose’s ghost. “Rose and Patrick. Was that how she hurt him? By flirting…by an affaire with Cartwright?”

			“I don’t know and I don’t want to know,” Caroline said firmly. “Other people’s marriages should stay private. One never understands them from the outside. On the other hand…Cartwright and Margaret make a pretty poisonous combination, so I wouldn’t let them too close. If I were you.”

			Having plenty to mull over, I elected to change the subject. “Are they still playing pall mall?”

			Caroline glanced out the window and let out a shout of laughter. “I doubt it. Come and see.”

			I rose and came to stand beside her chair to look out onto the lawn, where two lines of hoops had been set up. But it looked as if the game had degenerated into horseplay. Most people stood around laughing while Arthur weaved around the hoops, using a stick to slam the ball around them rather than through them as he ran the length of the course. On the other row, Patrick pushed an elderly gentleman in a wheeled chair, swerving around the hoops while the chair’s occupant bashed the ball on with his stick held out to the side of the chair. When necessary, Patrick helped by kicking the ball in front of him.

			At one point, the elderly gentleman whacked Arthur on the rear with his stick in passing, and Arthur decided to switch courses, chasing them instead until Patrick skidded all the way around a hoop and doubled back the way he’d come, threatening to ram Arthur with the wheeled chair. The old gentleman seemed to be howling with laughter.

			Caroline smiled. “He’s so enjoying himself. Patrick’s good for him, makes him feel young again.”

			I blinked. “You mean that is…?” I broke off.

			“My husband, yes,” she said serenely.

			* * * * *

			Although early, dinner was a much more glittering affair than normal. I found myself seated between two most personable gentlemen. One was a youngish widower with an appreciative gleam in his eye; the other was the academic-minded second son of a baronet with a sweet smile. I found I enjoyed the company of each and promised to dance with both.

			Across the table, I noticed Prince Bela placed between two young ladies vying for his attention and had to hide a smile. Bela, like myself, was a victim of Emily’s efforts at matchmaking. It was for this, I suspected, that she’d changed Susan’s original seating plan.

			My suspicions were confirmed when she followed me up to my bedroom to change, yet again, for the ball.

			“What do you think? Which of them did you like best?”

			“I found them both charming,” I said. “We got on famously.”

			“Which of them will you dance with?” she asked, walking across the room to my wardrobe.

			“Both, if they remember,” I replied,

			By then, she was rummaging among my meagre clothes. “What were you planning to wear?” she asked. “Do you really not want my burgundy silk?”

			“It wouldn’t fit me without more alterations than we’ve time for. Besides, the style is very much yours, and I am too old and staid for it.”

			“Staid,” Emily repeated, as though stunned.

			“Staid,” I said firmly. “I thought I’d wear my own red silk, under a black silk fine enough to be gauze. Look.” I showed her.

			“The red is beautiful,” she said warmly. “Why don’t you wear it without the black?”

			“Because it has a tear in the left shoulder where I caught it on a nail,” I said frankly. “And besides, it’s a little old-fashioned now.”

			“Hmm. Will you at least let me dress your hair?”

			“Provided you don’t ‘sausage’ me. With sausage curls, I look like a wax doll imbued with the spirits of the insane.”

			Emily giggled. In the end, she didn’t attempt to curl it, but pinned it in a different way so that it wasn’t so severely scraped back from my face, but pushed forward to give me a slightly softer look. Its only decoration was the pearl clasp I’d worn at my wedding. I didn’t tell Emily that, but I rather liked it being there.

			I finally shooed her away to her own maids and finished my toilette, such as it was. The black silk looked rather pretty and mysterious with the red shining through, and I felt the more modest shape from several years ago better suited to my position here. After consideration, I added the fine gold pendant my mother had given me on my twenty-first birthday, which had coincided with a spell of good fortune for her. In all, gazing at myself in the slightly cloudy old mirror, I thought I looked good enough not to disgrace Emily, and quiet enough to please her husband’s disapproving family.

			And Patrick? Once the greatest enemy of my being here, he now promised to kiss me at the ball. My stomach dived provocatively just at the thought. My only strategy was to avoid being alone with him—surely not so difficult at a ball. Not that I didn’t want his kisses and a lot more besides, but the thinking part of me knew this place was too isolated and intense to make dangerous decisions in.

			Although my instincts were to trust him, there was so much of him, his past, and his emotions that I didn’t understand, and I couldn’t prevent my brain from recognising what was also possible. That he could have killed Rose in rage, or driven her to suicide by cruelty; he could have pulled over the bust that had nearly fallen on Arthur; he knew the house well enough to have sneaked in and pushed Martin, mistaking him for Arthur. Or he could have an accomplice within the house. At heart, despite Cartwright’s accusations, I didn’t really believe any of those possibilities, but I knew they were there. And the sentient emotions haunting this house unsettled me as, I suspected, they unsettled Emily, although she couldn’t recognize what they were.

			Although I was a little early, I took myself to the ballroom to ensconce myself in a discreet position from where I could be useful to Emily if so required. In fact, I found a very excited Irene already there with Miss Salton. Since Irene bounced up when I entered, much to Miss Salton’s annoyance, I went to join them.

			“What a pretty dress,” I approved.

			“So is yours,” Irene returned with more politeness than truth. “But you look different and very nice, doesn’t she, Miss Salton?”

			“Indeed,” the governess said frostily. She wore what she always did, with no concessions to the festivities. I didn’t know whether that was because she didn’t actually own anything else, or because she thought anything else would be inappropriate to her position. Certainly, when she looked at me, disapproval emanated from her in waves and never seemed to dissipate, while Irene and I discussed the ballroom decorations and planned to award points for the prettiest, ugliest, and most amusing costume of the evening.

			Emily and Arthur swirled into the room, dancing in play but inspiring the orchestra to strike up. Laughing, the couple halted by our little group, and a general fussing over Irene was taking place when her mother arrived. I caught a sudden outpouring of emotion from Irene—eagerness, resentment, love, all far more powerful than the outward demeanour of the girl suggested. It came to me that a lot of the negative feelings haunting this house could come not from an adult murderer but from a lonely and neglected child. I resolved to pay attention to her emotions this evening.

			Emily, of course, was gorgeous in her sunshine-yellow ball gown. Flowers and sapphires ornamented her hair, her ears, and her breast. She looked dazzling, and Irene and I were in total agreement that she got ten points for beauty. So did Susan, resplendent in a dark burgundy silk with black trimmings which made her look positively regal. In fact, an outside observer might have imagined her to be the lady of the house and Emily an indulged daughter. I wondered if it seemed fair to her. Susan was undoubtedly an unhappy woman capable of lashing out. What I couldn’t imagine was her creeping through the house to frighten the young woman who’d taken her place.

			Of course, the whisperer didn’t have to be the same person who’d tried to kill Arthur. The house was heaving with ill nature and suppressed violence. Suppressed for now. I shivered as it washed over me and pushed the emotions away.

			Emily and Arthur took up their positions by the door to welcome their guests, who arrived in a dazzling display of colour and glinting jewels. Every family from miles around, with any pretensions to gentility, had been invited, along with those who’d travelled farther and were staying the night.

			Naturally, I observed the arrivals, since I was watching for any need Emily might have of me—none so far—so I saw Bela and Henry come in, and the Jordans, with Caroline pushing his chair. Patrick was with neither group. For some reason, his absence made me nervous. I wished he would just arrive so that I could get used to his being in the room.

			Even as I thought it, I knew it to be a ridiculous and unlikely reason for my disturbance. Even absent, he confused me.

			As Emily and Arthur opened the ball with the first formal dance, Patrick strolled in alone, surely unobserved by most, since all eyes were on the stunning, happy couple in the centre of the floor, now being joined by other dancers.

			At the time, I was repinning a swathe of scarlet silk that had fallen at one corner where it had been rubbed by a chair being pushed back too far, so I caught the movement from the corner of my eye and couldn’t resist a fuller glance.

			In formal evening wear, he looked more handsome and distinguished. Perhaps he’d opted for a closer fit, or perhaps the darker coat suited his angular, saturnine appearance. Whatever, the butterflies in my stomach soared up in swarms. But before I could even try and calm them, someone else’s emotions hit me like a sudden bucket of warm water: fierce, violent love, so forceful that it shocked me, and I couldn’t even tell where it came from.

			And yet it seemed oddly familiar, like…almost like Irene’s feelings for her mother which I’d sensed earlier. Did she regard Patrick as a surrogate father? Perhaps a more desirable one than her own, who’d most probably bullied her? There might have been an element of that, a consciousness of inferiority mixed with the love. Or it could have been the precocious, confused infatuation of a girl battered a little early by the uncontrollable changes in her body. It felt a little more like that.

			When my gaze found Irene, she was sitting forward beside Miss Salton, waving through the dancers at her uncle, who at once swerved towards her. A greater surge of excitement, swiftly calmed.

			Of course she was excited by witnessing her first ball. I knew I would be stupid to read too much into this and yet…

			“Mrs. Darke, is it not?” The light male voice dragged me out of my speculations, and I gave the pin an extra shove into the wall before turning with a polite smile to face Hugh Cartwright.

			“It is,” I replied. “Mr. Cartwright.”

			“Might I hope your dance card is not yet full?”

			“You might, though be warned I might drop you without warning to attend Lady Haggard.”

			His pale eyes lit with surprised amusement. “For such a worthy cause, I could not complain. So, perhaps I should seize my moment and ask for the next dance?”

			“Alas, I am promised to another for the quadrille,” I said lightly.

			“My loss,” he mourned. “Then with your permission, let us sit and talk until the fortunate gentleman arrives to claim you.”

			I assented, through curiosity, and he found an empty alcove close by, with a view of the main dancing area.

			“Ah. Your next partner isn’t Patrick Haggard, is it?”

			“No, why should you think so?” I asked calmly, although my heart had begun to beat too fast.

			He shrugged. “Merely, you appeared to have been walking with him when we arrived at the Hall. I assumed you were on friendly terms.”

			“I’m on friendly terms with most people,” I replied. Which didn’t mean, of course, that they regarded me in the same light.

			“You’ll forgive a stranger advising you,” he said, his eyes so steady and serious that a faint frown had formed between them. “But I understand you are a vicar’s widow with no friends but the Haggards to look out for you.”

			I blinked. “Not entirely true as regards friends, but go on.”

			He tugged at his cuff in a slightly flustered gesture. “I just mean that your good opinion of Patrick Haggard comes, of necessity, from his own family, who’ve been under his thumb for years. Your own position in the world will have kept you isolated from gossip—”

			“That is how I prefer it,” I interrupted, but he chose to ignore my warning.

			“Mrs. Darke, he is not safe to be around,” he said urgently. “You must not walk alone with him and you must not be taken in by his attentions. He means you no good. Perhaps you have not heard of Lady Jordan—”

			“I have met Lady Jordan,” I interrupted again. “Be assured I entertain no one’s gossip, and I am, besides, an excellent judge of character. Excuse me, but I see my partner searching for me.”

			My partner, the widower with the twinkling eyes, was a sprightly dance partner and entertaining enough company to keep me smiling while we danced. But all the same, Hugh Cartwright had unsettled me. Although he’d said nothing I hadn’t already heard or imagined, Cartwright’s odd mixture of sincerity and spite bothered me. Almost worse, I saw Patrick himself watching me from the wall close to the orchestra where he leaned one shoulder as he talked with a group of gentlemen I didn’t know. I could tell nothing from his expression, little more from my own pointless excitement in his attention.

			The infatuation, I thought ruefully, was mine, not Irene’s or anyone else’s.

			“I have to tell you, you’re dashed good company, Mrs. Darke,” my widower said as we strolled together after the dance. “Do you come to London much?”

			“That would depend on Lady Haggard,” I said demurely.

			“Of course. Well, I hope we meet again.”

			“So do I,” I returned with cordiality. He seemed to be just what I needed after Cartwright’s little chat.

			Unfortunately, I turned away from him to discover Patrick in my path. Big, tall, and disturbingly, overwhelmingly physical.

			“There you are,” he observed. “My dance, I think…and my kiss.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			I flushed, casting a quick glance around to see who might have overheard. No one, I doubted, who didn’t have ears like a collie. Before I could decide whether to treat him to contemptuous silence or a lecture on the ease with which women lost their reputations, his arm came around my waist and his other hand took mine. The orchestra’s brief introduction gave me a clue.

			“Viennese waltz,” Patrick said. “How fortunate.”

			“You planned this,” I accused.

			“Well, it’s so hard to kiss someone standing in a line two feet apart.”

			I tried a new tack. “It’s hard to dance with someone who’s never waltzed before.”

			“Who would that be?” he enquired. The other dancers had begun, spinning and whirling around us while we stood close together, unmoving, bringing upon us the sort of attention I wished to avoid.

			I could have pulled free—inviting more attention. I chose the path of discretion and placed my hand on his shoulder. A smile flickered in his eyes, but a hint of relief there told me he hadn’t been sure which way I would go. I liked that. It seemed to be my only hold over him.

			Equally surprising, he turned out to be an excellent dancer. I’d imagined he would be a somewhat careless partner, but though his movements were natural and a little too…abandoned for polite society, his steps were perfectly timed, and he carried me spinning and whirling across the floor with exhilarating speed. After a few moments of trying to remain stiff in his arms, I gave in and simply enjoyed the experience.

			“You dance delightfully. I knew you would. You must have been a truly excellent vicar’s wife,” he observed.

			“I was much in demand for funerals,” I agreed, and delighted in the intake of laughter that vibrated through him. His thigh, his whole body moved against mine turning me, spinning us backwards. “You’re standing too close,” I breathed.

			“No, I’m not.”

			“Hugh Cartwright told me I should stay away from you for my own safety.”

			Patrick didn’t miss a beat. “He tells everyone that. Although, in your case, he’s probably right.”

			“Why does he dislike you so much?”

			“I stopped finding him amusing. I don’t amuse him either.”

			“Are you enemies?” I asked.

			“Yes, I suppose we are.”

			“Because of your wife?”

			His eyelids came down like hoods. We seemed to spin too long without changing directions, then he turned me backwards again. “Don’t ask me questions I don’t want to answer. I have so many ways I’d like to stop your mouth.” His smile was wolfish. “Did you miss a step, Mrs. Darke?”

			“I’m dizzy,” I said frankly and not quite steadily.

			“Perhaps you need some air.” Perversely, his steps seemed to lengthen, speeding us through the other dancers, and then abruptly he drove me straight at the curtain and whirled me through it into fresh, cool air.

			Of course, it was the side door to the ballroom.

			“That door is supposed to be bolted,” I said breathlessly. Emily had wanted only the main French windows to be open onto the front terrace and the formal gardens, where tiny lights guided the way to the summer house.

			“I unbolted it in advance. I thought you’d prefer to be kissed in private.”

			In private and in darkness, save for the faint glow of light seeping around from the front terrace, we stood still, breathing heavily, still in the embrace of the dance, but he was much too close. I could make out his gleaming eyes, the outlines of his face. Even through the layers of my gowns and petticoats, I could feel his warmth. And his high-handedness.

			I lifted my chin—a mistake since it only brought my face closer to his. “What if I don’t wish to be kissed at all?”

			“What if?” he agreed.

			“You’re very sure of yourself, Mr. Haggard.”

			“Patrick,” he said, his breath hissing against my cheek in something that was almost laughter. “And the damnable thing is I’m not sure of anything, least of all you. If I was a gentleman, I’d let you go and leave you in peace. I’m not a good man to be around.”

			“Why not?”

			“I come with too much…baggage. It makes me poor company and a bad friend.”

			“You’re not exactly promoting your interests here.”

			“I’m trying to be honest.”

			“It’s a novel approach to kissing.”

			His lips curved. “Was that an invitation?”

			“No. I’m not a good woman to be around either. I know you don’t believe a word, but the dead speak to me, invade me, haunt me. If you come any closer, those things will affect you.”

			Slowly, his hand drifted up my back to my shoulder, and up to my cheek. “Is that your honesty, Barbara? Or your madness? It doesn’t matter. It’s what makes you different, makes you you.” Although we were standing still, his breathing hadn’t evened; neither had mine. “I wish you didn’t fascinate me so much. This would be so much easier.”

			“What would?” I asked, baffled.

			“To seduce you and forget about you.”

			“Is that your normal approach to women like me?”

			“I’ve never met any women like you. I doubt there are any.” There was a strange anguish in his quiet, yet almost harsh voice. His burning eyes dropped to the region of my mouth, and his breath caught while his thumb brushed my lips, parting them. “God, Barbara, tell me to go, and I swear I will.”

			I closed my eyes, trying to find the courage and the will to do just that. It would be better for both of us. But before I could say a word, his mouth seized mine in the fiercest kiss I’d ever known.

			He held my head, his fingers tangling in my beautifully dressed hair, so that he could angle me for his purpose, and devoured me like a starving man, all hard, almost bruising lips and teeth, his tongue avid as it swept around my mouth. The shocking force of his kiss overwhelmed me, as did his powerful arms holding me to his big, strong body.

			“Don’t say it,” he whispered into my mouth. “Please don’t say it.”

			Had I ever had any intention of resisting this? Had I not spent the entire day anticipating this moment? My hand glided up from his shoulder to his neck and clung. I opened my mouth wider and kissed him back.

			A stifled groan vibrated through him into me, but strangely, my response seemed to soothe his ferocity if not his passion. There was tenderness now in the caresses of his lips and tongue, a sensual coaxing that completed my undoing. He danced me backward, ever farther into the darkness, still kissing, until my back pressed against the wall by the tree-shaded corner where the ballroom extension met the main part of the house. His hips imprisoned me while his open mouth glided over my cheek to my neck. His lips pressed against the galloping pulse at the base of my throat and then glided to the side to my clavicle until he found silk in the way.

			“You wear too many layers,” he whispered. “Is it a test? Or protection?”

			“Both.”

			His lips stretched into a smile against my skin. His hands slid between my back and the wall, seeking and finding the fastenings of my overgown and gown, loosening them until the bodice drooped around my elbows. The cool evening air was sweet on my heated skin, though not nearly as wonderful as his hands and his mouth, caressing my shoulders and chest, and unexpectedly freeing one naked breast.

			This was where, if I’d had any sense, I would have called a halt. But my body and my spirit clamoured for his attention. It had been a long time since I’d known the touch of a man, and this one was so different from Gideon that I had no frame of reference. I just knew I wanted this so badly I might explode. So I threw my head back against the wall and closed my eyes, clasping him to my breast where he teased and kissed my nipple before drawing it into his mouth and pulling in a long, blissful stream that almost made me whimper.

			And then his hand replaced his mouth and he was kissing my lips once more, while his palm and his fingers worked magic on my breast. His other hand was dragging at my skirts; I didn’t stop him. His muffled groan when he found my naked thigh at last was music in my ears. He pulled the string of my drawers, and I felt them begin to fall. Like me, surely like me…

			All but panting, he dragged his mouth free, holding us still in that position for the space of several galloping heartbeats: his hands on my breast and my thigh, my dress rucked up almost to my hips, my drawers held up only by his body, and my arm flung around his neck in an attitude quite shamefully abandoned.

			“Tell me you want this,” he said in an unsteady whisper. “Tell me you want this, or I’ll stop. Silence will do, but only for a little, a very little…”

			My heart thundered in my ears, drowning out the sound of my own breath and his. A breeze rustled the tree branches above us. An owl hooted close by, and from inside the ballroom came the strains of music, no longer a Viennese waltz.

			Slowly, I dropped my hand from his neck, and his eyes closed in something very like agony. When I pushed both hands between us, he began to back off without protest. But my fingers had already found the fastening of his trousers, and his eyes flew open once more.

			I stood on tiptoe, turned up my face, and kissed his mouth. With a gasp, he pushed my skirts as far as possible to one side so they weren’t in the way. My questing hand found the huge, hard bulge of his member, and a tiny growl issued from my throat.

			His hand closed over mine, pressing my fingers around his shape. “You don’t trust me,” he murmured breathlessly. “You don’t know me.”

			“I know what you feel,” I whispered. “It overwhelms me, dizzies me…”

			“Do you not feel anything of your own?”

			“Oh yes,” I said, almost brokenly. “Oh God, yes!”

			And then my hands were brushed aside as he dealt with the opening of his own underwear. I was yanked upwards as my drawers fell downwards, and pressed into the wall. He pushed inside my throbbing body. Huge, hot, stretching me. My mouth opened in a silent cry, whether of shock or delight I had no idea.

			“Oh God,” I whispered again as all my bodily longings swirled and met around his sweet invasion. The pleasure would find me so fast, so powerfully, I would need to bite my lips to stop from screaming.

			He found his way fully inside with another surprisingly gentle thrust. I was so wet for him, his passage was easy, but to take him even deeper, I hooked my exposed leg over his hip and he growled deep in his throat, thrusting forward in what seemed involuntary action, but once begun, it seemed he couldn’t get enough. He pushed into me hard again and again, and I moved with him, straining and grinding, my open lips buried in his throat until he wrenched my chin up and sank his mouth in mine while he hammered me into the wall in a frenzy of long suppressed hunger.

			I took it all, absorbed it all, pushing my tongue into to his mouth, clinging, as the ecstasy began to build around our movements, soaring and galloping out of control. His emotions, his agony of pleasure rushed on me, swamping me, blasting me into the most violent climax of my life.

			Boneless, I managed somehow to cling to his mouth, muffling so far as I could the helpless sounds of my ecstasy. His panting matched mine as he thrust even faster, and then, with a stifled groan, grasped his member in his hand and pulled free to spill his seed outside my body.

			It speaks volume for my physical and mental state that I was sorry.

			Although for this care of me, for this consideration, I was very swiftly grateful. My monthly bleeding was due within a few days, but one could never be sure.

			He collapsed against me, the wall supporting both of us. For several moments, we sprawled there, our harsh, panting breaths mingling in the night-scented air.

			At last, he hauled himself semi-upright. His legs, his whole body seemed to tremble with the effort.

			“Barbara Darke, you are amazing,” he whispered, and kissed my mouth. “Thank you.”

			Slowly, reluctantly, I withdrew my mind from his intense daze of pleasure. It wasn’t fair when he couldn’t tell how I felt. Well, he probably could, for our bodies seemed to communicate pretty well.

			Voices sounded close by, a tingle of female laughter. Cigar smoke drifted with the sounds on the breeze.

			“Oh no,” I breathed. “Look at me!”

			My breasts and one thigh exposed, my hair tumbled like some hoyden while a man pressed me into the dark wall. How much would anyone see from the terrace if they came this far along?

			“I am looking,” Patrick said in a hoarse whisper. “So much beauty and boldness and utter temptation. I want you again.”

			Fresh lust released its moisture between my legs, and my internal muscles contracted as if searching for him.

			“People,” I managed in a mixture of panic and need.

			He touched his forehead to mine. “I know.”

			With reluctance, he pulled my bodice back up over my shoulders and reached down to drag my drawers back up. He even retied them for me before he brushed down my skirts. Only then did he readjust his own clothing.

			“This way.” Taking my hand, he led me around the tree and the corner of the main house. My legs shook under me as we crept along, so perhaps it was fortunate that after only a few yards, he pushed open a door I could barely see and guided me into a dark corridor. From there, we went through another door, which he closed behind us and then released my hand to feel his way through the darkness. I heard the hissing of a match and a moment later, a warm if faint glow surrounded him. He looked rumpled and sensual and in spite of our so recent intimacy, butterflies gambolled in my stomach.

			He lit another candle from the first and turned to me, holding out his hand peremptorily.

			I tried for lightness. “What are your intentions, sir?”

			“For life?”

			“No, right now.”

			“Well, until I lit the candles, I planned to help you fix your dress and your hair, but now I see you, I have the urge to dally a little longer.”

			“I should go back to Emily,” I whispered. I wanted nothing more than to dally with him.

			He advanced on me, and my heart lurched. A frown tugged down his brow. “Did I hurt you?” he asked with surprising gentleness.

			I shook my head. “Oh no. You were…wonderful.”

			His eyes cleared, lit up with a smile of as much amusement as pleasure. “You are wonderfully honest. I hope.”

			He touched my cheek with just a hint of uncertainty that plucked at my heart. By way of answer, I caught his hand and kissed it. His fingers clung to my lips in a soft caress.

			“I didn’t plan to go so far,” he said hoarsely. “This…urgency with you took me by surprise.”

			“And me,” I acknowledged, trying to regain my self-possession.

			His lips quirked, but he didn’t drop his gaze. “I’m not quite sure what we’re doing,” he said carefully. “But please don’t ever regret that we did it.”

			I found myself smiling. “I don’t believe I will. You are…intense.”

			“I know. I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be. I like it. Oh dear, stop me talking.” Hastily, I began to rearrange my dress.

			He turned me gently and refastened both gowns. “I’m afraid the black silk is marked at the shoulder,” he said ruefully. “I believe it will tear. Do you want to just take it off since you have the red gown underneath?”

			I shook my head. “No, no one will notice a tear. They’d only wonder if I appeared to have changed halfway through the evening.”

			“Do you care what people think?” he asked curiously.

			“I care for my privacy.”

			I felt him nod, as if he understood that, before he walked around to stand in front of me consideringly. “It’s been a while since I’ve played lady’s maid, but I think I can put your hair back as it was.”

			I stood still under his hands, absorbing his touch, his concentration. Something was growing inside me that I didn’t want and didn’t know how to deal with. And yet it felt like happiness folding warmly around my heart.

			“Madness,” I whispered.

			His gaze shifted to my face. “But sweet,” he said, dropping a kiss on my lips. “There. That looks rather good, though I say it myself. Now, do you want to brave the gossips and return to the ballroom together? Bearing in mind that Cartwright is vicious and has already ruined reputations just to spite me. Or shall we go separately?”

			I frowned. “Separately, then.” Although I wanted to know about Cartwright and those reputations. Did he mean Caroline’s? Were the rumours false, then? I wished I didn’t want that quite so much.

			“Very well, I’ll go back the way we came in. You go on to the end of the passage. It will bring you out just at the ballroom, and you can return to Emily as if nothing happened.”

			I smiled. She’d see it in my face. Everyone would see that I was different because of what I had done with Patrick Haggard—bold and daring and so, so delicious. I shivered.

			He bent and kissed my mouth, more carefully than outside, but still very thoroughly. Then I left him and blew out the candles, and we went our separate ways.

			* * * * *

			My mother had called me darkly wicked. Which was exactly how I felt in the afterglow of what I’d just done with Patrick. Each step sent tingles shooting outward from between my legs as delicious reminders. What we’d done and where we’d done it was forbidden by all the normal laws of morality and decency, and yet I felt neither cheap nor abused. On the contrary, I felt glorious, bold and invincible.

			Gideon had always said I looked different immediately after we’d made love—like a cat with the cream—so I did my best to fasten a neutral expression on my face and not to appear too smug. In fact, just thinking of Gideon helped there.

			Is this betrayal? I wondered. Gideon would never expect me to live and die alone just because he was dead. On the other hand, he would have thought in terms of love and marriage, not…this, whatever it was. Explosive, irresistible lust, sweet and wicked.

			I’m a fallen woman. My breath caught in silent laughter as I crossed the ballroom in search of Emily. Surely Gideon would get used to that too, as he had to my communicating with spirits. My fear was that he’d move on entirely and I’d miss him…

			The trouble was, even if I’d known Gideon would never speak to me again, I’d still have welcomed Patrick’s embrace.

			My searching gaze found Patrick first. He was sitting in conversation beside Sir Neil and Caroline Jordan. I looked quickly away and in doing so, caught several other people in surreptitious observation of the same tableau. One of them was Hugh Cartwright, who caught my gaze with his brows raised as if saying, “You see what I mean?”

			I began to think I did.

			“There you are!” Emily exclaimed. “Mr. Fredericks was looking for you. You missed your dance.”

			“Oh dear, how rude of me,” I said guiltily. “I had to fix my dress, and I totally forgot.” In fact, I’d lost my dance card. I must have dropped it outside. I’d have to find an excuse to go outside and retrieve it before anyone else discovered it and asked awkward questions. I owed it to Emily, as well as to my own teaching career, not to lose my reputation.

			* * * * *

			When I glanced towards Patrick again, Caroline was no longer with him, but was dancing with Mr. Faversham. Patrick and Sir Neil seemed to be enjoying a continued conversation. A few moments later, Patrick stood and pushed the old gentleman’s chair towards the ante room where card tables had been set up.

			I felt as if my evening was finished. I wanted the ball to be over so that I could be alone and savour the event. In fact, I’d no idea how to pass the time, since I couldn’t follow Patrick around, hanging off his arm like an adoring and slightly annoying bride.

			“Shouldn’t I carry your fan or something?” I asked Emily.

			“You know I don’t have one,” Emily said wryly. “Just enjoy yourself. I’ll send Mr. Fredericks to you as soon as I catch sight of him.”

			I fetched myself a glass of wine, and sat down in the same, quiet seat I’d occupied earlier beside Irene and Miss Salton, long since departed to bed, and watched the dancers.

			A little later, someone sat beside me, and I turned to see Caroline open the dance card on her lap. “And so, who is next? No one, I see. What about you?”

			I opened my mouth to tell her I’d mislaid my dance card, when she slid it from under hers and onto my knee.

			I blinked stupidly. “Thank you.”

			“Patrick found it. It’s his night for saving reputations.” Her smile was a little crooked. “Although in your case, I suspect he was responsible for risking it in the first place.”

			I searched her face. “Is that what he’s doing? Saving your reputation? Did he risk that in the first place too?”

			“It was never his to risk. Patrick and I have been friends since childhood. He has always been a frequent visitor in our house. For some, that is enough to prove an illicit relationship.” Her gaze flickered towards the dancers, and I followed it to Hugh Cartwright, then dancing with Emily. “We know he started the rumours, spread them to the newspapers. We could sue for libel. We choose to rise above it and simply show that Patrick is my husband’s friend as much as mine. Neil’s preference for his company despite the scurrilous things written about him and me, should give a few people food for thought. I dislike being talked about.”

			“Cartwright tried to ruin you just to attract ill will to Patrick?”

			“My husband is well liked and respected, despite his ill health.” She turned back to me. “You find us an odd couple. Most people do, which is why the lies fell on such fertile ground. I was eighteen years old when my father married me to a man nearly thirty years my senior. I was angry, bitter, disappointed. But the funny thing was, once married, I grew to love Neil very quickly. I would never betray him.”

			She wanted me to believe her. I could sense that much without trying. Combined with her openness to a stranger, it made her whole story suspicious. She had no need to tell me all this. I was no one who could harm her or help her. Yet I caught no dishonesty or deception from her.

			“I’m sorry this has happened to you,” I said. “I’m just not sure why you’re telling me.”

			A smile flickered across her face. “Because Patrick is a troubled man. He needs a Neil in his life, and he has—forgive me—become somewhat obsessed with you.”

			I felt a flush rise up through my body. “Are you warning me off?” I asked as pleasantly as I could.

			A peal of genuine laughter surprised me. “The opposite, Mrs. Darke. If he loves you, he has hope.”

			My jaw was in danger of hitting the floor. I hung on to it with difficulty. “He doesn’t love me,” I said flatly. “He barely knows me, and what he does know, he neither believes nor likes. I am a schoolteacher of an incurably independent character. I am, besides, a natural medium subject to perpetual hauntings and unexpected spiritual invasion. I am not his Neil.”

			“We all need different rocks,” she said mildly. “And I have no intention of trying to choose his or yours. I merely wanted to remove the obstacle of this rumour of his tie to me. It doesn’t exist, except through friendship.”

			She was, I thought, a fascinating woman. I could think of nothing to say to her that did not involve pleading for reassurance or for information about Patrick, so I held my tongue to the roof of my mouth.

			Caroline gave me a little nudge with her shoulder. “He was sure you’d come to take advantage of Arthur and Emily, and he meant to nip it in the bud. You took him by surprise. Trust me, he does not dislike you. Like you, he is not conventional. He is a creature of impulse and yet capable of great thought and kindness. You might well be good for each other. And if you can exorcise the ghost of Rose from his life, his friends will be most grateful.”

			“Rose,” I said, latching on to the one thread that had nothing to do with my relationship to Patrick—I didn’t want that poked or even touched. I didn’t know if it existed beyond a wicked fumble in the dark that a lady should never have allowed. “Her ghost is still here. Actually as well as metaphorically. Something is wrong in this house.”

			“Too many ghosts?” she asked lightly.

			“The ghosts I would expect. The malevolence is…newer.” Until I said it, I hadn’t really acknowledged the fact. But it began to fit with some of my other rather hideous suspicions.

			Caroline gave a little shrug. “There have certainly been a lot of unexplained tragedies here in recent years. Perhaps putting those to rest will make the house a happier place. Although with Arthur and Emily in residence, I’m sure it will become so anyway. And here comes Mr. Fredericks, clearly a man with a goal. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll make myself visible to my own partner.”

			* * * * *

			I only glimpsed Patrick from a distance for the rest of the ball, which was, clearly, a resounding success. Emily, undoubted belle of the ball, brought an infectious joy to the occasion through her natural good spirits and instinctive hostess talents.

			Susan, who, being still in mourning, didn’t dance, held her own little court of rigid good manners, looking indulgently upon the pleasure of the young people. Perhaps I imagined that she no longer seemed so resentful, even though through the entire proceedings, old Lady Haggard sat by her side in an ancient black ball gown and a face like thunder.

			Every time I saw Prince Bela, he was dancing and quite clearly enchanting his impressionable partners. Emily, of course, was trying to find him a wealthy wife to ease his financial difficulties, but I thought a girl could probably do worse than be married to Bela. At least he’d make her laugh. Although fidelity might be an issue.

			Mr. Faversham, while retaining his innate dignity, also seemed to enter into the spirit of the event. Not for the first time, I wondered at his long stay at the Hall. I knew he was a family friend and Arthur’s official guardian as well as a solicitor, but did he have no other clients? Was he completely indigent like Bela, who, I suspected, had nowhere else to go but by whatever charity was offered.

			I moved among the guests, pretending, mostly, that I had things to do, and was glad to overhear many comments praising Emily and her ball, including the light, delicious supper that provided some respite for both dancers and orchestra.

			The ball would be good for Emily’s confidence as lady of the Hall. I was proud of her.

			I permitted myself another couple of dances, since I was asked and was curious to see if my reaction to Patrick’s closeness was unique. It was. But I enjoyed my dances anyway, and if I imagined Patrick’s brooding stare upon me, it seemed only to add an extra excitement. Although I never caught him staring —I was too discreet to observe him—I felt more than one surge of desire and jealousy that amounted to pain. And I was sure it was Patrick’s. Whatever else, I thought Caroline was right about him being a troubled man. And if Rose had betrayed him with Hugh Cartwright…

			By the final dance of the evening, I couldn’t tell if I was more exhausted or exhilarated—on Emily’s behalf, obviously—but I knew I would sleep happily tonight and, hopefully, without any visitations from the lust bag. I seemed to have enough of that commodity on my own.

			Emily hugged me as we parted on the stairs for bed. “Thank you,” she whispered in my ear.

			“It was all you,” I told her, smiling, and yet I was conscious of a little twinge of something very like disappointment. She’d found her way here now and no longer needed me, or at least wouldn’t for much longer. It was what I wanted, and yet I had less reason than ever to linger at the Hall.

			It didn’t matter, I thought, as I collected my candle and made my way towards the old wing of the house. Emily and I would still be friends without the vulgarity of posts and salaries coming between us. And Patrick wouldn’t stay here in any case. He had to work for his living. He’d go back to London and continue his journal. I needed to concentrate on what was wrong with the house, discover if I could, the cause of Martin’s death, and Rose’s, so peace could return here.

			Approaching the corner with the two steps up to Patrick’s bedroom, I dropped my barriers a little, just enough to feel his presence, warming, disturbing. I rounded the corner, and my heart plunged into my stomach. Patrick stood there in his shirt sleeves, leaning against the doorframe.

			I should have muttered good night with my head down and kept walking. But surprise had already brought me to a standstill. The flame from my candle seemed to throw shadows over his dramatic face, shrouding him in intrigue and mystery, which was just how I thought of him. His posture told me he knew all the attractions of his strong, virile body. He knew now how much I wanted him, what I was prepared to do for the pleasure of his caresses. I had given that away with my person against the ballroom wall in the friendly darkness.

			It was still dark, save for the light from my candle and that seeping out through his open door. But the situation was very different. I was ready for him this time, and I disliked a man who made assumptions.

			He held out his hand to me in silence, without a word, as if that was all he needed to do. If only he knew how little that did for his cause. I opened my mouth to tell him directly, had already lifted my foot to walk on, when I looked into his eyes and read…desperation.

			He wasn’t sure of me after all. He wasn’t sure at all, just covering himself from the hurt of rejection.

			Slowly, I lifted my hand and took his.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			His fingers closed convulsively around mine. I more than half expected to be dragged into the room and into his arms, probably only to fall on the bed and be ravished to distraction. But he touched only my hand and led me into his room in an almost courtly manner, closing the door before raising my hand to his lips and kissing it.

			“Am I right,” he asked, just a little huskily, “in believing I should not apologise for what happened outside the ballroom?”

			“Only if you regret it.”

			“Only if you do.”

			I considered him. “Would I be here to listen to apologies?”

			A smile flickered on his lips. Slowly, he bent his head, hesitated just long enough to release the inevitable butterflies in my stomach, and then fastened his lips to mine in a long, tender kiss that melted my bones.

			When it ended, I took back his mouth and began another. Only then did he take me in his arms and let me feel his arousal. But there seemed to be no hurry about him this time. Almost lazily, his tongue explored my lips, the inside of my mouth, as if learning me with exquisite sensitivity. I glimpsed the possibilities of this new, sensual seduction and was enchanted all over again. I raised my hand to his cheek, feeling the faint stubble re-growing there, and caressed with something like wonder.

			“May I?” he whispered against my lips, his fingers still on the fastening at the back of my gown.

			“Yes,” I replied, sliding one hand down from his stubbly cheek to his shirt buttons. “If I might also.”

			We undressed each other, a garment at a time, while I wondered when he would blow out the candles. It seemed he wouldn’t. When, with an embarrassment that was new to me, I hesitated at the waist of his drawers, he removed them for me, and my blood surged as he straightened.

			I had never seen such masculine beauty. Although, it must be said my previous experience of naked men was limited to Gideon, who’d been beautiful too in a quieter, more gentle way. Gideon had been a cerebral man. Patrick was overwhelmingly physical, broad-shouldered and muscular, every inch of him hard. His strong chest and flat stomach tapered to narrow hips and powerful thighs, with his penis standing up huge and upright between.

			While I gazed and gazed, he drew my chemise up and over my head. He dropped it, his eyes darkening impossibly, and I resisted the urge to cover myself.

			“Christ, you’re beautiful,” he muttered. “So damned lovely…”

			“Does loveliness have to be damned?” I asked unsteadily, trying for lightness to ease my sudden anxiety.

			“In my experience.” He caressed my shoulders, bent to kiss my throat.

			I shivered with bodily bliss while my mind worried. “Do you think I’m damned, Patrick?” I whispered.

			It was something that had bothered me for a long time, because of my gifts. A priest to whom I’d confessed them when I was sixteen had told me I was damned by God. Oddly, it was Gideon who’d slain that dragon, assuring me all gifts came from the Almighty and that if I was different, if my mother was, God meant us to be so.

			Patrick raised his head, his eyes startled. “Not you. Me. I behave badly around beauty.”

			I closed my arms around his naked back, feeling the muscles undulate to my touch as if every tiny part of him responded. He took me in his arms and lifted me, walking to the large, curtained bed, where he laid me softly on the pillows and settled beside me, teasing one nipple by circling his finger around it over and over while he watched my reaction. I turned my face into his shoulder and softly bit and licked his skin. He responded by bending and taking my nipple into his mouth, flicking it with his tongue. My breath came faster, my mouth opened wider on his shoulder.

			“You like such kisses,” he murmured. “Would you like me to kiss you everywhere I can reach?”

			Involuntarily, my hips lifted off the bed in need, and he shocked me by placing his palm between my legs and pushing me back down into the mattress, as if he knew what I wanted before I did. My body burned.

			“Is that a yes?” he whispered.

			I nodded dumbly, and he kissed my hair and my forehead, my cheeks and nose and chin. With a deliberation that was somehow bone-meltingly sensual, he slid his tongue over my lips and teeth and deep inside my mouth before fastening his lips to mine.

			I clung to him in bliss, wriggling to hold him, and stroked his muscled arms and shoulders and back. As he kissed his way lower as promised, he aroused me to fever pitch by his long, sweet attentions to my breasts, kneading and kissing with both soft and powerful caresses. The combination drove me wild, causing me to push upward into the still hand between my thighs. I moved against it, enjoying the friction.

			He slipped lower, sliding out of my hold to kiss his way down my stomach to my hips and thighs. All I could reach of him was his head, and then not even that as he kissed his way down my leg, licking the crease behind my knee and then on down my calf and shin to my foot.

			I smiled as he bent my other leg at the knee and began on that foot too, working his way up to my thigh. Only then did he remove his hand from between, and my heart fluttered helplessly at the thought of him kissing those curls—a hard kiss, perhaps, so that the ache farther inward would be relieved…

			But it seemed it was to be a long kiss, for he parted my legs wider and settled between before pressing his mouth to my pubic bone. I pushed upwards in bliss, and to my surprise, his lips slid inward to the crease above my thigh and I realized that even there he would kiss. A flood of heat swept over me like a tidal wave. I think I whimpered, but he was so intimate by then, he must have seen and felt the moisture of desire against his probing lips, now whispering among my most secret folds to find the little bud that gave such pleasure.

			His lips brushed against it, making me gasp and seize his hair between my reaching fingers. The soft, blissful kiss grew stronger, pulling, all but blinding me with sharp, intense delight. I felt his tongue, even his teeth, and the kiss went on and on. I could not be still, couldn’t have prevented the wriggling of my body if I’d tried. He held my hips to steady me, then pushed his tongue deep inside me and I exploded into joy.

			I felt his lips move still in their rhythmic kiss as I writhed beneath them in blind, helpless ecstasy, shaken to the core by a pleasure that went on and on.

			When I could see again, I tried to draw him back into my arms. He glanced up at me, smiling wolfishly with glistening lips and burning eyes. But he ignored my feeble tugs and suddenly I was on my front and I felt his lips on my buttocks. Weakly, I began to laugh.

			“Even there?” I got out.

			“Even there.”

			Still boneless and consumed with after-tingles, I didn’t object. His intimate kisses moved on up my back until he was lying on me, his weight largely on his elbows as he kissed my sensitive nape and those after-tingles soared, bringing me back to the verge of climax.

			I realized his arms were trembling with his own suppressed need, and tried to speak, to invite him. “What can I do?” I gasped into the pillow. “For you?”

			“This,” he whispered in my ear, and moved, drawing my hips suddenly upwards with him as he knelt. I felt his member probe between my legs, reigniting the fire there, and then, with a groan that moved me almost to bliss, he pushed slowly inside me.

			I reared up, gasping at the sensation, because I wanted to see him, and his arms closed around me, his hands over my breasts as he found my mouth and kissed me while pushing into me in slow, unbearably sweet strokes. He groaned and sighed his pleasure into my mouth, increasing my own tenfold. I held his hands over my breasts, pushing into them and against the hard body behind me.

			Although his body was loose, enjoying every abandoned movement we made, I felt his tension, his need. But he wouldn’t let me increase the pace. Instead, he freed one hand from my grasp of it against my breast and instead held me between my legs. I gasped and his kiss deepened. His fingers caressed among my soaked folds, holding me firmly, stirring me as he continued to thrust into me in slow, aching strokes. The pleasure built and built and although I knew it could be no greater than what he’d already given me, I moaned with the need to have it now.

			He didn’t let me, but went on stroking inside me, stoking the fire until his whole body trembled with it, and then, on the very brink, I flung up my arm behind me, around his neck, he opened his mouth wide and let us both fly into climax.

			Somehow our slack mouths held together as the pleasure shook us, our sweat-dampened bodies writhing and sliding together for a long, long, time. When, it seemed, we could breathe apart, he pushed me forward onto my stomach once more and lay over me, still buried deep inside, twitching for my pleasure and his.

			“If that’s damnation,” he rasped, “I’ll take hell.”

			I smiled into the pillow, warm and sated and more astonishingly, intensely happy than I could ever recall being in my life. And just like that, with Patrick’s weight upon me and in me, I fell asleep.

			* * * * *

			I woke to a warmth I hadn’t known for more than two years: a man curled around my back. Only this man was naked, as was I; Gideon and I had never slept so. The memory of last night’s loving was strong and sweet. He’d left his seed inside me. Soon, very soon, I was going to have to think about what I was doing with a cool head. But not yet, not now. It was still mostly dark, with the first light of dawn only beginning to seep through the curtains, and Patrick’s arm was heavy over my waist, his member, not quite soft, nestling against my bottom. I let this amazing new intimacy enfold me and closed my eyes once more. In a moment or two, I might push back just a little and see what effect it had. For now, I was contented with the gentle excitement of my awareness that could grow so easily into raging lust.

			Lust. For the first time since encountering Patrick at his bedroom door, I thought of the “lust bag” who pestered my nights. There had been no sign of it last night, or if it had been there, I’d been too involved in my own feelings and the pleasures of this world to notice. But now I’d thought of it, I imagined it hovering not too far away, making the invisible air pulse in the darkness.

			I made sure my barriers were in place to keep it out, and settled back into Patrick’s hold. I let my hand fall over his on my waist, savouring the physical closeness that spoke of so many other possibilities.

			His hand moved under mine, at first, perhaps, an involuntary movement of sleep, but then his fingers began to caress the skin of my waist, softly stroking around the curve to my hip, then inward over my belly. My breath caught as his hand splayed there, his fingers almost stretching down to the place that still ached from last night’s loving. I didn’t care about that. I knew from the early days of my marriage that the pain would be brief and vanish as the serious loving began.

			In any case, I already knew what his wonderful hand alone could do to me…

			But his hand swept upwards, not down, finding the curve of my breast and cupping. His thumb glided over my nipple and the delicious tingles of pleasure spread downwards, joining with the moist heat between my legs to envelop me in delightful, sleepy desire.

			His hand stilled. I wondered if he’d just wakened and realized what he was doing and to whom. I wondered if he regretted inviting me to his bed, thought the less of me, in spite of everything, for my being here. I was afraid to breathe while I tried to harden my heart and prepare for the kind of rejection I’d never before had to experience.

			Then his hand moved again. His breath brushed my ear, swiftly followed by his lips and his tongue, teasing, exploring. Against my naked buttock, his manhood grew and hardened with gratifying speed. He pushed his hips forward, nestling it between my cheeks, and moved lethargically as if already loving me. His breath on my ear quickened. His tongue flickered and his mouth moved over my cheek while his hand on my breast softly kneaded.

			Then, quite suddenly, he pulled me over onto my back and loomed over me. My heart turned over, for at dawn, rumpled in sleep and in the grip of morning lust, he was all I’d imagined and more. His hot, clouded eyes, the wickedly sensual curve of his lips, promised new pleasures. The muscles of his shoulders and arms were frankly beautiful, and I was already reaching up to touch them when he slid right over me and settled in the cradle of my hips.

			Suddenly, there was nothing remotely lethargic about my desire or his.

			“Barbara,” he murmured, that wicked smile playing around his lips. “Good morning.” And just like that, he entered my body, which was already more than wet enough to welcome him. Still, my mouth opened wide in shock as well as pleasure and just a little pain.

			“Patrick,” I gasped and lost my mouth in his slow, sensual kiss. He remained still within me while we kissed and my arms crept around his neck to hold him. In fact, it was I who made the first movement, an involuntary upward push of my hips in response to his kiss.

			He dragged his mouth free. “Are you sore?” he murmured with a frankness I had not encountered even in my marriage. “Will I stop for now?”

			Laughter and something else caught in my throat. “For now?”

			He grinned, for all the world like a naughty schoolboy. “Well, there is always tonight. Would you prefer it?”

			He meant it. The idea that he couldn’t resist entering me and yet was holding himself in such check so as not to hurt me, enchanted me. As his smile faded, I touched his face his lips, tracing the curve while a very different and yet pleasurable ache spread through me.

			I swallowed. “How about both?” I whispered, and his smile returned, dazzling me.

			“How I hoped you’d say that.” He caught my finger between his lips, nibbled with his teeth and gave it a little suck before falling on my mouth instead. At the same time, he gave a little thrust inside me, unexpectedly gentle, but swiftly followed by another and my discomfort vanished into a raging lust that quite matched the desire tearing at his breath as he pushed fully into me with a soft groan.

			He arched his back, twisting his neck to kiss my breasts with blatantly sensual tenderness. I pushed my hips upward into him, spreading my hands flat against his hot, smooth, undulating back, giving myself up once more to the joy to come.

			The unease which swept through me was sudden and unwelcome. Some nameless emotion hovered close by—a kind of malevolent, excited anticipation. I didn’t want to think about it; it was nothing to do with me and Patrick. I tried to shut out the malice, to concentrate with new desperation on the man moving in passion above me, inside me.

			“What is it?” he whispered. “Am I hurting you?”

			“No. God, no—”

			A very physical cry interrupted me, followed by several thuds. We froze, staring at each other for an instant while I recognized the sounds had come from outside the room, and yet something had seemed to thump against the wall from the other side.

			“The stone staircase,” I said in dismay.

			“The servants must be up early and dropped something,” he said, grasping my hips and pushing upward at such an angle that a squeak of surprised delight escaped me. But I grabbed his shoulder.

			“Not something,” I gasped. “Someone. Patrick, something bad has happened. Someone has done something terrible.”

			He frowned, but made no further effort to persuade me. Instead, he eased out of me, leapt out of bed, and climbed into his trousers while hopping across the room. Without even fastening them, he opened the door.

			I followed him, seizing a robe that hung ignored on a hook.

			“Oh Jesus,” Patrick’s despairing voice drifted back to me.

			I forced my trembling arms into the thick velvet robe and stumbled outside. Malice filled the air, surrounding me like a fog I could barely see through.

			Patrick knelt at the foot of the stairs, over the still figure of Arthur.

			Blood seeped from under Arthur’s curly head. His arm was bent at an impossible angle. In terror I reached out to him, searching for life, while Patrick desperately pressed his ear to his cousin’s lips, then felt for the pulse at his wrist.

			“He’s alive,” I whispered with unspeakable relief as I felt a fluttering of emotion, of need. “But his life is faint.”

			“I can barely feel his pulse,” Patrick said grimly. “He’s out cold and his arm is certainly broken. We need the doctor. Ring the bell, Barbara.”

			I dashed back into the bedroom and did so, while Patrick rose to his feet with his cousin in his arms and brought him inside. As he laid Arthur gently on his bed, I went to close the door. A figure stared at me from across the passage.

			Miss Salton, fully dressed for her normal morning, come to investigate the disturbance. As our eyes clashed, two things struck me like blows. Her fear and her sudden, blinding contempt for me, who was clearly wearing a man’s dressing gown in a man’s bedroom. The unspoken word “slut” flew between us like an arrow.

			I opened my mouth to say calmly that we were sending for the doctor. But before the words would come, she whipped away from me and walked on, heading no doubt for Irene’s bedroom.

			Patrick was pouring water into his washing bowl. “Barbara, you’d better go,” he said, half-rueful, half-distracted. “Someone will be here any moment and there’s no reason for you to be seen here.”

			Too late, I thought grimly, collecting my discarded clothes from the floor. But my own problems didn’t matter right now, not in the face of a young man so nearly dead. Emily’s husband.

			“I’ll come back,” I murmured, fleeing to the door. I couldn’t look at him right now. As I closed the door behind me, the malevolence I’d sensed had vanished. But still I hesitated, glancing up the stone spiral stairs. Blood from Arthur’s head stained two that I could see.

			Before I could change my mind, I ran up into the darkness, feeling my way as I approached the top. And then I found it. A line of twine, stretching across the second top step, held there by two hooks dug into the stone. One of the hooks had been pulled loose by Arthur’s fall, so it was easy for me to remove it, and bundle the lot together under the other hook. I could hear footsteps hurrying, no doubt in answer to Patrick’s bell, so I had no time to dismantle the rest.

			I hurried back down and had only just made it past Patrick’s room when I heard the servant clumping after me on the stone steps. I fled along the passage and around the next corner, still clutching my clothes under one arm.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			It was the maid Milly who summoned me to Emily. By then I was dressed in my usual dull gown, Patrick’s robe hidden inside my travelling bag under the bed, and I was just pinning my hair with unnecessarily forceful jabs.

			“Young Lady Haggard says please will you join her in Mr. Patrick’s room. Sir Arthur’s had an accident, and her ladyship is distraught.”

			I dropped my hands. “I’ll come at once.”

			“I’ll show you the way, ma’am. It’s easy to miss.”

			So I was ma’am now and not miss, I thought irrelevantly. I walked as calmly as I could beside Milly, who told me Jem had ridden at full tilt for the doctor.

			“That’s Mr. Patrick’s door, ma’am, half-hidden in the corner. And that stair’s where Sir Arthur fell.”

			“Thank you, Milly,” I said faintly and knocked on the door.

			It was wrenched open almost at once by Patrick, now at least wearing his shirt, although it was open halfway down his chest. A deep frown marred his brow; distracted anxiety filled his eyes. And his soul. His desolation washed over me. Without a word, he stood aside for me to enter, and Emily flew into my arms, sobbing.

			While I held her, stroking her hair, I met Patrick’s gaze over her shoulder.

			“How is he?” I asked quietly.

			“Still out cold. The wound is deep, but maybe not so bad as I first thought.”

			I nodded and sat Emily down in the winged armchair. “Come, my dear,” I said bracingly. “What will Arthur think if your tears are the first thing he sees when he wakes?”

			She gulped and sniffed. “Oh Barbara, what was he thinking of to go by those awful stairs? Even the servants don’t use them!”

			“We used them as boys,” Patrick said with odd abruptness. He too was controlling emotion. “A sort of secret way between our rooms that George would never think of. What I don’t know is why he was using them before six o’clock this morning.”

			Emily wiped her eyes on the back of her hand and gazed up at him with conscious bravery. “We quarrelled. I said some terrible, mean things. I expect he wanted some comfort or advice from you. Oh dear God, what have I done with my awful temper? He’d never have come in the first place, certainly never have been distracted enough to fall somewhere he’s known intimately all his life! If only I hadn’t been so awful to him! Oh, Barbara, what if he dies believing I don’t love him? Because I do, I do!”

			“I know,” I soothed. “And so does Arthur. He’s not going to die.” Surely it wasn’t wishful thinking that made his hold on life seem stronger to me? The beginnings of emotions were struggling up, sick and confused, as if he were regaining consciousness.

			Emily and Patrick both gazed at me like children desperate to believe in miracles. Then Patrick’s eyelids closed down like hoods.

			“I hate this house,” Emily said intensely. “And it hates us.”

			“Houses can’t hate,” I said with schoolteacher firmness.

			“But the spirits within them can. You told me so.”

			“They can hate,” I agreed. “But they can’t harm, not physically. So don’t for one moment imagine any supernatural cause for Arthur’s accident.” I hesitated, but these were the people who had to know. “Malevolence there most certainly was. But neither abstract emotions nor spirits can stretch twine across a staircase and screw it into stone at both sides.”

			They both stared at me, speechless with shock. At least Emily looked shocked. Patrick merely looked more puzzled.

			“I checked,” he admitted. “There was nothing there.”

			Damnation, I swore in my head. “When did you look?” I asked calmly.

			“A few moments ago, just after Emily arrived to sit with Arthur.”

			“Then someone’s moved it,” I said flatly. “Because it was most definitely there earlier. One hook had pulled almost free, so I yanked it right out and left it and the twine at the other corner of the step so that no one else would fall over it.”

			Patrick stared at me an instant longer, then left the room without a word. I heard his footsteps on the steps beyond the wall.

			Emily grabbed my hand to get my attention. “Someone tried to kill Arthur? But they couldn’t have known, surely, that he’d ever use that stair.”

			“I thought that,” I admitted. “I wondered if it was some deadly quarrel between the servants, perhaps something connected with Martin’s death.”

			Emily dropped my hand and stood up. She walked to the bed and sat at her husband’s side, taking his hand in both of hers. “I think his colour is better,” she said hopefully. Then, “Do you still think that? That it’s a servants’ quarrel got out of hand?”

			Patrick returned to the room and closed the door.

			“I don’t know,” I said.

			Patrick said, “There’s nothing there. But there could have been. There are holes and crumbling bits of stone where hooks could have been.”

			“Then someone took away the ‘weapon’,” I said, “between my finding it and your looking.” I thought of the unseen servant clattering downstairs behind me without pause. Although, of course, he could have gone back up more slowly once dispatched by Patrick for the doctor. And I thought of Miss Salton, staring at me, and then walking past, away from the stairs. And yet she’d been frightened of something. Discovery? Someone else’s discovery?

			“But it can’t have been meant for Arthur, can it?” Emily said with a triumph that sounded more hopeful than convinced.

			I said, “Someone could have overheard your quarrel, someone who knows the house and its inhabitants very well, who knows all your histories.”

			“Who?” Emily demanded. “The room to the left of us is empty, and the one on the right is our own private sitting room. I’m sure we weren’t nearly loud enough to be heard above or below. Who’d be wandering around the house at that time of night listening at doors? Most of the servants weren’t even awake. After their late night, they had permission to sleep for an extra hour.”

			Patrick met my gaze. “Your whispering ghost,” he said slowly. “Who turned out to be able to flee quite solidly when we followed him.”

			I nodded. “Someone is used to wandering this house at night. I thought they were just spiteful and annoying, but what if they were really waiting for some kind of opportunity? What if this person overheard your quarrel and Arthur storming out? What if he guessed where Arthur would go for comfort? If our “ghost” was wrong, he’d lost nothing by setting his trap; he could just remove it again. If he was right…”

			“But why?” Emily demanded. “Who could possibly want to harm Arthur?”

			Patrick paced around the room. “Me?” he snapped. “I would inherit, a huge advantage by most people’s standards. I was in the house when the bust almost fell on Arthur. Martin died where Rose did. Arthur fell next to my room on our ‘secret’ stairs. What if this isn’t about killing Arthur but disgracing me?”

			We both looked at him. “Cartwright,” Emily said. “But he wasn’t here when Martin died, or when the statue fell.”

			“Could he have an ally in the house?” I asked.

			Emily shook her head. “We all know about his obsession. And I can’t imagine the servants turning on Patrick or Arthur.”

			As if he heard his name, Arthur groaned.

			“Arthur!” Emily cried, rubbing his fingers between her own.

			“Hello,” Arthur said weekly. His head moved, as if he were trying to focus on something. “Emily,” he said in clear relief. “I’m not dreaming, am I? Just can’t help feeling it’s not normal to have Patrick and Barbara in bed with us.”

			Patrick’s breath hissed out on a laugh that might have been half sob. Emily hugged her husband.

			“You’re not in your own bed, you’re in Patrick’s.”

			“Is that why my head hurts?” he asked vaguely.

			“Oh dear,” I said shakily. “I hope the doctor hurries.”

			* * * * *

			After the doctor’s visit, Patrick promised to sit with Arthur, and between us, we were able to persuade Emily that she needed to eat and to reassure her guests. The doctor had bound Arthur’s head wound and set his arm, which he pronounced broken. He also left some laudanum for the pain.

			“Sir Arthur is black and blue,” he said frankly to Patrick in my hearing. “On top of which he’s going to have a pounding headache. He needs to be kept rested and calm, but try not to let him sleep until tonight. Give him the laudanum then. He’s going to be a bit sore and stiff for several days, but provided he’s kept quiet for a couple of days, he’s young and healthy enough to make a speedy recovery.”

			“Can we move him?” Emily asked.

			“In a little. Wait an hour or so, and then if he feels up to it, he can be taken to his own room.”

			“Taken?” Arthur objected. “I’ll walk by myself!”

			The doctor scowled at him. Clearly, he’d known Arthur all his life. “With a strong man on either side, avoiding stairs where possible. You’ll be subject to dizzy turns after a bump on the head like that. And frankly, Sir Arthur, you’ve given your wife enough of a fright for one day.”

			By the time the doctor left, Arthur seemed so much better that Emily allowed herself to be persuaded downstairs to breakfast, though only after Patrick agreed to sit with him while she was gone.

			Most of the guests were planning to depart that day, but since it was still so early, the breakfast room was much busier than usual when we arrived, and rumours of Arthur’s accident had clearly percolated throughout the house, for Emily was immediately bombarded with requests for news.

			As Emily explained in as brief and optimistic terms as possible, my searching gaze found the Cartwrights exchanging wide-eyed glances by the sideboard. But although there was an unpleasant hint of triumph in their surprise at this news, I sensed none of the violent malice that I was sure had been there before Arthur fell. Someone had watched. Probably from upstairs, unless Patrick erupting from his room had scared the culprit away from downstairs.

			Once everyone was reassured that Arthur, although in pain and need of rest, was in no immediate danger, talk moved on to church, since it was Sunday. Susan, who planned to attend with Irene and Miss Salton, was organizing the excursion. Most were happy to walk to the village since the day appeared to be fine. Carriages were arranged for the less energetic.

			Emily and I both declined, she to stay with Arthur and I to stay with her. Although it might not have been good for Emily’s position to allow Susan to play chief hostess again, the matter seemed trivial when compared with her husband’s accident. So Emily and I left the breakfast room as soon as we’d eaten; and Emily didn’t eat much.

			At the doorway, Margaret Cartwright caught up with us. “Forgive me for asking,” she said urgently. “But does Patrick Haggard plan to go to church this morning?”

			“You must ask Patrick,” Emily said with unaccustomed tartness. “But since you’ve known him longer than I, I’m sure you realize it’s unlikely.”

			“Then be on your guard, Lady Haggard,” Margaret pleaded. “Don’t leave your husband alone for a moment. Don’t leave him with anyone you don’t trust implicitly.”

			Emily’s eyes widened. Her lips fell apart as she struggled between outrage and fear.

			“Thank you for your advice,” I said coolly, and drew Emily on with me.

			“The cheek of the woman!” Emily hissed. “I know she was warning me against Patrick without quite actually saying.”

			Emily closed her mouth in a hard line, walking faster to the stairs and almost striding up them. As we reached the top, she suddenly stopped to let me catch up and took my arm to keep me with her.

			“It couldn’t be him, could it, Barbara?” she whispered. “I’d swear he loves Arthur.”

			“Well, if it is him, Margaret doesn’t know it,” I said calmly. “She’s merely sewing dissent as part of her ongoing campaign against him.”

			“But where does that come from, Barbara? Why is she so sure that Patrick was responsible for Rose’s death?”

			I shrugged. “People find it hard to deal with tragedy, with grief. They want to blame someone.”

			“I left him with Arthur,” Emily said in a small voice.

			“And why would he be stupid enough to harm Arthur when everyone knows he’s with him?” I spoke bracingly, and yet panic was trying to sweep over me. I didn’t know if it was because somewhere deep inside me, I shared her sudden doubts, or just because Emily was voicing them in response to Margaret’s relentless poison. Either way, I was far too deeply involved not to be hurt by this. Why could I never simply stand back and observe?

			In any case, by the time everyone returned from church, I was sure my reputation would be ruined. My only doubt was whether Miss Salton would be discreet enough to tell only Susan, or if she’d blurt it out to anyone who’d listen. I could, I judged, expect my marching orders instead of luncheon.

			Which meant I had to find the truth very quickly. As it was, I hated to leave Emily to manage Arthur’s recovery alone. I accompanied her to Patrick’s room, where Arthur sat up in his cousin’s bed, apparently reminiscing with him about their boyhood games that had involved the stairs he’d just fallen down.

			Briskly, Emily sent Patrick to breakfast and settled down on the edge of the bed. Patrick grabbed a coat at random, and, looking pretty disreputable, he left the room with a promise to help Arthur move back to his own room when he returned. If Arthur felt up to it.

			“Oh, and should I tell the old lady?” he asked Emily.

			Emily flushed, perhaps because she’d forgotten all about Arthur’s mother; perhaps because he was being so considerate while she’d been thinking terrible things about him.

			“Just tell her I’m not dead,” Arthur advised dryly. “She won’t care about anything else.”

			“Thank you, Patrick,” Emily said.

			He didn’t look at me as he left, which hurt a quite stupid amount.

			“I thought I’d go and visit Irene,” I said brightly. “Before she goes to church. We have ball notes to compare.”

			Emily smiled distractedly, then focused on me once more. “I think Susan’s been seeing more of Irene over the last few days, despite all the rest of the excitement.”

			“About time,” Arthur muttered. “If you ask me, the girl reminded her of George. Probably couldn’t stand the sight of her.”

			“Arthur!” Emily exclaimed.

			“Well, she isn’t like George at all, so far as I can tell. Expect Susan’s just noticed.”

			“Was that your doing?” Emily asked me unexpectedly.

			I smiled. “How could I possibly do anything like that?”

			I left them to it, gladness warming me that at least I had managed to accomplish some good here. If only Irene was as she seemed to be.

			I found her in her bedroom, ready for church in her best dress and ribbons. A jacket and a straw bonnet sat on the bed.

			She greeted me with surprised pleasure, and I could see as well as sense that she was excited. Just to be going to church with her mother?

			“Good morning, Mrs. Darke! Are you coming to church too?”

			“No, not today. Lots of people will be with you, though. I’m going to stay with your Aunt Emily. Sir Arthur had an accident this morning and is still feeling pretty rough.”

			Her eyebrows flew up, widening her eyes. I could have sworn there was surprise and concern there.

			“What happened?” she asked, and when I told her, she frowned and said matter-of-factly, “That isn’t like him. He’s very sure-footed when we play tag on that rocky bit of heath on the way to the village.”

			I sat down on the bed, smiling faintly. “Well, everyone misses their step sometimes. You must like playing with such a fun, young uncle.”

			“Oh yes. And Emily—Aunt Emily—is nice too. I’m glad she married him.”

			“Do you like living here?” I asked.

			She looked slightly baffled at that, a frown of thought flitting across her face. “Yes,” she answered, with just a hint of uncertainty, and when I continued to look at her, she added, “It’s better now.”

			Because her bully of a father was dead? Because her mother was finally paying her a modicum of attention?

			She sighed. “I wish there were other children, though. How many children were at the school you taught in, Mrs. Darke?”

			“Thirty girls,” I replied. “From about your age to…oh, almost Aunt Emily’s.”

			“Maybe I could go to school,” she said thoughtfully, gazing out of the window as if at the wide world beyond the Hall.

			“Schools can be lonely too,” I pointed out. “You’d miss your family, and Miss Salton.”

			“Yes,” she sighed. “Probably.”

			“Has Miss Salton always been your governess?”

			Irene turned her back on the window. “Yes, I think so.”

			“Then you like her?”

			“Oh yes.” The answer was thoughtless, almost vague, meaning, perhaps, Irene had no reason to dislike her. I did catch a hint of impatience and resentment from her, though, as if the time spent with her governess could have been better spent elsewhere. She was, simply, used to Miss Salton.

			I opened my senses a little further, searching for the turbulence, the anger, I’d been aware of around her before. I met a little confused, childish stuff, but nothing of the intensity to create the sentient blocks of emotion flitting around the house.

			Odd. A disturbed child did not recover equilibrium overnight just because her mother invited her to tea a couple of times in a week and agreed to walk beside her to church.

			If Irene was a damaged child, it was nothing that could not heal on its own. I rose from the bed. “Well, I’ll leave you to it. Maybe later, if your mother and your aunt agree, you could come and cheer up your uncle.”

			She smiled. “I’d like that. Can he play snap still?”

			“Maybe a quieter game would be better.”

			“Or Cousin Patrick could play his hand for him,” Irene suggested.

			“Is he good at snap?” I asked gravely.

			“Of course!”

			Again, my senses were open and picked up only a quick rush of affection, and a quieter, more solid feeling beneath. She did like Patrick, but there was nothing inappropriate that I could see. She was just a child, emotionally immature even for her tender years.

			Baffled as to why I’d ever imagined otherwise, I left her to it. At the doorway, I paused.

			“Irene? Do you remember the day the bust fell near the schoolroom, when Sir Arthur was bringing Emily to meet you?”

			Now, at last, something secret burned inside the child. “Yes, of course I do.”

			“Were you there?”

			“I was in the schoolroom, writing out a poem. I heard it.” A swish of panic, of fear, accompanied a physical shudder. And a slamming door on memory, perhaps, or just speculation she refused to entertain.

			I smiled at her, feeling a little guilty for raking things up for her. “It’s a lovely morning for a walk.”

			“Yes,” she said with definite relief. “It is, isn’t it? Tell Uncle Arthur I’ll draw him a picture.”

			“I will,” I promised and closed the door behind me.

			While I waited for people to depart for church, I decided to go to the library and search out the bound house plans Patrick had mentioned. As I approached along the Long Gallery, I became aware of the curious sight of Margaret Cartwright, hovering outside the library door, her ear all but pressed to the wood as she blatantly eavesdropped.

			Nor did she show any signs of embarrassment when she caught sight of my approach. And admittedly, I had no business throwing stones since I had listened outside this same door not so very long ago. Margaret, however, beckoned me urgently without removing her ear.

			I contemplated ignoring her in an attitude of righteous superiority. But as usual, curiosity won me over. I did want to know what she was listening to, and what else she would say to me.

			Margaret pointed at the door, but in fact there was no need, since Prince Bela’s voice was already raised in expostulation.

			“…but damn it, Patrick, I will not take the blame for that!”

			“One thing I asked of you,” Patrick’s voice returned, tight with irritation. “Just one!”

			“And we failed,” came Henry Faversham’s quieter voice. “We’re sorry. It won’t happen again.”

			Before I could even begin to put my own interpretation on this ill-natured exchange, I knew what Margaret’s would be. Grabbing me by the arm, she dragged me back from the door and towards the main staircase.

			“They’re his creatures!” she hissed. “They do his bidding while he stays safe in London, or at least well out of the way. Obviously Arthur’s accident was down to them, and Patrick is furious with them because they failed to kill him!”

			My stomach twisted. “That is quite a leap from a few overheard words,” I managed to say calmly.

			“A few? Trust me, Mrs. Darke, I heard all. Patrick Haggard is trying to murder Arthur exactly as he murdered my sister.”

			As if I could push away her vile suspicions with her person, I brushed her hand off my arm and kept walking towards the staircase.

			Her despairing voice followed me. “Are you blinded by him already? Besotted, as Rose was? For God’s sake, don’t leave it so long to open your eyes!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			I wandered around the house, avoiding servants and guests, simply absorbing every feeling the house had to offer me. The darkness went back a long way, but then so did happiness and contentedness and endurance. Gradually, I began to think I had distinguished the new malevolence from the age old. It felt different, active, growing, rather than merely a combination of passive memories.

			And in time, as I’d intended, I found myself in the schoolroom passage, where the bust had so nearly fallen on Arthur. The malevolence was strong here, as if it knew me now and didn’t like me. I went into the nursery first, closing the door behind me.

			The chair I’d once stood on to see the top of the door was back in its place by the wall. It had struck me that a tall man standing on it wouldn’t have needed the precarious pile of cushions to see over the door. And then it had struck me that no one needed to see over the door. The rope attached to the bust could have been thrown over the door by anyone of any height, and simply pulled when the time was right, as decided by peering through a tiny crack in the door and waiting for Arthur and Emily to reach the right spot.

			Of course, if Arthur had come into the nursery first, instead of going straight to find Irene in the schoolroom, then the plan might have been thwarted. But, I thought, if I was the would-be killer and Arthur had laid a finger on the handle, I’d have pulled the bust over anyhow to cause a distraction. Perhaps I’d even have rushed out to help and in the confusion retrieved the rope from around the bust’s neck. Which is probably what happened when the bust did indeed fall, because no one ever mentioned seeing any signs of foul play. Even in daylight, the passage was gloomy and dim… Whose idea had it been to put a nursery and a schoolroom here?

			I began a methodical search of the nursery, looking under the mattresses of the little beds and the cradle, and pulling out drawers full of old baby clothes and bedding. I looked behind curtains and inside cupboards, and found nothing remotely suspicious. Which was a pity. I didn’t really want to start searching bedrooms. Especially since I could be completely wrong, and the marks over the top of the door were due to some other reason entirely. Or the evidence could have been thrown away or burned. That, surely, would have been the safest move for the would-be killer. Actual killer, if the same person had killed Martin, and Rose.

			I shivered. The malevolence was building in the room, as if my thoughts or my actions gathered its many threads to me, dragging it in my wake as I walked to the door leading directly into the schoolroom.

			Here, at least, it was a little brighter. The windows were obviously washed regularly and the room cleaned and dusted. I began to search here too, the spirits like eyes on my back, closing, looking for a way in. But they had no means of communications; they were little more than a concentration of emotion with a smattering of sentience, drifting invisibly in the air. They chilled me, set my teeth on edge, but they did not worry me. It was the human behind them that scared me.

			“Rose,” I said aloud. “I’ll speak only to Rose.”

			But I’d no way of knowing if she heard or would pay any attention if she did. There wasn’t much of her left here.

			“Or Martin,” I added hopefully. I knew he had few ties with the house, apart from his death. He’d lived and worked in the stable outhouses and his family lived in the village.

			I opened the children’s desks. All were empty apart from Irene’s, which contained some of her workbooks and drawings, including recognizable sketches of her family. The girl had talent, whatever else.

			Miss Salton’s larger desk contained an array of pencils, pens, and inks as well as some well-thumbed texts, but nothing else. On the shelf behind her desk were several globes of various sizes. On impulse, I took down the largest, and, setting it on the desk, I ran my fingers all over it, feeling the join that ran around the equator. Then I put both arms around the globe and twisted.

			I almost fell as it came apart and revealed its hollow insides. Well, not entirely hollow. Nestling inside were several lengths of twine, most painted black. One was still attached to two metal hooks, and I recognized it.

			The schoolroom was a good hiding place. No one was here in the evenings or on Sundays or holidays, and it was never locked. Anyone could hide anything here, especially if they were familiar with the schoolroom.

			Although I hesitated, in the end I replaced the top of the globe and put it back on the shelf beside its smaller brethren. There was nothing to show who the incriminating twine belonged to, and as I well knew, the most obvious answer wasn’t necessarily the correct one.

			I left the schoolroom, still dragging the spirits in my wake. They crowded me in a maelstrom of meaningless disturbance that felt like noise. Aggressive noise. They would hurt me if they could. But then, I could return that compliment.

			I went up to Patrick’s room and found Emily with two of the footmen and Jackson, Arthur’s valet, flanking their master, who looked rather rakishly noble with his head bandaged and his arm in a sling. Apparently he insisted on going to his own room.

			“He won’t wait for Patrick,” Emily explained to me with a hint of defiance that seemed to hark back to her school days. “In fact, since Patrick hasn’t told anyone where he’s gone, and we don’t know when he’ll be back, there’s no point in waiting for him. But I’m sure Arthur will be fine if we go slowly.”

			Although I thought he would be safe enough, I went ahead of them like a mother hen, checking every step and scanning walls and shelves and hanging portraits. Arthur himself seemed a great deal improved, although the deep frown etched between his brows spoke of considerable pain.

			When we reached their bedroom, Emily and I left the invalid in the tender care of his valet and went modestly into the adjoining sitting room—a pretty apartment which Emily had made very much her own, decorated and furnished in light colours.

			“You don’t trust Patrick anymore,” I observed. “Because of what Mrs. Cartwright said?”

			“No, no. She just made me think. I don’t really distrust Patrick. It’s just I don’t really know him. He’s a very reserved man, and yet I can imagine him doing frightening things.”

			I shivered. “Everyone’s judgment is being warped by these events. Patrick spends his life defending the poor and the helpless, trying to better their lives. Why should anyone believe he’d hurt women, servants, his own cousin?”

			“Envy?” Emily suggested. “I don’t know about Rose, but we both know Martin was probably pushed in mistake for Arthur. Maybe Patrick doesn’t want anyone to be rich—apart from himself. Maybe he imagines he’d used Haggard Hall for his good causes if only it were his. I don’t know.”

			“Arthur knows. Arthur trusts him.”

			“Arthur grew up with him. He’s too close to see what a relative stranger can.” Discontentedly, Emily threw herself into the nearest chair and waved one tired, dismissive hand. “But I’m not accusing him, Barbara. I’m just aware. In any case, why are you defending him suddenly?”

			I hesitated, willing my face not to flush. Then I said, “At first, I thought the person responsible for trying to frighten you, and then me, with the strange nighttime noises was probably not the same as whoever killed Martin. They didn’t seem to be connected. Now, I think they probably are, and I know Patrick wasn’t making those ghostly noises, because he helped me chase after the person who did make them.”

			Emily shrugged. “Maybe he has an accomplice.”

			Like Bela or Faversham, as Margaret Cartwright had claimed? Irritably, I shook her words from my memory.

			“In any case, they’ve stopped now,” Emily said.

			“What we need,” I said, with a frown of concentration, “is a way to draw out the culprit. Without endangering Arthur any further.”

			Emily’s eyes gleamed. “How do you propose we do that?”

			I considered her. In fact, I had been thinking aloud and had no intention of including her in my plan, whatever that might be, except in keeping her safe with her husband.

			“I don’t know,” I confessed. “I’ll think about it this afternoon.”

			“Well, either Jackson or I will stay with him at all times,” Emily decided. “I should really pay some attention to my guests at some point too.”

			“Yes, you should,” I agreed. For one thing, Susan would revert to being lady of the Hall.

			I thought about taking myself for a brisk walk in the fresh air. Away from the oppressive atmosphere of the house, which seemed to have grown worse all morning, I thought I might be able to think more clearly.

			But I had just stepped outside Emily and Arthur’s bedroom when I almost bumped into one of the housemaids. As I murmured an apology and stepped aside, she thrust a folded piece of paper at me.

			“This was left for you, ma’am.”

			It certainly had my name written in a bold hand across the front.

			“By whom?” I asked, taking it from her.

			“No idea. Found it on the silver tray by the front door. Will that be all?”

			“Yes, thank you,” I said, already unfolding the note. I confess my heart skipped a beat when I saw that it had been signed with the letter “P”.

			“Barbara, there are things we need to discuss. Meet me in the woods behind the summer house. I’ll wait for you. P.”

			As the first epistle from the man to whom I had given myself last night, perhaps it lacked in romance. Dear Barbara might have been nice, or some indication that he longed for this meeting as much as I did. I smiled, refolding the note and tucking it into my sleeve. Such effusions were not in his nature. Patrick let his actions speak.

			I took a step towards my own room to collect my cloak and bonnet, before common sense whispered in my ear. I didn’t know that this note came from Patrick. I wanted to believe that it did. And if it did, I didn’t know that he was innocent of the crimes against Arthur and Martin. My instincts were to trust him, but whoever was behind these things was trusted by the whole family.

			Even hesitating, I was aware I would go. If my investigations had already drawn out the killer—although I didn’t quite see how, yet—all to the good. I would go prepared. And if it truly was Patrick’s note, as I very much wanted to believe, then I needed to discuss my growing suspicion with him. Between us, we could surely trap the killer.

			And I did so want to be in his company…

			Shame on you, Barbara Darke, I told myself silently. Damaged, deep, and dangerous, remember? He’s not for you.

			Last night he was for me, I answered back. So much of my life was taken up by the dead, particularly since Gideon’s passing, that I had to remind myself of the importance of living. Since first encountering Patrick, I’d felt alive again and even in this difficult situation, that was intensely sweet.

			I compromised. Combining sense with personal desire, I walked back to Emily and Arthur’s door, knocked, and went back in.

			The couple gazed at me expectantly from the big, canopied bed where Emily sat by her husband’s side.

			“I’m going out for a walk with Mr. Haggard,” I said casually. “Just to the woods behind the summer house, so I shouldn’t be long.”

			Arthur grinned, somewhat to my surprise, but Emily’s eyes widened and she shook her head emphatically. I shut the door on her “Barbara—” and heard Arthur laugh. I hurried away before I could distinguish any more, and Arthur clearly prevented her from following me. But I thought I’d done all that was reasonable to protect my safety, and I had to trust that what was left of my reputation, after Miss Salton finished with it, would be safe in their hands.

			I all but ran up to my room, a new spring of excitement in my step. Once I had rebrushed and pinned my hair and washed my face again to be sure of removing any smuts from the morning’s dusty searches in the schoolroom and nursery, I put on my bonnet and my cloak. At the last minute, I set the note on my dressing table under the hairbrush, then picked up my letter opener in its little felt cover and slid it into my sleeve. It had served me well over the years, this little knife, when my mother and I had fallen on hard times and stayed in rooms we didn’t feel safe leaving. With cause.

			Feeling covered for all eventualities, and trying to calm my anticipation, I hurried to the door, just as a knock sounded.

			I opened the door to discover Miss Salton’s severe person gazing at me.

			Damn. Had she come now to discuss what she’d seen outside Patrick’s room this morning?

			“Miss Salton,” I said in surprise, lifting my chin just to show I wasn’t afraid of her judgment. “I thought you were at church.”

			“I was. I didn’t feel well and came home early. Irene is with her mother, but they can’t be very far behind me. Mrs. Darke, I need to show you something in the old nursery—will you come?”

			“What have you found?” I asked, intrigued.

			She glanced up and down the passage and came closer to me. “Proof,” she said harshly. “Of what happened to the stable boy, and to Sir Arthur. The family will close ranks, so I need another witness.”

			I didn’t hesitate. My heart drumming, my stomach churning with dread, I stepped into the passage, and closed my bedroom door. Miss Salton’s pace was rapid, which suited me well enough. When I tried to ask questions, she waved me to silence with more than a hint of nervous impatience. Intrigued, yet keeping wary watch all around me, I followed her to the old nursery door.

			I’m not a fool. I let her go in first and kept a decent distance between us, comforted by the feel of the sharp letter opener in its felt sleeve against the skin of my wrist and forearm. I even clasped my hands together for quick access.

			Miss Salton walked straight inside to the wall at the left of the door and to my amazement, jumped in the air, bringing her feet down sharply. Something “spanged”, like a released spring, and a panel in the wall creaked open.

			Whatever I had expected, it was not that.

			I took a step into the room as Miss Salton pushed the secret door fully open and bent down. The next instant, she spun around and I saw that she held a thick plank of wood. Before I could feel anything other than surprise, she swung it viciously and struck me. The side of my head exploded in pain, and a surge of blinding lights that all went out at once.

			* * * * *

			A hammer thudded inside my head, every blow a sharp pain that combined with the overall ache. Although my head was worst, everything hurt, as if I’d fallen down stairs like Arthur…or been dragged.

			Some hazy memory tried to get past the pain: bumping down damp, dank stone steps in the darkness; the heavy breathing of exertion, not mine; my ankles in some hard grip that dragged me down and down, back into unconsciousness where the demons waited.

			I swallowed with difficulty, for my throat was dry and even that simple action seemed to make my head throb more acutely. My hands were tied behind me with something that dug into my wrists. I couldn’t move them.

			The demons were here too, waiting for me to wake—a swarm of nasty spirits all eager to invade me. Some were new to me, entities that seemed to be bound only to…wherever this was. Others, I recognized from this afternoon or earlier. Individually, they couldn’t harm me. I could keep most of them out even while asleep. But I had never encountered so many spirits in one place before, certainly never that amount of malevolence. Perhaps it was my weakness after being attacked, but the sheer number of them frightened me, and I sensed at once that they knew it.

			But I was my mother’s daughter, and I would control whatever was going on here. At least I knew I was the only person alive in the vicinity. Miss Salton was a much more serious threat than the mindless spirits and confused ghosts, and she was not present. Preparing for worse pain from the light, I opened my eyes and found no discernible difference, just more darkness, deep and impenetrable.

			Panic surged, threatening to overcome me. The blow on my head had blinded me…

			With difficulty, I forced back the panic, tried to sense by other means where I was. I smelled damp, dank stone. And I could feel the hardness beneath me and behind my bound hands. I was in a cellar, a musty area beneath the house with no windows, no cracks of light, just very old air. Which meant, probably, that I wasn’t blind after all.

			Except in so far as I’d been blind to Miss Salton’s attack. Although I’d suspected her and imagined I was being careful, I’d walked into her trap, simply because I hadn’t expected the governess to be quite so brutal. Of course she was brutal if she’d already killed at least one person and tried to kill another. My being still alive was only one curiosity in all of this.

			As the sickness subsided, I tried to ignore the chill made worse by the dark spirits and to concentrate on my own physical state. Although my hands were tied, I was sure I could still feel the hardness of the letter opener within its sheath in my sleeve, pressing into my skin. I began to wriggle my hands, pulling them apart to get even a little room to manoeuvre my fingers to my sleeve. If I could just cut myself free, I could at least investigate my surroundings by feel. I might find a light, or even an exit. At worst, I would at least be ready when Miss Salton came back.

			If she came back. What if she’d just left me down here to die? Since she hadn’t gagged me, I could only assume no one would hear my screams. I saved my breath for now.

			While I worked my hands, I drove back the annoying sprits with my mind. Through them, I called to Rose as the only spirit I’d encountered in the house who might be prepared to help me if she could.

			To my excitement, I caught a hint of her distant presence quite quickly, though she was reluctant to come any closer.

			“You’re not frightened of them, are you?” I coaxed. “They can’t harm either of us. Please, Rose, I need your help. Patrick needs your help.”

			I felt her conflict, the rush of her love for her husband all mixed up with a determination not to be involved or even think about something. What I had done with him? Had she seen? Did she care?

			Did Gideon?

			My stomach plunged with sudden new anxiety, but I had to focus on the present situation. My wrists were raw where I’d strained them against the bindings, but I could now reach my finger and thumb into the sleeve of my other arm, which I shook until the handle of the letter opener fell down between my fingers. Drawing it free of its felt sheath with considerable difficulty, I tried very hard not to fumble and drop it.

			“Rose,” I pleaded, and caught my breath as she simply walked through the wall. Far more than the other wispy, insubstantial presences, most of which were little more than disturbances of air no one but I could feel, she shone in the darkness, not exactly lighting up my surroundings, but at least giving off a glow that revealed a hint of glistening, black stone walls and a few odd shapes like barrels in front of her. I wondered if this had once been a secret cellar for hiding brandy from the excise man. So surely there would be another way out of here, one that led outside the house?

			Rose glided towards me. The cacophony of spirits around me quietened as they all backed off from her more powerful presence. Something in me ached, because even in the illusion of the simple white shift covering her ghostly body, she was beautiful.

			Still clinging to the paper knife, I opened myself to her, and she came in, with much less of a jolt than last time.

			“I saw her,” Rose blurted. “I saw her take you. She’s evil.”

			“Yes, I think she is,” I agreed. I’d managed to turn the letter opener into position and began to saw it against the twine around my wrists. Inside me, Rose didn’t interfere, though she seemed distantly curious. “Where is Miss Salton now?”

			“In the house.”

			“She mustn’t be allowed anywhere near Arthur,” I said urgently. I fumbled the letter opener, recovered my grip and began again.

			“I have no way of stopping that,” Rose replied. “Or of helping you. No one but you ever sees me or hears me. I can’t touch your world or influence it.”

			“There are ways,” I told her. “You can disturb the air so that candles flicker and go out—like you did the night Patrick arrived.”

			She was silent, surprised, I think, that I’d noticed, or perhaps that she really had done such a thing.

			“I didn’t mean that,” she said ruefully. “I was just pleased to see him back, and yet upset because the boy died like me and I knew how it would affect him.”

			“Martin,” I pounced. “You did see Martin die?”

			“No, no, but I knew. I couldn’t stop it.”

			“But you can stop this, Rose. You can frighten her, you can blow on the back of her neck so the hairs there stand up. Disturb the air any way you can.”

			She was silent, then, as she seemed to fade and slide away from me. More faintly, she said, “How would that help Patrick? She won’t hurt Patrick.”

			“If we can stop her, it will clear his name,” I said just a little desperately, but even as I spoke, I sensed what she already had—the intense and chaotic emotions of Miss Salton, coming closer.

			Then, without warning, Rose pushed herself farther inside me. Her being overwhelmed me, chilling my bones well beyond the ability of the damp of this cellar. I felt everything she did, the peace just out of her reach in her dead world, the tendrils of intense feeling left behind in this one.

			I always found this a bizarre kind of experience. On one hand, sharing such intensity of emotion tugged at my heart strings and my tears; on the other hand, there was such an isolating gulf between those remembered feelings and her current, distant, almost dispassionate state that it was somewhat frightening.

			Besides which, although in that moment I knew Rose as well as I knew myself, she now knew me too. I was never comfortable with that, even with the dead. And in this case, my relationship with this spirit’s husband added to my distress.

			In this state, inevitably, I lost my grip on the letter opener, which had almost cut through the last strand of twine at my wrists, I jerked my wrists apart, repeatedly, but the twine held firm and my muscle were so tired that when I tried to reach for the blade again, they cried out in protest. Something creaked in the room that I couldn’t see. A pale candle showed me the tall, thin figure of the governess advancing upon me, dragging with her even more nasty, dark fusionless things than had already gathered down here. It was as if they fed off her. Some had even been made largely from her. The strength of her emotions had given rise to several of the ugly sentient creatures including the lust bag. No wonder she’d seemed familiar when I first met her, and yet I’d never made the connection between the decadent spirit which had disturbed me those nights and the staid, self-effacing Miss Salton.

			And I hadn’t even broken free of my bonds. This was no way in which to meet her. Unexpectedly, my hands jerked down without my instruction. I barely suppressed a cry of pain, but I managed to grasp the letter opener again, twisting it into position with Rose’s help, and then she slid out of me. I saw her semitransparent body glide towards Miss Salton, but the governess didn’t see her.

			The letter opener sliced through the last of the twine, releasing the pressure on my wrists. I flexed my aching fingers behind my back, changing my grip on the little knife. Miss Salton halted several yards away, lowering her candle until its dim light flickered over me, blinding me for an instant. With an effort, I stopped myself dashing my hand up to cover my eyes and instead twisted my head away from the light.

			“So you did wake up,” Miss Salton said irritably. “I was hoping you would just die quickly. Whore. Slut.”

			Although I suspected the gesture would be lost in the poor light, I lifted one sardonic eyebrow. “Why should whores and sluts die more quickly than anyone else?”

			“You’re not even ashamed, are you?”

			“No,” I agreed. “Is that what this is about? My morals? Who made you God, Miss Salton? I’m sure it wasn’t the Lord himself.”

			“I never pretended to be God,” she snapped, swatting at her ear where Rose appeared to be blowing the air with all her might. “The world as a whole is not my concern.”

			“Actually, my morals are not your concern,” I pointed out. “But if you really want me gone, I’m sure a few words in the ears of all the Ladies Haggard—or even just one of them—would have sufficed.”

			Irritably, she waved the hand that held the candle and grunted as hot wax fell on her wrist. The candle steadied. “Gone isn’t good enough,” she said irritably. “Not when he could find you. I thought you could be left here safely to die, but they all seem to know about the passages now, and he might find you here.”

			The understanding I’d been struggling for all morning began to slide into place. More than that, I was sure I felt him close by. Patrick. Imagination or not, I hugged the mind-image of him to myself, much, I suspected, as Miss Salton was doing, judging by the fierce tenderness that emanated from her in waves.

			“Patrick,” I said. “It has all, always, been about Patrick. You want him to have Haggard Hall, so you’re trying to kill Arthur. You pulled over the statue. You pushed Martin out of the attic in mistake for Arthur, and you set the trap to trip him on the stairs.”

			“I did more than that,” she said smugly. “I scared George to death, induced the heart attack that killed him.”

			“Pretending to be ghosts again? Sudden noises through the chimneys and behind the wall? Did you really imagine those things would damage a healthy young woman like Emily?”

			“I hoped the state of her nerves might be such that it would prevent her conceiving,” Miss Salton said casually. “Or if she did conceive, that it would make her miscarry.”

			For a moment, I couldn’t speak. Then: “I’m not a sentimental woman,” I said slowly, “but your callousness is truly breathtaking. Did you kill Rose too?”

			“Dreadful, silly slut of a creature,” Miss Salton uttered with bitter contempt. Her candle flickered wildly as Rose flapped and dived in the air like a lively fish. But I felt her distress as if it was my own. Part of Rose would always stay with me, now.

			“So unworthy of him,” Miss Salton said, staring in bafflement at the candle which was threatening to go out. “She betrayed him with that awful Cartwright man. She deserved to die. She had to die, to free him.”

			Rose’s ghostly arm swung back and struck Miss Salton with a very human-like blow that would have knocked her to the ground if only Rose had been made of anything worldly. As it was, Miss Salton shivered, looking rather wildly around her until her gaze came back to me, and widened.

			“Are you doing this? Is it some trick?”

			“Doing what?” I asked, staring back at her. “What did you mean when you said Rose had to die to free Patrick? Free him for what?”

			Even in the tiny glow from the candle, I could see the blush staining her cheeks, almost like a schoolgirl whose secret infatuation has been discovered by her fellows.

			But the puzzle had fallen into place for me. I saw again the image of Patrick in the garden with Irene and Miss Salton. Something had bothered me about that scene, and I had put it down to the troubled emotions of the neglected Irene. Which said it all, really. I’d found it easier to believe in the uncontrolled malice of a child than of her governess. Even when I’d felt someone’s rush of violent love for him at the ball. No one had truly seen the invisible Miss Salton. Probably even Irene spent most of her time wishing her governess’s presence could be replaced with her mother’s.

			“Patrick was the only person who ever gave you any notice, any true kindness,” I said, gazing at her with something dangerously close to pity. I couldn’t hurt someone I pitied. “Because he does notice those who have nothing, particularly in the company of those who have lots.”

			And so she’d built her delusion, imagined they would be together, probably that he would marry her when he was master of Haggard Hall. She’d killed and frightened without compunction for him, and he had no earthly idea.

			Or had he? Surely that was him I could sense, closer now? Had he found the passage, followed Miss Salton down here? Or was I just thinking about him too much, bringing him closer in my imagination?

			My jangling nerves interfered with my usual senses. I was hoping too much for another presence, lots of other presences, so that I wouldn’t have to act alone against Miss Salton. I wished she was just a threatening spirit I could ignore, like those who’d given up trying to seep inside me. Surely, surely those were distant voices?

			Praying I was right, I thought briefly about shouting. But I had no idea if I would be heard, and I didn’t want to provoke another attack before I was ready. So, hastily, I sought to distract her instead.

			“So you pushed Rose out of the window? But why kill again exactly where she died? Why do something that could cast more doubt on Patrick himself?” Even as I asked, I knew the answer. “To isolate him from his family, so he would turn to you. Only he never did.”

			“He did,” Miss Salton said intensely. “He did once. After Rose died, he talked to me. He did.”

			Then Patrick’s voice spoke clearly out of the darkness. “I said one sentence to you in a moment of weakness.”

			Although my heart lifted, galloping, his voice echoed eerily around the cellar walls so that I’d no idea of its direction. As Miss Salton spun around, raising her candle high, searching through the darkness for him, I rose quietly to my feet.

			“Mr. Haggard,” she said, in quite different tones from those she’d been using to me. Now she was breathless, feminine, a perfect damsel in distress. “Patrick! I’m so glad you found me. We must get away now. They think you’re responsible for Barbara Darke’s disappearance—”

			“Because you wrote the note,” I said, finally understanding, “and signed it with his initial. You knew the suspicions being flung around the house by the Cartwrights. You knew I’d tell someone where I was going and with whom. And you knew I’d go to my room for my cloak and bonnet.”

			“You sound well, Mrs. Darke,” Patrick said conversationally. No one could have guessed from his voice the anxiety eating at him. Even I had difficulty because he had himself so tightly under control, like a rope stretched as taut as it could possibly go.

			“So do you,” I returned. I still couldn’t tell his direction, but I thought I discerned a faint light far to my left.

			Miss Salton’s voice hissed, much closer to me. She’d been edging towards me while she gazed all around. “He’s disappointed. You were merely a passing distraction, but now he wants you dead. You’re an inquisitive inconvenience, no more, no less. We are true allies, he and I.”

			She swung towards me, lowering the candle, and I saw it was scissors she carried in her other hand. She froze in shock when she realized we were face-to-face, giving me an instant to respond to the scissors before she plunged them desperately at my chest. I slammed my forearm upward into hers, and the scissors flew up, dangling from one finger before they dropped. At the same time, I grabbed her other arm, and twisted it so high up her back that she screamed. I held my letter opener to her throat.

			And then light flooded the scene.

			Well, it felt like a flood. In fact, the pinprick I’d discerned grew into a shaft of daylight that touched us only barely while the wavering light of a lantern swept through the dark towards us. Patrick, running at full tilt, his lips thinned with determination, his whole face tight with anxiety.

			“Don’t,” he said grimly.

			“She’s going to kill me,” Miss Salton squeaked. “She’s done terrible things to me! Oh, Patrick.”

			“I know,” Patrick said. He barely spared me a glance. His attention was all on Miss Salton and the letter knife I held to her neck. “Let her go, Barbara.”

			I stared at him. If I let her go, God knew what she’d do in her ever-increasing madness. Just for an instant, I let his command, his care of her, hurt me. But before I could even entertain the incredible suspicion that Miss Salton had been telling the truth about their alliance, I recognized that his desperate concern flowed to me, not her. Warmth crept into my aching, confused bones.

			But Miss Salton, as though given a new lease of life by his concern, took her chance with my distraction, slammed her elbow into my chest and launched herself at him. While I crossed my arms over my breast, gasping for breath, Patrick’s arms closed around Miss Salton, holding her not like a lover, but like a straightjacket she never even noticed. A blissful smile formed on her face, warming the seething chill of her previous anger.

			Over her head, Patrick stared at me. “There’s blood all over your face,” he said shakily. “Soaking your dress.”

			“She whacked me with a plank of wood,” I said. “But I’m better now.”

			“We always knew about this place,” Miss Salton said into his shoulder, with just a hint of uncertainty. “We found it together.”

			“I’ve been searching the library for days,” Patrick said intensely, “for the plans my uncle mentioned. I’ve been looking for them since the night we pursued your ghostly noises. I’ve only just found them. They do show closed passages between the walls of every addition made to the house over the centuries, including entrances. This cellar leads up to the summerhouse, which is where I came in. Everyone’s looking for you.”

			“Kill her, and we’ll go,” Miss Salton urged.

			“How can she be so insane,” Patrick said, “and none of us notice?”

			Miss Salton’s smile began to fade. She went very still in his hold.

			“She hid it well,” I said. “But she’s been getting worse. Everything she did, every success and failure, must have toppled her further over the edge.”

			“God, Barbara, if I’d lost you—”

			I wanted to touch him, hold him, but he held our prisoner between us, the murderer of his wife and his cousin and a stable lad, the would-be murderer of another, much more beloved cousin. Besides, Rose hovered close by, still, watchful, visible. And all those other spirits who’d quietened during my talk with Miss Salton were driving and pushing at me again, threatening to overwhelm me with sheer numbers. Nevertheless, although they slowed me, dulled my senses, I still caught the change in Miss Salton’s rising fury.

			And Patrick had no idea how strong the frail little governess was.

			“Patrick, watch her!” I warned, but before his name was over my lips, she’d thrown up her arms, breaking his hold, and backed away from him.

			“Her? Her?” she uttered with terrible scorn. “She’s a whore just like the other, and yet still, still you… Good God, what I’ve done for you, Patrick… Can’t you see that you need me?”

			Patrick started after her, his gaze flickering to me with clear concern while he advanced on the governess, one hand outstretched. “Miss Salton, let’s go back up to the house together,” he said calmly, while I tried to circle behind her.

			But she moved away from us both, rapidly, because she knew the cellar as neither of us did.

			“Betrayed,” she moaned. “Oh no, oh not that!” And then she simply vanished.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Patrick muttered, “What the…?”

			“I had her,” I said in frustration, starting forward to where we last saw her. Several of the spirits seemed to have vanished with her, including Rose, but the others still hung around me like importunate beggars. “Why did you tell me to let her go?”

			His arm came around my waist, unknowingly scattering the spirits I’d been too distracted to bother with. He touched my face with a tenderness that seized my breath. “I didn’t want you to be the one who had to kill her, by accident or design. It’s the devil to live with. We need to get back to the house, fetch the doctor to you.”

			As he spoke, he began to walk inexorably back the way he’d come, pausing only to swipe up the lantern on his way. Stupidly enchanted by his care, and caught by the fact he still believed he was responsible for Rose’s death, it took a moment for me to pull back.

			“There’s an entrance to the house that way,” I exclaimed, pointing to where we’d last glimpsed Miss Salton. “That’s how she came down here, how she disappeared. Who’s with Arthur?”

			“Lots of people,” Patrick said, forcing me on. “But since I ‘betrayed’ her by caring for you, I suspect he’s safe now.”

			“I don’t think anyone’s safe now!” I protested. “We need to find her!”

			“I know. And trust me, we’ll be quicker going the way we know than searching for more secret entrances.”

			“How does she know about all the passages, when even you and Arthur didn’t until now?”

			Patrick shrugged. “She first came here just before my uncle died. He could have mentioned it to her, even shown her the book with the plans—which Emily found in her room, by the way, along with her diary. She’s seriously disturbed.” He stopped suddenly. “Just one before we go back. I won’t hurt…” Before he even formed the “you”, his mouth found mine in the almost darkness, and all my pain and anxiety seemed to fly away with my stomach. I had never encountered such a mix of gentleness and hunger in a kiss. It was no wonder my arm crept up around his neck, and when our lips parted, I reached for his again before sense intervened.

			“We have to stop her,” I whispered.

			His lips brushed mine again. “I know.” He drew me on. Slightly dazed, either by my injury or his kiss—or both—I was surprised by how quickly we reached a rough stone staircase. His shout brought about a shaft of daylight and the anxious voices of servants.

			“Have you got her, sir?”

			“I’ve found Mrs. Darke. Miss Salton’s gone back into the passages. She could be anywhere in the house. Run back and join the search there, but be careful. She’s a lot stronger than she looks.”

			The servants—a groom and a footman—ran ahead, while Patrick restored the trap door covering the entrance. It was cleverly disguised in the pattern of the wooden floor covering.

			“I can’t believe we never found this as children,” he said, taking my arm once more.

			“I expect when you played outside, you went as far away from the house as you were allowed,” I said shrewdly, still shielding my eyes from the painful daylight.

			But I saw the smile flicker across his face and vanish. “Farther.”

			Most improperly, he kept his arm around me as we walked through the formal garden to the house. I was physically glad of the support and weak enough to derive pleasure from it. My injury was an excuse.

			Although I didn’t expect anyone but Emily to care, my return caused a wave of excitement in the Hall. The remaining guests seemed to have left, including Sir Neil and Lady Jordan, for which I was sorry. I was whisked away from Patrick and sat in the small drawing room surrounded by Emily, Susan, Mrs. Grant, Mr. Faversham, and an array of servants. Susan herself bathed my face with something approaching pity. I saw why when Emily brought me a hand mirror.

			One side of my face was cut, swollen, and bruised.

			“Oh dear,” I said. Over the unkind mirror, my gaze somehow met Patrick’s as he hovered by the door. He wasn’t a man who set much store by appearance, and yet it was mine which had inspired his lust at my mother’s séance.

			From nowhere, another thought interrupted my personal reminiscence. “Who’s with Arthur?” I demanded.

			“Bela,” Emily soothed. “And Jackson, the valet.”

			I relaxed as Susan set aside her ointment and thanked her, just as Rose’s ghost skidded through the wall next to Patrick, barely noticing him, it seemed, in her search for me. Her fear hit me a bare instant before her spirit crashed into me, diving deep and controlling. I opened my mouth to object, but she took control of it as she spoke to my mind and to anyone else who listened.

			“She’s in the attic, and she has Irene!”

			And then, while everyone gawped at me, stunned, Rose swept out of me again, rising upward this time towards the ceiling. Halfway through, she paused and beckoned urgently.

			I forced myself to my feet.

			Emily said uneasily, “Barbara, what in God’s name was that?”

			“Miss Salton,” I said, pushing past her. “She’s taken Irene to the attic.”

			Susan sprang to her feet with a cry. Patrick, white-faced, had already opened the door. Curtly, he ordered Mr. Faversham to stay with the ladies. But I, immune to commands at the best of times, simply followed him as fast as I could.

			“Get a mattress, blankets, anything to break a fall,” he yelled to the butler, who stood baffled at the foot of the stairs. “Get them under the old attic window, where my wife and Martin died. There are to be no more deaths here!”

			He didn’t speak to me, didn’t touch me as we charged upstairs, yet confused, anguished fury mixed with his anxiety for Irene, and I understood why. He’d recognized Rose’s voice in mine. I think in those moments I understood too that he would have to hear it again, to free both himself and Rose from their torment, and that this would mean the end of whatever relationship he and I had begun. There was pain in that, unexpectedly sharp and intense, but I had no time to deal with that now. I suspected there would never be time to deal with it. It would just stay with me, like grief for Gideon.

			When we burst into the attic, panting from the exertion of rushing up all those stairs, Miss Salton, her hair wild, had a baffled Irene by the elbow. The child looked as if she was just beginning to be frightened. Clearly, no one had yet told her that her governess was an insane murderess. I began to fear for whichever servant had been guarding Irene. Why in God’s name hadn’t she been with her mother? Because this wasn’t time she’d assigned to the child? If I had a daughter like Irene, if I had any child…

			But I didn’t, and I never would now.

			A quick glance around showed me a gaping hole in the wall where a panel had drawn back to reveal the secret passage which clearly came all the way up here. I began to understand how Miss Salton had come and gone from here so easily, before and after her crimes. She’d already freed one side of the plank of wood which had been roughly nailed across the window while Arthur awaited the making of an ornate wrought iron grill to take its place. The plank now hung down at one side of the open window, in front of which stood Miss Salton and Irene, while Rose, barely visible at all in the daylight, danced around them, flapping and blowing.

			Irene gave us a half smile of what looked like relief. Miss Salton glared, the downward curve of her lips grim and ugly in her misery.

			“Don’t take Irene,” I said, as lightly as I could manage. “She’s such a good girl, and you’ve always cared for her. She’s a credit to you.”

			“Yes, she is,” Miss Salton snapped. “But don’t pretend you believe so. I won’t leave her here for you to contaminate.”

			“Oh, I’ll never be Irene’s governess,” I said. “I’ll be leaving Haggard Hall very soon now. Don’t you have recommendations for the continuation of your work?”

			The frown flickering on her harsh brow told me I’d struck her weak point. She did care for the child and for her education. I’d distracted her for long enough to let Patrick edge closer, but her sudden quick glance showed she was on to that. The tragedy of her lost fantasy pulled down her mouth once more.

			It was now or never.

			Almost at the same moment, all three of us lunged: Miss Salton backwards at the open window, dragging Irene with her; Patrick forward at Miss Salton, aiming himself between her and the open window; and myself, throwing both arms around Irene and holding on against the powerful pull of the governess.

			Irene squeaked with sudden pain and belated fear, and the drag vanished so suddenly that we both fell. I jerked my head up to see that Miss Salton dangled out of the window, held only by the grip of Patrick’s big hand on her wrist.

			He knelt on the floor, his knees braced against the narrow windowsill. My heart twisted afresh at the thought she could still pull him over with her. I crawled nearer, keeping Irene behind me, saw the governess dangling in midair. Beneath, as Patrick had ordered, a pile of old mattresses lay on the ground. Four servants climbed over it, holding the corners of a blanket to catch whoever fell. Would it be enough to save Patrick?

			“Give me your other hand,” Patrick ordered, reaching down with his.

			“Irene, run downstairs to your mother,” I murmured. “She’ll be waiting for you.”

			I felt the girl’s hesitation, brief and anxious, and then, to my relief, she fled. I got behind Patrick and held on to his waist. I might be able to slow him up if he started to slide over.

			His body shuddered in my grip, but I’d closed myself off from unbearable emotion, so I didn’t know why. Slowly, actually smiling, the dangling Miss Salton finally threw up her free hand, but not to take Patrick’s. As his swiped only at air, hers grasped his fingers on the wrist he already held and pulled.

			He cried out, though she didn’t. She plummeted like a stone, catching the edge of the blanket and the mattresses below.

			“Wrap her up tight and hold her,” Patrick yelled. “Even if she can move, don’t let her! Is the constable here yet? The doctor?”

			“On their way,” the reply drifted back.

			For an instant, I let my eyes close, let my forehead rest against his back.

			This was all I would have. But I could give him peace, and that was so much better for both of us.

			I released him as he turned, and drew back.

			“Irene?” he asked, still grim.

			I rose to my feet. “I sent her to find Susan and the others.” Hastily, I walked to the attic door, right through the still shade of Rose, and looked downstairs. Irene stood at the foot, wrapped in her mother’s arms. Emily stood beside them, so did old Lady Haggard, roused from her room in daylight by the crisis. They all stared up at me.

			“Miss Salton fell,” I said, “but they caught her in the blanket. The servants have her until the doctor and the constable come.”

			“Patrick?” Emily whispered.

			“He’s fine. He saved Irene, tried to save Miss Salton. We’re just going to nail the wood back over the window, and then we’ll be down.”

			Susan frowned over her daughter’s head. “Let the servants—”

			“I think the servants have enough on their plate right now. You might want to check on whoever was with Irene when Miss Salton took her away.”

			With that, I turned back into the attic and closed the door. Patrick was already nailing the plank back across the window, using the hammer Miss Salton, presumably, had brought for the purpose of prising the old nails free.

			Rose hovered just behind him. For a few moments, we both watched him hammer with unnecessary aggression. Then, deliberately, he set the hammer down and turned to face me. So did Rose, and I knew what she was asking. I wondered if I refused, would she try to come in anyway? It didn’t matter. I was more than prepared for her. I could keep her out if I chose. To have any chance whatsoever with Patrick, I needed to keep her out.

			Patrick said, “How did you know she was up here with Irene?”

			Guesswork. I guessed. The desperate lie struggled to be born, but I wouldn’t stoop so low. I strangled it. “You know,” I said steadily.

			“Rose,” he said. “You spoke with Rose’s voice. It wasn’t the first time, was it?”

			I shook my head. “No. We’ve spoken before, she and I. You know that. She tried to help me against Miss Salton in the cellar, and again up here. She haunts this world because she isn’t yet at peace. Neither are you. You have unfinished business between you.”

			He walked towards me, scowling. “What do you mean?”

			“I mean you’re both suffering and need to speak to each other one last time.”

			“She’s dead!” Patrick said harshly.

			“And yet she told you where to find Irene. She saved Irene, not you or me.”

			Patrick dragged his hand through his unruly hair. “Barbara, don’t do this. I can’t—”

			“Can’t what?” I interrupted. “Believe that Rose can speak beyond the grave? Bear the pain? The pain will ease only when you speak to her. I think… I really think it has to come from her. She wants it that way.”

			His dark, tormented eyes lifted to mine. “I loved her,” he said deliberately. “I can’t speak to her through you. Even if I believed.”

			I smiled sadly. “Clutching at straws, Patrick. You believed from the moment you stopped disliking me. You acknowledged that belief when Rose spoke through me downstairs.”

			For a moment, his face was all emotion, raw and anguished. And I thought some of it was because he knew, as I did, that he and I could never go back from this. I would forever be associated with Rose in his mind. That would tear him apart. Tear us apart.

			Rose came up to me, less transparent now that the sun was lower and the wood across the window blocked part of what light was left. Her insubstantial fingers touched my cheeks in a caress of gratitude and understanding.

			“She’s coming in,” I said hoarsely. “Speak to her, not to me.”

			“Will you know?” he said urgently. “Will you remember?”

			“It doesn’t matter. I’m like a priest in this. Just a vessel…” And then she was inside me, and I let her all the way in, let all her feelings consume me, current and remembered.

			“Patrick,” she whispered, closing the distance between us and him. She reached up, touching his face with my fingers. “I never thought I would touch you again.”

			His breath caught. “Neither did I. You feel like her.”

			She reached up and kissed him with my mouth. “Do I still feel like her?”

			Patrick shook his head dumbly.

			“It wasn’t you,” she said. “Or me. Miss Salton pushed me out of the window. But you’ll know that if you have her diary. I wanted you to know it from me too, as I want you to know how much I always loved you. How much I hated myself for what I did with Hugh Cartwright. It was only ever to make you jealous, and as soon as I was doing it, I knew it was wrong for all of us. I should never have believed Margaret. Not that I blame her, only me.”

			“We were too young,” Patrick whispered, touching her at last when he touched me. “Playing at being grown-ups with feelings we weren’t mature enough to handle. I was such an idiot, Rose, but the love was always there.”

			She stretched my lips into a loving smile. “I know. My love, I know. Mine too. I think we forgive each other now, at last. Hold on to the love.”

			“I do. I will.” He kissed her on my mouth, slow, tender, healing, and she slid out of me as if she couldn’t help it, fading into peace, into the realm that was hers now.

			Patrick raised his head, staring into my eyes. “Is that you, or her?”

			“Barbara. It’s Barbara.”

			His fingers touched the dampness running down my cheek. “And those?”

			I didn’t answer. They were mine. They would always be mine. I turned blindly away from him and walked out of the attic. I would pack and leave in the morning.

			* * * * *

			In the end, of course, I stayed on another few days to be with Emily during the aftermath of the Miss Salton affair. I only felt I could because Patrick left the house that night. He’d spent the rest of the day with the doctor and the constable and other authorities hastily summoned from York, and then left with them in the evening.

			Miss Salton was taken away, alive and largely unhurt, but now completely silent, turned in on herself utterly. I hoped she was happy in there because I doubted her real life was going to be remotely comfortable any more. The evidence—her diary, the twine, and hooks I’d discovered in the schoolroom globe, the markings on the nursery door—was all shown to the authorities, and spoke clearly for itself.

			“It will be a terrible scandal, of course,” Susan said with a large sigh over a rather late dinner. “But at least it’s better than everyone looking askance at Patrick again and writing those shameful things about him in the newspapers.”

			“And it’s one in the eye for Hugh Cartwright,” Emily said with satisfaction, forgetting, apparently, that the same Cartwright’s wife had made her doubt her husband’s favourite cousin only hours ago.

			I didn’t remind her. Although I did my best to present a calm and even humorous face to the world, inside, where it mattered, I was lost in my own misery because he’d gone and I hadn’t even said good-bye. Even though I knew that was for the best, I would have liked to look into his eyes once more and smiled.

			It seemed I had committed the ultimate, unforgivable sin. I had fallen in love with the wrong man at the wrong time. And unlike my grief for Gideon, there could be no end to this one, because Patrick wasn’t dead. I had to hug to myself what I had: a few kisses and a night of love; a few moments of liking and trust and friendship; and the knowledge that I’d helped him to find the peace he deserved over Rose’s death. Those were my rewards for my aching throat and stiffly smiling lips.

			* * * * *

			The next morning, Emily bounced into my room with her wonderful new idea, namely that I should become Irene’s governess.

			“I don’t think that would work,” I said wryly. “For one thing, you’d have to sell it to Susan.”

			“Oh I have. Susan’s all in favour of it. She’s decided she likes you after all. Irene told us what you did in the attic, and now you are all that is good and kind and brave. Talk to her over breakfast.”

			“Perhaps I should be hurt by the speed with which you’re trying to shuffle off your companion.”

			Emily picked a pillow off the bed specially to throw at me. I caught it and put it back on the bed. Even that much movement reminded me how abused my poor body was. My face ached too, swollen and cut and quite an extraordinary collection of colours.

			“You’d rather teach,” she said sternly. “And you’d still be here at the Hall.”

			“As someone else’s employee,” I pointed out. “It wouldn’t be a good recipe for our friendship, Emily, and frankly, Susan and I would flounder. And lock horns, I suspect. I think we should consider Irene in all of this. She yearns for the company of other children, and with the best will in the world, Susan will never be the kind of mother who wants her child underfoot all the time. I think Susan should consider a school for her rather than another governess. Then write to her often when she’s there, visit on the designated days, and let her come home for holidays.”

			Emily stared at me. “You’ve got all this worked out, haven’t you?” she said with some chagrin. “You always have everything worked out for the best, don’t you?”

			I dropped my gaze to the bedclothes, ignoring the ache I was going to have to get used to. “Always,” I agreed. “Now go away so I can dress for breakfast.”

			* * * * *

			That evening, after dinner, Arthur broke with convention and, instead of lingering in the dining room over a glass of port, accompanied the ladies to the drawing room.

			There, a covered picture sat on an easel in the middle of the room.

			Old Lady Haggard seemed inclined to growl at it. Instead, she stumped past so quickly, I was sure she planned to strike it with her stick on the way past. But in the end, Emily got in her way by bouncing over to the easel.

			“Oh Arthur, is this your painting? My surprise? Can I look?”

			“Of course,” Arthur said, striding forward and whipping the cover off the picture before gazing at his wife with an almost comical mixture of pride and anxiety.

			Emily’s eyes widened as she gazed, her mouth forming a soundless “Oh.” She swallowed. “Oh, Arthur. Do I really look like that?”

			At last, I dragged my gaze away from her to the portrait. And smiled, because he’d found what had been missing the last time I’d seen it—a spark in the eye, the faintest tilt of her lip that spoke not just of spirit but of temper, as he’d seen in her when they’d quarrelled after the ball.

			“Yes,” I said. “You do. Arthur, you are indeed talented!”

			“Isn’t he?” cried Emily, glowing. “It’s beautiful, my love! Where shall we hang it?”

			Old Lady Haggard cackled.

			* * * * *

			It was a funny thing, but on the day of my departure from Haggard Hall, I realized how well I’d slept over the last few nights since Miss Salton’s removal. The lust bag and several of the other nastier sentient emotions had vanished with her. And the whole atmosphere of the place had lightened, not just, I thought, through her departure, but through Rose’s. Although several spirits remained, wispy and insubstantial, they were more distant, more calm, in the process, perhaps of moving on as they should. Even in the cellar, I thought, as I walked past the summer house one last time, the nastier spirits were fading. There was less evil, less negative emotion to help them flourish.

			It was Emily herself who flourished now, lady of Haggard Hall, undisputed by any other, living or dead. Apart, perhaps, from old Lady Haggard, who retained all the privileges of old age and ill nature. But one was never permitted a perfect life.

			I strolled back to the front of the house, where my meagre bag was being placed in a smart and comfortable-looking carriage, together with a small trunk full of gifts from Emily and Arthur, who stood on the steps to wave me off, along with Susan and Irene.

			They would have a quiet few days now without any guests at all. Mr. Faversham and Prince Bela had left several days before. “They were Patrick’s creatures,” Emily had confided in me. “He installed them here in turns to look after Arthur, make sure no else tried to hurt him after the statue incident. Isn’t he wonderful?”

			“Wonderful,” I’d agreed.

			I shook hands politely with Susan and with Irene, who turned it quickly into a hug that pulled at my heartstrings, particularly when she whispered, “Thank you!” in my ear. Arthur, looking gallant with his arm still in a sling, offended Susan by kissing me on the cheek—fortunately my cuts and bruises had healed rapidly in the last couple of days and had almost faded altogether—before Emily threw herself into my arms.

			“I shall miss you!” she cried. “But we’re going to London in a few weeks, so I’ll write to you, and if you’re still there—”

			“Of course,” I said. “If you’re not too great a lady. Good-bye, Emily.”

			As I climbed into the carriage, she gave me a grand, sweeping curtsey so that we parted in laughter. The carriage was out of the drive and bowling along the road towards York before I let the aching smile relax and realized I was weeping.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			When I reached London, I didn’t go straight to my mother’s rooms. She would know too quickly that something was wrong, and I wasn’t ready to talk about it, even with her. Instead, I bought the latest edition of the Voice, Patrick’s journal, dated yesterday, and sat on a bench in the Green Park to read it from cover to cover. There was a particularly interesting article on one of the German principalities still recovering from revolution and suppression.

			Only when a supposed gentleman sat beside me and began making lewd conversation did I put the journal away and stand up, reducing him to stammering incoherence with my best teacher’s glare.

			Then I picked up my bag and the small trunk and walked regally along the path towards the gate and Lady Fairford’s house.

			As before, the superior butler admitted me without expression. I couldn’t help feeling slightly piqued that my mother didn’t rush downstairs to greet me, as she had when I’d arrived the last time. Instead, I carried my own things up the staircase to her first-floor rooms and entered without knocking.

			“Crack open the champagne, Mother,” I said dryly, dropping my luggage at the door. “I’m back.”

			“So I see,” my mother said with unexpected frustration. “Couldn’t you strive for a more daughterly greeting? Just once?”

			Too late, I realized she had company at her cosy little arrangement of sofas to the right of the sitting room. Although she stayed firmly seated to state her displeasure, her male visitor rose to his feet and turned to face me, and my heart seemed to stop beating.

			Patrick Haggard inclined his head. “Mrs. Darke.”

			Somehow, my feet carried me across the room. From appearing to stop altogether, my heart now lurched and thundered erratically. And my stupid legs shook.

			“Mr. Haggard,” I managed. “What brings you here? Have you finally learned the value of communing with the dead?”

			I couldn’t hold out my hand in civil greeting because it trembled too much. To my relief, he didn’t insist, although his eyes were as sharp and steady as ever on mine. He said, “It’s the living who interest me more. Your mother is quite…fascinating.”

			“Isn’t she?” I said cordially, shooting her a stare that was at once quizzical and threatening. I hoped she’d stuck to truth. Though why I should care what he thought of us now, I didn’t know, except I couldn’t help valuing his good opinion and I’d no idea why he was here. Surreptitiously, I reached out with my senses, searching for any spirits, chiefly Rose. I hoped my mother had not enticed her back for him. They both needed to move onwards. What if I’d been wrong to let him talk to Rose? What if it had only fed his obsession now that he believed again in her love?

			“She isn’t here,” my mother said flatly.

			I flushed. “I don’t know what you mean. Please, sit down, Mr. Haggard. I need to refresh and change, so I’ll leave you to your talk.”

			“Oh in the name of God!” my mother fumed, at the same time as Patrick, his eyes alight with silent laughter, finally caught my hand to prevent my walking away.

			“I came to speak to you, Barbara,” he said, interrupting my mother, who still had a lot more to say. Rather to my surprise, she shut her mouth. “If you don’t mind.”

			I didn’t mind. I wasn’t sure how often I could bear saying good-bye to him, but I would never object to his company. I would always soak it up like winter sunshine, uncaring that I’d wilt again as soon as he’d gone.

			“Pour more tea, Barbara,” my mother said vaguely, rising at last from her sofa. “I just need a word with dear Lady Fairford…”

			My mouth showed a tendency to fall open at this very odd behaviour on her part, but since Patrick still held my shaking hand as she left the room, I allowed myself to sit on the nearest sofa, if only to avoid touching him.

			And yet when I drew my hand free, it only felt cold and lonely and I wanted to take his long, strong fingers back.

			“I know what you did,” Patrick said softly, “and after talking to your mother, I understand better what it cost you.”

			“I don’t follow—”

			“Yes, you do,” he said with a first hint of impatience that made me smile in spite of myself. “Rose. You gave both Rose and me peace in the only way you could. It was the most generous thing I’ve ever—”

			“It wasn’t generous,” I interrupted with a hint of desperation. “It’s just what I do. What’s the point of a gift like this if you don’t use it? I refuse to let it become merely a curse.”

			“Of course, your motives were entirely selfish,” he agreed, and I couldn’t help the breath of surprised laughter that spilled over my lips. His lips quirked in response. “Even so, I left without saying thank you.”

			I’d tried so hard to read nothing into his being here, and yet still the pain twisted and squeezed.

			“A note would have sufficed,” I managed.

			He scowled. “No, it wouldn’t. I made love to you.”

			My face, my whole body flushed. “I remember. But you needn’t worry. There were no consequences.” My monthly bleeding had begun the day after his departure.

			“No consequences?” He stared at me, but I was looking at my hands and let his gaze burn into the side of my face. “Barbara. I’m sorry I left without a word to you. There was so much to do about Miss Salton, and to be frank, I was still shaken by my encounter with my wife’s spirit. You’re around the dead so much, you probably forget what an impact such things have on us lesser mortals.”

			“No,” I said. “No, I don’t forget that.”

			Unexpectedly, he took my chin between his finger and thumb and tipped my face up to his. His eyes searched mine. I stared back, half-defiant, half…confused by his behaviour. A frown flickered across his brow.

			“Oh for God’s sake,” he muttered. “Sense this.” And without further warning, his mouth swooped on mine, crushing, invading. I lifted both hands to his shoulders and shoved, hard, but he didn’t budge, and in any case, immediately consumed by sudden fear that he would, I clutched his shoulders instead. I didn’t care what it meant for me or the future; I’d always take his kiss, as I’d take his company.

			But no one could kiss like that without meaning something. Lost as I was, I knew that, and slowly, slowly, I opened myself under the onslaught, let the deluge of his feelings wash over me.

			“Barbara,” he whispered into my mouth. “Barbara, do you love me? Could you love me?”

			Stunned, I stilled my lips under his, disengaged them to stare up at him.

			“If the answer to either is even the faintest yes,” he said unsteadily, “then agree at least to see me. I asked your mother if she’d any objection to my marrying you.”

			Inappropriate laughter caught at my breath. “What did she say?”

			“That is was entirely up to you, not her, but that whatever your answer, if I ever hurt you in any way whatsoever, she’d send all the demons in hell after my soul.”

			“Well, that’s new. She never threatened Gideon with demons.”

			“Will you always compare me to him?” Patrick asked ruefully.

			“God, no, there is no comparison,” I said frankly. “You’re such completely different characters that it seems impossible I could ever—” Could ever have loved two such disparate men.

			But there were more ways than mine of reading emotion. I doubted my words were necessary to him, because he was smiling as he took back my mouth.

			“Rose,” I gasped under his lips. “She left a tiny part of her spirit with me. I know her, her feelings, better than I know you. But I’m not Rose, and you shouldn’t ever imagine I am.”

			“I don’t want Rose,” he said, taking me by surprise. “I want you, weird, maddening, and totally wonderful as you are.”

			Since he slid onto the floor as he spoke and drew me down under him, deliberately unfastening his trousers with one hand, I had little room to misunderstand him. My blood pounded. Lust pooled between my thighs.

			“My mother,” I gasped, like a last-ditch attempt to stem the inevitable flow of events. My skirts were round my hips. He’d freed my breasts from my gown and was kissing them. I never wanted him to stop that. “She’ll come back!”

			He raised his head, lifting his burning, clouded eyes to mine for a moment. “If she has even half your empathy, she’ll know exactly what I’m doing to you and walk away before she opens the door.”

			“Aren’t you afraid of the demons?” I asked as his hand delved between my soaking thighs.

			He groaned. “God, no. I’m afraid of not having you.” He pushed inside me, closing his eyes in bliss. “Right. Now.” He shoved farther in with each word, and I gave up even pretending to argue. Wrapping my legs around his hips, I pulled him right into me and thrust with him.

			“So will you?” he panted, holding my head to prevent us skidding across Lady Fairford’s Persian rug.

			“I am,” I got out, writhing in bliss as the pleasure surged.

			“I mean, will you marry me?”

			“Maybe,” I gasped, spiralling off into ecstasy. “I’ll think…oh…oh, God, Patrick!”

			He rammed into me again and again. There was an instant when I looked into his tortured gaze, recognized and silently granted his plea for permission by reaching for his mouth with mine, and then he fell, shuddering on to me, spending his hot seed inside me. Not so much a branding as an expression of trust, his and mine.

			I folded my arms around him, afraid suddenly that he’d vanish into a dream. “I love you,” I whispered, just in case he didn’t know. I couldn’t bear him not to know. “I love you.”

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			It was about a week later that we were shown into the drawing room of Lady Jordan’s smart London house.

			Caroline rose to greet us, both hands held out. “Oh, wonderful!” she exclaimed. “Did you come together, or is the timing just coincidence?”

			Since we’d both received her invitation to call at this time, it would never have been much of a coincidence.

			“We came together,” Patrick said, releasing Caroline’s hand.

			She glanced from me to him, and her gaze lingered. A faint smile lurked on her lips. Although Patrick spoke as casually as ever, she’d clearly spotted the faintest flush on his face. Or on mine.

			“I see,” she said. “And here I’d been flattering myself that I was such an excellent matchmaker.”

			“What are you doing in London, anyway?” Patrick asked hastily. “Is Neil with you?”

			“No, I left him in Yorkshire.” She waved toward the nearest sofa. “Sit down, Mrs. Darke, and I’ll ring for tea. I came up alone to see my stepsisters. Have you heard the news?”

			“What news?” Patrick demanded, throwing himself onto the sofa beside me,

			“Augusta is to marry the Duke of Silberwald.”

			Patrick let out a crack of laughter. “Well, they deserve each other.”

			“Oh dear,” said Caroline, sinking into the chair opposite us.

			“Who’s Augusta?” I asked, bewildered.

			“Lady Augusta Harvey, the eldest of my stepsisters,” Caroline explained. “My father married the Earl of Alnwick’s widow when I was already married to Neil, so we’re not very close.”

			Patrick got up and strolled to the fireplace, where, with the ease of familiarity, he picked up a framed photograph and brought it over to me. It was a posed family group of a young man and six young women and girls, clearly all siblings, well-dressed and serious.

			“Augusta’s the beautiful one at the front,” Caroline said.

			Augusta was indeed beautiful, though I thought her demeanour somewhat superior and disdainful. The one who really caught my eye was a child with spectacles and a dreamy expression, standing somehow apart from the others without seeming remote or aloof.

			“Who is she?” I asked, leaning forward to let Caroline see where I pointed.

			“Oh that’s Guin. Guinivere. She’s my favourite sister, to own the truth. She’s grown up now, though not much bigger! She’s fun and quite eccentric for her years. She wants to write novels.”

			I looked into the child’s large eyes, which were curiously clear through the spectacles, and just for an instant I imagined myself falling into them. My blood seemed to rush in my ears, dizzying me. A young woman full of sunshine and compassion; a dark, menacing shadow falling over her, eclipsing her.

			My breath caught, and I dropped the photograph into my lap. “Silberwald,” I blurted. Some tiny, German country, full of trees…and that shadow, I was sure.

			Reluctantly, I let Patrick take the photograph from me, watching rather blindly as he carried it back to the mantelpiece. For some reason, I worried about that girl I didn’t know.

			“And so you’re going to marry Patrick?” Caroline asked innocently.

			I blinked, dragging myself back to reality. Patrick’s dark, dramatic face came into focus first, one black eyebrow raised in mocking challenge. Unexpectedly, a strange, sweet warmth fought its way up from my stomach, suffusing my whole person. I found myself smiling.

			“One day,” I said. One day soon.

			But I could still see the photograph on the shelf behind Patrick’s shoulder. Some hidden threat hung over young Guinevere Harvey. And I couldn’t shake off the suspicion that I was the only one who could help her.
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