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Alistair Grant prides himself on being an incorruptible barrister who defends those who need it most, even if it means running afoul of the conservative government during the Napoleonic Wars. Suddenly he finds himself a criminal on the run, falsely accused of murdering his client in Newgate Prison.

The only witness to the crime is a handsome young man who gives him a lovely miniature of the most beautiful woman Alistair has ever seen, and sends him to The Three Bells tavern and brothel. 

Viola Morrison, an impoverished gentlewoman, lives in a secret room in the brothel, hidden there by her brother Sebastian, who fears his shady business associates would be even more of a danger to her than the ladies of the evening. 

When Alistair comes to seek Viola, she is determined to help the attractive barrister discover the truth about who really killed his client. But when Alistair’s house and office go up in flames, Viola and her mysterious friend George realize there is far more at stake than simply bringing a murderer to justice. 

Viola must follow her new-found love Alistair down the road of passion, death and revenge to the final, stunning revelation of the horrific conspiracy against all of Alister's friends the Rakehells that threatens to destroy everything Alistair has ever cared about. 
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    [bookmark: syn]SYNOPSIS  

     

    Alistair Grant prides himself on being an incorruptible barrister
    who defends those who need it most, even if it means running afoul
    of the Tory Government. Suddenly he finds himself a criminal on the
    run, falsely accused of murdering his client in Newgate Prison. 

     

    The only witness to the crime is a handsome young man who gives him
    a lovely miniature of the most beautiful woman Alistair has ever
    seen, and sends him to The Three Bells  tavern and brothel.
     

     

    Viola Morrison, an impoverished gentlewoman, lives in a secret room
    in the brothel, hidden there by her brother Sebastian, who fears his
    dubious business associates would be even more of a danger to her
    than the ladies of the evening.  

     

    When Alistair comes to seek Viola, she is determined to help the
    attractive barrister discover the truth about who really killed his
    client.  

     

    When Alistair’s house and office go up in flames, Viola and her
    mysterious friend George realise there is far more at stake than
    simply bringing a murderer to justice.  

     

    When Alistair’s colleague Philip and his whole family are burnt to
    death in their house, Viola must follow her new-found love Alistair
    down the road of passion, death and revenge to the final, stunning
    revelation of the horrific conspiracy against them all.  

     

    He blinked, drinking in the girl’s beauty. Never had he see a woman
    so fair. Her creamy skin, patrician features, lustrous green eyes,
    radiant skin, her mouth just made for kissing... 

     

    She offered her lips up to him shyly, and he kissed her with glee.
    He tasted honey, spring flowers, and a spark of the divine as his
    lips glided along hers.  

     

    He peeped his tongue into her mouth, deepening the kiss, yet knowing
    even as he did so that it would be impossible to stop. That he
    wanted and needed so much more. That he simply had to possess this
    woman, or die…. 

     

    He touched every part of her body until he couldn’t even be sure
    which flesh was his, which hers. Her breasts, with their tightly
    ruched pink nipples, her delightful feminine core, thatched with
    tiny silky blonde curls, her slender hips and thighs. 

     

    It was all his, and not his. For even as he possessed her body,
    dark, sinister claws snapped and grabbed, snatching the girl away
    from Alistair no matter how hard he tried to cling to her…. 

     

    

 

    [bookmark: rev]REVIEWS  

     

    “An amazing book. We are plunged right into the heart of Georgian
    society and its power politics as barrister Alistair Grant seeks
    justice for his client, who has been murdered, and for himself,
    falsely accused of that murder.  

     

    "Viola is concerned about her brother Sebastian, but makes common
    cause with Alistair and soon finds herself falling in love with a
    man so far above her in station, he might as well live on the moon.
    But where there is true love, it will find a way, and together they
    work to defeat their enemies and save a dozen innocent men from the
    gallows. 

     

    "Meticulously plotted and researched, with wonderful Gothic elements
    and the sizzling sensuality we have come to expect from a
    MacMurrough novel, this is a worthy continuation of the excellent
    Rakehell Romance series which you will not want to miss!”  

     

    Evelyn Trimborn 

     

    

 

    “Stunning and spine-chilling from the first sentence, I hung on
    every word of this powerful novel. The author’s command of the
    history of the period is second to none. Once again, her lovers are
    poised right on the edge of some of the most cataclysmic events in
    Regency and Georgian society, and must fight tooth and nail to win
    each other’s love.  

     

    "And this is a love most certainly worth having—Viola and Alistair
    light up the pages of this heady romance. And the secondary
    characters are outstanding, especially George. I can’t wait until
    the next Rakehell book!”  

     

    Michaela Brennan 

     

    

 

    “A gorgeous book, spine-chilling, and swirling with sensuous detail,
    riveting historical events, and a passionate couple we follow
    eagerly to the shocking denouement. Another winner in this
    terrific sensual Regency series.”  

     

    Jacinta Carey 

     

    

 

    “I adored Alistair and Viola as a couple. Canny, clever and superbly
    sexy, they are well-matched, and more than a match for their
    enemies. I was hooked from the start, and couldn't put it down, it
    was so fast paced and fascinating. 

     

    "The intriguing secondary characters support without dominating, and
    help set the stage for the shocking conclusion. All I can say is, if
    this book is anything to go by, the next two novels promised in the
    series will be even more explosive than this terrific, suspenseful
    book. Ms. MacMurrough has really made this period of English history
    her own with this stupendous Regency series.”  

     

    Carolyn Stone, Under the Cover Book Reviews  
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    [bookmark: c]Copyright the author 2009  

    Second edition 2012  

     

    All rights reserved. 

     

    No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitte in any form by
    any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying,
    recording, or by any information and storage retrieval system,
    without permission in writing from the copyright owner.  

     

    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents
    are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to
    any actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales, is entirely
    coincidental.  

     

    HerStory Books 
      http://www.HerStoryBooks.com  

     

    HerStory Books is pleased to publish high-quality romances in a
    variety of genres.  

    Please visit us online for the latest titles, and a free newsletter,
    free novels and short stories, and more: 

    http://herstorybooks.com/category/xciting-free-reads  

     

    Love our novels? Don’t forget to post reviews at our site and on
    Amazon. You can win free books each month just for posting reviews
    at the site.  

     

    You can also get free novels through our Referral Program: 

    http://herstorybooks.com/referral-program-free-book  

     

    Happy Reading!  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: lc]LIST OF CHARACTERS  

     

    Alistair Grant, a Rakehell, a prominent barrister in London 

     

    Viola Morrison, the  mysterious woman he is sent to find at
    The Three Bells pub and brothel  

     

    Sebastian Morrison, her brother  

     

    George Davenant, owner of The Three Bells pub and brothel
    and The New Rose Theatre  

     

    Antony Herriot, a Rakehell doctor, runs the free clinic for women in
    Bethnal Green  

     

    Philip Marshall, a Rakehell, works with Alistair Grant  

     

    Jasmine Marshall, his wife (for their story, see The Mistaken
      Miss)  

     

    Lawrence Howard, a Rakehell, a teatrader recently back from India  

     

    Juliet Dane Howard, his wife (For their story, see Experience)
     

     

    The Duke of Ellesmere, Thomas Eltham, a Rakehell, lives at Eltham
    Castle  

     

    The Duchess of Ellesmere, Charlotte Eltham, nee 
    Castlemaine, his wife (for their story, see The Missed Match)
     

     

    Randall Avenel, a Rakehell, the Earl of Hazelmere 

     

    Isolde Avenel, his wife (for their story, see Innocence) 

     

    Michael Avenel, a Rakehell, Randall’s eldest brother  

     

    Bryony Avenel, his wife (for their story, see The Model Master)
     

     

    George Ruthven, a government spy 

     

    John Castle, a government spy 

     

    George Edwards, a government spy 

     

    Lord Sidmouth, Home Office Minister  

     

    Viscount Castlereagh, Foreign Office Minister 

     

     

    Other Rakehells mentioned in passing:  

     

    Clifford Stone, a Rakehell, owner of Stone Court 

     

    Vanessa Stone, nee Hawkesworth, his wife, a great scholar
    (for their story, see The Mad Mistress)  

     

    Jonathan Deveril, a Rakehell, vicar of Brimley and Eltham  

     

    Pamela Deveril, nee Ashton, his wife (for their story, see The
      Miss Matched) 

     

    Sarah Deveril Davenport, Jonathan’s youngest sister 

     

    Alexander Davenport, her husband, a Rakehell (for their story, see The
      Matchless Miss)  

     

    Dr. Blake Sanderson, a Rakehell, a doctor in London and Somerset 

     

    Arabella Neville Sanderson, his wife (for their story, see Guardian


      of the Heart)  

     

    Martin Jerome, Blake’s cousin, an honorary Rakehell  

     

    Eswara Paignton Jerome, his wife, a healer from India who works with
    Blake (for their story, see The Model Mistress)  

     

    

 

    This is a ruthless world, and one must be ruthless to cope with
      it. 

     

    Charlie Chaplin, Monsieur Verdoux  

     

     

     O ruthless, perilous, imperious hate,

      you can not thwart

      the promptings of my soul. 

     

    Hilda Doolittle, “Epigram”  

     

     

    Ruthless, greedy, tyrannical, disreputable … they have had one
      principle worth all the rest, the principle of delight! 

     

    Sir Kenneth Clark, Introduction to Douglas Cooper, ed. Great
        Private Collections Macmillan 63   

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 1]CHAPTER ONE  

     

    The dream had come to Alistair again.  

     

    It started the same as always.  

     

    Alistair writhed in the bed with barely suppressed desire. His
    hardness thrummed against the mattress as he moved his hips,
    completely lost in the exquisite vision laid before him.  

     

    It all began innocently enough with a trip to the theatre. The play
    was Twelfth Night,  by William Shakespeare, in fact. Not in
    a posh theatre in Drury Lane, but on the stage of an ancient
    building, so old one could well believe it had been used by the
    great Bard himself once long ago.  

     

    On the stage was a petite blond-haired woman with eyes so
    glitteringly green, they reminded him of the picturesque forest in
    Millcote which his friends the Rakehells had taken him to for
    hunting and other outdoor activities.  

     

    The woman’s honey tresses flowed down her back in rivulets. She
    complained of having been shipwrecked. Even worse than having lost
    all of her gowns and jewels was the fact that she had lost her twin
    brother, and was now at the mercy of a cold, cruel world.  

     

    The man she addressed her comments to was huge, with the blackest
    hair and darkest eyes Alistair had ever seen. He too seemed to be
    looking for her brother.  

     

    A tall blond man bearing a remarkable resemblance to the woman was
    off to their left, and was also equally bedraggled. He too bewailed
    his fate. Unsheathing his sword, he vowed he would survive in this
    hard world, and find his sister.  

     

    Thus far most of the action on stage had been similar to what
    Alistair recalled from the Shakespearean comedy. But now several men
    dragged the young man away. He kicked and screamed, and uttered some
    fairly foul execrations as they misused him most shamefully.  

     

    Alistair knew this part of it was wrong. Different from the play,
    different from the other times he had had the dream.  

     

    He tried to reach out to help. Only instead of grasping the young
    man’s shoulder to lead him away from his assailants, he found
    himself taking the woman’s hand.  

     

    Now they were alone on a beach. No, not a beach. The clogged docks
    along the Thames. One minute they were walking along arm in arm. The
    next minute he felt someone kick him, and a sharp stabbing pain. He
    saw her beautiful face marred by a frown and look of alarm.  

     

    He could feel himself plunging into the chill, stagnant water. Could
    almost feel huge weights dragging him down. Only instead of a watery
    grave, he found himself in a lake of fire. The flames seemed to have
    a life of their own, twisting and writhing, hissing like angry
    snakes. Penetrating with their fangs. He screamed in terror and
    pain.  

     

    Even worse than the agony he was enduring, though, was the certain
    conviction Alistair felt in his breast that this truly was the end.
    That he really was dying. And worse still, that there was no one to
    help. No one to hear him scream. 

     

    Just as Alistair was about to abandon all hope, a tiny little hand
    pulled him out of the pool of fire. He was scorched and blackened,
    but the blond woman’s gown was pristine, snow white, with lovely
    embroidery. Roses. And bells. And a sundial.  

     

    He blinked, drinking in the girl’s beauty. Never had he see a woman
    so fair. Her creamy skin, patrician features, lustrous green eyes,
    radiant skin, her mouth just made for kissing... 

     

    She offered her lips up to him shyly, and he kissed her with glee.
    He tasted honey, spring flowers, and a spark of the divine as his
    lips glided along hers. He peeped his tongue into her mouth,
    deepening the kiss, yet knowing even as he did so that it would be
    impossible to stop. That he wanted and needed so much more. That he
    simply had to possess this woman, or die. 

     

    He tried to lay her down on the newly mown hay, but it became an
    underwater pool that they splashed into. Billowing downwards toward
    the ocean floor, he filled her with his manhood, his essence, his
    seed. He touched every part of her body until he couldn’t even be
    sure which flesh was his, which hers. Her breasts, with their
    tightly ruched pink nipples, her delightful feminine core, thatched
    with tiny silky blonde curls, her slender hips and thighs...  

     

    It was all his, and not his. For even as he possessed her body,
    dark, sinister claws snapped and grabbed, snatching the girl away.  

     

    The pleasure was still so hot and heavy in his loins he could feel
    himself exploding, both in the dream and his semi-conscious state as
    he rotated his hips in the bed.  

     

    A wall of flames separated them at once, and he saw his colleague
    Philip Marshall staked as though at a bear baiting. Only he was not
    a bear. And it was not a ring for blood sports, but an auto da
      fe.   

     

    The Grand Inquisitor gradually brought several more men to the
    stake. They were naked and bloodied, and hooded in black. The first
    two were lashed mercilessly by a man who looked as though he were
    made of icicles. Then another group of about a dozen or so men were
    dragged in kicking and screaming. The hanging, drawing and
    quartering of them began, as Alistair began to protest at their
    horrific fate.  

     

    Philip and the other two men nearest him were bound to the stake,
    and now the timber underneath them was set alight. 

     

    Alistair could hear himself screaming along with the rest of the
    crowd. Instead of their words of encouragement, he was howling in
    denial. “Philip, no! Philip! Oh God, we have to save him! Please!
    Help me!” 

     

    He felt the girl’s touch on his naked body. He turned into the
    circle of her arms and wept. He could feel the presence of the
    dark-haired man beside her, but couldn’t decide if he was there to
    help or harm.  

     

    “I love you, Alistair, no matter what,” she whispered, caressing him
    as though he were a god. Her hands stroked over his face, chest,
    loins... 

     

    The three men at the stake were now struggling to escape. 

     

    “Come, love, come with me,” she urged softly, her voice a sibilant
    whisper of seduction. 

     

    “I can’t just leave them there!” 

     

    “We won’t. We need to save them. Or none of us are safe.” 

     

    The dozen or so men were now no more than grinning skeletons. The
    masks of the two mysterious man had now burnt away, revealing... 

     

    Alistair let out a long scream that burned his throat raw.  

     

    “Sir, sir?”  

     

    His coach driver Eaton was shaking him as hard as he could, trying
    to rouse his master from whatever strange fit had seized him. 

     

    “Oh my God!” Alistair said, still trembling with the horror of what
    he had seen, his breath coming in ragged gasps. 

     

    If he was being perfectly honest, he had to admit too that he was
    shaking with desire for the lovely young girl. 

     

    Alistair looked around him wild-eyed. 

     

    “We’re here, sir, Newgate just like you asked. Did you see
    something, sir?” 

     

    A huge rumble of thunder overhead helped him talk his way out of
    this most awkward predicament in a reasonably sane manner. “The
    storm. I was sure I saw that carriage we just passed get struck by
    lightning,” he gasped, tugging at his collar to try to relieve the
    choking sensation constricting his throat.  

     

    To Alistair’s relief, the older man seemed to accept that
    explanation. “Aye, never seen a storm like it. So do you be gettin’
    down now to see yer man, and then we can head home. ‘Tis not a night
    to be lingering. And they do say it’s supposed to go cold and turn
    to snow.” 

     

    Alistair mopped his soaking face with a handkerchief. “Aye, best be
    getting on then. I promise not to be too long.” 

     

    “So long as you’re all right.” 

     

    “I’m fine. It was nothing to worry about,” he said with a shaky
    laugh. 

     

    As he gathered his thoughts and possessions together, his mind's eye
    still viewing all he had just dreamed, he prayed with all his heart
    that it would be true. 

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 2]CHAPTER TWO  

     

    Alistair tidied himself one last time, and lifted his briefcase and
    hat. He turned the latch with trembling fingers and at last got out
    of the carriage. He stood huddled against the cold at the gloomy
    front gate, and eventually managed to rouse a guard with a lantern. 

     

    “Bless my soul, Mr. Grant, what be ye doin’ here?” 

     

    “‘Tis a foul night, right enough. Can you send for Gribbens for me,
    please? His trial is tomorrow. It won’t wait for the weather.” 

     

    “No indeed, sir. Bradford, fetch Gribbens for Mr. Grant.” 

     

    “Aye, will do.” 

     

    “Usual room, sir. It be open.” 

     

    “Thank you, Prentice.” 

     

    The two men nodded cordially to one another and went their separate
    ways. 

     

    Alistair Grant strode down the dank central corridor of Newgate
    Prison, fidgeting with his stock almost nervously. Anyone would
    think he was one of the accused the way he was carrying on.  

     

    But the torrential rain outside and blistering flashes of lightning,
    the stink of sulphur in the air, the constant cacophony over head,
    was enough to render even the most sanguine of temperaments
    agitated. Let alone that dream... 

     

    Another huge crash overhead made him start and clutch his leather
    briefcase even more tightly to his chest. He wondered again at the
    nagging feeling in his gut which had persisted all evening. Which
    had driven him to come speak to his witness Gribbins once more
    before the opening of the trial tomorrow.  

     

    He had no doubt of the outcome. There would be few surprises. The
    case was as cut and dried as any he had ever seen. Here would be yet
    another thief for the gallows, or transportation if the judge was
    disposed to take his youth into account. God knew Botany Bay needed
    enough good men to help build up Australia.  

     

    The trouble was they kept getting all the bad ones. Well, not
      all, he amended, thinking of his own very able assistant
    Philip Marshall, who had served ten years in the penal colony and
    come back with his humanity intact. Barely.  

     

    Philip had been helping his friends and the unfortunate ever since,
    apart from one sad period when he had done nothing but rake about
    getting revenge upon the women of every family who had ruined his
    father.  

     

    The women had been willing, if foolish. However, as soon as Philip
    had met his wife Jasmine, he had settled down and become a model
    husband and father. He had studied law at university under his
    tutelage, and Alistair counted Philip amongst the best men of his
    acquaintance, despite all he had been through. 

     

    It was Philip’s willingness to get more involved with their clients,
    try to understand the circumstances, not just the facts, that had
    brought him here tonight.  

     

    Philip had said it was not enough to punish someone for stealing a
    loaf of bread or an expensive trinket. One had to understand why
    they stole.  

     

    Many of the better class of people got away with theft on a far
    grander scale, yet never spent a day in prison. The whole system of
    so-called justice was corrupt and unequal, Philip argued to all who
    would listen. It was never going to change unless Radicals like he
    and Alistair and their friends the Rakehells strove to make a
    difference.  

     

    His colleague’s passionate words echoed in his head as he headed for
    the interview room. Yet despite his altruistic mission, Alistair
    hoped he would not have to wait too long for his client to be
    fetched from his cell. It was late, and he was tired. He wanted to
    go over everything one more time before the trial, he had neglected
    to eat supper… 

     

    He took a lantern and entered. He set it upon a hook up high in the
    room, which was about ten feet by twenty and contained three solid
    desks at which the prisoners and their legal representatives could
    sit.  

     

    Alistair looked around and scowled. The lantern, even open fully,
    did not give much light. But he was fairly sure he could find the
    contradictions he had highlighted in the deposition without too much
    difficulty despite the midnight-like gloom which had descended upon
    the interview room. 

     

    He moved toward the centre desk to make himself more comfortable and
    opened his case, intending to spread the papers out, trying all the
    while not to think about the voluptuous woman in his dream he had so
    enjoyed making love to.  

     

    It was all false, a mere fantasy, nothing to dwell upon. He
    shouldn't let it take up any more of his time than the buzzing of a
    flea. He was just had a severe dose of the horn from a lack of
    female companionship for so long, that was all. A cold bath and
    exercise, with a bit of pocket billiards if he was feeling really
    desperate for relief, and he would be ready for court in the
    morning.  

     

    He ran his fingers through his damp hair, which was an unusual
    silver colour. He had hated it as a young man, for it had made him
    look years older than he really was. But he was certain it had also
    helped him to scale the heights of his chosen profession. He had
    gained accolade after accolade as a comparative youth, whilst his
    contemporaries had languished in the same sphere year after year.  

     

    Now here he was, one of England’s youngest and most accomplished
    barristers. And if rumour was to be believed, he would soon be the
    youngest judge on the King’s Bench circuit.  

     

    Alistair was about to allow himself a small self-satisfied smile,
    when he started and dropped his leather case. A flash of lightning
    beaming down through the high barred windows had illuminated the
    scarred wood, and the glistening, rusty streaks upon it. Not rust.
    Not streaks. The fingers of a bloody handprint…  

     

    Alistair propelled himself forward to look over the desktop, and
    gaped at the prone body stuffed partly under the desk. Shoving the
    right-hand side table away, he cleared a wider space so he could
    examine the man more thoroughly. A finger to his wrist told him the
    man was still alive, but barely. He hauled the young man’s
    considerable frame out from under the battered walnut lectern, and
    turned him onto his back. He saw a myriad of cuts and slashes all
    over his hands, wrist and arms, and a deep gash in his stomach. The
    blood stain had spread the width of his waistcoat, and about half
    way up his chest.  

     

    He was a young man, blond, and so handsome it was hard not to stare
    at him. The ladies must adore him. Not to mention even some of
      the men,  Alistair thought to himself, recalling all Philip
    had told him about the difficulties he had experienced as a male
    prostitute on the London streets. He had sold himself to women only
    to help his family get out of debtor’s prison, but it had been tough
    hanging on to his virtue for so many years in jail and the penal
    colony. 

     

    Now, he ought not to be jumping to conclusions, Alistair warned
    himself as he dragged out his pocket handkerchief and used it and
    his palm to put pressure on the wound in an attempt to stanch the
    bleeding. He wondered which doctor was on duty at the prison that
    night. Not that any of them were worth a damn.  

     

    He wracked his brain to recall whether his friend Blake was in town.
    Or, his colleague Dr. Gold. Or Dr. Herriot, over at the free clinic
    for women in Bethnal Green. There was always medical staff on call
    there.  

     

    That would be his best option, he decided. He was sure he would
    never get three messengers out on a foul night like this. Even
    getting one was going to be difficult considering the governor of
    the prison was going to most likely insist that the young man simply
    be put in the infirmary and treated there.  

     

    Alistair didn’t know why that thought bothered him so much. He
    didn’t even know the lad. There was just something about the way he
    looked, so helpless and hopeless, which struck a chord deeply within
    him. He had been hacked to pieces, had fought like a wild man to
    save himself.... 

     

    Or someone else? he thought with a shudder. For as his eyes
    adjusted to the dim light and he looked around, a prickle of fear
    creeping up his back once more, he saw the sole of a shoe peeping
    out from under the left-hand desk.  

     

    The ripple of unease which had stiffened his shoulder blades now ran
    down his spine, convulsing him in a paroxysm of horror. He could
    understand this happening down in the cells, where violence was
    rife. But up here in the relatively respectable interview rooms?
    What on earth was the prison security coming to these days? 

     

    Alistair rammed his handkerchief down on the gaping wound and
    planted the young man’s hand firmly over it. The lad groaned, but
    his hand remained in position. His lashes fluttered open for a brief
    second, revealing remarkably clear and brilliant aquamarine eyes
    which fairly glowed even in the dark of the dingy chamber. 

     

    “Hold on. I’ll get help in a minute. I need to see him.” 

     

    “I tried to help him. Bloke shot him almost before I even knew he
    had a gun. I grabbed him but it was too late. It went off. Then he
    tried to finish him off with the knife.” He swallowed convulsively.
    “Is he, is he gone?” 

     

    Alistair felt for a pulse at the wrist but there was nothing. He
    could already feel the body chilling under his hands in the dank
    room.  

     

    “I can’t feel anything. I’m sorry.” 

     

    He tugged the body out from under the desk and rolled it over. His
    stomach began to writhe like an angry snake. The slit in the man’s
    throat seemed to gape at him mockingly, bloodily.  

     

    The bullet wound in his chest would probably have killed him anyway.
    It had blown apart several ribs and nearly severed the arm just
    above the elbow. Still, it was a damned waste. If only he had got
    there ten minutes sooner... 

     

    Alistair was about to call for help when the door burst open. The
    guard he had sent to bring his client up from the cells came
    stumbling in, panting and wild-eyed.  

     

    “He’s not down there, Mr. Grant! Gribbens must have escaped. We’ll
    sound the alarm now,” he gasped. 

     

    “No need, Mr. Bradford,” Alistair said, feeling unutterably weary
    and disgusted. “I’ve already found him, I'm afraid.” 
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    Bradford the prison guard gaped at the dead body and began to wretch
    and back away in fear. 

     

    “He can’t hurt you now,” Alistair said impatiently. “This lad here
    needs a doctor straight away. Pull yourself together and get me some
    help,” he demanded, drawing paper, ink and pen out of his briefcase.
    He wrote a quick note to Dr. Herriot, folded it and penned the
    address on the outside.  

     

    “Either you or one of the others take my carriage and bring this to
    the Bethnal Green clinic. Wait for someone to come back with you.” 

     

    “No sir, I can’t—” 

     

    “Please, my client’s just been murdered. This man tried to save his
    life. I need some answers. And everyone is going to want to know how
    the hell this could have happened right here inside the prison
    visiting room. So if you want me to put in a good word about how
    helpful and professional you’ve been in a time of crisis, Bradford,
    go now and don’t spare the horses.” 

     

    “Yes, sir, I mean, no sir. I mean, yes, I’ll go and I’ll bring
    someone back.”  

     

    “Alert the prison doctor here too, will you? On your way out.” 

     

    He nodded and bowed. “Sir.” 

     

    He scuttled off like a demented beetle, leaving Alistair alone again
    once more with the young man. 

     

    When he turned his attention back to him, the lad was fumbling at
    the front of his trousers.  

     

    Alistair stared. For a moment he wondered what on earth the youth
    was doing at a time like this.  

     

    Then he saw him extending two fingers under the waistband, and
    inward. Into a secret pocket.  

     

    He brought out a small miniature, beautifully executed, of a
    wide-eyed young woman of perhaps eighteen or nineteen.  

     

    Alistair gave a start of recognition—it was the woman from his
    dream! He stared at the young man, and now he too looked familiar. A
    great deal whiter now, almost like a spectre rather than the
    desperate-looking man who had stood on stage, and on the beach
    before he had been dragged away, but he was sure it was the same
    man.... 

     

    “You need to take this to her,” he rasped. “Tell her what’s
    happened. Tell her to leave London. It’s not safe. They think I know
    something. I don’t, I swear, not about this, not all of it, but—” 

     

    “Tell me where she is.” 

     

    “In the stews at Southwark. Safest place for her. The Three
      Bells. Leave me for the doctor to tend to. If they find
    her...” 

     

    “I can’t just leave you like this,” Alistair argued. 

     

    “You have to. If they discover I’m still alive, that you’re nursing
    me, you’re a dead man too. I need her to be safe.” 

     

    “My dear lad, I’m Alistair Grant the barrister and--” 

     

    His bloodless lips twisted. “I know  who you are," he
    rasped. "That’s the only reason I’m trusting you with her. Trusting
    you to keep her safe. I’m telling you, this goes far beyond Gribbens
    stealing and me being a bumboy for the toffs." 

     

    "Beyond, to what?" 

     

    But the young man plowed on, "If I die you need to go to see Logan
    Villiers. He ran me. But only go if I’m dead. And remember, it’s
    harder to kill a whisper than even a shouted calumny.” 

     

    Alistair shook his head, fearing he was still dreaming and his usual
    nightmare had just taken an even more fanciful and bizarre turn.
    “Ran you? I don’t under-” 

     

    “There’s no time," the young Adonis insisted, gripping his bicep
    convulsively. "You need to get to Southwark. Don’t bring her back
    here, whatever you do. She needs a safe house. George will know what
    to do. I trust him, but I trust you even more. Everyone says you’re
    incorruptible. Tell her I love her, and to take care, and be happy." 

     

    "You can tell her yourself. We'll get you medical help--" 

     

    He shot him a withering look. "Go. Now. The doctor is coming. I can
    hear the fat old bugger wheeze. you have to go. Make sure no one
    follows you. And whatever you do, don’t come back here looking for
    answers.” 

     

    Alistair shook his head, confused, but tried to be reassuring. “Dr.
    Herriot or one of his colleagues from the Bethnal Green is going to
    be coming for you. Try to hang on until then. I’ll go see this woman
    you’re speaking of. Is she your wife, fiancee?” 

     

    But the young man had already lapsed into unconsciousness, pressing
    the miniature into Alistair’s hand with the last ounce of his waning
    strength. 
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    Alistair fingered the miniature indecisively for a few moments. Then
    he decided, what was the harm? After all, there was little he could
    do now that the doctor was here. And it wasn’t as if he had to worry
    about Gribbens’ case now.  

     

    Alistair sighed. He had suspected a capital sentence would be the
    young man’s fate. Well, it certainly had been. 

     

    Now eager to leave the noisome place behind, Alistair snatched up
    his briefcase, leaving the lantern for the doctor, who clicked his
    tongue and shook his head.  

     

    “I’ve taken the liberty of sending for my own doctor for this man.” 

     

    “Why on earth would you want to do that for scum like him?” the
    portly man said with withering contempt. 

     

    “Scum? The man’s been stabbed!” Alistair exclaimed impatiently.  

     

    “Aye. But he murdered that man.” The doctor pointed. 

     

    Alistair shook his head. “Don’t be absurd. He was trying to defend
    him. He doesn’t have a pistol or knife, now does he? Even I can see
    all the wounds are defensive, not offensive. So you do your best for
    him, and I shall be back shortly. I need to inform his er, wife that
    he’s been injured.” 

     

    “Don’t waste your time. Best thing for the poor lass if he dies.” 

     

    The barrister felt his stomach churn. “What on earth are you saying,
    man?” 

     

    “Just that the world will be rid of one more bloody convict.” 

     

    Alistair lost his temper then and slammed the odiferous man who
    wreaked of alcohol and snuff up against the wall. “You’re going to
    do the best you can to keep him alive, or I’m going to ensure that
    this sinecure is taken away from you. Prison doctor, my arse. Your
    not even fit to tend to dogs. So buck up your ideas now, or you'll
    be lucky to find a job cleaning boots! You know who I am. You know I
    can do it. So shut your gob and help him.” 

     

    “Yes, Mr. Grant,” the portly man muttered with ill grace, bending
    over the prone form once more, and now trying to stop the bleeding
    himself. 

     

    Alistair gathered his cloak about him and strode to the entrance. He
    wondered at the fury which shook him from head to toe, all because
    of a young man he had spoken scarcely two words to.  

     

    A movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention for a
    moment, but he didn’t worry about the two darkly-clad men. All he
    wanted was to leave through the central gate on his errand. 

     

    They glided up toward the visitors’ room silently, and entered. 

     

    Once outside, Alistair went around the corner and got into a cab. “I
    need you to find The Three Bells in Southwark,” he said
    after they got under way. 

     

    “Lord Almighty, a decent chap yourself wouldn’t want to go there!”
    the driver exclaimed. 

     

    “Why not?” he asked in surprise. 

     

    “It’s only one of the most notorious brothels in London.” 

     

    “My good man, I deal with criminals in the courts all the time,”
    Alistair returned with aplomb. 

     

    “Nothing like this, though.” 

     

    “In what way? Are the women all particularly rough, clapped up, or
    bestial?” 

     

    “Not at all. Quite the opposite, so far as I know. But few people so
    much as dare even whisper about the place.” 

     

    Alistair raised his brows. “Yes, well, if it’s as notorious as you
    say, I wonder I’ve never heard of it. I don’t even recall it ever
    being raided.” 

     

    “That’s because it’s so dangerous, just like I warned you. George
    Davenant, the pimp who oversees it, is a crime lord,” the driver
    asserted in tones of awe. It was as if he had proclaimed him the
    Messiah, the chap sounded so impressed. 

     

    Alistair allowed himself a small smile. “A crime lord? And yet I
    still haven’t had the pleasure? The Bow Street Runners really must
    be getting lax.” 

     

    “He’s so dangerous even they’re scared of him,” the cabbie
    asserted in hushed tones before beginning to pick up speed. 

     

    The successful barrister laughed in derision. “I hardly think so.
    You mustn’t believe everything you hear.” 

     

    “I’m telling you, you cross George Davenant at your own peril. Don’t
    be at all surprised if you end up in the Thames with your feet
    weighted down with a few ballast stones.” 

     

    Alistair said impatiently, “I have no intention of crossing him, as
    you put it. I simply have to pay a, well, social visit.” 

     

    “I’ll bet!” His braying laugh was as lewd as could be. 

     

    “Not that  kind of visit!” Alistair found himself declaring
    indignantly. “A, a business call.” 

     

    “God help you, sir, I just hope you’ve made your will.” 

     

    Alistair shook his head. “Now that’s enough. I can’t possibly
    believe—” 

     

    “Lots of people don’t believe it, until it’s too late. And they’re
    never heard from again. You’ll forgive me if I don’t take you all
    the way. His theatre is in Nag Lane, and—” 

     

    “Theatre?” 

     

    “Aye, The New Rose. He owns it an’ all. Most amazing
    collection of orange wenches you’ve ever seen. Each one plumper and
    more juicy than the next, if you take my meaning, sir.” 

     

    “Er, thanks, but I really am not in the market for a trollop. I need
    information.” 

     

    “Then you’re definitely a dead man, sir. I’ll just turn around—” 

     

    “No you won’t," Alistair insisted, despite the fact that the hairs
    were truly standing up on the back of his neck now. "Take me to The


      Three Bells. Or The New Rose if you really are so
    terrified.” 

     

    “All right, sir, but don’t ever say I didn’t warn ye. The
    performance will be over soon. If you follow him and the players,
    they’ll all end up at The Three Bells.” 

     

    “How will I know him?” 

     

    The driver laughed again. “Oh, you’ll know him, all right.” 

     

     

    As soon as they crossed Tower Bridge, the coach took three right
    turns and then Alistair was in the heart of Christ Church parish.
    They soon slowed in front of a rather dilapidated old timbered
    building which looked as though it had been standing there for four
    hundred years. He could practically hear the beams creak as he got
    out and attempted to pay the coach driver. Alistair wondered why it
    looked so familiar. 

     

    “Never you mind about money,” the driver said. “Good luck.” He
    cracked the whip and the horse took off like a thoroughbred. 

     

    Alistair stared after him in consternation. What on earth could
      possibly have the man so spooked?   

     

    The theatre doorway was illuminated with flambeaux, and
    Alistair stood in the entryway getting his bearings. He could hear
    the play being performed within. It was Macbeth. He shivered
    with apprehension. Bloody murder had indeed been committed tonight.
     

     

    A small man as ugly as a monkey asked him if he wanted to go in to
    see the last few minutes free of charge. He shook his head.  

     

    “Actually, I need directions to The Three Bells.” 

     

    The man looked him up and down. “Blokes’ll be getting out in a
    minute. You can go along with them.” 

     

    “I’m looking for George Davenant. Is he here?” 

     

    His spine stiffened. “Why?” he asked warily. 

     

    “I need his help locating someone.” 

     

    “I see. Well George doesn’t hold with strangers.” 

     

    “In that case I’ll go to The Three Bells.” 

     

    The little man already had him up against the wall before Alistair
    even knew what hit him, and was searching his body thoroughly.  

     

    “I’m not carrying any weapons,” Alistair said loudly. “I’m a
    barrister, for heaven’s sake.” 

     

    “Some of your kind can be the worst of all. That bastard Witherspoon
    and his virgin sacrifices last year, for example. Say, silver
    hair...." He eased up his rough handling slightly. You’re Alistair
    Grant, aren’t you?” he said in a tone half-admiring, half-accusing.
    “If I were you, then I jolly would carry a weapon. There must be
    several hundred men in London just lining up to kill you.”  

     

    He spun Alistair round and pinned his back to the wall. “Why the
    hell are you here? We don’t want no trouble at The New Rose.” 

     

    “But you do at the brothel?” Alistair couldn’t resist asking. 

     

    “Goes with the territory. But George will have your guts if you ruin
    the performance and cause a riot.” 

     

    “Look, I’m not here in a professional capacity. Not the way you
    think, anyway.” 

     

    “You don’t know what I think. I want you out of here now.” 

     

    “Shouldn’t you check with Mr. Davenant before you throw me out on my
    ear? Not that I’m even in the theatre in the first place.” 

     

    “He won’t want to see you,” the small man insisted. 

     

    A deep voice emanated from the doorway. “Trouble, Daniel?”  

     

    The little man turned to look over his shoulder at the giant who
    filled the portal. “No, sir, just getting rid of—” 

     

    “I’m Alistair Grant. I need your help,” Alistair said desperately,
    thinking of the urgency of the dying young man's message. That he
    had to find the young woman, and help her. That the young man
    trusted George, but trusted Alistair even more... 

     

    “The Devil you are!” He peered at Alistair, and pulled him right
    over to one of the torches to get a better look. The flames nearly
    scorched him, but he held still. 

     

    At length the huge man nodded. “Aye, it really is him, Daniel. Go
    you on in. I’ll take care of this.” 

     

    “But—” 

     

    “You checked him for weapons. He had none. And I think he knows I
    can snap his neck like a pullet’s if he so much as looks at me the
    wrong way. So off you go. I’ll count on you to deal with tonight’s
    takings and close up.”  

     

    George Davenant looked right and left to be certain Alistair was
    alone. Then he grabbed his arm and dragged him down the street. 

     

    “Whatever you have to say to me, you make it fast, or I’ll gut you
    like a fish and throw you in the Thames.” 

     

    “I’m not here to see you exactly. I need to get to The Three
      Bells  to deliver a message and the cabbie dropped me here.” 

     

    “Who sent you?” 

     

    “A tall thin blond man, very handsome, in Newgate. He didn’t get a
    chance to tell me his name.” 

     

    George’s hand squeezed his arm like a vice. “What would you know of
    him?” 

     

    “Nothing, except that he’s been stabbed.” 

     

    George flattened him against the wall. “You tell me what happened
    right now, or the fish’ll have you.” 

     

    “I did nothing," Alistair protested. "I just happened to find him
    bleeding on the floor at Newgate. It was only chance that brought me
    there tonight of all nights. Bloody well let go, or I won’t be able
    to tell you anything!” he choked. 

     

    George released him and dragged him along, his dark eyes, almost
    black, darting everywhere, taking in the entire scene before him,
    looking for the least sign of trouble. 

     

    “Why have you come here?” 

     

    “To tell his woman what happened. He asked me to.” 

     

    “I don’t believe you. He would never—” 

     

    “I’m telling you, he gave me this miniature out of his pocket and
    said she was at The Three Bells. Whether wife, harlot or
    whatever, he didn’t say. Didn’t even give me a name. He lost
    consciousness, the prison doctor came, and that was the end of that. 

     

    “Except that one of the young guards, Bradford, has sent for my
    friend Dr. Herriot, who runs a clinic for fallen women in Bethnal
    Green. He's a good man, discreet. If anyone can save your friend, he
    can." 

     

    The other man looked mollified for a moment. 

     

    "And I told that fat quack if the lad didn’t pull through with
    flying colours I was going to make sure he got the sack.” 

     

    George Davenant’s eyes hardened. “Why would you even bother? All for
    a man you say you don't even know?” 

     

    “Because it’s the right thing to do,” Alistair said simply. “He
    needed help. He tried to save my client’s life and very nearly lost
    his.” 

     

    Davenant released him fully at last and began to walk down the dank
    alley with rapid strides. “Who was your client?” he threw over his
    shoulder. 

     

    “A chap called John Gribbens," he answered candidly. "No one special
    that I could see, just a thief caught pilfering from his employer. I
    didn’t really think anything of it until my associate Philip pointed
    out that he confessed when he could quite easily have led everyone a
    merry dance. So I looked at his story, realised it had more holes
    than a sieve, and went to see him this evening, my last chance to
    talk to him before his trial started tomorrow. 

     

    “Except that by the time I got there, someone had shot him and slit
    his throat. Whoever did it wanted to make absolutely sure he
    couldn’t talk, was dead. The bullet alone would have done it. Nearly
    blew him apart. Any fool could see that.” 

     

    “And the lad tried to save him, you say?” George said, his eyes
    never once leaving his face.  

     

    “Aye, knife wounds on his hands and forearms, and one deep stab
    wound in the belly.” 

     

    “Well, you know, there’s all sorts of violence in the cells, for all
    sorts of reasons,” Davenant said in a casual tone. “Anything from
    fighting for food to a lover’s quarrel. How do you know you didn’t
    just interrupt two sodomites in the middle of a shag?” 

     

    “Because this wasn’t in the cells. It was in the interview room.” 

     

    “Bloody hell. Where were the guards?” he rasped. 

     

    “I only saw two. The one at the door, Prentice, I think it was, and
    young Bradford.” 

     

    “And the bodies were just lying there?” George asked slowly. 

     

    “Not bodies. One corpse, one injured man. I found the lad first. He
    had been trying to get up, rouse himself to call for help, I
    suppose.” 

     

    “Found them?” 

     

    “Aye, stuffed under the desks.” 

     

    “I see.” 

     

    Alistair looked around him, and tried to keep up with George’s
    impatient long-legged strides. “Look, I have no intention of causing
    trouble, but nor can I go until I’ve delivered the message he
    entrusted with me. And no, I won’t tell it to you, or I’m sure I
    shall have my throat slit for my troubles.” 

     

    George flashed what passed for a smilein his grim persona.
    “You might well do, but not by me. In fact, I owe you a favour.
    There’s not many men of your class who would go out of their way to
    help a convict and deliver a message to a prostitute in the most
    debauched section of London.” 

     

    Alistair tried to suppress the jolt of dejection that the gorgeous
    woman in the portrait and his heated dreams was in fact a fallen
    woman. Well, it was not as if he wasn’t familiar with them. And he
    was no saint. He had confined himself to widows, but it had always
    been a business arrangement, never an affair of the heart. Not since
    his wife had died had he allowed himself to feel... 

     

    What had he expected anyway, given the nature of his dreams, more
    erotic than anything he had ever experienced, despite all the images
    of making love her having been laced with horror. He must have met
    the woman somewhere, at the theatre, and that would explain...  

     

    But no, it didn’t really explain anything at all. Not the
    persistence of the visions. Certainly not the utter horror of what
    he had seen. 

     

    He tried to restrain a shiver, but his companion detected it.  

     

    “We’ll be indoors soon, Grant. A hot buttered rum will be just the
    ticket. There will be a hard frost tonight, for all the storm was so
    fierce.” 

     

    “I think I’ll pass on the hospitality,” the barrister replied drily. 

     

    “I promise it won’t be laced with poison.”  

     

    Alistair again felt the dark eyes upon him, weighing, assessing. All-knowing.


     He could see why the cab driver had been so terrified. The man
    was huge. And he certainly seemed to be someone in complete control.
    Never to be crossed. And never, ever  to be trusted. 

     

    “Show it to me.” 

     

    “Pardon?” Alistair asked in confusion. 

     

    “Whatever it was he gave you. Tell me where it came from.” 

     

    “An inside trouser pocket. Here.” He pointed. Then he fished the
    item out of his pocket. 

     

    He showed him the miniature. George’s hand would have closed over
    it, but Alistair palmed it back. “I’ll give it to her. Or its owner.
    No one else.” 

     

    “You think he could possibly survive after what’s happened to him?”
    George asked without a trace of emotion. 

     

    “I hope so. He was too young to die like a dog in a stinking prison
    like that.” 

     

    “I find that an odd thing to say considering what you do for a
    living,” George sniped, turning a corner and leading him down a long
    alley.  

     

    Alistair could hear the sounds of carousing, and was relieved in a
    sense. It was a cold and inclement night, and the streets were all
    eerily empty. Just as the prison had been. He was starting to feel
    so alone... 

     

    Had been alone too long.  

     

    He slapped that thought down before he followed its trail. The last
    thing he wanted to do was recall his amazing and lewd dream about
    the blond woman when he was about to meet her. 

     

    Davenant pushed open the door to the pub. Alistair was immediately
    enveloped by pipe smoke, voices, a blanket of warmth wrapping around
    him from the good fire blazing in the large open hearth. 

     

    “Bob, how’s things?” George asked. 

     

    “Fine, Boss.” 

     

    “This here’s Grant. Taking him through to the kitchen. Can you give
    us a hot buttered rum, and my usual?” 

     

    “Aye, Boss.” 

     

    He pushed on through to a pleasant and very normal-looking kitchen
    with a huge hearth for cooking and a larder bursting at the seams.
    If it was a whorehouse it was certainly very mundane looking. 

     

    “Some quick eggs and bacon will set you up rightly.” 

     

    “Nothing for me, thanks.” 

     

    “You can cook them while you wait. That way you can be sure
    nothing’s been tampered with.” 

     

    “But I’m not hun—” 

     

    “Yes you are. Don’t be polite and don’t bother to lie. I can hear
    your stomach growling a mile off. Believe me, where I come from, I
    know the sound of hunger. And you should always take a good meal
    when you have the chance, ‘cos you never know when you’ll get your
    next one.” 

     

    He now began to point. “Pan, eggs, bacon, butter, bread, toasting
    fork, tea, coffee, milk, marmalade. I’ll go see if my friend is
    receiving visitors. Might as well make enough for four. The others
    will be along later, but I don’t expect you’ll be staying.” 

     

    “Others?” 

     

    The dark haired manager explained, “The actors from The New Rose.
    We all take supper and go over things a couple of times a week. This
    is one of those nights. I’ll be back soon. Shout to Bob if the
    kitchen goes on fire.” 

     

    Alistair knew the words were only a jest, but they reminded him of
    his dreadful dream, and he shivered. He pressed his hands together
    to stop them shaking, and got the large iron frying pan onto the
    grill. He began to fry bacon while he scrambled the eggs in a bowl,
    allowing two each. He propped up the laden toasting forks and
    prepared coffee with what remained in the bean grinder, wetting it
    with hot water from the kettle sitting on a trivet in the corner of
    the hearth.  

     

    He was curious to see the rest of the house, but he decided he was
    better off intruding upon these people’s lives as little as
    possible. He didn’t really want to know where the lovely woman from
    the miniature worked. Didn’t want to see her in action. She looked
    so pure and delicate. He wanted to pretend for a little while longer
    she was chaste. 

     

    Oh, who was he trying to fool? He was hoping she wasn’t. So he could
    attempt what he only dared dream about... 
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    The reality was even better than the vision, if such a thing were
    possible. She entered as if floating on a cloud, a tiny fairy who
    barely came half way up his chest.  

     

    For all the plainness of her gown, and its lack of quality, she held
    herself like a princess. Head back, eyes raised, shoulders squared,
    arms at her sides, hand not betraying the least sign of nerves as
    she came forward to shake his, she was every inch a princess, a
    goddess from his most erotic dreams. 

     

    “Hello, Mr. Grant. I have of course heard of you. George has told me
    something of why you’re here.” 

     

    A second woman, dark-haired, now entered, and he noted that she
    stood by the young woman protectively.  

     

    The madam? he surmised.  

     

    She was actually nothing like what he pictured one would look like.
    She was very pretty, with an unlined face apart from the world-weary
    expression around the eyes.  

     

    “This is my friend Emma. You can talk freely in front of her.” 

     

    Alistair bowed to them both. “I’m sorry, I would feel better about
    just telling you. Then if you wish to confide in your friends—” 

     

    George nodded. “I’ll take care of the eggs. The blue room is free.” 

     

    “Oh, I say,” Alistair protested, blushing. 

     

    George gave him a bemused look, then nodded. “All right, then, you
    watch the food doesn’t burn. We’ll be right outside.” 

     

    Alistair objected after they had been left alone, “He doesn’t seem
    very interested in your welfare if he was just going to let you go
    off with me into a chamber—” 

     

    “How quaintly chivalrous. Your actually worried about me not having
    a chaperone?” she asked with a chuckle. 

     

    “Naturally.” 

     

    Her green eyes sparkled with mirth. “You really are too good to be
    true. You must undoubtedly be married, or at least have a regular
    woman in your life?” she couldn’t resist asking in what she hoped
    was a light-hearted tone.  

     

    He shook his head. “No, no, not at all. No one. Not for some time.”
    Then he scowled. “But I don’t see what that has— And I have no
    intention of availing myself of your, er, services, so just get me
    some plates, I’ll deliver my message, serve up, eat and leave.” 

     

    She tossed her head, so that one honey blond curl bobbed temptingly
    over her patrician brow, almost begging him to touch it. To
      touch her….  

     

    “No need to get so missish. I promise not to tear the togs off you.
    But please, tell me, my brother, how is he?” 

     

    “Brother?” he asked, feeling so relieved he almost smiled. Except
    that it was not in the least amusing. 

     

    “Yes, Sebastian, who gave you the miniature of me. And I’m Viola,
    Viola Morrison.” 

     

    A surge of lightning jolted through him. The dream...  

     

    The twin brother and sister in Twelfth Night  were named
    Sebastian and Viola. He could feel his manhood pressing so urgently
    against the confines of his wool drawers and trousers he felt sure
    he was going to suffer from some sort of strangury. Yet at the same
    time, he felt an icy finger of fear stroke down his spine. 

     

    She held the plate for him to remove the bacon from the pan and
    drain it upon. He gave the eggs a final beat and poured them into
    the hot pan. 

     

    “There isn’t much to tell. I’m sorry.” 

     

    He recounted his experience at Newgate prison, and then said, “He
    was worried about them, whoever they  were, finding
    you.” 

     

    She nodded, her eyes serious now. “I saw him just the other day, and
    he certainly wasn’t in prison then. He told me someone needed his
    help, that he was going to their house. That he might not be in his
    digs or visit here for a couple of days, but not to worry.” 

     

    “He lives near here?” 

     

    She nodded. “Yes, or takes the trundle bed in my room.” 

     

    Alistair frowned at that. Such an arrangement would certainly limit
    her amorous activities.  

     

    But before he had the chance to cross-examine her, as he phrased it
    to himself with an inward grimace of distaste, she asked, “What else
    did he say?” 

     

    “He said, ‘If they find out I’m still alive, that you’re nursing me,
    you’re a dead man too. I need her to be safe.’”  

     

    Then Alistair blushed.  

     

    “Go on. What else?" she prompted softly. "Whatever you say, I
    promise not to hold it against you.” 

     

    He swallowed hard, feeling the blush heat his cheeks. “Then
    Sebastian said he knew of my name, that it was the only reason he
    was trusting me to come to you. The rest I can’t recall exactly, but
    it was something about there being a lot more to what was going on
    that Gribbens stealing and him being a, well, a prostitute. He told
    me if he died, I ought to find someone called Logan Villiers. Said
    something about running him, whatever that means.” 

     

    Viola nodded. “Go on. You’re doing fine.” 

     

    “I got rather good at this in the courtroom. He said to go only if
    he was dead. His final point was that it was harder to kill a
    whisper than even a shouted calumny.” 

     

    Viola looked thoughtful and calm, despite the fact that she had to
    be upset that her brother had been stabbed. “Can you recall anything
    else?” 

     

    Alistair nodded. “Yes. His final words before the doctor came were
    of you. He told me not to bring you to see him there no matter what.
    He also said, ‘She needs a safe house. George will know what to do.
    I trust him, but I also trust you. Everyone says you’re
    incorruptible. Tell her I love her, and to take care, be happy.’  

     

    “The doctor came in, I told him to save him or else I’d get him the
    sack. I sent one of the guards to the Bethnal Green clinic to get
    help from my friend Dr. Antony Herriot, a good man, and came
    straight here. Well, not here, but The New Rose. Then George
    brought me to you.” 

     

    “And a jolly good thing too,” Viola said with a small smile. “You
    make some wonderful scrambled eggs.” 

     

    When Alistair turned around his hot buttered rum was sitting on the
    table along with a half a pint of stout, and Viola moved to the door
    to fetch the others.  

     

    They seated themselves so that George was sitting across from Viola
    and next to Emma, and as they ate, she repeated all he had told her. 

     

    As soon as they got to the part about seeing Logan Villiers, George
    pushed his chair away from the table with the backs of his knees.
    “I’m going to tell him. I’ll be back in half and hour. You stay
    here, all of you.” 

     

    Alistair now rose from the table. “I really ought to be getting back
    to—” 

     

    “You’re staying. I can’t just let you walk out of here without—” 

     

    “I’ll be fine. I’ll just head home and—” 

     

    George laughed snidely. “No you won’t. You’re going to go back to
    Newgate to see how he is, and will end up bloody dead. Now just sit
    still and drink your rum. Emma, shoot him if he moves.” 

     

    “Oh, I say—” Alistair began to remonstrate. 

     

    But the dark-haired woman pointed the pistol at him calmly. 

     

    George stared back at him, as cool and collected as ever. “I’m
    trying to save your life, you silly bastard. So just stay put with
    these two lovely ladies. Don’t start riding off at the gallop on
    some holy quest like Sir Galahad. If they think you know anything,
    you’ll have your gizzards slit so fast you’ll be dead before you
    even hit the ground.” 

     

    “George, please, we’re trying to eat,” Emma said mildly. 

     

    “Sorry, ladies.” He bowed formally, without a hint of sarcasm that
    Alistair could see. “I’ll back soon.” 

     

    Alistair heard some creaking and neighing. There was a stable near
    the pub, there had to be. What sort to brothelkeeper kept his own
    coach?  

     

    Oddly, having the gun pointed at him did not diminish his appetite
    in any way. He ate until he felt full, then helped himself to more.
    He drank the rum, and accepted cake from Emma.  

     

    All the while she kept the muzzle of the gun trained on him and
    maintained a polite stream of chatter which would have done a
    society matron proud.  

     

    Alistair was able to respond civilly enough considering he wanted to
    make love to Viola so badly he was certain his jewels were going to
    explode.  

     

    She looked at him coolly, her green eyes assessing, and yes, even
    admiring. She didn’t seem in the least intimidated by him, nor put
    off by his silver hair, which he knew made him look a lot older and
    more worldly wise than he really was.  

     

    In fact, he felt a callow youth compared to Viola when he looked at
    the expression on her face. It was as if all the secrets of the
    universe were within her grasp.  

     

    He wanted to know what she knew. Wanted to know her. In
    every sense of the word. Especially the Biblical one. 

     

    But she was nothing more than a piece of Haymarket ware. He would be
    risking clap at the very least. In fact, he would be damned lucky if
    he didn’t end up in the Thames, so close to the pub it was almost on
    their back doorstep.  

     

    “More coffee?” Viola asked politely, seeming for all the world like
    a society demoiselle in a fine drawing room. 

     

    “Thank you.” 

     

    “So tell me, George guessed rightly, didn’t he? You do intend to go
    back and find Sebastian.” 

     

    He nodded. “I do.” 

     

    “I know you don’t trust George, but can you please take my word for
    it that it’s too risky?” 

     

    “Don’t you want to know what 's happened to your brother?” he
    demanded. 

     

    “Yes of course I do, but you simply don't understand what's at stale
    here. If you go there again tonight, or start poking around asking
    questions, you’re going to get dragged into things you simply don’t
    want to know about.” 

     

    He looked at her closely. “And just what have you been dragged into?
    Are you here working of your own free will?” 

     

    Viola and Emma exchanged glances.  

     

    “Yes,” she replied with a proud lift of her chin. “My family lost
    everything. My chance of a good marriage was lost along with it.” 

     

    Alistair gritted out, “The man didn’t deserve you if all he wanted
    was your dowry.” 

     

    She went white. “You know nothing of the case.” 

     

    “I most assuredly do. I see it all the time. Girls being duped by
    rabid fortune hunters.” 

     

    “In the circumstances, the family were right to wish to end the
    association, " she said in clipped tones. "It is not pleasant to
    have to be judged by one’s acquaintanceship, but it’s the way the
    world works.” 

     

    “Any decent man who loved you would take you without a penny.” 

     

    Her back stiffened perceptibly. “Ah, but perhaps I had more pride
    than that?” 

     

    Alistair shook his head and smiled tightly, hating himself for
    goading her. “Ah, no, you have that wounded look of a jilted girl
    about you. But if I were your man, nothing and no one in the world
    would induce me to part with you.” 

     

    “Not even common sense, duty, responsibility?” she asked haughtily,
    her rare green eyes flashing. 

     

    “None of those things. They mean nothing compare to love.” 

     

    Viola stared at him like some rare species of butterfly which had
    just landed at her table. “Oh my. You look and sound as if you
    really do mean that.” 

     

    “All my friends the Rakehells married for love. So why not me? And
    indeed any man who has the guts.” 

     

    She flushed with embarrassment at his first two sentences. Her
    cheeks flooded with ire at his last one. “You don’t know him! You
    have no right—” 

     

    “I’m sorry,” he said, with a look at Emma, who was staring at him
    with a new degree of fascination. He couldn’t be sure if she was
    going to shoot him, or devour him. 

     

    Fortunately she did neither. She put the pistol down and strolled
    out of the room. As soon as she had gone, he stood.  

     

    “I’m leaving,” he announced abruptly, though he made no move to
    depart. 

     

    She continued to gaze at him angrily for a heartbeat longer. “I
    ought to thank you for coming to see me. Even if you have been
    grossly impertinent.” 

     

    “Madame, you haven’t seen anything yet if you think that’s
    grossly impertinent.”  

     

    Her finely arched brows raised.  

     

    Alistair decided to wipe the hauteur  from her face, and
    pulled her up out of the chair and into his arms, kissing her just
    as he had done in the dream.  

     

    It was like stepping into a blast furnace. He was certain his bones
    were going to melt from the scorching heat emanating from the centre
    of her body, the core of her femininity, which he now rubbed hard
    against until at last he gained his shuddering release. He groaned
    into her mouth, and the sound reverberated through them both.  

     

    Viola went from trying to push against his chest, to locking her
    arms around him as though she would draw him right into her bosom,
    there to reside for the rest of their lives.  

     

    He realised she too was quaking with barely suppressed desire. Or a
    very good imitation of, considering she was a harlot.  

     

    But no, he could feel her nipples cresting eagerly as he brought his
    hands up to cup them, his hot seeking mouth now dampening the pearl
    grey calico. She let out a groan and made no protest when he pulled
    her up against him, wrapped her legs around his waist, and crushed
    her against the wall. 

     

    Only the sound of broken glass in the bar brought him to his senses.
    Alistair let the panting woman slide down the long length of his
    body until her feet touched the floor once more.  

     

    Viola put the back of her hand to her now reddened lips and stared
    at him, her gaze still slightly unfocused as she contemplated the
    incredible thing which had happened between them.  

     

    He picked up his briefcase and hat and strode out the door before
    Viola had a chance to talk him out of it, or even to hand him the
    pistol.  

     

    She paced up and down for a few moments, then fled up to her room.
    She got her cloak, bonnet, reticule, and put on some extra clothing,
    a jacket and her warmest stockings and petticoats.  

     

    She knew exactly where Alistair was going. She only prayed they
    could stop him in time. She just had to wait for George, and pray he
    hurried back. 
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    Alistair had got his bearings in relation to the river, and now
    headed to Tower Bridge, where he picked up a cab to take him the
    rest of the way to Newgate.  

     

    When he arrived, he noted that the door was opened by a different
    guard, one he had never seen before.  

     

    He frowned. Strange, he thought he knew almost everyone in the
    prison.  

     

    “Where’s Prentice?” 

     

    “There's no one here but me, sir.” 

     

    The man let him in slowly. Alistair felt a prickle of fear as he
    entered once more. Alistair noted he left the key in the lock, which
    was almost unheard of for a jailer. His hackles rose still further,
    but he forced himself to try to remain calm. “Can I speak to Dr.
    Stubbs? And is there anyone here who has been asking for me?” 

     

    “Asking for you, sir? Who are you?” 

     

    “I know you’re new, but you can’t possibly not know who I am.
    Alistair Grant.” 

     

    “In that case, Mister Grant, you might want to tell us what you know
    about the disappearance of the prisoner known as John Gribbens,” a
    second voice said from the shadows. 

     

    “I’ll make a full report after I speak to the doctors.” 

     

    “There is no doctor here.” 

     

    “Not yet, you mean," he said, guessing that Antony Herriot had not
    yet arrived from the Bethnal Green clinic, and praying that Sebastan
    Morrison would be able to hold on until he did. "But that lazy
    bugger Stubbs must be around somewhere, helping--” 

     

    “I’ve been at this post all night,” the first guard asserted, “and
    no one has come in or out.” 

     

    Alistair blinked in disbelief. “But I was here. During the huge
    storm! You certainly weren’t on all night. Prentice and Bradford
    greeted me, and—” 

     

    The second man said, “There aren’t any guards by that name working
    here.” He now forcibly removed Alistair’s briefcase from his numb
    hands. 

     

    He began to shiver, and not just with the frosty February cold.
    “Don’t be absurd. What sort of game are you playing? Prentice, tall,
    thin about thirty. Bradford, huge, stocky, about twenty. Surely he
    must have told you—” 

     

    Both men shook their heads.  

     

    A rap at the outer door made Alistair start. “Ah, perhaps this is
    one or the other of them. Or someone I know who can tell me where
    that young man is, and what’s happening.” 

     

    “More like how they escaped, who aided and abetted them. Any ideas,
    Mr., er, Grant was it?” The second man moved forward menacingly,
    while the first turned the key in the door. 

     

    Alistair felt himself growing more and more agitated. And fearful.
    He barely restrained himself from punching one of them just to
    awaken them from their torpor.  

     

    Instead he pinched himself just to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. But
    sadly, this was all too real. 

     

    “Look, I’m not imagining things! Gribbens was dead when I got here,
    the other man injured. No one ever escaped.” 

     

    “Murdered, then?” the second man said, taking a menacing step
    forward. 

     

    “Well I certainly never killed them, if that's what you're implying!
    I’m a respectable barrister, for Heaven’s sake.” 

     

    “And can anyone else verify what you claim you saw?” a third man
    with a face like a ferret now asked as he climbed through the portal
    with two other men. 

     

    Alistair didn’t like these odds one bit. “There were different
    guards here. I knew them. Where is Bradford? I sent him to fetch a
    proper doctor with a message to come at once. Is he still not back
    yet? Take me to the infirmary at once. We can at least talk to Dr.
    Stubbs and—” 

     

    A sea of blank faces registering only incomprehension or incredulity
    stared back at him.  

     

    “Whoever you are, we’re going to take you around to see the
    magistrates and—” 

     

    The words seemed innocuous enough, but the steely hand clamping down
    upon his shoulder was all too familiar.  

     

    He had never thought he would ever be nabbed by the long arm of the
    law himself. Yet here he was, being accused of murder, of aiding and
    abetting criminals. Was being grabbed by five men he had never seen
    before, who claimed they worked there even though he had never seen
    any of them before, and who said they had no idea who he was, but
    were circling him him hyenas. 

     

    It was impossible. Everyone in the judicial system knew of him. They
    were just trying to throw him off balance. Thought he would go along
    with them meekly because he was so law-abiding.  

     

    But if they put him in a cell in Newgate now, God only knew what
    would happen to him. To that young man, and the lovely young woman
    who made his heart turn over just thinking about her.  

     

    He could feel himself being led out the door, and felt a movement
    vibrate through his captor. He was fishing something out of his
    pocket, and tensing all his muscles as if for a blow.  

     

    The iron gate had opened a crack, and Alistair now shook free and
    broke into a run. He felt the swish and catch of a long knife as it
    stabbed into the side of his coat.  

     

    “Alistair! Alistair!” he heard as he ran.  

     

    He saw a carriage at the corner.  

     

    Viola Morrison’s face was peeping out of the door. She had flung the
    door open wide, and now urged him, “Come on, quickly!” 

     

    He didn’t need a second invitation. A couple of men stumbled behind
    him in the slime.  

     

    Alistair sprinted and dived into the coach head first. He heard a
    gruff voice order, “Move, now,” and shots ring out.  

     

    The door slammed and they lurched forward just as Alistair’s
    assailants returned fire. Alistair could hear the thunk into the
    wood of several bullets, but the carriage turned the corner almost
    on two wheels, and picked up speed.  

     

    He tried to get off the floor of the carriage, but George stomped on
    his back ruthlessly with the heel of his boot.  

     

    “Stay down. We’ve got this covered.” 

     

    “But Viola—” 

     

    “I’m fine, and re-loading.” 

     

    “Well, if you let me up I can as well,” Alistair said in
    exasperation. 

     

    George lifted his foot, hauled him up, and rammed him into the seat
    opposite. 

     

    “Where are you taking me?” he demanded. 

     

    “Where do you think you need to go? Those men are going to kill
    you,” George said calmly, firing off another round, which finally
    convinced their pursuers to give up. 

     

    “We need to get back to my house, let me get a few personal effects.
    Then back to my offices in William Street to go over everything
    again. There have to be copies there of all the papers they just
    took from me.” 

     

    George shook his head. “They’ll be waiting for you. That bloke
    nearly carved out your kidney. You can’t—” 

     

    Alistair glared at him lividly. “What choice do I have? My client
    was killed tonight. As you say, they tried to injure if not murder
    me. Would have probably killed me in the alley like a dog and made
    it seem as if I’d been attacked by a cutpurse. The answers have to
    be somewhere. I need to find them. I’m not just going to wake up
    tomorrow and all is going to be normal or well.” 

     

    “All right, but I can only come so far with you. Viola too. We’ll
    drop you off and—” 

     

    Viola glared at George. “You don’t speak for me. Sebastian sent him
    to me for a reason. And for all we know, my brother could be dead by
    now. You can walk away if you want to, but I need to know what
    happened to him. The way I see it, Alistair and I have common cause
    and need to stick together.” 

     

    “I’m sure Alistair has other friends who can—” 

     

    Viola’s tone was one of barely suppressed fury. “But Sebastian
    doesn’t. In fact, far fewer than I had hoped, apparently.” 

     

    George understood the accusation only too clearly. “I am 
    his friend. That’s why I want you out of this, Viola. He entrusted
    you to my care and—” 

     

    Her eyes were as hard as emeralds now. “I’m past the age of consent,
    George. I don’t need a guardian, or a male protector. You haven’t
    had to nursemaid me at The Three Bells. I’ve kept out of
    trouble and earned my keep. So thank you for your help, but I’ll see
    you when I see you. For the present, I need to find my brother.” 

     

    George shrugged and sat back in his seat. “Suit yourself. Like you
    say, I can’t tell you what to do.” 

     

    Viola was astonished that he would put up so little fight. She had
    to admit, she was a bit disappointed too. She had always rather
    imagined that George rather fancied her... 

     

    But no. It was unworthy of her to try to use her feminine wiles on
    her brother’s friend to get him to assist her. Especially since the
    nearness of Alistair was so magnetic that she could scarcely stop
    herself from bringing her hands up to stroke his worry-lined face.  

     

    “I know I’m only a woman, Alistair, but you helped Sebastian, and
    that has to count for something. Even if he is dead, at least I’ll
    know the truth, and that we both tried.” 

     

    “I’m just so sorry.” 

     

    She shook her head. “Why? You didn’t kill him. Even if you had, you
    wouldn’t have known who I was, my name, where I was. He would never
    have told you where I was no matter what happened unless he had had
    a very good reason.  

     

    “Look, I’m not naive. I know what he was. A male prostitute. If he
    had died in Newgate’s cells, I would probably have assumed it was a
    rape or a quiddle of the cod that had gone wrong. But you’re telling
    me it was in the visitors’ room. Who came to see him? Why was he
    there? Why were the two of them in there together? They didn’t know
    you were coming for Gribbens. There was someone who came to see both
    of them. Yet I don’t know of anyone called Gribbens, do you,
    George?” 

     

    George shook his head. “Another quean, maybe, or a new lover?” 

     

    Viola guessed, “Yes to the first, but not the second. Sebastian
    didn’t love men by choice, he did it for money or, well, other
    things. He adored women. It damn near broke his heart to lose his
    fiancee when we lost our fortune. He took it even worse than I did.
    Gribbens didn’t have a lot of money, did he?” 

     

    Alistair shool his head. “No. He was a thief, but he never had a
    penny to his name that I knew of.” 

     

    “And Sebastian and I had money. I don’t know where Sebastian was
    getting it from, but he didn’t get it from me, and he wasn’t
    servicing anyone in that stinking hole, I’m sure of it. I offered
    him money. He said he was all taken care of.” 

     

    “Rich patron, perhaps,” Alistair speculated. 

     

    “Patron, perhaps,” Viola said thoughtfully. “But why was he in jail?
    He never asked for help. He had said he was going away. Then sent a
    message telling me that he was all right, a bit busy, and would be
    seeing me soon. In fact, George, you passed on the message. Did you
    know he was in prison?” 

     

    George looked uncomfortable. 

     

    “You did know!" she gasped. "And you didn’t tell me? Why?” 

     

    “He wanted me to keep quiet.” 

     

    “Well, what was he being charged with?” 

     

    George remained silent.  

     

    “I’m waiting.” 

     

    “I don’t know. The usual,” he replied evasively. 

     

    Viola’s brows shot up. “What? They don’t stick every prostitute in
    Newgate. Not to mention the fact that sodomy carries a capital
    charge without any questions being asked. If it were that, surely to
    God one of the two of you would have told me he was going to be
    executed.” 

     

    The carriage had by now drawn into Alistair’s street.  

     

    George looked at the two of them and said gruffly, “I suppose this
    is where you’re getting out?” 

     

    Viola lifted her chin defiantly. “Yes.” 

     

    He made a resigned gesture with one hand. “All right. Whatever the
    lady wants.” 

     

    The coach slowed just long enough to let them emerge, and then the
    horses clopped off down the street and around the corner.  

     

    Only when George had gone, did Alistair realise he had never even
    told George his address… 
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    Alistair clutched Viola’s hand convulsively, suddenly uneasy,
    feeling naked and exposed out on the pavement devoid of any people.
    What was a charming quiet street by day had become a sinister
    location by night. He hurried her in the front door, wondering
    instantly why his butler was not there to dance attendance upon him.
     

     

    But he was too keyed up to worry about a little thing like someone
    taking his coat. Since he didn’t have one anyway, nor his hat, which
    he had lost in the scuffle at the prison, it hardly seemed to
    matter.  

     

    He said to Viola now, “I’ll put you in the study with some
    refreshment, and my papers. Perhaps you can start looking over the
    depositions again. Look for inconsistencies. That was why I was
    going to see Gribbens in the first place. To clarify the chain of
    events he had reported to me, which didn't ring true.” 

     

    She returned the pressure of his hand. “I can try to help, but I’m
    no lawyer.” 

     

    “You don’t need to be. You can read, and you’re obviously bright.
    And I believe in women’s intuition. You may be able to winkle out
    some detail or other that I’ve overlooked. I know there’s something
    odd, but I just can’t make sense of it.” 

     

    He had by now led her into a comfortable room filled floor to
    ceiling with books, decorated with burgundy flock wall paper and
    matching upholstered furniture with walnut accents. A pang shot
    through her as she recalled her father’s own study having been very
    similar, though much more untidy.  

     

    Alistair seemed to insist upon order and neatness everywhere. The
    room was devoid of any baubles or mementoes such as her father and
    Sebastian had often returned with from their rambles, such as a
    seashell, an interesting stone or feather.  

     

    No, the chamber could have been any one of a hundred such others.
    What was Alistair trying to hide? Or was it just that his work was
    so important, it didn’t allow room for anything else? 

     

    Even the walls were devoid of anything which might indicate the
    tastes of the owner. There was not a single picture to be found
    apart from one watercolour over the mantelpiece, which Viola went up
    to inspect now.  

     

    It was prodigiously fine, a picture of a lovely sylvan glade with a
    rainbow streaking through it. In a bold handwriting on the white
    backing, someone had written, “Blessings to you. Do come visit any
    time you like. R.” 

     

    “This is, well, wonderful,” she said, reaching up to touch it though
    she knew she ought not to. The colours were so vibrant, she could
    have sworn they were still wet. 

     

    Alistair nodded and smiled. “Yes, my friend Randall Avenel, the Earl
    of Hazelmere, painted it. He and my other friends the so-called
    Rakehells all live down in Somerset. He just sent it to me in an
    attempt to get me to go down to visit them all. Philip, my
    assistant, has a house down there as well, though the lure of the
    big city to work in the courts with me proved too great a temptation
    for him." 

     

    At her surprised look, he explained, “Philip doesn’t practice law
    for the money, he does it for the principle of the thing. He’s quite
    talented, if I do say so myself considering I helped train him.  

     

    “But enough about my dull life. I need to gather my papers for you,”
    he said, tearing himself away from the picture and the lovely woman
    by his side.  

     

    Her blond hair glinted in the light like the rainbow in the
    watercolour. He found himself longing to stroke it to see if it
    actually burned with the inner flame he thought he could see.  

     

    But that would never do. It was bad enough that he had kissed her
    before in the kitchen of the brothel.  

     

    She has thrown in her lot with his in order to get to the bottom of
    what had happened in Newgate that evening. Therefore, she was under
    his protection in lieu of her brother or friend.  

     

    Or was he her lover? No, he didn’t think so. George Davenant
    would never have left Viola so readily if he were. Or if he were,
    and had, then he was a fool.  

     

    For surely George had to realise that Viola was absolutely
    spectacular, from her ripe breasts down to the delicate turn of her
    ankle and lovely little feet. Her eyes, lips and hands were most
    arresting. He found himself taking the latter once more with a
    gentle pressure as he led her over to his filing cabinets.  

     

    “G for Gribbens. Make yourself comfortable. I can’t think where the
    servants have got to, but I'll chase them up for some tea, and I’ll
    be back shortly." 

     

    "No need to bother about the tea—" 

     

    "I insist. I’ll get you a small collation and then run two blocks
    over to my office to see what I can uncover there. That is if you
    won’t think me a lax host for leaving you alone.” 

     

    She shook her head and smile. “Not at all. I understand how
    important all of this is.” 

     

    “Very good.” 

     

    He stepped out into the darkened corridor, looking right and left.
    He frowned. Was it the servants’ night off and he had muddled the
    days? Where on earth was everyone? And why was there such an odd
    smell in the house? Like someone had spilled some cleaning solution
    or other. Or lamp oil? 

     

    Alistair didn’t think too much of it until he saw a movement, black
    on black, as he headed toward the kitchen at the back of the house.
    He stiffened, and saw the glint of steel as the knife slashed
    horizontally, aiming for his throat. He batted it with his forearm,
    not even trying to ward off the blow to the limb. A few cuts to the
    arm were better than a slit gullet. He reached out, caught hold of
    oily wool, and began to pound his assailant.  

     

    Suddenly there was a whispering and crackling sound, and a strange
    clicking behind him.  

     

    Damn, he should have taken one of George’s pistols at the very
    least, he thought angrily as he swung the man into the wall and
    crunched his forehead against it.  

     

    Alistair had never believed in violence, but in his job he had often
    learned it was best to be prepared for any eventuality. He and
    Philip had joined a gentleman’s sports club to keep up their boxing
    and fencing skills.  

     

    Philip had been a natural at school, and years of practice fighting
    to preserve his virtue and his very life in the Australian penal
    colony had honed his abilities to near-perfection. He had certainly
    taught Alistair a few interesting things.  

     

    But the susurration now became a conflagration. Alistair had been
    right. Someone had spilled oil all over the house, and was even now
    fleeing for the front door. 

     

    “Stop!” Alistair went in pursuit of him as the violent flames licked
    at his boots like a fierce Bengal tiger. When he got to the door, it
    refused to budge. He yanked at the bolts, turned the keys in the
    locks, all to no avail.  

     

    Damnation. Whoever had set fire to the house had somehow
    managed to bolt it from the outside.  

     

    And with the fancy ornamental grillework he had had added to the
    house about six months before, as much for decoration as protection
    after an attempted robbery, there was no way to get out of the house
    from the ground floor.  

     

    They were trapped. 
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    Viola, alone in the study, thought she heard a thump, but turned
    back to her work locating the papers. G, Gr, Gra, Gre.... 

     

    She sniffed. Sniffed again. Looked over at the candle which seemed
    to be guttering. That must be what it was. A poorly made one,
    sputtering— 

     

    She stared at the watercolour for a moment. The rainbow seemed to
    have changed, was actually growing larger, the red spreading out
    from the spectrum, enveloping all the other colours before
    eventually turning to a horrific scorched black.  

     

    In sheer terror Viola ran for the door, all thoughts of the papers
    forgotten as she shuddered. Her skin crawled, her nipples peaked as
    though a lover were caressing them, and she felt hot and cold all
    over.  

     

    Even more urgent than the need to get out of the seemingly haunted
    room, or away from the bizarre occurrence which had just taken
    place, was the need to find Alistair. It was almost a physical ache,
    propelling her on blindly even through the darkness of the strange
    house.  

     

    She turned the corner into the foyer, and saw him swamped by a lake
    of fire. He was trying futilely to suffocate the waist-high flames
    with a tapestry he had ripped from the walls. 

     

    “There’s no point!” she shouted, taking in the scene of devastation
    at once. “We have to get out of here!” 

     

    “The door is bolted at the front. And the windows are barred. The
    scroll work is too narrow to squeeze through. They've trapped us,”
    he rasped, still beating at the flames. 

     

    “There must be a back door, or the servant’s entrance.” She looked
    at the huge winding staircase, already burning right the way up to
    the next story. “Any chance of getting out through the windows
    above?” 

     

    He shook his head. “Too high to jump. It would be twenty feet at
    least, possibly onto the iron railings below.” 

     

    “Then we need to try the back. Lead the way, and stay down. Smoke
    rises, and can kill faster than the flames.” 

     

    They fought through the blaze into the kitchen, but as Alistair had
    already guessed, the door at the back was bolted. The solid wooden
    portal was so thick that even had they had a fire axe, he could
    never have broken through in time.  

     

    “Belowstairs?” 

     

    “The scullery. There’s a door out to the street at the front. Two
    glass panels. You might be able to squeeze through to save
    yourself.” 

     

    “I’m not leaving you,” she said firmly. 

     

    “But Viola—” 

     

    “I’m not leaving you, Alistair. Come on, we’re wasting time. If we
    can’t both get out, we need to try another way.” She yanked the door
    open to the servants’ stairs. “Where does this lead?” 

     

    “All the way to the top of the house.” 

     

    “Is there a roof door? Skylight?” 

     

    He shook his head, already choking on the smoke. “None. There used
    to be.” 

     

    “Used to be?” she echoed.  

     

    “We renovated the attics to modernise the servants’ quarters about a
    year ago.” 

     

    “But there are windows?” she demanded, her foot already on the first
    step. 

     

    “Yes, and a sort of little balcony at the front. My butler Percy
    loves to identify the stars.” 

     

    “Come on.” Her hand snaked out to grab his arm and tug him up after
    her.  

     

    He tried to draw back with a shake of his head. “But we don’t know
    how bad it is up there.” 

     

    “We can’t get out down here. So what other choice do we have? Come
    on.” 

     

    Since she was already tearing up the stairs as fast as her little
    legs would carry her, Alistair had little choice but to follow.
    Viola was right. They had no way out belowstairs. The only way to go
    was up.  

     

    But the smoke was billowing more and more fiercely on the upper
    storeys. She draped her face with the edge of her cloak, while he
    clapped his handkerchief to his mouth and nose and kept ascending
    steadily.  

     

    Lungs bursting from the effort and the longing for fresh, clean air,
    they made it to the attic level at last. Then Alistair began pushing
    open doors. 

     

    He gagged in horror. There was little light, but it was easy to see
    the glistening, dark stains, the arms flung out, bodies contorted in
    the final paroxysm of death. 

     

    “God in Heaven!” he gasped. He clutched one of the footmen by the
    shoulders. 

     

    Viola shook her head and began to drag him away. “They’re all dead.
    Come on, we need to find Percy’s room quickly.” 

     

    “But who would do that to these poor—” 

     

    “Never mind that now.” 

     

    She shoved into a door to her left and at last found what they had
    sought. The French windows led out onto a platform with a rather
    impressive brass telescope on a tripod.  

     

    Viola immediately leapt up onto the landing outside, whilst Alistair
    tried to check Percy’s pulse.  

     

    But the butler, still fully dressed, and with a book in his hand,
    was dead. He had obviously come up to fetch something to occupy
    himself with whilst he waited for Alistair to come home, and had
    been taken by surprise.  

     

    Alistair felt his lungs sear with rage and panic. Who would have
      done such a thing...  

     

    “Come on, we haven’t much time,” Viola urged.  

     

    Alistair scrambled up after her and looked around. On either side
    were the two other townhouses which sandwiched his, but neither of
    the windows looked large enough to slip through even were they open,
    which they were not.  

     

    “What about that house, the fourth one along?” she suggested.  

     

    “But it’s too far—” 

     

    “The roofs are sloping but there’s the ornamental slate work and a
    gutter and —” 

     

    “It’s madness,” he protested. 

     

    “We haven’t much choice, have we? Do you want to go back down? Do
    you?” she demanded impatiently, the seconds ticking past. 

     

    “No, it would be certain suicide,” he agreed at last.  

     

    “Good. Get your shoes and socks off and follow me.” 

     

    “But—” 

     

    “What? What’s wrong?” 

     

    “I hate heights. Always have,” he admitted with chagrin. 

     

    She grasped his hand firmly now. “Don’t worry. I’ve got you. We just
    need to take a few steps, like we’re strolling down the street,
    really, and we’ll be safe. I promise.” 

     

    “I don’t think I can,” Alistair confessed with a shake of his head. 

     

    Viola was sympathetic, but they were running out of time. She
    decided to take a firm tack, as a parent would with a child. “Well,
    anything has to be better than burning to death. We’re going, do you
    hear me? You need to get justice for your friends and clients, all
    the people they've killed tonight. And I have to pray to God that my
    brother isn't amongst the dead. I have to find Sebastian, one way or
    the other. Do you understand, Alistair?” 

     

    “Yes, yes. You're right, of course. I'm coming to help you now.” He
    sat down quickly and began to yank off his socks and shoes.  

     

    Her lace-up boots and stockings took a little bit more time, but she
    threw modesty to the winds and with one yank also snapped the tapes
    on her petticoats, then tucked the hem of her dress up through her
    legs from the back and tied it off at the waist.  

     

    Alistair hadn’t seen so much bare leg for months, and it was an
    arresting sight. Not least because the young woman was so incredibly
    lovely.  

     

    His loins were as scorched as the house as he watched Viola get to
    her feet with a lithe grace and begin to climb over the metal
    railing of the balcony and down onto the slate tiles of the roof.  

     

    “God, they’re getting hot. We haven’t much time. Alistair, if you’re
    coming with me, you need to do it now!” she insisted as he continued
    to stare at her with equal parts of longing and fear.  

     

    “All right, I’m coming.” He stalled for a moment tying the laces of
    their shoes and boots together, and stuffing their hosiery into
    them. He was about to drape them around his neck, but she held her
    hand out for them. 

     

    “I’ll take them. We don’t want you to be distracted. Don’t look
    down. Focus on the back of my head and put one foot in front of the
    other, heel to toe, heel to toe. It’s about six inches wide. If you
    think you’re going to fall, lead against the slope. If we can get to
    the third house we can try the window.” 

     

    They crept past the second house with its impossibly small window,
    and moved painstakingly on to the third.  

     

    But it was a small lozenge window, which she could fit into, just
    barely. But with Alistair’s broad shoulders, it was no use at all.  

     

    “It’s no good.” 

     

    “You can—” 

     

    “What, and leave you here? No chance, Alistair. You’d fall for
    certain. Come on, the next house over ought to do it for us. Don’t
    look down. You need to think about what we’re going to do now that
    they’ve killed all your servants and your house is burning to the
    ground.” 

     

    “Those poor buggers,” he said with a catch in his voice. 

     

    Viola’s heart lurched in her chest as she looked back and caught
    sight of his anguished silvery eyes. Most men of Alistair’s class
    would have worried more about their property. He put his staff
    first.  

     

    It was a revelation. She had never met anyone like him. Their family
    had not been very wealthy, but she had certainly met enough arrogant
    aristocrats in her day.  

     

    Alistair must be from a very distinguished background to be so
    prominent in his profession, yet he had treated her with dignity and
    respect despite thinking her a trull. Had praised her intelligence,
    declared she could help him sort through the clues as though she
    were his equal.  

     

    She felt him stumble behind her, but she adjusted their balance
    quickly. “All right?” she asked. 

     

    “Fine, just hurry,” he said through gritted teeth. 

     

    “At least it’s not raining.” 

     

    “Where the hell is the fire brigade?” he wondered aloud. 

     

    She had to admit she wondered too. After all, the roar of the flames
    could undoubtedly be heard all over the street, and the burning home
    was visible from the entire row of houses opposite.  

     

    Yet, the street was eerily devoid of life. Surely in a fine
    neighbourhood such as this, one of the houses had to be
    entertaining? A soiree, card party? Someone coming home from
    supper? Alistair’s neighbours had to be aware that something was
    seriously wrong. The stench of smoke was unmistakable. 

     

    Alistair’s thoughts were running parallel to hers. The Barkers and
    the Edgehills might well be out, but surely their servants should
    have noticed something and raised the alarm? 

     

    Then there were his old friends the Oldhams straight across the
    street. He knew they were having a card party. They had invited him,
    but he had cried off, pleading pressure of work, and told them next
    time he would be glad to attend. 

     

    And he knew the Sturgesses two doors down from them were supposed to
    be celebrating the engagement of their eldest daughter. The ball was
    supposed to get under way at ten, and he had promised to stop in to
    toast the bride. Yet there was not a sign of a single guest, no
    carriages rolling up, though it had to be past ten. 

     

    “I need you to mash my fingers.” 

     

    “What?” Viola asked in confusion. 

     

    “I need to know if this is real or a nightmare.” 

     

    She did as he asked. “It’s all too real. And why would you conjure
    up a complete stranger to share your nightmare?” 

     

    He blushed. “Perhaps because I need you. Because I’ve been alone too
    long. You may be a figment of my imagination, but never in my
    wildest fantasies before this week have I ever conjured up a woman
    as lovely as you.”  

     

    He felt his loins tighten as he recalled the dream. Sweat broke out
    under his arms as he remembered the lake of fire. 

     

    Viola felt the hot colour flood her cheeks, and almost took a
    mis-step.  

     

    “Kind of you to say so, but you need to focus on this next roof, not
    on the sway of my hips.” 

     

    “And the smell of your own sweet fragrance.” 

     

    She blinked. “I haven’t got any perfume. I can’t even afford eau
      de cologne.” 

     

    “No, I mean you smell all woman to me, with a hint of honey and
    hyacinths.”  

     

    “I don’t think we should be having this conversation,” she said
    primly. 

     

    “I’m sorry. I can just smell it wafting up from, well, your bosom,
    your hair, your er—” He wanted to kick himself when she stiffened.  

     

    “I can’t smell anything but smoke.” 

     

    “I truly am losing my mind then. All I can smell are hyacinths, and
    a spring meadow full of fresh sweet clover.” 

     

    “That picture, on your wall—” she paused, not able to put into words
    what had happened. 

     

    “Yes?” 

     

    “It’s just, well—” 

     

    “What about it?” 

     

    “I don’t know. It’s nothing.” 

     

    “No, tell me,” he said as they neared the next roof. 

     

    “It, well, it told me there was a fire.” 

     

    “What do you mean, told you?” he asked, frowning.  

     

    “I don’t know,” she sighed, stepping carefully onto the next set of
    tiles, testing her weight on the slate. “One minute it looked fresh
    and green, the next minute it was, well, black. I smelled the
    meadow, like you said. Then the smoke.” 

     

    “I should have run back for you straight away. But someone tried to
    slit my throat. While I wrestled with him, his accomplice ran out
    and bolted us in. So I thought my best chance was to fight the
    blaze.” 

     

    “You should have called me.” 

     

    Alistair let out a braying laugh. “I was trying to protect you. But
    it seems you’ve saved me again.” 

     

    Viola pressed his hand. “Nearly there. Good, a nice big window, and
    look, it’s been left open.”  

     

    She struggled to lift the window a bit higher and told him to enter
    first. 

     

    “Ladies should—” 

     

    She gave him a wry look and shook her head. “This lady isn’t
    terrified of heights. Go on, get in.” 

     

    They expected to be challenged when they scrambled inside, but all
    was silent and dark. They made their way down to the third, second
    and first floors without meeting a soul.  

     

    Alistair looked around, feeling as edgy as a cat. He could feel his
    spine prickle. “I don’t like this one bit. The Verders live here. A
    most boisterous family. Lots of children and servants. Yet this
    place is as quiet as a cloister.” 

     

    “Should we try to rouse someone?” 

     

    “I’d just as soon not get caught wandering about someone else’s
    house.”  

     

    “At the very least we can stop and put on our shoes, though,” she
    suggested, untwining the laces from around her neck. 

     

    He nodded. “Good thinking.” 

     

    They separated one shoe from the other and sat on the stairs. Once
    Alistair was finished, he flung open a couple of doors on the ground
    floor, but all was still and silent. 

     

    “What the hell is going on? Surely someone has to be home...”  

     

    But three or four more rooms revealed not a soul. As they wandered
    through the empty house, Viola began to feel more and more uneasy. 

     

    “Never mind that now. We need to get to your office. How far away is
    it?” 

     

    “Two streets over. Come on.” 

     

    She jerked her skirts back down over her ankles and began to follow
    along after Alistair, struggling to keep up with his long-legged
    strides. At the corner he realised he had been less than
    gentlemanly, and took her hand.  

     

    “Forgive the liberty, but we haven’t got time for a restrained,
    leisurely stroll. It’s getting late and I need some answers.” 

     

    “Well, one thing is for sure. You won’t be going to trial tomorrow.”
     

     

    “Or work,” he gasped. “Oh my God. My chambers!” 
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    The orange glow which he had seen in the distance was now visible as
    they turned the corner. The entire court was on fire, the flames
    roaring out of the windows into the street with such ferocity that
    even from where they stood they could feel the heat. 

     

    Viola grabbed his upper arms as he tried to move forward. “Alistair,
    I have a terrible feeling about this. Your home, your friends, your
    chambers.” 

     

    “I know. And those men at the prison. I mean, I know some of the
    guards, quite a few of them in fact, but I didn't recognise a single
    one of them. And everyone acted as though they had no idea who I
    was. As if, well, I didn’t even exist.  

     

    “I don’t mean to sound like I’m boasting, but there can’t be a
    single person involved with the justice system in London who doesn’t
    know my name, even if they don’t know me by sight. Though with this
    damned silvery hair of mine, like a wolf’s pelt, it’s easy enough to
    spot me. God, what the hell is going on?” 

     

    Viola shook her head. “I don’t know. All I know is that your whole
    street was empty and your own servants killed. They can’t have
    murdered an entire row of respectable people in so short a time.
    They’ve been got out of the way. My guess is so that even if you did
    happen to survive the fire, you would have no one to help you. No
    one to turn to in a time of crisis.” 

     

    “But this is madness. Who on earth would have the power to make so
    many people disappear? Twenty families? All their friends? It makes
    no sense!” 

     

    “Well, we can’t stand here arguing about it now. You said they
    wanted you for murder at Newgate. They’ve seen me now too. We need
    to get under cover.” 

     

    He looked left and right, and then said, “We’ll go to Philip’s. He’s
    about six streets away past the offices. We need to skirt the fire,
    though. Let’s go this way.” 

     

    He took her hand again and then they were running on, until Viola
    was sure her sides would split. “I can’t. Alistair, slow down.” 

     

    “I’m sorry, I just need to see my friend, make sure he’s all right.” 

     

    But the closer they got the more alarmed Alistair became. He could
    still smell smoke. And rather than the odour diminishing in the
    freshening breeze, it seemed to be getting stronger. 

     

    “Oh, God, no! No!” he rasped, gripping her arm so hard she was sure
    it would snap in two. 

     

    The scene was different from the other two fires, which had been
    frighteningly still and silent. Here the entire street had turned
    out, and were trying to encourage a young serving maid to jump into
    an opened blanket as she screamed hysterically out of a first floor
    window.  

     

    He sprinted to the front of the house, Viola running as fast as she
    could to keep up. “Your master and mistress! Where are they?”
    Alistair bellowed. 

     

    “God, we’re trapped! All trapped. Help us!” 

     

    “Your master and mistress! Are they home? The children? Where are
    they?” he demanded more urgently. 

     

    The girl was weeping and babbling incoherently. 

     

    “Get the children. Try to lower them from the window. Where is
    Philip?” Alistair shouted.  

     

    But he couldn’t be heard above the roar of the fire and the din of
    excited voices all trying to give the hapless girl advice. 

     

    More maids had now come clustering around the window. One of them
    yanked the shrieking woman out of the way and took her chance in the
    blanket. She leapt, landed and bounced. One of the men yanked her by
    her skirts to stop her from sailing out, and they all went tumbling
    onto the ground.  

     

    But she was on her feet in a minute, winded, but beckoning for her
    colleagues still trapped to follow her example as the rest of the
    street poured out with more blankets and well-meaning offers of tea
    and sympathy for the traumatised young woman. 

     

    “Jump! Jump!” she wheezed to her co-workers. 

     

    Alistair had by now run up to the front door, which he could see had
    been bolted in several places from the outside. The sturdy oaken
    portal was far too solid to batter through. Alistair bashed his
    fists against it impotently, and then began running down the street
    again. He knew there was a mews and series of stables at the back of
    the house. He was determined to get in and rescue his friend and his
    family.  

     

    Viola charged on after him, though she was sent sprawling as she
    skidded on a rotten cabbage leaf and slid about six feet on her
    stomach. 

     

    Alistair turned to help her, but she yelled, “I’m fine. Go on!”  

     

    She wiped her abraided, filthy hands on her skirt and nudged a loose
    cobblestone as she was trying to rise. She grabbed it and ran. The
    back door to the garden was huge and solid. Alistair slapped the
    door with the flat of his hands.  

     

    “Damnation!” 

     

    “Lift me up. I can go over the wall and try to get it open.” 

     

    “But what if it’s— 

     

    We’ll deal with it in a minute. We have to try.” 

     

    He cupped his hand to take her little foot, then raised her slowly.
     

     

    “Higher.” 

     

    He put her foot on his shoulder, and with a little hop she propelled
    herself forward until her belly was resting on the top of the wall.
    “All right, I’ll going over.” 

     

    She slid down along some ivy, stinging her hands and tearing her
    nails, but at least she landed solidly on her booted feet. Within a
    few moments she was able to lift the heavy bar and swing the door
    open.  

     

    Alistair was in like a shot and charged for the back door, which was
    locked.  

     

    It had two glass panels, however, and Viola’s cobblestone came into
    play as she smashed one, then the other. They groped around for the
    key but there was none. 

     

    “Smash the lock,” Viola said urgently.  

     

    Alistair bashed it with the stone and then threw all of his weight
    against the door.  

     

    “Damn! Philip! Philip!”  

     

    Fury and grief made him almost superhumanly strong. Alistair stormed
    down the path and snatched up the wrought iron loveseat just off the
    pebbled path. Viola threw herself out of the way as he ran up
    against the door, splintering the wood so that the centre of the
    door sagged. 

     

    “Once more,” she said, trying to help him get a better purchase on
    their makeshift battering ram. 

     

    But flames were already tearing apart the curtains and whole back
    wall over their heads. The intense heat blasted the windows outwards
    a moment later, showering the garden with shredding hail as the
    windows blew to pieces.  

     

    Viola grabbed Alistair and covered both their heads with her arms.
    She could feel the sharp prickles flaming into them both, and then
    hands around her waist lifting her.  

     

    She was prepared to look into Alistair’s face, but it was George she
    found herself staring at. She blinked in astonishment.  

     

    “Get in the carriage,” he ordered in a tone which brooked no
    refusal. 

     

    She glared at the tall, black-eyed man. “I’m not leaving— 

     

    “I’ll get him. Go on, now.” 

     

    Alistair had hit his head on the edge of the seat, and been winded
    when Viola had thrown her full weight on him to drag him down to the
    ground.  

     

    George lifted the gasping man and began to drag him by his collar
    and the seat of his trousers as if he weighed no more than a flea.  

     

    “I can’t go. I need to help them! The babies, oh God, Jasmine.
    Philip! Philip!” 

     

    He continued to struggle and roar all the way up the path, but
    George dragged him inexorably onwards. Finally Alistair began to put
    up a fight in earnest, whipping around to catch George a glancing
    blow on the side of the head.  

     

    “You bastard, let me go! If they die because of you...” 

     

    “They’re already gone!” George said. “You go in there, you’ll be
    throwing your life away for nothing.” 

     

    “I can’t leave them there to die!” 

     

    “If the smoke doesn’t get them the flames will. You’re too late,
    Alistair, too late.” 

     

    “No! No! This is all my fault! Philip, Philip!” 

     

    Viola tried to encourage Alistair to get into the carriage. At the
    last minute he broke free and started galloping through the garden
    once again.  

     

    George gave Viola an exasperated look, and went after him once more.
    He spun him round, and with one neat punch knocked him unconscious.
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    George swung the unconscious Alistair up into his arms like a babe
    and got him into the carriage.  

     

    Viola yanked and tugged at the barrister's clothes to position him
    on the seat more comfortably. “What did you do that for?” 

     

    George looked at her coolly. “Would you rather I let him die in the
    burning building?” he asked in such a matter of fact tone she longed
    to slap the impassivity from his face. 

     

    “What are you doing here anyway?” 

     

    “I followed you.” 

     

    Her brows raised. “Followed us? There wasn’t any carriage in the
    street.” 

     

    “I went to his office, spotted you there, came around.” 

     

    “Into the mews? I think you’d better tell me another one, George, or
    I’m getting out of this carriage and running like hell.” 

     

    George quirked one brow in a manner she had always thought quite
    endearing but now found infuriating. “And you’ll leave Alistair to
    my not so tender mercies, when he’s wanted for murder and several
    people seem hell-bent on killing him?” 

     

    She folded her arms and lapsed back into the seat with a sigh. “So
    just who are you really, George?” 

     

    “You know who I am. Pimp, theatre owner. Crime lord. Nothing happens
    in Southwark that I don’t know about.” 

     

    Her green eyes narrowed. “Except that we’re in the northern part of
    the city. So how is it you know so much?” 

     

    “I have eyes and ears all over the place,” he said with a shrug. 

     

    “Knowledge is power?” 

     

    “Something like that,” he said shortly.  

     

    “Do you know where Sebastian is?” 

     

    “Not yet,” he admitted, “but I will soon, I promise.” 

     

    “And what are you going to do with us now?” Viola asked with a
    shiver. 

     

    “Do with you?” He sounded genuinely astonished. “Why, take
    you back to The Three Bells, of course.” 

     

    “But what if—” 

     

    “We’ll go the long way around, cross Westminster Bridge and get lost
    somewhere on the road into Surrey, then double back. They won’t
    follow us.” 

     

    “They know I assisted Alistair.” 

     

    “It can’t be helped now, lass. I told you to stay out of this. But
    no, you had to go after him and—” 

     

    “I was not  going to let him die. He hasn’t done anything
    wrong. He’s a good man. I don’t know what the hell is going on, but
    I saw an entire house full of servants with their throats slit. I’m
    damned if I’m going to end up that way, or let Alistair or Sebastian
    either if I can help it. If you want me to leave The Three Bells
    because all of this is too hot for you, just say so now and—” 

     

    “No. The Three Bells  is the only place you’ll be safe for
    the time being. You’ll need to lay low, though. No one will get in
    or out without my say so. You’re not even to open the shutters
    unless I tell you it’s safe. Clear?” 

     

    Her green eyes glashed fire. “And if I refuse to give in to your
    orders?” 

     

    George shrugged. “Suit yourself, Viola. But I’ve never done anything
    to harm you. Sebastian would never have entrusted you to me if he
    thought I was out to hurt you in any way.  

     

    “So it’s up to you. Do as you like. But if you stay at The Three
      Bells, you do things my way. You and the bloke.”  

     

    He scowled slightly. “And you’re going to have to share the secret
    room. At least for the time being. He’s too famous to run the risk
    of anyone spotting him. Especially with that silver hair.” 

     

    “All right. I don’t mind.” 

     

    Something sparked in George’s dark eyes, and a muscle worked in his
    jaw, but he remained silent, and fished a hip flask out of his
    pocket.  

     

    “Brandy,” he explained as she took it and was about to unscrew the
    top to sniff the contents suspiciously.  

     

    “Thanks.” 

     

    It was good quality, so smooth that it slipped down like a pat of
    butter to warm her belly. She took a second sip, and was about to
    rub the opening of it clean with her sleeve when he let out a small
    mirthless laugh.  

     

    “Don’t worry, love, I have no fear of catching anything from your
    lips, except She blushed and capped the silver bottle, then handed
    it back to him. Their fingers touched, but for Viola there was none
    of the spark that sizzled up her arm when she touched Alistair.  

     

    So she was not a wanton after all. Alistair was really special to
    her in some indefinible way.  

     

    She studied his face in repose. Handsome, certainly, but there was a
    great deal more to him than that. There had to be. He was said to be
    one of London’s most eligible bachelors, who lived almost like a
    monk. No involvements, despite the numerous women who tried to catch
    his eye. He was certainly one of the most talked about men in the Ton.
     

     

    She had never imagined the hero of hundreds of headlines for the
    past five years who had won case after high profile case would now
    be with her in a carriage heading back to The Three Bells.
    Let alone kissing her, and now sharing a chamber with her. 

     

    Well, it wasn’t such a problem. There was a trundle bed underneath
    the fine brass bedstead George had given her when she moved in.
    Sebastian had stayed with her in the past, stretching his huge frame
    into the double bed whilst she had taken the single cot. It was
    fine, nothing to be nervous about.  

     

    After all, Alistair was unconscious now anyway. And he certainly
    didn’t look the type of man who would pounce and ravish her. He had
    kissed her, been candid about the way he felt about her looks, but
    surely he hadn’t thought he had anything to gain by it.  

     

    She had little experience of men apart from her fiance, but she was
    fairly sure most of them didn’t make personal remarks with any
    intent to seduce whilst perched on a six-inch ledge atop a roof. The
    thought of him admiring her warmed her belly as much as the brandy.
    Rather lower in fact. She could feel herself pulsating below in a
    most peculiar place.  

     

    Her breath caught as Alistair opened his eyes briefly. 

     

    “One of these days, Davenant, I’m going to bloody well kill you.” 

     

    What passed for George’s smile was the pulling of his lips into a
    completely straight line. “Many’s the time I heard that before.
    You’re welcome to try, after we find Sebastian and get to the bottom
    of all this. For now, listen to me.  

     

    "When we get back I’ll take you into the baths and fetch the servant
    for some clothes for you both. You are not to speak to anyone. If
    you happen to run into anybody, hide your faces. There’s going to be
    a bounty on your head by tomorrow morning, you mark my words. You
    too, if I had to guess, Viola.” 

     

    “Me?” she squeaked. “But what—” 

     

    “Arson will be my best guess, though which house they cite will be
    interesting. My bet is it will be that last one and there won’t be a
    single mention of Alistair’s house or chambers going up.” 

     

    “But that’s, that’s not possible,” the barrister protested. 

     

    George fixed him with a daggerlike stare. “Don’t you get the
    picture, Grant? These people can do as they like with impunity.” 

     

    “But who in God’s name are they? And how the hell do you know so
    much about—” 

     

    “I make it my business to know. No one tries to encroach on Davenant
    territory without getting his knees broken. Or worse.” 

     

    “But I’ve always been a law-abiding—” 

     

    George appeared almost amused. “You’re one of the most dangerous men
    in England if you did but know it.” 

     

    For a moment Viola stared at the alteration in her friend’s
    appearance. Friend? Enemy?  

     

    Alistair looked nonplussed, and sat up in the seat with a groan.
    “Dangerous? Me? How?” 

     

    “Intelligent, rich, principled. Incorruptible. If they can’t buy and
    sell you, they need to kill you.” 

     

    “But I haven’t done  anything!” 

     

    “Yet. That’s why they’re trying to stop you.” 

     

    “Stop me from what? You’re talking in riddles. So why don't you just
    tell me--”  

     

    George shook his head. “I can't—" 

     

    "You mean you won't," Alistair accused. 

     

    "Aye, that too, but I do mean I can't. I don’t have all the answers.
    At least not yet. Only the people trying to kill you do. The ones
    who also set fire to your assistant's house." 

     

    At the reminder of what he had just seen, he felt his stomach
    lurch." 

     

    "So you need to go back to The Three Bells, regroup. Sift
    through what you know, what you think you know. And above all, don’t
    trust anyone. Don’t try to contact anyone—” 

     

    “But my job, my friends—” 

     

    “No one! Philip Marshall is gone. Do you want to bring down the
    wrath of these bastards on the rest of your associates too?” 

     

    Alistair sighed at the thought of harming any of the other Rakehells
    and their families. “No, I surely don’t. I can’t believe—” He sighed
    shakily, still numb. “We can’t be sure they’re dead. They might have
    got out...” His voice trailed away with recollected horror.  

     

    George said brutally, “You saw what happened. The house blew apart
    like it had been hit by a cannon. Those poor little maids trying to
    escape from the front window would have got shredded. And anyone
    else still left in the house.” 

     

    Viola hissed, “George, for God's sake, that’s enough! Can’t you see
    he’s at the end of his tether! Give me that brandy.”  

     

    She held out her hand imperiously, and snatched the flask from him.
    She made Alistair drink, and drink again. 

     

    “I’m so sorry,” she murmured, helping him hold the flagon to his
    lips. He was trembling so badly he could barely manage to keep hold
    of it, let alone find his mouth. 

     

    “I’ll go back tomorrow. See what’s left in the ashes. I need to be
    sure they will get a decent burial, and there’s the family and the
    Rakehells...” 

     

    George shook his head impatiently. “Don’t you understand? You’re on
    the run. Both of you. The Marshalls are dead. If you don’t want to
    join them, then I suggest you lie low and leave things to me.” 

     

    Alistair rasped, “I’ve never even met you before tonight. You’re a
    pimp, murderer and God knows what else. And now you want me to trust

     you?” 

     

    George’s eyes glittered. He looked almost as though he were enjoying
    himself. “Who better? I have all the power now. You none. You want
    my help, you can have it. There will be a price, of course.
    Somewhere down the line when you’re able to pay me back.”  

     

    “What price? Money? My blood?” Alistair demanded with a sneer. 

     

    The shadowy brothel owner shrugged one shoulder. “I’ll see. It will
    depend on what I need at the time, for myself or my colleagues.” 

     

    Alistair moved toward the carriage door now. “Go to hell.” 

     

    “‘This is hell, nor am I out of it.’” 

     

    Alistair looked at him in surprise. “Dr. Faustus.
    Mephistopheles says it.” 

     

    “Such a gloomy play. Not one of the better successes at The New
      Rose.” 

     

    “I’m surprised you would even bother to perform—” Alistair stared at
    him. “So I’m selling my soul to the devil?” 

     

    “Faustus got twenty-four years of unalloyed power and pleasure. Not
    such a bad bargain, was it?” 

     

    “And how long will I have?" Alistair sighed and shook his head. "No,
    given a choice between twenty-four years versus eternal perdition, I
    think I’ll stick to the straight and narrow.” 

     

    George folded his arms and settled into his seat more comfortably.
    “So would many another man in your shoes. But you haven’t got that
    luxury, Grant. Sure, if you want to get out of this carriage, I
    can’t stop you. But Viola here won’t be going with you.” 

     

    “I jolly well will,” she said, switching seats to sit next to
    Alistair and sliding over close to his side. 

     

    “No, you won’t, because Alistair won’t take you with him. Not if
    he’s any sort of a gentleman. Because he knows he can’t keep you
    safe. I can. 

     

    “And never mind twenty-four years. You’ll be lucky if you last
    twenty-four hours out on the streets by yourself. But it’s up to
    you, Grant.” George sat back and crossed his legs, indicating the
    conversation was at an end.  

     

    Viola looked from one handsome face to the other. One man as black
    as night, one as silver as the moon... “Alistair, don’t let him
    bully us—” 

     

    He turned to her, and allowed himself to stroke her peachy cheek.
    “I’m sorry, Viola. He’s right. Sebastian said to keep you safe. He
    sent me to you for a reason. I think it might even have been to keep
    me safe. No, we don’t trust George, but he could have harmed us at
    any time. And whilst he has no reason to help me, he seems to care
    about you and your brother.  

     

    “So I’m prepared to take my chances. We’ll go back to The Three
    Bells, sort out what we know, and try to find a trail of
    clues amid the dead bodies and ashes. But for now, just give me
    another slug of that brandy.” 

     

    Viola stared in alarm as he upended the silver flask, but when she
    would have remonstrated, George gave an unobtrusive shake of the
    head. She let him finish it without a word of complaint. 

     

    She curled up into Alistair’s warm hard side, and he put his arm
    around her, drew her close and rested his head on Viola’s as the
    horses clopped on into the night. 
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    By the time they got back to The Three Bells  it was late,
    and all the nervous energy in Alistair’s body had worn off, leaving
    him with only a numb, ragged feeling, and the dulling effects of the
    brandy. George actually had to help Alistair out of the coach and up
    the stairs, for he could barely put on foot in front of the other,
    he was so tired. 

     

    “First thing in the morning, Davenant, you hear me? As soon as the
    ashes of the houses are cool, I want answers.” Alistair hoped he was
    emitting the words in a convincingly commanding tone. In reality his
    voice was hoarse from smoke, shouting and his tattered emotions.  

     

    George just patted him on the shoulder. He knew what to do.  

     

    He flopped him down on the big bed and began to strip off his
    clothes. “If you want to head down for a bath, I’ll look after him
    here,” he offered Viola. 

     

    “No, it’s all right—” 

     

     

     

    “You stink of smoke. I promise not to slit his throat. Go on, lass,
    get ready for bed.” 

     

    Viola glanced at him mistrustfully, but as he reached to remove
    Alistair’s socks, shoes and then trousers, she grabbed her wrap and
    ran.  

     

    She performed her ablutions quickly, glad to get the smoky stench
    off her, but not willing to leave Alistair longer than necessary.  

     

    Her friend George had been transformed in the space of a few hours
    from the quiet, steady man who ruled The Three Bells  with
    a fist of steel in a velvet glove, to a mysterious and threatening
    figure.  

     

    Nothing about tonight had been usual, made any sense. Ever since
    Alistair had come looking for her, her world had spun out of
    control. Murder, arson, conspiracy... To do what?  

     

    That was the question. One thing was sure. A single man, even a
    pair, could not have got away with all that had occurred this night
    against Alistair. There might be dozens involved. What had happened
    to all of Alistair’s neighbours? All three places burning down, his
    house, that of his assistant, and the chambers they shared together?
    It was just too insidious for words. 

     

    As soon as she was back upstairs she confided her thoughts to
    George. “Someone must know where they’ve all gone,” she said in
    conclusion. “They can’t all be dead. They were prominent people.
    Someone is going to start asking questions.” 

     

    “And they couldn’t control what was happening in Marshall’s street,
    could they? He was evidently an afterthought. A desperate risk on
    their part for some reason.” 

     

    “Alistair has most of the power.” 

     

    “But Marshall is pretty brilliant in his own right, apparently." 

     

    "Oh?" 

     

    "Aye,I know from what I hear he spent a lot of time taking
    depositions. Someone must have got edgy, decided that he was just as
    dangerous as Grant, if not more so.” 

     

    “Those poor people. What a way to die.” She shook her head. 

     

    “Why don’t you try to get some sleep?” he suggested, pushing the
    door to her room back open.  

     

    Alistair was slumbering soundly already.  

     

    She gazed at his handsome face for a moment, her heart full almost
    to bursting. She had only met him a few hours before, but suddenly,
    helping him had become even more important that finding her own
    brother.  

     

    “You know what to do?” Viola asked quietly. 

     

    “I’ll find his friends, I promise.” 

     

    George had already towed out the trundle bed. He helped her into it,
    tucking the covers around Viola as if she were a small child.  

     

    “I’ll bring up breakfast in the morning,” he whispered. “You’re not
    to talk to anyone except Emma and Tom the serving lad.” 

     

    “I won’t.”  

     

    “Night, then, pet. Rest, and try not to worry.” 

     

    “I can’t help it.” She hated herself for appearing weak in front of
    this man, but she asked with a sniff, “Do you think I’ll ever see
    Sebastian again?”  

     

    “If he’s alive, Viola, count on it," he promised. He stroked her
    hair back from her brow. “Now sleep.” 

     

    Viola snuggled down into the blankets and closed her eyes
    obediently. 
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    Viola had promised she would sleep and leave everything to George
    regarding finding out if her brother Sebastian were still alive, but
    as soon as she was sure her friend was safely gone, she reached over
    to bank up the fire, and sat shivering as she replayed the events of
    the evening over and over again in her mind.  

     

    A soft snoring sound filling the room made her giggle almost
    hysterically. It was easy for Alistair. She envied him the flask of
    brandy he had downed. She debated on heading to the bar and getting
    her own liquid solace.  

     

    But no, that would never do. For one thing, George would find her
    out of bed and rake her over the coals. For another, she needed to
    keep a clear head. Alcohol did nothing but numb and befuddle the
    senses. As George had suggested, she and Alistair needed to sift
    through what they knew, or thought they knew.  

     

    She also need to keep her senses about her to try to outwit George.
    He knew a lot more than he was telling, but thus far she had not
    been able to get him to reveal anything which she could see as
    pertinent.  

     

    He had gone out, come back in the carriage, had taken only a bit of
    persuading to get him to come with her to find Alistair before it
    was too late.  

     

    It had been easy enough to find the barrister at Newgate, and
    fortunately George had been armed to the teeth. She had never seen
    so many weapons before as had been stashed inside the box seats.
    Enough for a small army, in fact.  

     

    One thing was for certain, she was becoming more and more convinced
    that her brother’s irregular lifestyle really had very little to do
    with prostitution. 

     

    She sighed. What they had been reduced to, the pair of them?
    Sebastian out on the street, and her hiding in an attic room sewing
    for whores.  

     

    At least she wasn’t one herself, though of course Alistair had
    jumped to that conclusion straight away. And who could blame him?
    The point was, why hadn’t she corrected his assumption? 

     

    And why hadn’t she slapped his face when he had kissed her? 

     

    Because she had loved every minute of it,  she admitted to
    herself with a sigh.  

     

    It had been like stepping into a blast furnace. She’d been sure her
    bones were going to melt from the scorching heat emanating from the
    centre of his body, his hot hard maleness which he had rubbed
    against her sinuously until she was sure he had climaxed.  

     

    Oh, she wasn’t experienced, but she was no longer ignorant. Living
    at The Three Bells had taught her much, and as George had
    said, knowledge was power.  

     

    Viola had not been repulsed. Her fiance had tried it once; he hadn’t
    been nearly as hard or well-endowed, and she had confronted his
    desire with all the enthusiasm of a woman confronted with a
    wriggling worm.  

     

    He had once kissed her open-mouthed, in what was commonly referred
    to as the French way. She had had all to do not to spit to cleanse
    her mouth afterwards.  

     

    Alistair was right, he had been a fortune-hunting swine. But did the
    arrogant barrister have to be right about everything? And even
    knowing what the chap had been did not make it hurt any less when he
    had come to tell her that she had been rejected.  

     

    Viola now contemplated her own response to Alistair’s kiss. What on
    earth must he have thought of her? But when he had groaned into her
    mouth, the sound had reverberated through them both, setting her on
    fire, evoking a tempestuous sweetness from deep inside her body
    which simply would not be denied.  

     

    She had gone from trying to push against his chest, to locking her
    arms around him as though she would draw him right into her bosom.
    Had longed to keep him there forever. Wanted his lips on her
    nipples, and even lower than that...  

     

    Her breasts had crested eagerly as he had brought his hands up to
    cup them. It was almost as if they fit perfectly together. His hot
    seeking mouth had dampened her pearl grey gown, and without shame
    she had let out a groan of pure raw pleasure. She had not made a
    single protest when he had pulled her up against him, wrapping her
    legs around his waist.  

     

    His hot sex had burnt into the lush cradle of her body, and she had
    longed to tear their clothes aside and make them one at last. He had
    crushed her against the wall, and her skirts had started to skim up
    over her calves, knees.... 

     

    Only the loud crash and tinkle of broken glass in the bar had
    brought him to his senses. Viola knew beyond the shadow of a doubt
    that she would have let him do anything to her without protest. She
    had been nothing more than malleable clay in his masterful hands.  

     

    But Alistair had released her, and it had been exquisite torment to
    slide down his huge aroused body until her feet touched the floor
    once more.  

     

    She had put the back of her hand to her throbbing ruby lips and
    stared at him, nearly choked by her own desires. Her gaze had been
    still slightly unfocused as she’d contemplated the incredible thing
    which had happened between them. But she could have sworn she saw a
    spark in his silvery eyes which betokened.... 

     

    What exactly? Apart from raw lust, of course? She could understand
    that—she could sense what her expression must have revealed, and
    burned with shame.  

     

    Viola shivered again, and tried to get herself more comfortable in
    the bed. She berated herself now for spending so much time worrying
    about Alistair when Sebastian was out there, wounded, perhaps even
    dead.  

     

    But her brother was nothing if not a survivor. She still hated the
    fact that he chose to go with men in order to get more money. But
    they had all the power in society, and the huge risk yielded greater
    financial rewards.  

     

    It was of course Sebastian’s life. But it would not be the first
    time he had come back to her wounded. She didn’t understand why he
    didn’t simply work at The Three Bells, or one of the more
    reputable molly houses in Town. He would vanish for days, even weeks
    at a time, and come back more often than not much the worse for
    wear. 

     

    She was also sure George would give him a proper, respectable job in
    the theatre. She had asked more than once for him to give up the
    life and for them to find a snug little bedsit somewhere.  

     

    She liked the The Three Bells  well enough, but it was a
    brothel, after all, with all the activity that went along with it.
    While she had had only a couple of close calls, it was really not
    the kind of place she wanted to consider their family home.  

     

    A restless thrashing which creaked the brass bed alarmingly caused
    Viola to pop her head up out of the covers and turn to her right.  

     

    Poor man, he was having a bad dream. She could hardly blame him
    after seeing his closest colleague and whole family burnt to death,
    blown to pieces... 

     

    Alistair was in the throes of his nightmare again, made worse by the
    fact that he had actually now lived through it parts of it. Now the
    faces he had only imagined were fantasy were real, people he
    actually knew all really in danger.  

     

    He looked more carefully in the dream at each person swirling
    through it. There had to be clues, had to be a reason, he could hear
    Philip tell him in his head.  

     

    His chest was so crushed by grief he gasped for breath. Yet even
    amid the black despair was the writhing of barely suppressed desire,
    that incredible smell of a spring meadow, honey, life.  

     

    He could feel his erection tenting the bed covers, tried to subdue
    it with some adjustments, but still he was completely lost in the
    exquisite vision laid before him.  

     

    There was the timbered theatre, which he now knew to be The New
      Rose. The play was the same, Twelfth Night.   

     

    On the stage was Viola, her eyes so glitteringly green they reminded
    him of the picturesque forest in Millcote near his friend Blake
    Sanderson Jerome’s old house.  

     

    Viola’s long honey-blond hair flowed down her back in rivulets. She
    complained of having been shipwrecked. Even worse than having lost
    all of her gowns and jewels was the fact that she had lost her twin
    brother, and was now at the mercy of a cold, cruel world. Sebastian.
    The twin brother. The man who had been stabbed in jail. 

     

    The man she addressed her comments to was huge, with the blackest
    hair and darkest eyes he had ever seen, and he too seemed to be
    looking for her brother. It was George Davenant. Alistair could see
    him plainly as he turned to look around. 

     

    Now Sebastian came on stage, searching for something, though not his
    sister, for he could see her quite clearly. And George. He gave
    George a wave and nod, and whispered something unintelligible that
    Alistair struggled desperately to catch. One word. Castle.... A
    second word, ray? Fields. Henry.  

     

    Alistair only knew one Henry, his friend Clifford Stone’s brother,
    and he too lived in Somerset, not far from the forest he kept seeing
    in his mind’s eye. The one his friend Randall had painted in the
    watercolour... 

     

    Sebastian was equally bedraggled as his sister, and he too bewailed
    his fate. Once again, he unsheathed his sword and vowed he would
    survive in this hard world, and help his sister. Not find,
    as in the play, but help.  

     

    This was the second sign that the action was changing, no longer
    running parallel to the actual play. As before, several men dragged
    away the young man, and Alistair could not tell if they meant to
    harm him.  

     

    He kicked and screamed, and uttered some fairly foul curses as they
    tried to gag and bind him. He fought like a lion, and they resorted
    to pointing their pistols at Viola to get him to cooperate. 

     

    Alistair could feel the perspiration trickling down his back,
    pooling in his underarms, even dampening the soles of his feet. He
    had never been so frightened in his life.  

     

    George stood blocking their shot, and several other men now stood
    along side him. The men who had been tying up Sebastian now released
    him, and flung him at George’s feet.  

     

    Alistair tried to reach out to help the young man up, but instead of
    grasping the young man’s hand to tug him up off the ground, he found
    himself grasping Viola’s hand.  

     

    Suddenly they were alone on a beach. She was holding his arm cradled
    to her breast, and she smiled and looked up at him as she had done
    when he had kissed her in the kitchen at The Three Bells. 

     

    He could feel the wind on his face, the sun on his back, and the
    lovely fragrance of the meadow, even though by rights he ought to
    have smelled the salty tang of the sea.  

     

    He swung her around and around joyously, and she slid down his body
    and almost impaled herself on his manhood as their clothes fell away
    and they were naked and alone.  

     

    He was about to bear her down onto the sand, spreading her legs wide
    as he drove into her hot tight wet centre. He could feel himself
    being brought back to life at last by her vibrant, pulsating flesh
    which caressed every inch of him until he thought he would scream
    with the joy of it all. 

     

    But all too soon the beach transmogrified into the clogged docks
    along the Thames. One minute they were in each other’s arms driving
    each other to the most ecstatic climax. The next they were in
    enveloping cloaks and masks, and he felt someone kick his legs out
    from under him, and a sharp stabbing pain in his back.  

     

    He saw Viola’s beautiful face marred by a frown and look of alarm.
    He could feel himself plunging into the chill, stagnant water. Could
    almost feel huge weights dragging him down. His cloak stifled him,
    wrapping around his arms and legs so that he could not even attempt
    to swim to the surface.  

     

    He could sense himself helplessly sinking, and with his last dying
    breath opened his mouth and screamed for Viola to help him.  

     

    He could see the bottom of the ocean, the jewels and gold winking at
    him, a pile of skulls and bones attesting to the fact that many
    others had met this same fate.  

     

    He closed his eyes and resigned himself to drowning, burdened only
    by the huge crushing sense of regret, that he had met Viola far too
    late... 

     

    But instead of a watery grave, he found himself in a lake of fire.
    The flames seemed to have a life of their own, twisting and
    writhing, hissing like angry snakes. Penetrating with their fangs.
    He screamed in terror and pain.  

     

    Even worse than the agony he was enduring though, was the certain
    conviction he felt in his breast that this truly was the end. He
    really was dying. And worse still, there was no one to help. No one
    to hear him scream.  

     

    Viola and George and Sebastian were nowhere to be found. He was
    naked and alone, scorched almost beyond endurance. 

     

    Just as Alistair was about to abandon all hope, he could sense
    George nearby, his dark eyes impassively gazing upon him as always.
     

     

    A tiny little hand pulled him out of the pool of fire. He was
    scorched and blackened all over his naked body. As she stepped into
    the pool and pulled him out, he could see her gown was pristine,
    snow white, with lovely embroidery. Roses. And bells. And a sundial.
     

     

    He blinked, drinking in Viola’s beauty. For never had he seen her
    looking so lovely. As if she loved him, came the startling
    thought. He focused upon her lush lips, her mouth just made for
    kissing... 

     

    She offered her lips up to him shyly, and he kissed her lustily. He
    tasted honey, spring flowers, and a spark of the divine as his lips
    glided along hers.  

     

    He peeped his tongue into her mouth, deepening the kiss, yet knowing
    ever as he did so that it would be impossible to stop. That he
    wanted and needed so much more. That he simply had to possess Viola
    utterly, or die. 

     

    He tried to lay her down on the newly cut pile of hay he found
    nearby, to complete the act of love they had begun on the imaginary
    beach.  

     

    But it now became an underwater pool that they splashed down into.
    Billowing downwards toward the ocean floor, he filled her with his
    manhood, his essence, his seed. Over and over again, he revelled in
    her body, took and took, gave and gave. He poured all his soul into
    her, and still soared higher.  

     

    And Viola was right there with him, whispering urgent words of love.
    Just when he was sure he would explode and his whole body would
    splinter apart into tiny shards of sharp desire, her lips parted
    with a sigh, and she smiled up at him beatifically.  

     

    He touched and kissed every part of Viola until he couldn’t even be
    sure which flesh was his, which hers. Her breasts, with their
    tightly ruched pink nipples, her delightful feminine core, thatched
    with tiny silky blonde curls, her slender hips and thighs...  

     

    It was all his, and not his. For even as he possessed Viola, dark,
    sinister claws snapped and grabbed, snatching her away. The pleasure
    was still so hot and heavy in his loins he could feel himself
    exploding, both in the dream and his semi-conscious state as he
    rotated his hips in the bed.  

     

    As he climaxed, a wall of flames separated he and Viola at once. He
    saw Philip staked as though at a bear-baiting. Only he was not the
    bear. And it was not a ring for blood sports, but an auto da fe.
      

     

    The Grand Inquisitor gradually brought several more men to the
    stake. They were naked and bloodied, and hooded in black. Alistair
    tried to make out their faces, anything about their movement that
    would betray their identity. They were both strange and familiar to
    him.  

     

    Of course, in most cases one never saw one’s acquaintances naked.
    But Alistair knew Philip was dead. Killed in the dreadful fire, he
    and his wife and children. There had to be something in this dream
    which could help him save all the others lined up for death. 

     

    The first two men were lashed mercilessly by a huge figure that
    looked as though he were made of icicles. Something about his face
    was eerily familiar.  

     

    Then another group of about a dozen or so men were dragged in
    kicking and screaming, and the hanging, drawing and quartering of
    them began. Alistair looked at them one by one, and could have
    sworn... 

     

    Philip and the other two men were tied to the stake, and now the
    timber underneath their feet was set alight. 

     

    Alistair could hear himself screaming along with the rest of the
    crowd. Instead of their words of encouragement, he was howling in
    denial. “Philip, no! Philip! Help me save him!” 

     

    He felt Viola’s touch on his naked body, making him burn with urgent
    need. But this was wrong. How could he be happy when these poor men
    were all about to die because of him? No, not him, but how could he
    help? 

     

    He turned into the circle of Viola’s arms and wept. He could feel
    George’s presence beside her, and couldn’t decide if he was there to
    help or harm. But he had saved Sebastian, and brought Viola just
    when he had been on the brink of death to save him. 

     

    “I love you Alistair, no matter what...” she whispered, caressing
    him as though he were a god. His face, chest, loins flamed, and he
    could almost feel himself pushing into her lush cavern once more,
    longing to lose himself inside her, make it all go away. It was so
    tempting to just love her until his heart gave out...  

     

    Until his body was at last replete, though he was sure a lifetime
    inside her rippling flesh could never be enough to quench his
    ardour. 

     

    The three men at the stake were now struggling to escape from the
    bonfire. 

     

    “Come, love, come with me,” Viola urged softly, her voice a sibilant
    hiss of seduction. 

     

    “I can’t just leave them there!” 

     

    “We won’t. We need to save them. Or none of us are safe.” 

     

    The dozen or so men in the second group were now no more than
    grinning skeletons. The masks of the two mysterious men had now
    burnt away, revealing... 

     

    Alistair screamed until his throat was raw. Viola clamped her hand
    over his mouth to stop him rousing the entire brothel. 

     

    “It’s all right, Alistair, I’m here!”  

     

    “Oh my God!” Alistair said, still trembling with the horror of what
    he had seen, and desire for the lovely young girl.  

     

    He clutched her to him convulsively, feeling her warm solid flesh,
    the bed, the sheets made sticky with his flood of desire.  

     

    He thought he heard thunder again, but it was only the hammering of
    his own heart.  

     

    “What was it? You have to tell me. You’ve had this nightmare before,
    haven't you,” Viola murmured against his ear as she cradled him to
    her bosom.  

     

    “Yes, yes, I have. But it’s too awful and it always ends the
    same...” He shivered and shuddered. 

     

    “How does it end? Alistair, tell me!” she urged.  

     

    “With all of us dead. All my friends, you, George, Sebastian,
    everyone.” 

     

    She shook her head and pulled away from him. “I don’t understand.
    You never met any of us before tonight, or so you claimed. But
    you’ve had this nightmare before?” 

     

    Alistair held out one hand to her beseechingly. “Please, I know what
    it sounds like, but I swear, I’ve never lied to you, Viola. I’ve
    been having this dream for some time now. Well, ever since I was
    given Gribbens’ case, so far as I can tell.” 

     

    He sat up against the wall and adjusted the covers, his long legs
    peeping out over the edge of the bed. He plumped a pillow behind his
    back, and patted the bed softly. 

     

    Seeing as it was cold and he was still so distressed, she took him
    up on his offer and sat beside him. He adjusted the covers over them
    both, settled her with a pillow, and sighed. She took the sleeve of
    her nightrail and mopped his soaking face with it. 

     

    “Better now, or would you like some water or something?” 

     

    “No, what I’d really like is you to listen to me, and try not to
    judge me, hate me.” 

     

    “Hate you?” Viola asked in alarm. 

     

    “Well, it’s just that there are some fairly, er, risque parts to the
    dream which I will try to gloss over, but feature you, Viola. I’m
    sorry if—” 

     

    She shook her head. “Never mind that. You’ve spent far too much time
    concerning yourself over protecting my virtue. This is my life and
    yours we’re talking about, isn’t it? I’m no fool. I know what
    happened to you before, and just now in the bed. More than once in
    fact.”  

     

    She reached over to the top of the bed, and handed him her still
    damp towel which she had brought up after her ablutions.  

     

    “Here, try to tidy yourself and bit, and I’ll fetch you some water.” 

     

    “God, I feel worse than any school boy. Please believe me when I say
    I’ve never been like this in my life. Passion has never been a
    problem for me until now. Nothing I couldn’t control. But ever since
    these dreams—” He shook his head. 

     

    “I can only guess you’ve been, er, deprived recently. It’s only
    natural. I can’t blame you for that, or your honesty. Better than
    sweeping things under the carpet.” 

     

    “But you’ve not done anything to deserve my, well, depravity,” he
    said with a blush. 

     

    “Er, desire, I think is the word you’re looking for. And I’m not
    disgusted. Far from it. I’m rather flattered. I’ll confide something
    else to you as well,” she said as she returned to the bed with the
    glass and settled herself more comfortably whilst he finished
    cleaning himself and the bed as best he could.  

     

    “You were right about my fiance. He was a fortune hunter, and a most
    repellent individual. He kissed me and tried to quiddle his cod. I
    was literally ill for days afterwards he disgusted me so. You, on
    the other hand, made feel like... Well, like I knew I was being
    given the best gift in the world on Christmas morning, and couldn’t
    wait to unwrap it.” 

     

    Alistair laughed shakily. “What a nice comparison. I only wish it
    were true. But since I came here I’ve done nothing but tiddle you
    and put you in danger. I should go, before I make things any worse.” 

     

    “Any worse? Or are you afraid you’re going to act on your desires?
    Re-enact the dream?” she guessed astutely. 

     

    “Both.” He shivered. “My God, I can already feel myself getting hard
    again.” 

     

    Viola giggled. “It must be some  dream. Care to share?” 

     

    “You’re some woman. That’s my only excuse.” 

     

    “It’s all right. I find you some  man. Every inch of you.” 

     

    He sucked in a ragged breath. “Oh, don’t, stop, I think I’m going
    to—” 

     

    Despite herself, Viola’s curiosity got the better of her, and she
    slid her hand under the quilt and nestled it against his throbbing
    flesh. 

     

    He jumped and groaned, and trembled like a newborn colt. “Oh, your
    touch is just perfect. Damn—”  

     

    She felt a flood of wetness in her palm and all over her fingers and
    wrist, and looped her arm around his shoulder to hold him against
    her shoulder until at last he calmed. 

     

    “Lord in Heaven. What an ass I am. And a pretty feeble excuse for a
    man,” he grunted as he started to mop them both up.  

     

    “It depends on the perspective. Most of the girls here would say you
    were the ideal client, easily pleased.” 

     

    “But not the ideal lover who wants to make love to you all night
    until you’re limp with fulfillment. Until your boneless from so many
    climaxes you can’t even sit up. And then I’d take you higher again.” 

     

    She shivered at his words, and said challengingly, “Most men
    wouldn’t give a damn about satisfying a harlot.” 

     

    “You’re not a harlot,” he said angrily. “You’re a human being. And I
    don’t want to be just any client, damn it. I want to be, well, your
    man. Exclusively. For always. That’s how much I want you.” His voice
    trembled as he said it, and he wondered at his own audacity in
    making such an open declaration of his feelings, especially to a
    lady of the evening. 

     

    To his surprise and not a little annoyance, she giggled. “I hope
    you’re not going to be one of my clients either." She paused for a
    moment, then added, "You’d looked damned silly in a dress.” 

     

    “A dress?” he said blankly. 

     

    She nodded. “This room is in the attic away from all the others for
    a reason. Well, two. To keep me safe, and because the only clients I
    have are the girls themselves. And no, we’re not sapphists, if
    that’s what you’re thinking. No, I sew for them. I make a living as
    a dressmaker, not a whore." 

     

    "A dressmaker," he repeated, never having felt so relieved in his
    life. 

     

    "Aye. And while I’m not naive, not after living here, well, nor have
    I ever had any, er, hands-on experience apart from what I just
    conveyed to you about my former fiance, and what happened in the
    kitchen before, and what we did just now. I just thought you ought
    to know.” 

     

    “And you ought to get out of this bed if you want to stay that way,”
    he growled, acutely embarrassed, relieved, and shocked all at the
    same time. 

     

    “I’m not afraid of you, Alistair. Your desires and mine seem to
    coincide very nicely. Oh, I know this is all very sudden, but one
    kiss was enough to tell me how special you are to me.  

     

    “But we can talk about this later. Right now, if you feel up to it,
    I need you to tell me your dream. You can skip over the really
    detailed naughty bits, but you need to help me understand what’s
    spooked you so.” 

     

    So he told her. Nearly all of it. He lacked the words to describe
    the intensity of his passion for her. Even then Alistair shocked
    himself by speaking so openly of something which was normally never
    discussed aloud, at least not by him. But he omitted nothing.  

     

    “But what did you see at the end?” she asked with a shiver. 

     

    “I don’t know. The end of my world is the only way to describe it.” 

     

    “Who are the two men? Would you recognise any of them again?” she
    asked, her gaze never once leaving his face. 

     

    “I can’t be sure. I don’t know. I wish I could. I’d like nothing
    better than to go back and have the dream, try to find out more.
    Each time it changes. I find another piece to the puzzle. A face, a
    smell. But I’m almost too scared to try. All I know is I’m sure
    we’re all in danger. Perhaps I ought to go.” 

     

    She shook her head vehemently. “You heard what George said. You’d be
    lucky to last a day on your own.” 

     

    Alistair sighed. “And the fires have pretty much made it so I really
    wouldn’t dare try to seek any help from my closest friends for fear
    of the same thing happening to them.” 

     

    “It certainly looks that way.” 

     

    “But if they know anything about you and Sebastian, it’s only a
    matter of time before they come here, come for me or us all.” 

     

    She nodded. “They can try. But you’ve seen George’s arsenal. Would
    you really want to go up against him if you were given a choice?” 

     

    Alistair thought for a moment, then shook his head. “You’re right.
    No, I wouldn’t.” 

     

    “Still, we haven’t much time.” 

     

    He stared at her in surprise. “What makes you say that?” 

     

    She shrugged. “It stands to reason. They killed Gribbens the night
    before his trial. Whatever he thought he knew, they silenced him.” 

     

    “I still don’t understand about Sebastian,” Alistair confessed.  

     

    “Neither do I. But let’s pull back for a moment. Distance ourselves
    for the time being, not try so hard. It’s going to be dawn in a
    couple of hours. Why don’t we just get up and dressed, and then go
    over it all again, and see what we can figure out thus far.” 

     

    “All right. I think your instincts are correct, that it's best to be
    getting on. You’re right. I saw a sundial on your gown in the dream.
    A symbol of time being fleeting, so you're most likely right, we’re
    running out of time.” 

     

    “I’ll go down and get you some spare clothes. George won’t mind. And
    then some coffee.” 

     

    He nodded, but she could sense his reluctance to part from her. She
    softly kissed him on the cheek. “Don’t worry. I’m not afraid or
    disgusted by you. I’ll be back. And I promise not to be long.” 

     

    “So long as you’re all right.” 

     

    “Yes, of course. I’m not offended. Quite the opposite, in fact.
    Scared too, though. I mean, it’s all so, well, stirring and intense.
    But it’s you I’m concerned about, Alistair. Are you sure you’re—” 

     

    He nodded. “I’m fine. It was only a dream. I can manage to get a
    grip on my feelings if I try hard enough. Nothing to worry about,”
    he said with a shaky laugh, and prayed with all his heart that it
    would be true. 

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 13]CHAPTER THIRTEEN  

     

    Once they had both got dressed, they tucked into the toast and
    coffee she had brought. Alistair and Viola sat side by side at her
    small table and made notes about all that had happened thus far. 

     

    “So Gribbens is the key to it all. Nothing started happening until
    you were given the case by the Bow Street magistrates who arrested
    him?” Viola outlined. 

     

    “Yes.” 

     

    “And it was theft, he made no excuses, but his story made no sense?” 

     

    “That’s right. Philip pointed it out to me. He wanted to be
    arrested, and there were glaring inconsistencies, even about what he
    had supposedly taken.” 

     

    “So let’s just speculate for a moment. The thing he took wasn’t of
    real value, but something incriminating. A tool for blackmail?” 

     

    Alistair thought for a moment, then nodded. “Maybe.”  

     

    “Or maybe he didn’t steal anything. Perhaps he was killed because he
    stumbled onto something so big that they had to get rid of him. But
    what? And why kill my brother too?” Viola asked, worrying her sultry
    lower lip between her pearly teeth. 

     

    "Because they feared he also knew too much." 

     

    “And even more importantly, who had the power to make all of them
    disappear?” 

     

    Alistair paused to consider for a moment. “And even more odd,” he
    said, a curious expression on his face, “they didn’t have that much
    evidence against Gribbens, but he didn’t do anything to help
    himself. It’s like he wanted  to go to trial, and be found
    guilty." 

     

    "Aye, that is odd. Most of the time the lags swear blind that
    they're innocent." 

     

    “True. And it makes no sense in other ways too. His crime was minor
    compared to a lot of the other thefts, yet he didn’t even try to
    excuse himself or cover up. We could most likely have made some sort
    of deal. But he kept on lying and making things more confusing. It
    made him look like some sort of hardened criminal.” 

     

    “It doesn’t sound very clear at all, though. I mean, he must have
    known the value of the property would bring with it a capital
    sentence. What could be so important that he would be willing to die
    for it?” 

     

    Yet as he looked at Viola, he thought perhaps he could understand
    after all. “There is one question you didn’t ask. Who did he steal
    from?” 

     

    “I assumed his employer. You told me he was a footman.” 

     

    Alistair nodded. “That’s right. Lord Harrowby’s footman.” 

     

    Viola's eyes widened. “The head of the government’s Privy Council?
    Hmm, interesting. That would certainly fit in with the blackmail
    theory.” 

     

    “It would indeed. But what could be so important? I mean, a sexual peccadillo
     apart from sodomy wouldn’t really rate such a massive
    conspiracy to get rid of everyone who had ever had contact with
    Gribbens or myself, would it?” 

     

    She poured him more coffee, then added milk. “I suppose you should
    be flattered they think you have such power, and proud of yourself
    that they didn’t have anything they could use to blackmail you.” 

     

    “Well, they could try. Anyone can. I mean, there is criminal
    conversation with a married woman, for example. Then there is the
    mere accusation of sodomy. I’ve seen perfectly respectable men fall
    apart and be willing to pay anything to keep that quiet.” 

     

    She nodded. “But surely without eyewitness testimony—” 

     

    “Whispering is often enough to wreck people’s lives.” 

     

    She frowned then, and looked at him hard. “What was it Sebastian
    said about the whispering?” 

     

    “‘It’s harder to kill a whisper than even a shouted calumny.’" 

     

    "Interesting." 

     

    "So what sort of gossip or rumour could it have been?” 

     

    “And for what purpose?” 

     

    He sighed heavily, and shook his head as though trying to clear it.
    “I don’t know. It’s just so hard to think.” 

     

    “Well, why don’t I remake the bed and you get in and try to get some
    rest,” she suggested.  

     

    He began to protest, “Neither of us have had a wink—” 

     

    She smiled gently. "You were snoring pretty well for a time there.
    In any event, I’m not tired, and I have some work to do. And with
    any luck George will be here soon to tell us some news. Perhaps the
    house didn’t turn out so bad as it looked after all? Maybe your
    friends got out the front?” 

     

    He sighed. “A forlorn hope, but we can only pray.” 

     

    She rested her hand on his forearm. “I will with you if you like,”
    she offered. 

     

    “Thank you.” He took her hand and bowed his head. When he was
    finished, he gathered her into his arms and kissed her.  

     

    To his surprise the rampant urgency he had felt before was gone,
    replaced by a certainty he had never felt in his entire life. He led
    her over to the bed and lay down on it. “Can you just come in and
    sleep beside me?” 

     

    She hesitated only a moment. “If you think it will help.” 

     

    He nodded. “I know it will. I also want to try to get the dream
    back. Perhaps it will be easier if you’re right by my side.” 

     

    Alistair soon dozed off, but his sleep was dreamless. Viola let him
    sleep onwards, relaxing against his huge frame, and allowed herself
    to sleep as well. 

     

    George tapped on the door at about nine. 

     

    She called softly, “Come in,” softly.  

     

    He frowned when he saw them together in the bed even though they
    were on top of the coverlet, and she could see a muscle working in
    his jaw.  

     

    But he simply said, “We think we found Sebastian. Alive. I’ll know
    more later. Philip Marshall’s house is still burning, and there is a
    bounty on your head. Both of you. Him for murder, you for arson.
    They say he killed Gribbens, and say you killed the Marshalls.” 

     

    “Oh God.” 

     

    Alistair, wide awake by now, asserted, “Maybe I should just leave,
    turn myself in so all of you—” 

     

    Viola and George both shook their heads. “The old Alistair Grant
    would do that. Forget he ever existed. If you come out of hiding
    they’ll kill you." 

     

    "But the lies—" 

     

    "Never mind them." 

     

    "How can I when they want to hunt us down like animals!" 

     

    "Ignore it. You're not going anywhere for the time being. We need to
    keep you under wraps. Sebastian should be able to tell us more soon,
    and then we'll know how to act. 

     

    "Come and eat and then rest. You’ve both been through hell. And I
    have a feeling this is only the beginning. So take my advice and
    rest up, and I’ll see you again as soon as I have any more news.” 

     

    Alistair stayed him with one hand. “Why are you helping me?” 

     

    George's expression never changed. “I told you. You’ll pay me back
    one day, I’ll make sure of it.” 

     

    “I don’t believe you.” 

     

    “Tell George the dream,” Viola urged now, confident that George was
    truly on their side, and was also clever enough to perhaps be a help
    in making sense of it all. 

     

    Alistair hesitated for a moment, blushing. But time was of the
    essence, and two heads or even three might prove better than one. 

     

    He left out only the more personal parts of the dream. George
    listened thoughtfully, with a certain degree of skepticism, Alistair
    could tell. Hell, he would have been doubtful himself about the
    realism of the dream and the future portents it contained had he not
    experienced it all first-hand. 

     

    “So the words were castle, fields and ray.” 

     

    “Yes. I don’t know, I keep thinking of that lovely watercolour my
    friend Randall gave me. The fields, the rainbow, the fact that Viola
    seemed to see something in the picture when we were both in such
    danger. It all seems to fit.” 

     

    “What castle do you think it could be?” George asked. 

     

    Alistair tried to think if he had seen one in the dream, then shook
    his head. “I don’t know. It could be anywhere.” 

     

    “Are there any where your friends live, in Somerset, I believe you
    said?” George asked quietly. 

     

    Alistair thought for a moment. “Yes, there are, two. One splendid,
    one ancient and spooky. Castle Eltham, and Ferncliffe Castle.” 

     

    Alistair could have sworn he saw George stiffen, but all he said
    was, “Are they near this forest?” 

     

    “Not really. Not so I could tell. Several miles away from each.” 

     

    “Does this man Randall live near either castle?” 

     

    He nodded. “Everything is within a few miles of each other.” 

     

    George shook his head after a time. There was strange look in his
    eyes, as if a shocking thought had suddenly occurred to him.  

     

    But he certainly wasn’t giving anything away as he said to Alistair,
    “Forgive me, but I can’t see what a few different places in Somerset
    have to do with a murder here in London. Let’s look closer to home
    here. The Tower of London, Windsor Castle?” 

     

    "Elephant and Castle," Alistair said. 

     

    George poked the fire vigorously as they all began to speculate and
    Viola noted them down.  

     

    Alistair gave up in the end. “Too many imponderables. The trouble is
    that Gribbens worked for Lord Harrowby. If he wasn’t trying to
    blackmail or expose him in some way, it could have been any number
    of—” 

     

    “Harrowby, you say?” George asked, perking up. “I’m sure a top
    government minister has a lot to hide. Especially in this day and
    age.” 

     

    Viola looked at her friend. “Why George, I didn’t know you took such
    an interest in politics.” 

     

    “Always pays to know which side your bread is buttered on,” he said
    with a shrug, and ready himself to leave. “It’s nearly noon. We’ll
    have to wait until nightfall now to sift through the Marshall house.
    In the meantime I’ll see if anyone can find anything on Harrowby and
    Gribbens. 

     

    “Thanks, George.” 

     

    “See you,” he said gruffly, and with a last long look at Alistair,
    he left. 

     

    “What flew up his nose, do you think?” Alistair wondered aloud after
    he had left. 

     

    “You for certain," she said truthfully, as she began to clear away
    the remains of their meal. 

     

    Alistair blushed. “Were you and he, well—” 

     

    She shook her head firmly. “No, I already told you. He’s my
    brother’s friend. That’s all.” 

     

    “All right, but he must be blind or daft.” 

     

    Viola smiled slightly. “No, I think he’s like you. George keeps his
    life clean, uncluttered. No messes to have to worry about.” 

     

    Alistair laughed bitterly. “Aye, not a single person to mourn for
    me. Death would be so inconvenient for the wife and kiddies, don’t
    you know.” 

     

    “Now stop that!” she reprimanded, sounding truly shocked. 

     

    He reached for her hand and gave a meaning look. “I have to say
    though, some messes are most definitely worth it.” 

     

    She giggled. “I had noticed. I mean, you certainly enjoyed it, and
    I’m glad I can give you such pleasure.”  

     

    “And there can be so much more, but only when we’re safe,” he
    murmured, drawing her closer to him.  

     

    “If we’re on the run, we might never be safe. And we might not have
    that much time left. Carpe diem. Seize the day.” 

     

    “More like your breasts if you keep looking at me like that.” 

     

    “I promise, I won’t have a word of complaint.” 

     

    Alistair stepped away from her. “If you don’t mind, I’d very much
    like to get another change of clothes, a proper bath. I’m still
    stinking of smoke. Can we get some clean—” 

     

    She nodded. “Yes, I’ll get more. We’ll take you down to the
    bathhouse the back way. Soak as long as you like, and try not to
    worry so much. We’ll figure this out, I promise.” 

     

    “I’m going to try to dream again. Perhaps I can get more clues.” 

     

    Viola shook her head. “I’m not so sure it’s a good idea. You get so,
    well agitated on so many different levels, it can’t be good for you.
    I hate seeing you so upset.” 

     

    “Upset? Lusty, more like!” he laughed in chagrin. 

     

    “It’s all right. If there were a female equivalent you’d see it on
    me.” 

     

    “Really?” he asked, his eyes lighting up. 

     

    “Really.” 

     

    His handsome mouth twisted wryly. “On that happy note, I really need
    that bath. A cold one.” 

     

    “I’ll get the clothes and so on, and take you down.” 
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    Alistair soaked in hot water first and scrubbed the stench of smoke
    from his skin. Then he emptied the tub, and filled it with cold.  

     

    He sat there until he could barely feel his own bottom against the
    hard porcelain, and contemplated all he had experienced, all the
    thought he knew. 

     

    But that was just the trouble. Things he had taken for granted as
    being true were suddenly uncertain, and he was lost in London
    amongst strangers. Strangers who haunted his dreams. 

     

    Philip and his wife Jasmine had been quite, well, mystical.
    Superstitious, he would have called it. But time and again his
    friends had been brought together, evincing what Philip said was a
    clear demonstration of the so-called great chain of being. That
    everyone and everything in the universe was linked, interdependent. 

     

    Alistair had heard the phrase before used to justify the divine
    right of kings. That they ruled at the top of a pyramid, and by
    virtue of the power invested in them by God, were free to rule over
    their subjects as they saw fit.  

     

    Alistair grimaced with distaste as he hauled himself out of the tub
    and began to dry himself off. Some of the ministers also acted like
    demigods. Man, proud man, dressed in a little brief authority...
     

     

    The long reign of George III had pretty much started and ended with
    revolution, one in America, the other in France. And with war. Now
    George IV, formerly known as the Prince Regent or Prinny, was on the
    throne.  

     

    It had only been a couple of weeks, but Alistair was filled with a
    sinking feeling of dread. Prinny's ministers were pretty much the
    same as they had always been. The only trouble was, they had lived
    in fear of the old King regaining his mental faculties. Now that he
    was gone, so long as Prinny ruled, they were safe.  

     

    It was a chilling thought. The king was well into his fifties
    already, by no means a young man, and he had no heir. His brother
    William was next in line to the throne. But he had no legitimate
    children, only ten bastards begot upon an actress, whom the populace
    of England would never ever sanction as a legitimate wife or group
    of potential heirs. 

     

    No, whatever way one looked at it, England was looking upon some
    extremely turbulent times, unless the Ministers could hold things
    together. Not by being so repressive, but by seeking reform. 

     

    Now decently clad once more and feeling much refreshed, Alistair
    went outside to find Viola waiting for him. 

     

    “I was thinking about Harrowby,” he said without preamble. 

     

    Viola blinked. "Er, yes?" 

     

    “The only thing I can gather would be some sort of political
    juggling. Now that there is a new regime, Harrowby as head of the
    Privy Council might be doing all sorts of plotting and scheming in
    order to get more power. They’d all be at it, from Sidmouth down to
    Castlereagh.” A flicker of recollection came to Alistair now. “That
    name, Henry. I forgot to mention it to George.” 

     

    “Does he live by the castle or forest?” 

     

    Alistair thought for a moment. “Henry would be just about the
    closest to both, yes, though he isn't the least political compared
    with his brother and many of the other Rakehells. And he and
    Clifford share the same house anyway, Stone Court, so I'm not sure
    why they would single him out. " 

     

    "Who else would be close by?" 

     

    "Martin Jerome and his wife, who is Blake Sanderson’s assistant, and
    Blake's old house, now owned by Lawrence Howard, another old school
    friend not long back from India.” 

     

    Viola looked thoughtful at this piece of news.  

     

    “What is it? You look worried,” he observed, taking her arm. 

     

    “Not worried,” she said, leading him into the kitchen for dinner.
    “It’s just all of your friends are obviously very close, and you
    were babbling last night about them all being in trouble. Perhaps
    Lawrence has changed after all these years, is causing some trouble
    for you without you—” 

     

    “Oh no. Lawrence has a volatile temper when roused, but he’s
    certainly not dangerous. In fact, I would stake anything he would
    help anyone in a crisis, give his right arm if need be, then his
    left." 

     

    "He sounds a good friend." 

     

    He shrugged one shoulder. "For a time he wanted revenge on a couple
    of us because he thought they had stolen from him, Randall and
    Matthew, but he married Matthew’s sister Juliet, and he owns the
    Howard Tea Company. He is most prosperous and hard-working. He has a
    wonderful factory just east of Tower Bridge." 

     

    "He sounds very ambitious," she said with some misgivings. 

     

    “I’m telling you, he’s as straight as a die. In fact, if we ever got
    into trouble, I would say he would be the best man to smuggle us out
    of the country in one piece.” 

     

    Viola stared at him. “You’re not seriously thinking we ought to flee
    England—” 

     

    To her dismay, he actually nodded. “Too many people are dead, and if
    George is that worried about us. I think I should consider bringing
    you to safety and then—" 

     

    "Oh no, I'm not leaving you in the lurch—" 

     

    But Alistair continued on heedlessly, "In fact, I think I ought to
    go to the bank, withdraw some cash for emergencies, and give it to
    Lawrence to place for us in an overseas bank. I would prefer the
    Continent, rather than India. I know he has good trade connections
    for his tea. Perhaps Portugal...” 

     

    “I’m not going anywhere until I know Sebastian is safe,” she said
    firmly. 

     

    “But you’ll consider it?” he asked hopefully. 

     

    Her lips compressed, but she agreed at last, “Yes, if we have no
    other choice, then most certainly we shall. Both of us.” 

     

    “Good. Let’s go then. My banker is in Bank Street.” 

     

    “But it's time to eat, and George said not to—” 

     

    “I need to get to the bank, withdraw some funds. Need to see the
    insurance company about my house having burnt down.” 

     

    “But those men. Do you not think they’ll be lying in wait for you?
    And will they not simply turn you in for the reward?” 

     

    Alistair shook his head. “They can’t—” 

     

    “This is a dreadful mistake. I just know it.” 

     

    But Alistair was already pushing his way out the kitchen door, and
    though Bob tried to stop him as he stormed through the bar, Alistair
    palmed the weapon he had lifted from off the table the previous
    evening when Emma had left it. He had stowed it in one of the
    dresser drawers and slipped it into his pocket. He now slipped it
    out of his pocket and into Bob’s face. 

     

    “I’m leaving. I’ll be back.” 

     

    “You’re mad,” Bob said with a shake of his head. 

     

    “It’s my neck. Look after her for me.” 

     

    “Oh no, I’m not  being left behind,” Viola said spiritedly.
     

     

    Alistair shook his head as he continued to stride straight out into
    the street. “You can’t come with me. It’s not safe.” 

     

    “Which is exactly why you  shouldn’t be going, Alistair.” 

     

    “I need to—” 

     

    “I know it’s not what you’re used to, but we have our lives. Money
    doesn’t matter so much—” 

     

    “You can say that after you and Sebastian both lost the people you
    were affianced to?” he threw over his shoulder. 

     

    She hurried to catch up with him. “Like you said, they were no great
    losses if they were so mercenary,” she said with a shrug. 

     

    “Go back inside.” 

     

    “No. We go together, or not at all.” 

     

    Alistair growled in frustration. “You go back now or, or, prepare to
    face the consquences.” 

     

    “And those might be what, exactly, apart from getting killed?” she
    said sharply.  

     

    “Me tiddling you in the carriage until you scream.” 

     

    She grinned. “Drat, and I was hoping it would be a futter.” 

     

    Alistair tried not to swallow his tongue. “Not in the carriage, pet.
    Not for our first time, no. I'm planning a nice soft bed for that.” 

     

    She blushed but said in a sultry whisper, “It sounds grand,
    Alistair. It’s all agreed then. So come back inside and—” 

     

    “Oh no, you’re not getting me to—” 

     

    “But you just said—” 

     

    He strolled on, but she ran after him and grasped his arm. He found
    a cab about three corners up, and she leapt up into it before he
    could even attempt to leave her behind. 

     

    “All right then,” he said, mock playfully. “You asked for it!” 

     

    The tiddle nearly did into a futter, the couple were so heated.
    Every kiss and caress was so compelling, it left them both wanting
    more. 

     

    Viola was stunned at her own boldness over all they had shared since
    they had met, but as she once again helped him to a soakin release
    with her nimble fingers, she began to revel in his own power as a
    woman.  

     

    She wasn't a whore, had no intention of ever selling herself to any
    man for the sake of worldly considerations. But there was certainly
    nothing wrong in being generous to a man who had gone out of his way
    to try to help her and her brother, even at the risk of his own
    life.  

     

    Fate had brought the together, and as a galaxy of stars finished
    exploding in her head as she rode his hard thigh to her own
    fulfillment, well, some things were just meant to be, perfect.  

     

    She was just coming to her senses when the cab driver announced that
    they had arrived, and demanded his payment in loud stentorian tones.
     

     

    Viola quickly adjusted her clothing and tried to do something with
    her hair, which he had tugged out of its usual tidy bun at the nape
    of her neck and tumbled down her back in a sensual blond cascade.  

     

    Alistair fumbled in his pockets for money, then checked his own
    clothing to make sure he was decent once more. He paid and they
    descended, him helping her down with his usual air of propriety and
    concern which made her marvel at her good fortune in having met such
    a respectable and decent man.  

     

    He made her feel like a princess whenever he was near. And though
    their meeting had been through his nightmare, she dared to dream
    that all the had shared thus far might well be the answer to all her
    own girlish fantasies about falling in love.  

     

    But practical considerations needed to be dealt with first before
    they could ever hope for a happy future together. Sebastian might
    well be safe in George's care, but there was still a bounty on both
    their heads and they were standing on a London street in broad
    daylight.  

     

    Only after the cab left did she have the presence of mind to say,
    “Perhaps we should have kept him on hand in case we needed to get
    away quickly.” 

     

    “It’s all right. Besides, we wouldn’t have wanted him. He picked us
    up on the south side of the river. We don’t want him to leave a
    trail.” 

     

    She noticed he barely looked at her. She raised up on tiptoe and
    forced him to gaze in her eyes. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of.
    It was all mutual. Really.” 

     

    “It’s just, well, you’re so young, a virgin.” 

     

    “Not for much longer,” she said with a pert look. 

     

    “That’s just the point. After what we just did I may well have
    ruined you, and—”  

     

    “Don’t even say that.” 

     

    “I have no experience of a proper, solid loving relationship, and
    nothing to offer you except danger.” 

     

    “Which is going to increase by the minute if we don’t do our errand
    and get back under cover," she said, gripping his hand hard and
    leading him to the wall of the bank. "So we can discuss our love
    affair or whatever it is later in the safety of The Three Bells.
    Right now, give me that pistol. I’ll wait outside here in the
    shadows.” 

     

    “No, you come with me a minute. You were right. We’ll hail a cab and
    have it wait.” 

     

    It took them about five minutes to secure one, and Viola grew more
    and more nervous with every passing second they lingered.  

     

    When the vehicle finally stopped, he made Viola stay inside whilst
    he went in to ask for his bank manager.  

     

    He got an uneasy prickle in the base of his spine as he was told Mr.
    Jenks no longer worked there. He had seen him only last week.  

     

    Even worse was when he was informed that his account had been
    closed, but that if he just waited he could see someone about
    reinstituting it. 

     

    Damn. All his money.  

     

    And now several men were approaching from the four corners of the
    room. Alistair didn’t like the odds. On the pretext of being happy
    to wait, he made a dash for it, hurdling over one of the benches for
    customers and out into the marble foyer, and from there out into the
    street.  

     

    “Go, go! Just drive!” he shouted to the cab, as he heard the
    pounding of feet close behind him. 

     

    Viola swung the door wide and offered him their weapon. 

     

    He snatched the pistol and shot his first pursuer in the leg. He
    fell to the ground, sending the three men rushing behind him
    tumbling as well.  

     

    Alistair leaped into the open doorway and bellowed, "Go on, go on,"
    and prayed that they wouldn't get snarled up in traffic. 

     

    Once he had swung inside and shut the door, he looked out to make
    sure they weren't being pursued. Satisfied that they were alone once
    more, he pocketed the pistol and gathered Viola into his arms.  

     

    “Oh damn, I should have listened to you,” he panted against her
    cheek. 

     

    “It’s all right," she said, returning the embrace. "We’re just going
    to have to get to Covent Garden, get a cab there, keep switching
    vehicles until we’re sure we’re not being followed, and get back to
    The Three Bells.” 

     

    He pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry.” 

     

    “Just so long as you don’t dare suggest that we go to the
    insurer’s,” she said with a wry look. 

     

    He shook his head, his expression grim. “No, love. I’ve learnt my
    lesson, I promise.” 
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    An hour and a half later brought Viola and Alistair back on foot
    through Elephant and Castle to The Three Bells. George was
    waiting there for them, fuming. 

     

    “Of all the hare-brained—” 

     

    Alistair raised his hands to forestall the tirade. “I know, I know!” 

     

    “And you, Viola. Do you want  to die? I come back to bring
    you to see Sebastian, and find you traipsing all over London with
    this, this dead man?” 

     

    “Not dead yet,” Viola was unable to resist saying. She caught
    Alistair’s eye and they both blushed. 

     

    George steamed with jealousy. “Great. Acting like a pair of
    lust-filled lovers. That’s really going to solve this mystery.” 

     

    “Well, it wasn’t like we had anything else to do in the carriage,”
    Viola said with a giggle. She was rapidly approaching hysteria at
    all that had happened, the strain of her on-edge emotions getting
    the better of her at last. 

     

    Her brother’s friend was more livid than she had ever seen him.
    “Enough already! Sebastian is injured, Logan Villiers is dead." 

     

    "Dead?" Alistair gasped. 

     

    "Aye, as well as your client Gribbens and your servants, remember?
    Not to mention the fact that your colleague Philip Marshall and his
    family could all be dead as well in that fire!" 

     

    Viola sobered at once and looked at Alistair, whose face had closed
    up like a clam. 

     

    "So love's young dream is all very well and fine, but there are
    lives at stake here. All of ours. So I am going to say this one more
    time and God help the pair of you if you dare to disobey! You’re not
     to leave The Three Bells  without me again, do you
    hear? Short of the building falling down around your ears, that is." 

     

    "Yes, George," Viola said meekly, knowing any other response could
    well mean losing his protection forever. 

     

    “Now the clients will be arriving soon for the night. Get the hell
    upstairs and don’t open the door for anyone. I’m taking the long way
    around to Philip Marshall’s house. Do nothing  until I come
    back. Maybe if I think you can be trusted to act sensibly, I’ll let
    you see your brother, Viola. Is that clear?” 

     

    “As a mountain lake,” she said calmly. 

     

    George gave a last curt nod and stormed out.  

     

    “I’m sorry,” Alistair said quietly when he had fone. "He's right
    about all of it. I should have done more to keep us both safe." 

     

    “No need to be sorry. It was my decision to come with you. But if
    you don’t mind, I’d like to have a little rest, some time to sort
    out my own thoughts and feelings. I think I’m going to go sit with
    Emma for a little while.” 

     

    Alistair nodded. “All right. Whatever you think best.” 

     

    He went up the back stairs to her room, while she went in search of
    her friend.  

     

    “Gosh, you made him mad. George was fit to be tied. I just hope it
    was worth it,” Emma remarked when they had settled in front of the
    fire in her small room. 

     

    Viola shook her head. “It was a fool’s errand. But he would have
    been killed for sure if I hadn’t gone. George says Sebastian is all
    right, but I still think we’re running out of time. The bounty on
    Alistair’s head, the warrant out for my arrest. If we’re separated—” 

     

    “George isn’t going to throw you out, if that’s what you’re worried
    about.” 

     

    “No, but he might well do Alistair," Viola said with a sigh. "If he
    thinks it's too dangerous—" 

     

    “Then tell him he can’t bully you. He has no right. Not to mention
    the fact that you’ll go with Alistair.” 

     

    She nodded. “Yes, I would. I just can’t believe, I, well, want him
    so much. Adore him. I mean, I thought I admired and respected my
    fiance. I not only like and respect Alistair, I can barely stop
    myself from tearing his clothes off.” 

     

    Emma grinned with delight. “Great news. The ice princess thaws at
    last.” 

     

    Her face fell. “Oh, but surely I’m not—” 

     

    “Just a figure of speech. Blond hair, your cool good looks, don’t
    you know. Go after what you want, and get it.” 

     

    “But can you tell me how to, er, well, get it, and to keep it?” 

     

    “You know the basics. The keeping will be easy. Just be the woman
    you are. He adores you. Any fool can see that,” the older woman
    advised with a kind smile. 

     

    “I’m a little bit wary though, about the whole physical side. Not to
    mention wondering what a gent like that sees in me. How we’re going
    to cope with no money, job, home—” 

     

    Emma give her a knowing look. “You have all three for the present,
    so long as you stay here, and of course, you're well provisioned for
    the future if you ever decide to leave London. It's only Sebastian
    that's been keeping you here. But maybe the time has come to give
    all of this up. I mean, after all, it's not as if we're at war any
    more—" 

     

    "Emma, you're saying too much—" 

     

    "Aye, I'm sorry. All I mean is, you've all done enough you’re your
    country. We all have. It's time to start thinking about a normal
    life. A fresh start. If you leave London, well, what's stopping
    you?" 

     

    "Sebastian, for the minute," she said with a sigh, sipping the tea
    her friend had poured for her. "He's probably in no condition to
    travel, and you know him. He won't rest until he gets to the bottom
    of what's been going on, no matter how dangerous it is." 

     

    "Aye, true enough. And I have the feeling your new gent will be the
    same." 

     

    She shivered. "I can hardly blame him. So many dead, with no
    answers, only questions. Aye, he'll never rest until he avenges his
    friends and servants, and I doubt very much he'll be willing to give
    up the life he's built for himself no matter how much he might care
    about me. So as tempting as it is to dream about starting over again
    elsewhere, neither of them will leave. So here I have to stay." 

     

    "Tell him to try to not to worry about money then. You’ll just have
    to support Alistair until this resolves itself." 

     

    Viola nodded." 

     

    "Why don’t you head on up? I’ll bring you some supper. George could
    be a while, and the men will be here soon. I don’t want anyone to
    see me going up the back stairs.” 

     

    Viola grinned. “All right, this is your nice way of telling us to
    have a good time. Giving us your blessing, as it were.” 

     

    “Unless you want to earn a fortune down here in one of the rooms for
    your maidenhead,” Emma said in a mocking tone. 

     

    “No, thank you.” She shuddered. 

     

    “Good. Then just get on upstairs, and do what comes naturally. And
    don’t worry, the pain is nothing compared to the pleasure if you
    just relax. And if he doesn’t know much about women, then you can
    both come see me for lessons.”  

     

    She winked and headed downstairs, leaving Viola to make her way up
    to her room on her own. 

     

    Alistair was desultorily reading a copy of the paper George had left
    in her room when she arrived. 

     

    “Reading the reports on our crimes?” she asked softly. 

     

    His handsome lips twisted into a wry smile. “They certainly make me
    sound pretty dangerous. You don’t get off too lightly either.” 

     

    “I’m sorry.” 

     

    “So am I." He slapped the paper down on the scarred wooden table
    angrily. "If I had just got there ten minutes sooner I would have
    caught the murdering bastard in the act.” 

     

    She sat on his lap and snuggled against him. “And might have ended
    up dead yourself. No, please, Alistair, don’t think that way. It’ll
    be fine, you’ll see.” 

     

    They caressed each other for a time until the heat grew too much to
    bear. Both ached for the other, but it was too soon, not quite the
    right time, and Viola also warned that her friend would be bringing
    food up on a moment. 

     

    So they broke off their passionate kisses for a time and took turns
    reading the paper and some poems, and fed each other from the tray
    Emma had thoughtfully provided, until night came down dark.  

     

    Then they closed the shutters and lit their candles, and sat waiting
    almost nervously for George’s footsteps. 

     

    At last they heard his heavy tread, the creak of the third stair.  

     

    George knocked and waited for them to tell him to come in. 

     

    Viola could tell from the look in his eyes the news was not good. 

     

    “It will be in the papers tomorrow. One very large man, one small
    woman and three children, two boys and a girl from the little left
    of their clothes. I’m sorry, Alistair, they didn’t make it.” 

     

    “No, they can’t all be dead! No, no!” Alistair shrieked like one
    demented. “God, the children! No, what have I done? What have I
    done?” 

     

    Viola gripped his shoulders hard and heaved him back into his chair.
    “You haven’t done anything, Alistair, do you hear me? It was the
    bastards who set all those fires.” 

     

    “He worked for me and I got him killed. I’m going to find the
    buggers who did this, and when I do—” He was struggling to stand
    once more, and she had to lean her full weight on him to try to stop
    him. 

     

    Viola knew she was unequal to the task, and shot George a desperate
    look.  

     

    He moved his solid bulk in front of the door in case Alistair
    decided to make a dash for it.  

     

    She poured some water into a tumbler. When she was sure Alistair
    wasn’t looking, she sprinkled some valerian into it and stirred it
    with her little finger.  

     

    “Alistair, calm down and have some water," she urged, pressing the
    glass into his hand. "All of this fury and self-reproach can do no
    good.” 

     

    “It can help me find them, bring them to justice,” Alistair rasped
    furiously, pounding the table with the flat of his hand. But he did
    take the glass with his other, and one long gulp. 

     

    “Alistair, think for a moment. You’re wanted for murder! What good
    can you possibly do at this point? If you go out there, try to
    contact any one of your friends, they will track you down, arrest
    you. You’ll be in even more danger.  

     

    “If they murdered Gribbens and tried to kill my brother right in the
    middle of Newgate they can do the same to you. Then their deaths
    really will go unavenged. And yours too. They’ll have won, whoever
    they are.” 

     

    He tossed the rest of the water off in one gulp, splashing his
    cheeks and chin slightly. Seeing his hand was trembling badly, she
    fished out her handkerchief and reached up slowly to wipe his face.
    The tender contact was more than he could bear, and he crumpled
    forward into her arms, his cheek slumping against her waist. 

     

    George helped catch him and laid him out on the bed. He nodded to
    her once and left her alone in the snug little blue and cream room
    with the man who had become her whole world ever since they’d met. 

     

    Viola held him tightly against her bosom as he wept as though his
    heart would break. Mercifully the sedative began to take effect
    quite quickly. She heaved a sigh of relief as his sobbing evened out
    into slow steady breath. 

     

    She nearly giggled as his now congested nose caused him to open his
    mouth and snore even more loudly than was his wont. It was quite
    endearing, made the cool and rigidly controlled man seem almost
    human.  

     

    Still, she wondered how he was ever going to cope. She felt as
    though she too had lost friends with the news of these tragic
    deaths. She could only guess at how deeply the sensitive man felt
    their loss. 

     

     He was all too human,  she thought with a flood of pity as
    she stroked his tousled silvery hair back from his brow. If she
    hadn’t followed him to Newgate, if she hadn’t smelt smoke in his
    house, hadn’t gone to the bank...  

     

    She knew now that even though her brother Sebastian was still alive,
    he was in dire trouble. She had no real hope of seeing him again.
    Yet somehow she feared less for him than for Alistair. After all,
    Sebastian was nothing if not a survivor.  

     

    Alistair on the other hand had always lived within the law. He had
    based his entire existence upon the assumption that justice would
    prevail in the end. That virtue would be rewarded, if not in this
    life, then the next. And that the guilty would be punished. She only
    wished it were so simple.  

     

    Viola raised herself partly off the bed, seeking to extinguish her
    candles for the sake of frugality, but he let out a plaintive cry
    and clutched her hard. 

     

    “It’s all. I’m right here. I’m not leaving you, just making us more
    comfortable,” she soothed, caressing his lightly bristled cheek.  

     

    She undid her gown so it would not get hopelessly crumpled, then
    removed all of his clothes one by one until he was clad in nothing
    more than his practical cotton drawers.  

     

    She tugged the covers from under him and drew them over his frame,
    then lay down beside him once more.  

     

    Even through several layers of sheets and blankets he was
    scorchingly hot, but the room had grown chill. And there really
    wasn’t any point in being coy or trying to lie to herself. Alistair
    was easily the finest man she had ever met, and she longed for him.
     

     

    She slipped between the sheets and nestled against him, her soft
    breasts through their chemise pressing against the light sprinkling
    of chest hairs which covered the huge expanse of muscle, bone, and
    sinew. She felt so connected to him on every level, that as she
    snuggled next to him, she couldn't help but think of Adam and Eve,
    how she had been born from his rib. 

     

    His arms came up around her with a contented sigh, locking them
    together even more intimately. Shocked at her own boldness, the
    fiery passion she felt coursing through her veins at his merest
    touch, Viola was sure she would never be able to sleep…. 
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    The morning sounds of carriages clopping down the street, shouts,
    curses and coals being brought, breakfast being made, brought Viola
    slowly awake.  

     

    All these noises heralded what would soon be the end of a long night
    for the girls, and the start of their chance to sleep. And the
    beginning of Viola's work day. 

     

    She moved her head slightly and found Alistair gazing at her, his
    expression inscrutable. His face further softened by sleep, he
    looked like a young man of eighteen.  

     

    Without thinking she placed a light kiss on his cheek. He closed his
    eyes and moved his head to meet her second kiss full on. He parted
    his lips, his own tongue coming out to caress hers before circling
    her lips in a lazy swirl, catlike and erotic. The kind of movement a
    panther would make when about to devour its prey.  

     

    She felt a momentary seizure of panic and nerves. It was on her lips
    to blurt out this was perhaps too soon. It wasn’t soon enough. 
     

     

    His mouth and hands moved upon her delicately. She felt so swept
    away by the sensual contact and the delightful limbo of sleep, that
    Viola did not have the heart to speak and break the spell. Her
    chemise glided down over her shoulders, his drawers down over his
    hips. The flood of moisture deep within her became a torrent as he
    slowly laved each nipple as if he had all the time in the world to
    cherish her.  

     

    Alistair explored her with leisured slowness, his entire body on
    fire. He schooled himself to be patient, not rush even though the
    desire clamored within for him to hurry. He was careful to ensure
    her readiness, spreading her delicate petals wide with feathery
    touches over and over. He covered her mouth with long devouring
    kisses.  

     

    At last, as her hips thrusted upwards relentlessly, begging for
    completion with a silent plea, he glided into her. His huge hot
    maleness penetrated both body and mind, sending her senses reeling.
    After the first initial pang, a burgoning heat and pressure such as
    she had never known filled her almost to bursting.  

     

    She gripped his buttocks hard, feeling them rippling with raw power
    as he drew back, thrust, drew back again to fill her fully, thrill
    her ever more deeply. 

     

    As a hot flood of color few to her face, Alistair completed himself
    inside her with a choked cry, stunned by the fierce pulsings he felt
    inside the moist tightness.  

     

    He began to apologise at once. “I’m sorry. It’s been so long. But
    I’m here for you." 

     

    "It's fine. I understand." 

     

    "Are you all right?" 

     

    "Never better," she said truthfully, for already the rasping feeling
    was easing as the lovers molded together ever more intimately. 

     

    "Then I won’t stop until you tell me to, until you've had your
    fill.” 

     

    "Yes, please, more," she panted. 

     

    But it was easier said than done, for even as he gave the whispered
    promise, Alistair could feel another climax roaring through him.  

     

    He moved his hand down to stroke her pearl of pleasure, and at last
    she knew what he meant, what nirvana he had just reached. And was
    about to reach again if his stertorius breathing was any indication. 

     

    The smooth glide in and out was addictive, yet Viola also wanted to
    feel him deeply inside her. She moved her lithe hips in time with
    his own and suddenly heard a high-pitched cry. Only a minute later
    as she wafted back down to earth like a dandelion seed did she
    realise the sound had emanated from her.  

     

    “Oh, Alistair, that was heaven on earth.” 

     

    “I’m glad, for you’re my angel. And it can just keep getting
    better.”  

     

    “What could be better than that?” she asked with sincere wonder.  

     

    He laughed then, and felt such a surge of pleasure and pride that he
    had to blink back his tears. “Once we explore each other intimately,
    get to know each other in the physical and spiritual sense, it will
    be even more miraculous.” 

     

    “Spiritual?” she asked in surprise.  

     

    He nodded somberly. “I would never do this with a woman I couldn’t
    care about. Feel connected to in an intimate way.” 

     

    “Have you ever married?” she asked softly, trying to quell the stab
    of jealousy which suddenly knifed through her at the very thought. 

     

    “I was married, a long time ago,” he admitted quietly, gathering her
    close. “We were young. It was a mistake. We were terrible together
    on every level. I should never have let our friends and relations
    talk us into it because of worldly considerations. If I ever married
    again, I told myself, it would be for love. The safe widows I’ve
    consoled myself with since she died all became like limpets." 

     

    "Have there been many, then," she forced herself to ask. 

     

    “No, not many, and none of them like you in any way. They all seemed
    worldly wise, but all ended up clingy in the end. You, on the other
    hand are a revelation, in every sense. You’re young, principled,
    resilient. You have your own desires and character, your own mind
    even when I’m pouring myself into you.  

     

    "And yet we’re one flesh, one heart and mind." He moved his head to
    kiss her brow, then the space between her breasts. "I knew it as
    soon as I saw you in the dream, saw the miniature your brother gave
    me, though for the life of me I don’t know how. It’s as though I’ve
    been waiting for you all my life. As if we’re connected on some
    visceral level.” 

     

    She nodded. “I felt it too.” 

     

    “That’s not the only thing I felt, darling. You are so incredibly
    tight. Did I hurt you terribly for your first time?” he asked
    softly.  

     

    She blushed but replied promptly and sincerely, “Not at all. You
    were so gentle. It was beautiful.” 

     

    “Am I too heavy for you?” 

     

    “No, not at all. I adore the weight of your hips.” She wriggled
    under him to illustrate her words, and made him gasp.  

     

    “Oh Lord, do that again!” he panted. 

     

    She obeyed quickly, and he began to moving inside her once more. 

     

    “Is it too much?” he rumbled. 

     

    “Not enough. Deeper, please. I can feel myself lighting up inside,
    like the blaze of a fire.”  

     

    “Like this?” 

     

    “Mmm, bliss.” 

     

    “Bliss,” he agreed, just before he tumbled over the brink once more. 
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    The rest of the morning was spent in a leisurely exploration of the
    other which brought them to peak after peak of incredible passion. 

     

    Finally he slept, and Viola lay awake, glad she had given Alistair
    some oblivion from his grief over his friends’ death. He had cried
    in her arms on a couple of occasions, though he had said they were
    tears of joy. 

     

    “It’s all right, Alistair. You don’t need to be brave for me. Let it
    all out,” she had urged.  

     

    He had eventually cried himself to sleep again, muttering the names
    of his assistant and his hapless family before sleep finally claimed
    him. 

     

    As she lay wakeful in his arms, she contemplated all that had
    happened, and what the future held. She began to formulate a plan
    given her financial and material resources, and the danger involved.
     

     

    The first thing was to disguise him. Cut his distinctive silver
    hair, definitely dye it, give him a beard. The fairly heavy growth
    on his chin from his lack of shaving the past couple of days was
    already a good start.  

     

    She put her hand to her face ruefully. She’d get used to it.
    Slightly abraided skin was a small price to pay for the hours of
    heaven he had conferred upon her.  

     

    She stretched luxuriously against him, feeling a twinge deep within.
    He had certainly set his stamp upon her. But she needed to be
    careful.  

     

    She would ask Emma for help with the preventive measures she had
    talked about. She adored Alistair, but there was no sense in
    throwing all caution to the winds.  

     

    Viola thought with delight of using the bathhouse with him
    downstairs. It was of course just another one of the services the
    brothel offered. There was a perfect tub for two she was eager to
    try. 

     

    But however much in love she might be, she and Alistair also needed
    to be practical. They both needed to eat, to live. And he needed to
    seek justice. Not just for his dead friends and servants, but for
    himself, his client, and her brother, if he were dead.  

     

    George had said that Sebastian was still alive, but would he stay
    that way? Moreover, could she trust George's word completely?  

     

    Viola shoved that thought to one side. She had to trust someone. And
    she was sure if Sebastian had gone from this world she would have
    had some inkling.  

     

    They had always been close, even if the past few years had been
    swathed in secrecy. She was not naive. She knew what he was, what he
    did for a living. But there had always been more to it than that.  

     

    She remebered her conversation with Emma, and then tried to remember
    the exact words Alistair told her had been Sebastian’s last before
    he had left to seek her. 

     

    They made little sense to him, but now she was starting to realise
    that Sebastian was either in far deeper than he had ever let on, or
    there were things even he and George didn't know. Things they had
    stumbled upon that were so important they were worth killing for... 

     

    So what were they to do now? They had more questions than answers,
    and Alistair was a wanted man. They could run forever, or they could
    hide in plain sight. 

     

    It was a bold plan, but the more she considered it the more she felt
    sure it might work. They were looking for tall, silver-haired, dour,
    straight-laced, single Alistair Grant. But what about, say, a
    married and flamboyant Alan Grantham? Too similar a last name
    perhaps, but with a bit more thought, they could no doubt come up
    with something better.  

     

    They would need money, clothes, and assistance. All she knew was
    that Alistair was undoubtedly being searched for in connection with
    the murder of Gribbens.  

     

    But he was a powerful barrister, knew a lot of people. He had to
    know someone who would be willing to help and not turn him in to the
    authorities. For that they needed time.  

     

    It could work. But he would need to be trained. And the more loutish
    and debauched he acted, the more likely it was that he could find
    those who really were guilty of murder. 

     

    Then there was the role she would play in her search for the truth.
    Obviously she should pose as his wife, since Alistair was not
    married, and by his own admission had always been careful where the
    gentle sex was concerned. The last person they would be looking for
    was a flamboyant black-haired gent with a voluptuous woman in tow.  

     

    She would need to dye her hair as well. She rather fancied a fine
    Titian, but it might be too obvious. A bit of henna would render her
    a more natural strawberry blonde without having to worry too much
    about roots. And though she was out of practice ever since her
    father had ended up in debtor’s prison, she knew enough about the
    finer tastes and etiquette within English society to pass muster.  

     

    The next problem would be how to explain who they were and how they
    had come back to England. Alistair had given her a clue there as
    well. He had spoken highly of his friend Lawrence. He had many ships
    as a tea trader. They would get the name of one of them, pretend
    that they had just returned from the East. Some walnut-based dye
    would darken their complexions, and a bit of thorough coaching on
    life in India would help them discuss their supposed past life
    convincingly.  

     

    Satisfied that her scheme was the best they could come up with at
    short notice, Viola smiled in grim satisfaction. By the time she was
    finished, she and Alistair would be ready for any role. 

     

     

    A short time later a subdued Alistair reached out for her, fondling
    her breasts affectionately but undemandingly.  

     

    “Don’t take this amiss, but I feel as though I’m both in heaven and
    hell," he whispered against her hair. "But I suppose I’m really just
    ascertaining if this is real or a dream.” 

     

    She tried to give him an encouraging smile. “I’m real. But I’m
    afraid the facts about Philip are too. I’m so sorry about your
    friends. I only wish there were something I could do,” she said,
    kissing him on the brow. 

     

    “You already have,” he said, resting his head on her shoulder and
    breast. “Just listening to your heart beat, feeling your incredible
    vitality. It’s more than I’ve ever had.” He shook his head. “It’s
    remarkable. To have fallen in love with you at the lowest point in
    my life must surely be one of God’s little ironies.” 

     

    “In love?” she whispered, shocked.  

     

    He nodded. “Yes, from the moment we met.” 

     

    She sat up abruptly. “Oh, now you must take me for a simpleton. You
    thought I was a trollop when we first met.” 

     

    He shook his head, “Only for a short time, because of where you
    lived. Once I understood a bit more about you and your brother, I
    knew you were here in hiding because it was the safest place for
    you. I mean, nothing about you being a whore rang true. Even if you
    had been I wouldn’t have cared." 

     

    "Hah, so most men say, but when it comes right down to it—" 

     

    He shook his head. "I can hardly reproach you for the manner in
    which you earn your living. No one has that right. And I’d be
    despising you for doing the very thing I wanted to do with you, now
    wouldn’t I? And want to do with you the rest of our lives, if you’ll
    marry me.” 

     

    She looked at him, her green eyes glinting. “You don’t have to say
    that—”  

     

    “I want to. Want to say it, and to marry you, Viola, as soon as we
    can manage. I’ve waited a lifetime for someone to love. I don’t want
    to lose you, not when I've found literally the woman of my dreams at
    last.” 

     

    She grimaced. "Nightmares, more like." 

     

    "No, the woman who completes me in every way. I would be dead ten
    times over if it weren't for you, my love. And no, I'm not asking
    out of gratifude. I'm asking because I'm the most selfish man in the
    world and I don't dare risk losing you, not now, not ever." 

     

    She smiled at him tenderly, but a frown still creased her brow. “But
    wouldn’t it be better to wait until you’re sure—” 

     

    “I don’t want you to think I’m going to change my mind as soon as I
    get my old life back.” 

     

    “It’s just so sudden,” she said shyly. "I mean, I'm honored, and
    would love to say yes, but with so much up in the air—" 

     

    He sighed. “You’re right, of course. I would be willing to wait. I
    can see you’re not sure of me—" 

     

    "Not sure of myself, how good a wife I would make to any man, let
    alone someone like you." 

     

    "Like me?" 

     

    "Well, posh, and up and coming." 

     

    "Self-made, for the most part, so while I may associate with titled
    friends, I'm pretty ordinary. But I do also take your point. This is
    a dangerous business, and our emotions have been running high." His
    hands began to rove over her body intimately once more. 

     

    "Er, yes, that's an apt description, darling." 

     

    "Oh, er, sorry." 

     

    "No need to apologise," she said, snuggling against him more
    tightly. 

     

    "I just don't want to be accused of coercion." 

     

    She looked outraged. "I'm in bed with you because I want to be. I
    came in myself. There was no force involved." 

     

    "I meant me not cajoling you into marrying me with my romantic
    attentions. So yes, I’ll give you more time to think about it.” He
    gave a little resigned sigh. 

     

    “You don’t have to ask me just because it’s the gentlemanly thing to
    do now that we’ve—” She paused, not sure what words to use. 

     

    “I’ve deflowered you, is the phrase you might be looking for.” 

     

    “Now that we’ve cherished each other,” she said firmly. “I made a
    choice. You didn’t force me. And I loved every minute of it. I love
    you.  

     

    “Or at least I think I do. I mean, I loved my family. This feels
    completely different. Like a wildfire searing through my brains and
    loins. Like I can’t breathe without you beside me sharing the same
    breath.”  

     

    Alistair smiled in relief. “I know. It incredible. And so very
    thrilling. Just talking or thinking about it makes me so ha—” 

     

    She kissed him ardently and moved her body to join with his once
    more in the ultimate union of flesh with flesh, hearts beating in
    time as he pressed deeply into the clenching hot core of her. 

     

    Alistair was almost immediately overwhelmed. “Oh Lord, Viola, I’m
    trying to hold back, prolong this for you. Give you more. Men can’t
    —” 

     

    “I need you now. Just let it happen.” 

     

    He did then. For the first time in his life, Alistair let go of all
    rational thought and plunged into the sea of sensuality.  

     

    Anyone who walked in the corridor downstairs in the next two hours
    smiled, shook their heads, and envied the couple from the bottoms of
    their hearts.  

     

    For Alistair and Viola’s joining delved down into the depths of
    their souls as they trusted and loved as they had never dared
    before.  

     

    It was every bit as good as his dream, if not better, for she was
    more passionate and daring than he could have imagined. He wondered
    if he was still dreaming as her hands travelled down over his aching
    flesh, then she bent her head and let her lips and tongue follow….  
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    In a quieter moment many hours later when they had slowly awakened
    in each other’s arms Alistair thought he knew why he was able to
    make love to Viola with such complete passionate abandon. 

     

    “It’s because I have nothing left to lose. Everything I clung on to
    so tightly is gone now. Chambers, home, clients, even some of my
    friends. I can see now that my possessions and status really meant
    nothing without true friends and family to share it with. A loved
    one. And my friends sacrificed and died because of who I am and what
    I've done.” 

     

    "No, darling, what those evil men did. Never forget that. You were
    only trying to help Gribbens. You're a good man, and only good can
    ever combat evil. 

     

    Viola sat up, taking his breath away. Her unbound hair billowed out
    in flaxen waves, cascading down over her perfect breasts.  

     

    “Oh, darling,” he breathed, “I never want you to wear clothes
    again.” 

     

    She laughed merrily. “That might be a bit impractical unless I want
    to call attention to myself. Besides, I wouldn’t want to share
    myself with anyone but you. Not to mention the fact that the novelty
    of me naked would soon wear off and—” 

     

    He shook his head. “Not in this lifetime. And something so mundane
    as fabric should never touch the skin of a goddess.” 

     

    “Goddess, eh? My, you really are eloquent, aren’t you?” 

     

    Alistair gave her a wolfish grin, his silvery grey eyes sparkling.
    “I fancy showing you just how nimble my tongue really is,” he
    purred, his smile sliding between her thighs. 

     

    “Oh, darling, really you don’t have to— Oh, that’s so wonderful. But
    aren’t you hungry?” 

     

    “Famished,” he mumbled against her moist flesh. “Can’t you tell?” 

     

    She giggled but made another token protest. “I meant for food.” 

     

    “It’s all here. Nectar and ambrosia of the gods.”  

     

    “Hungry for dinner,” she gasped as she wriggled. 

     

    “Aye, a veritable feast of the senses.”  

     

    Viola gave up and fell back upon the pillows with a sigh of
    surrender. 

     

    “What a banquet,” he murmured, licking, stroking, nibbling and
    nuzzling her with a finesse she had never imagined could exist. It
    was as if he could sense every single one of her innermost desires
    in and fulfilled them all one by one. And even discovered a few
    she’d never known existed.  

     

    Boneless with need, she begged, “Please, Alistair, I need all of you
    now. Quickly!”  

     

    He gave a slow easy smile and with the most exquisite slowness,
    gradually moved up her body. The glide of his hot skin and steely
    muscles was a caress all of its own. His eyes drew level with hers
    and burned with an intensity which was almost frightening.  

     

    “Are you really ready for this? Because I’m so excited, once I
    start, I may not be able to stop.”  

     

    She licked her suddenly dry lips and rasped, “I’m ready. Please.” 

     

    He began to enter her then, each tiny gradual movement inward
    notching her excitement to an even more fevered pitch. Viola felt
    the huge swollen head right up inside her, and still he kept
    pressing further and further in. The pressure was enormous, and she
    was sure he couldn’t get any larger or harder.  

     

    But as her climaxes exploded one after the other in churning waves
    of excitement, still he pressed on. His fierce width made the
    slightest movement a rippling source of yet more delight.  

     

    When at last she thought she could peak no more, he moved in and out
    rhythmically once. She cried out wildly as the most powerful
    pinnacle yet blazed through her. “Alistair, oh, Alistair!” 

     

    He was relentless, just as he had warned. His slow thrusts gradually
    became faster, harder, deeper.  

     

    He clutched her buttocks and pulled her tightly to his hips, the
    better for her to receive each massive compelling stroke.  

     

    She shuddered against him again, poised at the edge of the swirling
    vortex, then plunged. Yet still Alistair hung on, wrapping her legs
    around his waist to fill her even further. 

     

    Viola was sure he would continue on all night if she didn’t stop
    him, and no amount of conversation would help without making him
    feel rejected.  

     

    So summoning up a few words of advice from her worldly-wise friend
    Emma, she reached down between their undulating bodies, and gently
    fondled his tightly gathered pouch.  

     

    With one final roar of passion which was wrenched from his lungs and
    loins, and an answering gasp from her, they trembled and collapsed
    onto the mattress, and at last let sleep claim them. 

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 19]CHAPTER NINETEEN  

     

    The bright sunlight filtering in through the warped shutters
    awakened Viola early. She immediately scurried from the bed to
    attend to her most basic toilette.  

     

    Then she pulled on a wrapper and headed down to the kitchen to fetch
    some hot water. George came in a short time later and flashed her
    what passed on him as a cheeky grin.  

     

    “Best night’s takings in months. You and your toff have fairly put
    this place on the map. Damn if we ain’t going to have to replaster
    the ceilings on the lower two floors though. And I could swear the
    lintel over the back door is in danger of collapse. If you or the
    gent ever looking for a new career, just let me know. You’ll be
    minting it in no time.” 

     

    “Oh, please, enough,” Viola said, coloring to the roots of her hair.
    “Surely we didn’t shock a salty old dog like you.” 

     

    “Didn’t think ye had it in ye is all,” he said, putting on his fake
    London accent he reserved for people who didn’t know him very well,
    and those he wanted to intimidate. 

     

    “I certainly did. Cor blimey, but he was never out  of me,”
    she said with a happy laugh and wink. 

     

    Now it was George’s turn to blush.  

     

    “But seriously, he’s a good man. He’s just in a whole world of
    trouble," she said as she reached for the coffee pot. "We're
    thinking of alternate careers, actually.” 

     

    A new wariness crept into George’s expression which Viola had never
    seen before. “Oh?” he said quietly. “I think we’re going to need
    some acting lessons from you, oh great theatre manager. And some
    money, decent clothes, and the services of a very good forger.” 

     

    His brows rose in surprise, but he simply said, “Tell me what you
    have in mind.” 

     

    George listened stolidly, and she could tell from the look on his
    face he was going to do everything he could to talk her out of it. 

     

    To forestall him, she concluded by saying, “I know you think this is
    probably the most crackbrained idea you’ve ever heard, but I can’t
    see any other way to get at the truth than to hide in plain sight
    and beat the buggers at their own game of cloak and dagger." 

     

    "This is no game! You know how dangerous these men are." 

     

    "Aye, which is all the more reason why they have to be stopped. We
    need to avenge the dead, and Alistair deserves to get his life back.
    I don’t care for myself. I doubt we have a future together despite
    all we’ve shared—” 

     

    George’s brows knitted furiously. “If he’s said aught to show he’s
    nobbut triflin’ with ye I’ll-” 

     

    “Accent, old friend. It’s slipping. No, actually he asked me to
    marry him —” 

     

    George smiled now, in happiness not unmixed with relief, showing
    even white teeth.  

     

    Viola stared at the transformation. She was sure she had never seen
    him smile before. Now she also wondered why she had never noticed
    how good-looking he really was. In fact, there was something about
    his posture and... 

     

    She blinked and stared, then shook her head.  

     

    Nonsense, she was seeing threats where none existed. Getting scared
    of shadows.  

     

    “He’s a kind chap and probably feels obligated to ask me to marry
    him because he's grateful for my help." 

     

    "Is that what you call it these days?" George sneered. 

     

    "Just stop it. You know what I mean!" She shoved over to him the
    second cup of coffee she had poured.  

     

    "Aye," he said, nodding, and taking the cup. "But that's no good
    reason to marry." 

     

    "I know, which is why we've both agreed to wait, and give it time.
    But time may be the one thing we don't have." 

     

    "True," George admitted, his jaw clenching.  

     

    "In any event he’s got nothing but what he’s standing up in, so we
    need to call in a few favours from some old friends if this charade
    is ever going to succeed.” 

     

    George said quietly, “Have you got any idea how dangerous this could
    be?” 

     

    “I need to do this. You tell me Sebastian is safe. I want to trust
    you. So if it is true, then let me do this. Help me get at the truth
    so Alistair and I can get our old lives back. Sebastian may be safe,
    but Alistair’s friends are dead because of these people. Little
    children, for Heaven’s sake. 

     

    “It all started when that man Gribbens was murdered. If you don’t
    want to get involved, fine. But I think you know a lot more than
    you’re letting on. Whatever it is, it has to stop. Whoever these
    people are, they need to pay for their crimes.” 

     

    “But Alistair is not the kind of man who can deal with this sort of
    world—” 

     

    “I know that. But you can help. We have no chance of pulling it off
    if you don’t give us what we need.” 

     

    George clinked down his coffee cup impatiently. “This is madness.
    He’ll never be able to convince—” 

     

    “We need to try, George," she insisted. "Whatever you think you
    know, pool together your resources with us, and let’s get the
    buggers who nearly killed Sebastian.”  

     

    There was a curious light in George’s eyes that she had never seen
    before, though he remained silent.  

     

    At length, he picked up his cup, drained it, and nodded. “All
    right." 

     

    "Thank you!" 

     

    "Not so fast, missy. I mean all right, I'll think about what you'be
    said. I need to some time. And you both need to eat and bathe. So
    I’ll make sure you get the best tub for two for an hour. Get
    yourselves sorted as best you can to move this plan forward, and
    then we'll see.” 

     

    “Great, but can you make it two hours?” 

     

    He nodded, and was once more his usual impassive self. "I'll see to
    it now, and talk to you both later." 

     

    She gave him a grateful smile but he was already gone, leaving her
    alone in the kitchen looking after him pensively.  

     

    She had somehow managed to convince George. She only hoped she would
    be up to the same challenge where Alistair was concerned. 
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    A short time later, Viola took a breakfast tray of milk, bread,
    cheese and ham, and coffee up to her room. 

     

    Viola nearly dropped it when she went upstairs and found Alistair
    thrashing in bed, caught in the throes of what she could only guess
    was his hideous nightmare.  

     

    Her first instinct was to wake him. In the end she simply clamped
    her hand down over his mouth to stifle his groans and let him look
    for the answers he sought. He was saying the same words as before,
    and his friend Philip’s name several times.  

     

    And Philip’s wife Jasmine, Randall, Thomas, Henry, John, then
    castle, ray, fields, again, followed by the words massacre, and
    Peter. She stifled his mouth whenever he got too loud, and wondered
    how long this was going to go on.  

     

    Finally he was groaning in such agony she started to shake him
    awake. Amatory noises in a brothel were one thing, personal details
    and shrieking like a madman quite another when there was a bounty on
    his head. 

     

    “Alistair, you need to wake up. It’s me, Viola. You need to calm
    down. This will do you no good.” 

     

    “Philip! God, I tried to save him, I tried,” he wept, clinging to
    her and shivering, though he was soaked with sweat. 

     

    “I know. I was there. George stopped you from killing yourself in
    the blaze. I’m so sorry. But it’s not your fault. If you had never
    met Gribbens, or my brother, none of this...” 

     

    “You can’t blame yourself, Viola,” he said through chattering teeth. 

     

    She stroked the hair back from his perspiring brow and said, “I also
    can’t get away from the fact that all of this started to go wrong
    once you met Sebastian.” 

     

    “The man they killed was my client. Your brother just happened to be
    in the wrong place at the wrong time. A bad piece of luck, that's
    all.” 

     

    “Again, I’m not so sure,” she admitted, though she was risking
    revealing more about her family and friends than she ought to. 

     

    He sighed. “Besides, if I hadn’t met Sebastian, I would never have
    met you. And that would have been a huge loss in my life. So on the
    whole I have no cause to repine.” 

     

    Viola smiled timidly. “Thank you for saying so. Now here, sit up.
    I’ve brought some food. Sit up and try to eat.” 

     

    Alistair looked almost queasy. “I don’t think I can, pet. I still
    smell the burning.”  

     

    He rose out of bed and went behind the screen to use the chamber
    pot, and she heard him retching weakly into it. 

     

    When he came out he sighed and rinsed his mouth.  

     

    “I’m surprised at you mentioning the smell. That night on the roof
    you said the only thing you could smell was my fragrance and
    compared it to meadows.” 

     

    “I meant the smell from the dream. It was so vivid this time.
    Scorched flesh.” 

     

    “I got a few more words as you were calling out,” she said quietly
    as she poured the coffee. 

     

    “Really?” Far from seeming embarrassed, he looked quite hopeful. 

     

    She nodded. “Philip’s name several times. And his wife Jasmine,
    Randall, Thomas, Henry, John, then castle, which you said twice,
    ray, fields, again, followed by the words massacre, and Peter.” 

     

    He shook his head. “There are a million Johns. Peter, well there is
    Peter Davison, whom I went to school with. He’s my friend Blake’s
    brother-in-law. Lives in the same house with Martin Jerome. He’s his
    brother-in-law as well. Peter married Martin’s wife’s sister, if you
    follow. They’re near the field. But no John I can think of.” 

     

    “What about the castles?” she asked as she handed him his cup. 

     

    “Thomas Eltham lives in one, the other is empty. I told you, there
    was some strange man who pretended to be the Earl of Ferncliffe.
    Rumour has it he was a French spy. He was killed in Ireland,
    apparently.” 

     

    She stiffened at that piece of news, but distracted him by asking,
    “What about the word massacre?” 

     

    “Nothing springs to mind except the war against Napoleon, or some of
    the excesses of the revolution, perhaps?” 

     

    “Hmm, perhaps. But you look exhausted. Let’s think about this later.
    You need to eat and bathe. And we need to see if we can, well—” She
    blushed, but she was going to have to confide her plan to him sooner
    or later, just as she had done to George. 

     

    And George was expecting to talk with them about it in less than two
    hours. 

     

    "Can what, Viola?" he prompted when the silence lengthened. 

     

    "Well, do something about your appearance. Make you stand out a bit
    less, and not look so much like the description they are no doubt
    giving out all over town, especially at the main bridges leading to
    the north side of the Thames.” 

     

    “Aye, they will at that.” 

     

    “Then we haven’t got much time. If they have any inkling you’re
    here...” 

     

    “They’ll guess eventually," he said with a sigh. He drained his cup,
    then held it out for more. Once she had poured, he asked, "So what
    do you propose?” 

     

    “I say grow the beard, lose most of the hair, and dye it black.” 

     

    To her relief, he merely said, “And clothes?” 

     

    “You’re not quite as big as George, so his best ought to do.” 

     

    “Tell him thanks.”  

     

    She nodded. “I will. And you can tell him yourself. I have a feeling
    you and he are going to become great friends.” 

     

    “And pigs might fly,” he grumbled.  

     

    “Now you have to promise me to try.” 

     

    “Oh, why is that?” he asked with a frown, hoping to have as little
    to do with pimps and criminals as possible, however kind-hearted
    they might appear to be. 

     

    “Because he’s going to teach you everything you need to know about
    being a rake, a man about town. And me a woman of the world.” 

     

    “Pardon me?” Alistair gasped. “He’s not going to lay a finger on—” 

     

    “Never fear. He hasn’t agreed to do it yet, but—” 

     

    “I can’t tell you how relieved I am to hear that,” he said dryly,
    with a roll of his eyes. 

     

    “Eat first, then come on downstairs and have a bath, and we can talk
    about what we need to do a bit more sensibly.” 

     

     

    But George’s plan went well beyond anything Viola had ever
    anticipated, and was more shocking as well. 

     

    He came to collect Alistair’s clothes, the ones he had first worn
    the evening he had fled Newgate.  

     

    “Are all the pockets empty?" he asked Alister as he sat soaking in
    one of the bathhouse tubs. 

     

    "Aye, I transferred everything over to the set you gave me. It's all
    still in the pockets. But thanks for the loan of the new outfit.
    I'll pay you back as soon as—" 

     

    His eyes wideded as he took most of the money out of the billfold,
    and then went for the seal from his your fob watch. He snapped the
    chain, and stuffed the seal back into the waistcoat pocket. 

     

    “What the hell?” Alistair gasped. “That was a family heirloom. My
    father’s—” 

     

    “Congratulations. You’re a dead man.” 

     

    “What?” 

     

    “A body with these clothes and personal items belonging to one
    Alistair Grant will be fished out of the Thames tomorrow. That
    should get them to stop looking for you.” 

     

    Alistair's eyes widened at his cleverness, but then rounded as a
    terrible thought struck him. “And just whose body do you intend to—” 

     

    “Whoever turns up fresh and unclaimed at the morgue who seems the
    right size.” 

     

    “Oh, charming! What about the hair?” 

     

    “A bit of silver paint ought to stop them from inquiring too
    closely. You in your new rig-out and all coiffured and everything
    will also put them off the scent.” 

     

    Alistair looked doubtful, but nodded. “All right, do your best.” 

     

    George flashed a brief smile. “I intend to.” 
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    By the time George returned to the brothel several hours later,
    having done all he could to make it appear as though Alistair were
    dead, the barrister was almost literally a new man.  

     

    His clothes were much more flashy than his usual sombre black or
    grey, and he had cut his hair in the latest fashionable style with
    the help of Bob, formerly a barber. His side whiskers were now all
    the go, he had a fine mustache, and his hair was jet black.  

     

    He twirled a walking cane and practised ogling the women until Viola
    panicked that he might be enjoying his role too heartily. 

     

    “Mission accomplished,” George announced. “Alistair’s body, as it
    were, will be fished out of the Thames, and those papers you wanted
    will be ready tomorrow. There really is a chap in the overseas
    service, Alan Goodwood, who has been in India for years. He really
    is high up on the list of barristers out there. So they won’t take
    it too amiss that you returned. In fact, they will probably snap you
    up at once now that Alistair Grant is dead." 

     

    He winced at this, but made no demur. "So long as the real Alan
    Goodwood doesn't turn up, we'll be fine." 

     

    “Aye. Present yourself to Lord Sidmouth at the Home Office as soon
    as you supposedly dock, and see if you can get into the inner
    sanctum once more. And your charming lady wife will undoubtedly be
    very busy for the first few days getting the house settled, but I
    feel sure she will have time to plan some social engagements.” 

     

    “Lawrence will help if he’s in Town. If not we’ll need to get to
    Bristol.” 

     

    “He’s just up. Arrived yesterday. I checked. His wife is with him.” 

     

    Alistair nodded approvingly. “Ah, the extremely clever Juliet. Good.
    I feel sure she will be a big help to Viola.” 

     

    Her nose immediately lifted in the air. “I certainly don’t need some
    snooty--” 

     

    Alistair shook his head. “She’s not in the least spoilt. No, she’s
    good with money and people. You might find that her brand of charm
    goes a long way in—” 

     

    “Are you saying I’m not charming?” Viola fumed.  

     

    Alistair stared at her. “Why are you being so unreasonable? This
    whole masquerade was your idea, if you’ll recall.” 

     

    She sighed. “I’m sorry. I just, well...” 

     

    George looked at the two of them and decided to give them a bit of
    privacy. “I see you have a few more things to talk about, so I'll
    leave you to it." 

     

    "No need," Viola said in clipped tones. 

     

    George gave her a knowing look. "I’ll be back soon.” 

     

    Once he had withdrawn she said, “I’m sorry, Alistair. It’s just that
    I feel, well, a bit out of my league. I mean, you make all the
    Rakehells and their wives sound so wonderful, I can’t compete.” 

     

    “Darling, you don’t have to compete. You’re your own special person.
    And I’m marrying you, not Juliet.” 

     

    “But that’s just it. What if they all hate me?” 

     

    Alistair laughed heartily at the very idea, though his mirth made
    her frown even more deeply. “Even if they did, they would be too
    polite to say. But take my word for it, they will adore you. Philip
    and Jasmine will—” 

     

    His face fell then, and he clutched his stomach as though he had
    been punched. “God,” he wheezed. “I’m so sorry.” 

     

    Viola was instantly at his side, one arm around his shoulder. “So am
    I. But we’re going to do this for them. I promise not to be, well,
    jealous any longer. I also swear I will do my best to make this
    masquerade work, if only to avenge them.” 

     

    He kissed her and held her close. “Then I shall graciously accept
    every single one of George’s acting lessons and refrain from killing
    him. But I will never forgive him for not letting me try to
    save Philip.” 

     

    “Then forgive him for being a good friend to me?” she asked softly,
    gazing deeply into his silvery eyes. 

     

    “Aye, love, I will. What other choice do I have. We'd both be dead
    without George. I just hope to God we can really trust him.”  

     

    He hugged her tightly, and Viola found herself offering up the same
    prayer. Everything was riding on George's help, and now this man
    Lawrence Howard and his wife. She only hoped that her faith and
    Alistair's wouldn't prove to be sorely misplaced. 
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    The next two days passed by in a whirlwind as George coached
    Alistair on the behaviour and mannerisms of a sparkish man.  

     

    With his fine clothes, quizzing glass, and altered accent, Alistair
    seemed the epitome of an upper class English man just back from the
    Far East, with more money than sense, and an eye for the ladies and
    a good piece of horseflesh.  

     

    George told him Lawrence could give him some information on life in
    India to provide convincing detail and all he had to do was imitate
    some of the more worldly, arrogant men in his gent’s club.  

     

    Lawrence was stunned to have a Mr. and Mrs. Goodwood call upon him,
    and sweep into the drawing room so bombastically it was as if they
    owned the place.  

     

    The Howard butler rolled his eyes at the pair, so gauche 
    and rude in their habits they might as well have had parvenu
    tattooed to their foreheads.  

     

    But as soon as the door closed after the tea tray had been brought,
    Alistair sidled up close to Lawrence and whispered his true
    identity.  

     

    Lawrence looked so stunned Viola almost laughed.  

     

    Juliet caught her husband’s aghast expression, and looked at the
    couple again. “Alistair?” she gasped. 

     

    “Sush. Al will do.” 

     

    Lawrence shook his head. “I can’t believe— Everyone said you were a
    murderer. That you were dead. I can’t tell you how relieved I am.
    How shocked and appalled we all were about Philip and Jasmine. The
    service at St. M—” 

     

    Alistair began to tremble. “Please, I can’t talk about this now. I
    need to explain, but we haven’t much time. Will you help me, or do
    you want to turn me into the authorities?” 

     

    Lawrence scowled at him, and shoved him into an ornamental chair so
    roughly it was a wonder it didn't splinter.  

     

    “Sod that for a lark. I may have been away in India a long time, but
    you’re no killer. And if I can do anything to get revenge upon the
    people who did that to Philip—” He stopped and stared. “Say, they
    accused a woman of—” 

     

    “It’s not what you think," Alistair insisted at once. "Yes,
    it’s true. Viola’s been accused as well. Virginia as we can call her
    now. But she’s as innocent as I am, and has saved my life at least
    half a dozen times already since this whole nightmare started.” 

     

    Lawrence stared at her for a time longer, then nodded. “All right,
    if you’re willing to vouch for her, tell us what you need.” 

     

    Viola came to sit near Alistair as he outlined, “I’m to be a nabob

     just back from India. You need to put me through my paces, tell
    me about your ships, tea, India and so on.” 

     

    “And let you stay here?” he said, with an uneasy look at Juliet
    which his old friend couldn't fail to interpret. 

     

    Alistair shook his head quickly. “No. They’ll be keeping an eye on
    all my old friends, I'm sure. I only came here to ask for
    information, not a place to stay. I’m well disguised, but my height
    is a bit obvious and there’s little I can do about that except
    stoop. We’ve faked my own death, but they might still wonder. So
    we’ll pretend to know each other vaguely from India if it comes to
    it, and your wife will help us with our new home.” 

     

    Lawrence relaxed and nodded. “Aye, your staying is too risky to my
    mind, but I'm happy to help with anything else you need, money,
    clothes, you have only to ask, both of you." 

     

    "Thank you." 

     

    "And you've come to the right place, and with almost the perfect
    cover story. My ship Calcutta  just arrived, actually, so
    the timing is perfect.” 

     

    “Very good, then. In two days I shall present myself at Lord
    Sidmouth’s and offer my services to the Crown. And in the meantime,
    I shall be seen in all of the most fashionable places, hiding in
    plain sight, as it were, and do my best to be the complete opposite
    of my old character in every way.” 

     

    Lawrence grinned. “That will be a challenge. But you’re doing well.
    And with this lively young lady to help, I’m sure it will be a great
    deal of fun to put one over on all of them.” 

     

    “So long as we never lose sight of the goal. Justice,” Alistair said
    tightly.  

     

    Lawrence nodded, and Juliet poured more tea. “To justice,” they
    toasted, clinking their cups. 

     

    “Remind me to develop a taste for this stuff,” Alistair said with a
    grimace.  

     

    “For certain. Cold and watery, it looks like good whiskey," he
    pointed out. "Many in the East are topers simply because the water
    is so bad. So by all means, take to drink. Carry two flasks with
    you, one of cold tea, one of the real stuff, and don't forget to
    occasionally splash yourself with the liquor for good effect. People
    will say more in front of a sot than a sober man.” 

     

    Alistair grinned. “I’m beginning to like the sound of this after
    all.” 

     

    "Just so long as you keep a clear head." 

     

    "As crystal. They've been a step or two ahead of us in this dance
    all along, but I'm going to be hard on their heels." 

     

    Viola smiled at him, and they clustered around the table with pen
    and paper to outline all Alistair needed to know to pass himself off
    as the barrister Alan Goodwood, newly arrived from India. 
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    Alistair’s heart hammered in his chest as he strode into Lord
    Sidmouth’s office two days later. He had only ever met the man about
    ten times, but still, the fear of recognition was very real. 

     

    “Well, er, Goodwood. Back from Calcutta, eh? So what can we do for
    you?” Sidmouth said, scarcely looking up from his papers. 

     

    “I understand that there is now a vacancy at King’s Court. And
    whilst I would never presume to put myself forward in so blatant a
    manner, whoever is elevated to so lofty a position is going to need
    to be replaced.” 

     

    His head shot up in surprise. “I see. Direct, aren’t you? But you
    have evidently prospered out in India. Why would you want to
    continue to practice—” 

     

    Alistair’s face was the picture of aristocratic hauteur. “I know
    I’ve done dammed well for myself. The thing is, I like to get my
    hand in. I’d be bored to tears being a gentleman of leisure, and
    well, I always fancied myself something of a Society figure. I feel
    sure a few high profile cases in the next few years will open all
    sorts of doors for me.  

     

    “But my main reason is of course patriotism. I would like to see
    England great again. That means prosecuting its criminals to the
    fullest extent of the law. Hanging is too good for most of them, I
    say.” 

     

    Alistair nearly choked on the words, but he knew it was precisely
    what Sidmouth wanted to hear. And if he had any chance of getting
    where he needed to go— 

     

    Sidmouth fixed one cold eye on him. “I don’t mind telling you that
    your loyalty is music to my ears. We’ve had a run of bad luck, what
    with Witherspoon’s sexual disgrace a couple of years ago, and that
    bloody Alistair Grant. Incorruptible indeed, except for being a
    damned Radical. Didn’t understand loyalty, patriotism. Bit the hand
    that fed him. Allowed some dangerous men to go free because he said
    it was the principle of the thing.  

     

    “Well, there’s only one principle so far as I can see. That is to do
    one’s duty to one’s country. Prosecute the men we catch in acts of
    obvious wrongdoing, such as public assembly, and hang the lot of
    them. If you can promise me that, you can have the job.” 

     

    “What?” Alistair gasped, then realised his true horror was most
    likely written all over his face. 

     

    But Sidmouth attributed his shocked reaction to mere delighted
    surprise. “I won’t beat about the bush and waste your time and mine,
    so yes, I am offering you the post you've come to ask for. The next
    two chaps coming up are both too like Grant for my own liking. If I
    let Herny Brougham loose, we’re all done for in Britain.  

     

    "You on the other hand are not the toadying type. You wouldn’t need
    to be anyway, since you’ll have my blessing. If you guarantee me you
    shall stand for English law and order, then I shall elevate you
    above them all.” 

     

    Alistair couldn't help but argue, “But they will never accept—” 

     

    Sidmouth fixed him with a cold eye. “I don’t care whether they do
    accept you or not. Bugger the whole bloody pack of do-gooders, I
    say. In my role, I can do as I wish. As head of the Home Office, I
    have the power to push the appointments though. The King will do as
    I say. So the only question that remains now is, are you up to the
    task, Goodwood?” 

     

    He twirled his cane arrogantly. “Before I answer, I need to know
    what sort of case load we are talking about. I mean, given that
    Grant and his assistant are both gone—” 

     

    Sidmouth turned to his papers once more as if the matter were not of
    the least concern. “A lot has stacked up, it’s true. But some of it
    was burnt as well. It will take some time to get everything sorted.
    But I feel sure you’re up to it. I’m positive everyone will be
    predisposed to be generous with the calendar considering what a huge
    undertaking this shall be on the government’s behalf.” 

     

    “Thank you, sir, you are too kind.” Alistair began to bow out. 

     

    Sidmouth stared. “What, a man like you? Don’t tell me you need time
    to think about it.” 

     

    “No, sir. I just need to ask one question.” 

     

    “Yes?” 

     

    “When do I start?” 

     

    Sidmouth gave a tight-lipped smile and offered his hand.  

     

    Alistair took it, trying desperately to quell the shudder of
    revulsion as he touched the cold, limp fingers.  

     

    “The sooner the better, Goodwood.” 

     

    “We must have you around to dinner one evening. My cook does some
    particularly fine curry.” 

     

    “Delighted.” 

     

    Alistair stepped away, and had all to not to spit in his eye or wipe
    his hand on his tousers in too obvious a manner.  

     

    “Come around to see Fenster this afternoon, my assistant, and he
    will get you sorted. He'll set you up with chambers and so on. Not
    that there are any spare, Grant’s having burnt down, but he will
    find you something and fill you in on all the upcoming cases.” 

     

    “Thank you. Thank you very much, sir." 

     

    "Thank you, Goodwood. I have the feeling this is going to work out
    very well indeed for all concerned." 

     

    "I certainly hope so." He bowed again, and began to step backwards
    away from the desk, though without turning his back to the minister.
    "Goodbye for now.” 

     

    Alistair resisted the urge to celebrate as he walked out the door,
    and maintained his calm as his coach took him back to his new home
    in Becket Street, thinking of all that this step entailed. 

     

    Viola was pacing up and down eagerly awaiting news. 

     

    “Well?” she asked eagerly. 

     

    “Well what? It went better than I could have hoped. I made a stand
    for law and order, and he offered me my old job back.” 

     

    She gaped. “What, you mean elevated above all the others?” 

     

    He nodded. “Yes, he promoted me ahead of them because he thinks I’ll
    be tame.” 

     

    “Oh, Alistair, that’s wonderful, but so dangerous,” she said with a
    shiver. 

     

    “It may well be, but he’s handed me the keys to the kingdom. I have
    to use them.” 

     

    “What do we need to do next?” she asked, her brows knitting. 

     

    “I’m going to go over and find my new office, and I shall be hiring
    a young clerk shortly, Mr. Morris.” He winked at her. 

     

    “Very good, sir,” she said in a deep voice. “Just don’t wink at me
    in front of anyone.” 
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    Alistair’s new chambers turned out to be a cubicle ten by ten which
    was stacked with papers virtually floor to ceiling. Many apologies
    were made, the fire explained, and offers to try to help given, but
    not with any degree of enthusiasm.  

     

    As always, everyone was overworked and underpaid. And time was of
    the essence. Alistair and Fenster the man in charge of the Chambers
    had done their best to locate the official court copies of the
    papers which had been destroyed in the conflagration, but still, it
    was not going to be easy to prosecute or defend his case load.  

     

    But Alistair had the feeling Sidmouth didn’t really care. If these
    people were unlucky enough to have been caught at something, they
    should be sentenced for it so far as the Home Office Minister was
    concerned. 

     

    The objections to his chambers he waved away airily, twirling his
    cane in a debonair manner. “Order from chaos. Order from chaos. My
    wife is a dab hand in the household organisation, and I have seen
    the wisdom of it. And she has a little nephew, very well trained,
    who ought to be able to get all of this sorted in no time.”  

     

    He indicated the mountains of papers as if they were not of the
    least concern to a formidable man like himself. 

     

    Thus Viola became Mr. Morris his clerk by day, and spent as much of
    her time as she could trying to find papers on Gribbens or her
    brother.  

     

    Hour after frustrating hour she sorted, alphabetised, and filed in
    the archive boxes Alistair obtained for her, while the other clerks
    mocked her for cleaning out the Augean stables. 

     

     

    Two days after she had begun her Herculean task, a note arrived
    asking for a meeting with Alan Goodwood and his clerk at a popular
    coffee house in Covent Garden the following afternoon. 

     

    Alistair frowned as he read the note. “I could swear I know this
    writing. And the paper is very posh. But why there?” 

     

    She shook her head, and then checked her mouse-brown wig to make
    sure it was still in place. “I don’t know. Are you going to accept?” 

     

    “It says urgent.” 

     

    “But about what?” 

     

    He sighed. “I can’t tell. But if it’s anyone who stands a chance of
    exposing me... I mean, after all, I’ve only supposedly been in the
    country for a couple of days, so no one knows me here apart from.
    God forbid, some old acquaintances of the real Goodwood." 

     

    "True. But you could just bluff it out." 

     

    "Aye, but there's another thing. They would have had no way of
    knowing about you unless they were watching me very carefully. The
    thing to do is dress differently from what they might expect, and
    arrive late so we can see the person waiting.” 

     

    “What do you want me to wear?” 

     

    “Your suit, of course. But bring a change of clothes, woman’s garb,
    and I shall bring a cap and jacket in my briefcase. If we need to
    make a fast getaway, we can just try to blend in with the crowd.” 

     

    Both waited nervously for the meeting the following day, thinking it
    might be George with some news at last. Or perhaps Lawrence. Or
    better still, Sebastian, sufficiently recovered for them to be able
    to see him.  

     

    As planned, they arrived late at the coffee house and hovered in the
    doorway for a time, Alistair peering in trying to see if there were
    any familiar faces. He was so agitated his stomach churned.  

     

    Viola squeezed his hand reassuringly and said, “You should have
    eaten something.” 

     

    “And you shouldn’t be holding my hand. Not unless we want to be
    arrested for sodomy.” 

     

    “Sorry," she said, letting go at once. "Do you see anything?” 

     

    Alistair looked for a time longer, then gasped, “Oh no.” 

     

    “What is it?” 

     

    “God in Heaven. What’s he doing here? He’s the last person
    we want to meet. We’ve been betrayed. Come on.” 

     

    “Who is he?” Viola asked, staring at the nondescript man who had
    just sat down at one of the front tables and was looking around
    coolly.  

     

    She could seeing no reason for the utter horror which Alistair’s
    expression conveyed. 

     

    “Never mind that now. We need to get out of here. Fields. Castle. Oh
    my God, the dream.” 

     

    “But—” 

     

    “Please listen to me. We’re not safe here!” Alistair said in an
    urgent whisper. “If he recognised me we’re done for. Stay close to
    me, do you hear?” 

     

    They rambled through Covent Garden, in and out through several
    cellars, and eventually came out the other side, by which time they
    had secured new outer garments which they had thrown over their
    existing ones in an effort to disguise themselves quickly. He
    dragged her up the alley and hailed a cab.  

     

    “Westminster Abbey,” he ordered, dragging her in and slamming the
    door.  

     

    “Who was that man?” Viola asked again as she sat back against the
    leather squabs and tried to catch her breath. 

     

    Alistair’s face was white with terror. “John Castle. A government
    spy and agent provocateur. If he’s mixed up in this, I can
    guarantee this is being engineered at the highest levels." 

     

    "Agent provocateur?  And engineered by whom?" she gasped. 

     

    "We’re in a whole world of trouble. In fact, all of the Rakehells
    could be. Even now they might all be in prison. Or dead. God help
    me, what the hell have I done?” 
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    Viola sat in silence, digesting what Alistair had told her. He was
    inclined to feel guilt, naturally, after the terrible shock of what
    had happened to his colleague and friend Philip Marshall. But all
    the Rakehells? They were powerful men. A Duke, an Earl. Surely— 

     

    “You need to start from the beginning. Tell me about this man
    Castle.” 

     

    He sighed. “It’s a long story.” 

     

    “We have all the time in the world, Alistair. Unless of course you
    have some other interesting social engagements you’ve neglected to
    tell me about.” 

     

    He shook his head. “No. We’ll need to get south of the river to see
    George, but under cover of darkness. How disreputable are our
    clothes?” 

     

    “Relative to the really poor in London, we look quite prosperous.” 

     

    “Have you ever drunk beer or gin?” 

     

    She nodded. “I have, a sip or two.” 

     

    “Good. We’ll go to a public park for a stroll and then a pub crawl.
    I need some information, and I think I might know where to look for
    it now.” 

     

    “We can go to Vauxhall Gardens for tea. A father out with his son,
    you know.” 

     

    “Then stretch your legs out further. Take longer strides when you
    walk, like me. If you wiggle your gorgeous bottom like that, you’ll
    start a riot.” 

     

    She blushed, but was rather pleased at the compliment. “I’ve got
    that skirt, bonnet and shawl with me. Do you want me to put them
    on?” 

     

    He thought for a moment, then nodded. “All right. Do it. And lose
    the wig.” 

     

    As she dressed herself, Alistair began his tale.  

     

    “It’s a fair bet that all the strange things which have happened
    have some relation to a case I worked on back in 1816. I was defence
    counsel in an important treason trial against a group of Radicals
    known as the Society of Spencean Philanthropists. I’ve never made
    any secret of my Radical politics. But any decent, fair-minded
    person would know that the Spa Fields trial was a farce.” 

     

    “Spencean Philanthropists?” 

     

    “Named after Thomas Spence, a schoolteacher from Newcastle who came
    to London in about 1793. Until his death in 1814, he became an
    important radical figure in British politics.  

     

    "He wrote books, pamphlets and produced a journal titled Pig’s
      Meat, in which he argued for the radical transformation of
    society. Needless to say the government thought this smacked of
    sedition, if not outright revolution, and they threw him in prison
    several times. 

     

    "I see." 

     

    “His movement was a real grass-roots organisation, with small groups
    that would meet in local public houses. He advocated the
    redistribution of land and wealth in this country so that the poor
    would be more fairly treated. I can recall how impressed we young
    Radicals were by his theories and slogans.  

     

    “By the turn of the century, though, Spence and his followers were
    really in hot water. The government believed that they were
    responsible for all bread riots in London."  

     

    "And were they?" she asked as she removed the wig and began to rub
    her itching scalp. 

     

    “Not that I could find. They didn’t have enough evidence to arrest
    them for this offence, so they tried a different tack. They started
    putting spies in their midst to keep track of them, get advance
    warning of any rallies, and of course, to get evidence of treason
    against them.  

     

    “When Spence died in September 1814, the Society was formed to try
    to keep his political ideals alive. They met regularly in pubs, some
    of which we’re going to go to tonight. We’ll try the Cock 
    in Soho, the Horse and Groom  in Marylebone and the Nag’s
      Head  in Carnaby Market. There are some south of the river,
    but I’ll leave them as a last resort. They’re too close to The
      Three Bells  for comfort.” 

     

    “All right. You mentioned spies. Was this man Castle one?” 

     

    “Yes, he was. But worse than a spy, he was an agent provocateur." 

     

    "Yes, so you said. I think I know what it means—" 

     

    "In other words, he wasn’t just reporting back what the group were
    doing, he was encouraging the Spenceans to break the law so the
    government could be sure they would be arrested, and most likely
    transported or hanged.” 

     

    Viola stared at him, stunned by the revelation. “That’s monstrous!” 

     

    “I know. That’s why I defended four of the Spenceans when they
    needed my help, even though everyone said I was a fool. It was the
    principle of the thing.” 

     

    “I do understand, really,” she said with an encouraging smile. “So
    tell me what happened.” 

     

    “In October 1816, Castle reported to John Stafford, who was the
    supervisor of the Home Office spies, that the Spenceans were
    planning to overthrow the British government.” 

     

    “John from the dream, possibly?” Viola asked. 

     

    He nodded. “Possibly.” 

     

    “And were they?” 

     

    Alistair shook his head. “I very much doubt it. It was a mass
    political rally at Spa Fields, Islington, on the 2nd of December
    1816. They had a powerful group of speakers at the meeting,
    including Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt and James Watson, but certainly no
    weapons.” 

     

    “Henry from the dream as well?” she pointed out. 

     

    “Perhaps,” he conceded. “I don’t know.” 

     

    “Well, things are certainly starting to make a lot more sense one
    way or the other. Go on.” 

     

    “The meeting was all set to go ahead, but then the government
    panicked. Stafford decided to break up the meeting. He sent in
    eighty police officers to disperse them by whatever means necessary.
     

     

    “Naturally the men fought for their lives. One of the policemen,
    Joseph Rhodes, was stabbed. So the four notional leaders of the
    Spenceans, James Watson, Arthur Thistlewood, Thomas Preston and John
    Hopper were arrested and charged with high treason." 

     

    "Oh Lord," she said, staring at him. "And all because they had been
    goaded into acting foolishly in the first place." 

     

    “Aye. I don’t hold with police brutality in any form. I was asked to
    defend the four, who were all being tried separately. The government
    feared Watson most because he was a powerful speaker, and wanted to
    work on the others to betray him. We went to trial, and the main
    prosecution witness, indeed the only one in the end, was
    their own Home Office spy, John Castle.  

     

    “Myself and the defence council team I put together were able to
    show that Castle had a long criminal record, and that his testimony
    was completely unreliable.  

     

    “We were fortunate enough to have an incorruptible jury, and they
    concluded that Castle was an agent provocateur who had
    stirred up all the trouble in the first place. So they point-blank
    refused to convict Watson." 

     

    "Thank God." 

     

    "I can’t tell you how relieved I was. Once the case against Watson
    failed, the magistrates decided to release the other three men.” 

     

    They had by now arrived at the Abbey. Alistair helped her down,
    keeping her out of sight of the coach driver, who would have
    wondered how one of his passengers had transformed from a man into a
    woman.  

     

    They went into the main door of the Abbey, then out the side door to
    seek another cab to take them on to Vauxhall Gardens. 

     

    Viola observed once they had settled themselves in the second cab,
    “They were very lucky to have had you, an honest barrister, and been
    released. Many men have been convicted for far less. My brother, for
    example. The first time he was ever in prison, at any rate. I never
    did find out from George what he was being charged with this last
    time.” 

     

    “I know. I’m sorry. The whole system is rotten to the core, and
    Sidmouth doesn’t even care.” 

     

    She gave him an encouraging smile and squeezed his hand, earning
    herself a kiss. “Thank you for caring. Now let’s get back to your
    theory that this man Castle is on the prowl looking for you. I take
    it that the Spenceans continued to be active even after the Spa
    Fields trial?” 

     

    Alistair nodded. “They did, but there was a big spilt at the top.
    Watson gradually got pushed aside as Arthur Thistlewood argued for
    violent revolution being the only means to bring about change. After
    the excesses in France, this was anathema to the Home Office, which
    as the name suggests, is responsible for all of England’s internal
    affairs.  

     

    “We knew from Foreign Office intelligence that there had been more
    than a few attempts to invade England and Ireland by the French, in
    the hopes of getting the ordinary citizens to rise up against the
    king. Robert Emmett and Maurice Despard in 1803 were just two such
    examples over the years. I have no doubt there were more, but the
    Home and Foreign Offices play their cards very close to their
    chests.” 

     

    “So they can do as they like? Including commit murder and make
    people disappear?” Viola asked with a shiver. “That’s why—” 

     

    “I think so. I’ve not had much contact with the Spenceans since. A
    few odd pieces of paper have come across my desk pertaining to them,
    and things I’ve discovered by accident.” 

     

    “Even that could be dangerous.” 

     

    He nodded, his expression grim. “Yes, I know that now. I’m pretty
    sure they believe I must have discovered something from poor
    Gribbens which has given their game away. But what the game is, I
    have no idea. So far as I knew, to all appearances he was just a
    household servant with sticky fingers who had stolen some
    particularly valuable objects which ensured he would get sent to the
    upper court to determine whether he would be hung or transported for
    life. All capital crimes go to the King’s Bench.” 

     

    “And my brother? Why kill him?” she asked with a shiver. 

     

    He put his arm around Viola and chafed hers with his hand to warm
    her. “For the same reason. He learned something so damaging to the
    government that they needed to get rid of him.” 

     

    “But how would they even know Sebastian was involved in any way?”  

     

    Alistair hugged her to him tenderly and kissed her hand. She leaned
    into his warm, solid bulk, drawing comfort from his presence. 

     

    “I don’t know that they did, Viola. He could just have been in the
    wrong place at the wrong time. On the other hand, with George being
    so, er, unusual, perhaps Sebastian is as well?” 

     

    Viola didn't dare tell him all she suspected, not yet. Instead she
    asked, “Do you think George has been lying? That Sebastian is really
    dead, and George is using us for some reason?” she asked with a
    sniff. 

     

    Alistair snuggled her to him even more closely. “I think he might
    be,” he admitted. “But don’t underestimate the government. Castle
    was a known felon. They turned him for their own purposes. There are
    plenty of other men just like him out there. They might not
    necessarily kill Sebastian. They might just try to persuade him to
    cooperate." 

     

    Viola stared, as more of the pieces of her puzzle started to fall
    into place. 

     

    "But Sebastian would never—" 

     

    "He would, to protect the people he loved, would he not?" 

     

    "I suppose," she said numbly. 

     

    "George says he's safe, so we just have to believe him for now. The
    longer he stays alive, the better chance we have of finding out what
    this is all about." 

     

    "I hope so, ,but I fear it's too late—" 

     

    "Don’t give up hope just yet.” 

     

    “No, I meant for your staff and friends." 

     

    "Aye, too true." 

     

    "The fact is, whatever is going on, they thought Sebastian and
    Gribbens knew too much, posed a threat to them. It must be very
    important.” 

     

    “And happening soon. There’s been an awful lot of unrest ever since
    Peterloo. With the king dead and Prinny now on the throne and so
    unpopular, I fear it’s only a matter of time before the more radical
    elements really do rise up.” 

     

    “Peterloo?” she said blankly. 

     

    “The Peterloo Massacre in Manchester last summer. Let another
    inglorious example of government repression similar to what happened
    at Spa Fields, except a lot more people got injured and died,”
    Alistair said bitterly. “Eleven dead and over four hundred wounded,
    including one hundred women.” 

     

    Viola looked deeply shocked. “That’s appalling. Why did I not hear
    about it?” 

     

    “Because the government actually tried to suppress the news. But too
    many people had seen what happened. In point of fact, the trial of
    the eleven so-called ringleaders still hasn’t taken place. I
    wonder...” He trailed off, and began to look out the window, deep in
    thought. 

     

    “Wonder what?” she asked softly. 

     

    “Perhaps it has something to do with that? Swaying public opinion,
    to get an unfair trial. Convince the jury without them even
    realising it that these are dangerous men who need to be dealt with
    for the safety of the whole country?” 

     

    Viola nodded. “It sounds a bit likely, but Manchester is so far
    away.” 

     

    “The trial is actually supposed to be in York, so far as I can
    recall. Some time in March.” 

     

    “Several weeks away. Hmm, it is possible, but why destroy all your
    papers and kill you? You weren’t involved with that trial too, were
    you?” 

     

    Alistair shook his head. “No. But that’s not to say they might not
    fear my being brought in at some point. There aren’t too many
    radical barristers in the King’s Court. Mainly myself and Henry
    Brougham. And they need to try to make it at least look like a fair
    trial even if it isn’t.” 

     

    “Hmm, another Henry. But for the moment, let's say you're right
    about all this." 

     

    "Yes, go on," he urged, taking her hand. 

     

    "Well, it just seems a bit of a complicated way of dealing with a
    potential threat, if indeed the Peterloo men are that. Tell me what
    they’re being accused of, what happened.” 

     

    He settled in the seat more comfortably as he recounted, “In March
    1819, Joseph Johnson, John Knight and James Wroe formed the
    Manchester Patriotic Union Society. All the leading radicals in
    Manchester joined the organisation. Johnson was appointed secretary
    and Wroe became treasurer. The main objective of this new
    organisation was to obtain parliamentary reform.  

     

    “During the summer of 1819 it was decided to invite Major
    Cartwright, Henry Orator Hunt and Richard Carlile to speak at a
    public meeting in Manchester. The men were told that it was to be a
    meeting of the county of Lancashire, and they looked forward to a
    huge attendance.  

     

    “Cartwright was unable to go, but Hunt and Carlile agreed, and the
    meeting was arranged to take place at St. Peter’s Field on 16th
    August. Some say Cartwright was too scared to go, that pressure was
    being put on him, or he had advanced warning of what was to happen. 

     

    “The local magistrates were concerned that such a substantial
    gathering of reformers might end in a riot. So they decided to
    arrange for a large number of soldiers to be in Manchester on the
    day of the meeting. Nearly two thousand in fact.” 

     

    “Two thousand? Infantry?” she gasped. 

     

    Alistair gave a sour smile. “And even cavalry and Artillery with two
    cannon.” 

     

    “Merciful Heavens! Cannon in the middle of a British city?” Viola
    exclaimed. 

     

    “Plus the Manchester and Salford Yeomanry and all Manchester’s
    special constables, like our Bow Street Runners.” 

     

    “I can’t believe it,” she said, shaking her head in wonder. 

     

    “Believe it.” 

     

    “My God, I'm not surprised there was a massacre.” 

     

    Alistair nodded curtly. “The meeting started on the 16th of August,
    1819, and the chief magistrate William Hulton, got twitchy. Although
    there was no trouble, they panicked at the growing size of the
    crowd, which Hulton guessed to be about fifty thousand. So he
    ordered the special constables to clear a path through the crowd.  

     

    “The four hundred special constables were therefore ordered to form
    two continuous lines between the dais where the speeches were to
    take place, and Mr. Buxton’s house in Mount Street where the
    magistrates were staying.  

     

    “The main speakers at the meeting arrived shortly before half past
    one, Hunt, Carlile, and several others, including a woman Mary
    Fildes. Several of the prominent local newspaper reporters and a man
    from The New Times, joined the speakers on the hustings.  

     

    “At the half past one, the magistrates came to the conclusion that
    the town was in great danger, and Hulton gave orders to arrest the
    the speakers and the other leaders of the demonstration." 

     

    "On what grounds?" she asked, outraged. 

     

    "Their fear alone, I should think. The head of the special
    constables said he would need military help, so Hulton then wrote
    two letters, and sent them to Lieutenant Colonel L’Estrange, the
    commander of the military forces in Manchester, and Major Thomas
    Trafford, the commander of the Manchester and Salford Yeomanry.  

     

    “Major Trafford, who was positioned only a few yards away at
    Pickford’s Yard, was the first to receive the order to arrest the
    men. Major Trafford chose Captain Hugh Birley, his
    second-in-command, to carry out the order." 

     

    "I see. From your tone, I take it that it didn't go well." 

     

    Alistair shook his head. "Local eyewitnesses claimed that most of
    the sixty men who Birley led into St. Peter’s Field were drunk." 

     

    "Oh, marvelous. I can just imagine how that turned out." 

     

    "Aye, indeed. Birley later insisted that the troop’s erratic
    behaviour was caused by the horses being afraid of the crowd. Which
    is rather absurd since cavalry horses are trained to mow down people
    on a loud battlefield crackling with gunfire.” 

     

    Viola felt her stomach churn and swallowed hard on the bile that
    threatened to erupt. “Indeed. But to mow down Englishmen and women
    in a British city as if they were part of Napoleon’s Grand Armee
     is despicable.” 

     

    He nodded, his mouth a grim line. “Most certainly this action was.
    The Manchester and Salford Yeomanry entered St. Peter’s Field along
    the path cleared by the special constables.  

     

    "As the yeomanry moved closer to the dais, members of the crowd
    began to link arms to stop them arresting Hunt and the others. Other
    people attempted to close the pathway that had been created by the
    special constables. The inevitable violence ensued. Some of the
    yeomanry now began to use their sabres to hack their way through the
    crowd to get to the dais.” 

     

    “My God. What savages! They were harmless people attending a
    political rally, for pity’s sake!” 

     

    By this time, they had reached Vauxhall Gardens, leaving Viola in
    suspense as to the end of his tale as he swung down out of the
    carriage, and offered his hand to her. 
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    Viola waited while Alistair paid the cab driver, then the entrance
    fee for them botk. He took her arm, and led her to a small isolated
    tea table where he was certain they would be little observed, and
    not overheard if he kept his voice down. 

     

    He ordered a full meal of sandwiches, rarebit and cake, and a large
    pot of China tea and extra milk. 

     

    “We’ll need to fortify our stomach for the pub crawl tonight. So eat
    up and drink the milk when it comes. The gin in those pubs isn’t
    known as Blue Ruin for nothing.” 

     

    “Funny, it’s know as Stark Naked over our way.” She gave him a small
    smile. 

     

    He returned the grin. “Aye, but then you do live in a brothel.” 

     

    “As have you.” 

     

    Alistair winked broadly. “How could I forget? I never knew it could
    be so pleasurable. There’s quite a spirited little filly in the
    garret who simply adores a good gallop.” 

     

    She giggled. “With the right stallion, of course. Or an excellent
    jockey in the saddle.”  

     

    He gave her an intense burning gave which stripped her naked in a
    minute. He licked his lips lingeringly, and she could almost feel
    his tongue upon her delicate tracery between her thighs.  

     

    She shivered with desire, and he brushed one breast lightly under
    the cover of the tablecloth. 

     

    Her expression sobered as their meal arrived. After she had done the
    honours and they were both sipping and eating, she asked, “So what
    happened when they tried to arrest the leaders of the rally in
    Manchester?” 

     

    “When the constable in charge Birley and his men reached the
    hustings, they arrested Hunt and his colleagues. As well as the
    speakers and the organisers of the meeting they could get their
    hands on, Birley also arrested all the newspaper reporters on the
    hustings.  

     

    “Lieutenant Colonel L’Estrange reported to William Hulton. When he
    asked Hulton what was happening, Hulton told them the Yeomanry were
    being attacked. So L’Estrange ordered the 15th Hussars to rescue the
    Manchester and Salford Yeomanry. By two o’clock the cavalry had
    galloped right through, cleared the field, and trampled anyone that
    got in their way.” 

     

    “Lord save us. That’s incredible,” she sighed, feeling near tears. 

     

    “And the government would have suppressed the whole thing had
    Richard Carlile not managed to avoid being arrested. After being
    hidden by local radicals, he took the first mail coach to London.
    The following day placards for Sherwin’s Political Register
    began appearing in London with the words: ‘Horrid Massacres at
    Manchester’.  

     

    “A full report of the meeting appeared in the next edition of the
    newspaper. The authorities responded by raiding Carlile’s shop in
    Fleet Street and confiscating his complete stock of newspapers and
    pamphlets. Carlile was later imprisoned for publishing his story. 

     

    “James Wroe was at the meeting and he described the attack on the
    crowd in the next edition of the Manchester Observer. Wroe
    is believed to be the first person to describe the incident as the
    Peterloo Massacre.  

     

    “Wroe also produced a series of pamphlets titled ‘The Peterloo
    Massacre: A Faithful Narrative of the Events.’ The pamphlets, which
    appeared for fourteen consecutive weeks from 28th August, priced
    tuppence, had a large circulation, and played an important role in
    the propaganda war against the authorities. Wroe, like Carlile, was
    later sent to prison for writing these accounts of the Peterloo
    Massacre.” 

     

    “This must have been a disaster for the government.” 

     

    Alistair nodded. “Moderate reformers in Manchester were appalled by
    the decisions of the magistrates and the behaviour of the soldiers.
    Several of them wrote accounts of what they had witnessed. Archibald
    Prentice sent his report to several London newspapers. John Tyas of
    The Times, the only reporter from a national newspaper at the
    meeting, had been arrested and imprisoned. The paper was outraged,
    and published an article that was highly critical of the magistrates
    and the yeomanry.  

     

    "I'm glad the press were all in accord as to how much of an atrocity
    it all was." 

     

    “Aye, but not everyone viewed it as such. After the Peterloo
    Massacre, Viscount Sidmouth, who was Home Secretary then also,
    actually sent a letter of congratulation to the Manchester
    magistrates for the action they had taken." 

     

    Viola clinked down her teacup in outrage. "The man is a barbarian." 

     

    "And also my boss," he reminded her with a grim look. 

     

    "Good God." 

     

    "And he wasn't the only one. Parliament also rushed through and
    passed the so-called Six Acts in an attempt to make sure reform
    meetings like the one at St. Peter’s Field did not happen again.” 

     

    “So the leaders are still in prison?” 

     

    Alistair nodded, then offered her more rarebit, the scent of the
    rich cheese sauce almost making her gag.  

     

    “Yes. They were charged with assembling with unlawful banners at an
    unlawful meeting for the purpose of exciting discontent, apparently.
    I don’t know how many of them will go to prison, or for how long,
    but if the government has any sense, they’ll let them go.” 

     

    “They don’t appear to have acted very sensibly so far,” she pointed
    out, toying with her food moodily, her small appetite dwindling to
    almost nothing now. 

     

    Alistair sighed. “True. But some, you have to have something more if
    we're ever to survive our pub crawl.” 

     

    "All right." 

     

    She forced herself to take another forkful of rarebit, and they ate
    for a time in silence. 

     

    “So what were the Six Acts you mentioned?” she asked as she cleaned
    up the last of the sauce from her plate. 

     

    “They were written by Sidmouth and introduced and rammed though the
    house by Castlereagh. They were the Training Prevention Act; the
    Seizure of Arms Act; the Seditious Meetings Act; the Blasphemous and
    Seditious Libels Act; the Misdemeanours Act; and the Newspaper Stamp
    Duties Act. Together they’re the most repressive legislation England
    has ever seen.” 

     

    “What do they legislate against?” Viola asked around a morsel of
    cake.  

     

    “The Training Prevention Act prohibits civilian bodies from training
    in the use of weapons. The Seizure of Arms Act, linked to the the
    Training Prevention Act, gives Justices of the Peace and magistrates
    the right to search private houses for weapons, to seize them and
    their possessors.  

     

    "The Seditious Meetings Act restricts to parish level all public
    meetings that were called to discuss ‘any public grievance or any
    matter on Church and State’. Organisers have to provide local
    magistrates with due notice of the time and place of the meeting.
    The magistrates are empowered to change the date and/or time of the
    meeting at will, to prevent any attempt to organise insurrection.” 

     

    “And of course they are allowed to define what is seditious,” Viola
    said dryly, taking his hand. 

     

    “Of course.” Alistair gave a tight smile and continued. “The
    Blasphemous and Seditious Libels Act fixes the penalties for these
    activities to transportation for fourteen years. Magistrates have
    been empowered to seek, seize and confiscate all libellous materials
    in the possession of the accused.” 

     

    Viola shook her head. “Fourteen years? Just for a pamphlet?” 

     

    “Afraid so.” 

     

    “That’s appalling.” 

     

    He nodded. “And I’ve said so publicly. But even worse is the next
    one. The Misdemeanours Act provides for speedier legal machinery so
    that people could be brought to trial faster. This reduces the
    likelihood of bail being obtained by the accused. It also allows for
    quicker convictions. That’s why my client was going to trial so
    quickly, even though I had doubts about Gribbens’ testimony.” 

     

    “I see. So he couldn’t get bail, was stuck in jail, and then they
    killed him,” she said with a shake of her head. 

     

    “Aye, in a nutshell. And to stop people from find out about all of
    these appalling oppressive measures, we have the 6th
    wonderful Act, the Newspaper and Stamp Duties Act. It greatly
    increased the taxes on printed matter, including newspapers,
    periodicals and pamphlets. When it went into effect, publishers and
    printers had to provide securities for their ‘good behaviour’. Any
    publication appearing at least once a month, and costing less than
    sixpence, became subject to a tax of four pence, thus restricting
    the freedom of the legitimate press.  

     

    “Radical publications simply went underground, but it put the
    legitimate publications out of the price range of the ordinary
    person. Four pence a day extra is a substantial sum for someone
    living on only ten shillings a week.” 

     

    “So even if the poor are able to read, they can’t afford to,” she
    said, appalled. 

     

    Alistair nodded. “Precisely. We Radicals have set up reading rooms
    around the capital to deal with this problem. In a democracy,
    everyone has the right to know what’s going on right on their own
    doorstep.  

     

    "Castlereagh actually said in his introduction to the legislation,
    that ‘every meeting for radical reform is an overt act of
    treasonable conspiracy against the King and his government.’  

     

    “And Sidmouth declared in the House of Lords that ‘a conspiracy
    existed for the subversion of the constitution in church and state,
    and of the rights of property...’" 

     

    "So anyone who says one word against the government is a traitor?" 

     

    “To their reactionary way of thinking, yes." 

     

    "I can't believe England has come to such a pass." 

     

    "Believe it. And now that Prinny is king, I fear it will only get
    worse. There have been few enough checks and balances in the past
    few years. Now old King George is really dead, not merely
    incapacitated for a time, they have it all, and mean to keep it." 

     

    "So I see. And are committing worse violations to the rights of the
    common people than Napoleon ever did, all in the name of keeping
    this country safe," she said with a rueful shake of her head. 

     

    Alistair nodded, and gripped her hand hard. "You can see why I’m so
    worried about my friends now. The Rakehells have always been
    Radicals and men of principle. Randall Avenel, the Earl of
    Hazelmere, has never crossed the floor. He started out as a Whig
    like his father before him, but has maintained his independence even
    in the face of strong pressure. Randall could potentially sway a lot
    of other in the Lords to vote as their conscience dictates, not as
    their party does.  

     

    “As for Thomas, he’s been a Radical since he was in knee breeches.
    He fought against Bonaparte for three years in Portugal and Spain,
    until he was injured and discharged. He’s a real hero to many.” 

     

    “All the more reason for the Tories to hate him,” she pointed out,
    before taking another sip of tea. 

     

    “Aye. And like Randall, Thomas is totally incorruptible. Now
    something else occurs to me as well. Randall’s brother Michael
    should have been Earl. He’s still alive and is one of the heroes of
    Toulouse, where he was badly wounded. And he's always been an ardent
    Radical. It isn’t too far-fetched to be worried about him too.  

     

    “Finally, we have Jonathan Deveril and his brother-in-law Alexander
    Davenport. Jonathan is a Radical vicar who vocally denounced the
    practices of the recruting officers in his area right when the war
    against the French was at its height." 

     

    "Oh my." 

     

    “Alexander is a French emigre with a rather murky background whom we
    went to Oxford with. He was blind and injured when he turned up back
    in England. With both his older brothers dead, his remaining
    relatives were all trying to kill him to get hold of his estates in
    Dorset and Somerset." 

     

    "How dreadful." 

     

    "Even worse, he has a two-year gap in his memory which to my
    knowledge has never been satisfactorily filled. He would be a prime
    candidate for accusations of treason if ever there was one.” 

     

    “A French sympathiser, eh?" 

     

    "So they would say when they went after him." 

     

    "As bad as a Radical barrister with a social conscience,” she
    pointed out quietly. 

     

    "I know," he admitted with a sigh. 

     

    “And then there's Thomas’s cousin the Duke of Clancar over in
    Ireland. He doesn’t sit in the House too often, but he too has
    powerful friends and is a Radical. He's also a former Army man, also
    with some shady dealings in his past." 

     

    "Oh?" 

     

    "His lands were nearly invaded by the French not long ago. His and
    Thomas’, actually." 

     

    Viola put down her fork, all pretence of eating at an end. "Well, we
    might all have, er, shady backgrounds, as you put it, if people are
    looking for something to accuse people of." 

     

    "That's just what I'm worried about," he admitted, stroking the
    backs of her fingers. "I'm afraid this goes way beyond Gribbens and
    your brother. The plain fact is, if the Foreign or Home Office wants
    to find a few scapegoats to round up, they could decimate the entire
    Rakehell set in one fell swoop.” 

     

    “Then we need to warn them," Viola said firmly. 

     

    “How? They’ll be watching everyone, if only to be sure I’m dead.
    You’ll be as good as if they catch you.” 

     

    “Lawrence can help, and my plan—” 

     

    “Will get us killed!" he said, pushing back from the table in
    exasperation. "And sooner than we think. They must be on to us if
    Castle was there.” 

     

    “Not necessarily,” she said with a shake of her head. "It could just
    have been a coincidence." 

     

    He plowed on as if he hadn’t heard her. “And while no one will make
    a fuss in my case, I hate to think what will happen to my friends.” 

     

    “Don’t you think I do as well?” Viola asked angrily. “To your
    friends, and to this whole country? This is dreadful. We have to do
    something." 

     

    "I want you to run like hell and not look back." 

     

    "I can't! Even if I wanted to, which I don't. I'm not leaving you
    and Sebastian and George or the rest of your friends in this, this
    cesspool these reactionary old fools are digging for us all." 

     

    "So what do you suggest?" 

     

    "Look, I know your worried, but we mustn't let our fears, your
    nightmare, get the better of you." 

     

    He blushed.  

     

    "We need to hold our nerve, darling. So far my plan has worked
    better than I could have hoped. If they knew it was you, not Alan
    Goodwood, why not just grab you outside chambers? Why send us to
    that meeting place?" 

     

    "True, but still—" 

     

    "So please, Alistair, I know you're worried, but let's not do
    anything hasty. Let's just stay calm, and hold steady. I know it’s
    hard, but Castle and the men he's working for have to be stopped.” 

     

    “From doing what?” 

     

    Viola shook her head. “I have no idea! But we’re going to swill gin,
    and find out before it’s too late.”  

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 27]CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN  

     

    When they had finished their meal, Viola asked the question which
    had preoccupied her for some time. 

     

    “So where are the Spencean Philanthropists now?” 

     

    Alistair gave a sweep of his hand, then sat back in his seat with a
    sigh. “Out there somewhere, no doubt wanting to seek vengeance for
    what happened at Peterloo is my best guess. With Castle lurking, I
    can only think they’re being tricked again in some way.” 

     

    “Surely they wouldn’t have anything to do with him after—” 

     

    He shook his head. “No, but his presence means that others have
    infiltrated the organisation. They wouldn’t have given up. Who knows
    how many police and Home Office spies are all mixed up with this.  

     

    "All I know is they’ve tried to wipe my existence from the face of
    the earth and have made me a wanted man. And they could very easily
    do the same thing again, incite the group to act foolishly.” 

     

    “But do they really pose so much of a threat?” Viola asked
    incredulously. 

     

    Alistair shrugged in resignation. “Things are very uncertain with
    the King so recently dead. It was one thing when Prinny was Regent.
    Then his excesses didn’t seem to matter so much.  

     

    "But they hated him enough to try to assassinate him back at the end
    of January 1817. They mobbed his carriage after the State opening of
    Parliament. The windows were smashed either by stones or pellets
    from an air-gun, and the government believed that a revolution was
    imminent.  

     

    “They suspended Habeas Corpus, prohibited so-called seditious
    meetings, and Sidmouth ordered the Lords Lieutenant to apprehend all
    printers, writers and teachers responsible for ostensibly seditious
    and blasphemous material.” 

     

    “So then there were more protests?” she guessed. 

     

    He put his arm around her and held her close for a brief moment. “In
    Manchester. The March of the Blanketeers that March. The weather was
    bad so everything fizzled out, but they arrested the leaders.” 

     

    “Blanketeers?” she asked, her cup poised to her lips.  

     

    Alistair longed to kiss her senseless, but replied steadily, “They
    were cotton workers from the factories and brought a blanket each to
    sleep in.” 

     

    “I see.” 

     

    “I know of one more example of the spies stirring up discontent on
    purpose. There was also the Pentrich Rising in June 1817. I got word
    afterwards that a man called Oliver went to Pentrich up north
    disguised as an unemployed worker, found discontent, and so incited
    the villagers to rebellion. He made arrangements for an armed march
    for them to air their discontents, then informed the local militia
    of an ‘armed rising’.  

     

    “Arrests were made of the men under the pretext that a supposed
    ‘revolution in the making’ had been discovered. Six men were hanged.
    Then Oliver went on to Leeds to try to do exactly the same thing.” 

     

    “My God, the fiend!” 

     

    “Fortunately he didn’t succeed a second time. Edward Baines, the
    proprietor of the Leeds Mercury  followed the spy’s
    activities, and luckily for the town of Leeds, exposed him. The
    government was embarrassed, and Oliver disappeared. It wouldn’t be
    at all surprised if he’s involved in this too somehow.” 

     

    “But why encourage people to rebel if the government is so afraid of
    it?” Viola asked in confusion. 

     

    “To get rid of the leaders. To show they are in control. And also to
    provide a salutory reminder of what happens if people dare try to
    commit treason.  

     

    “Then there is filthy lucre as well. The spies are paid on results,
    the number of arrests, the number of dangerous men gotten rid of one
    way or the other.” 

     

    Her delicate brows shot up. “You mean they’re sending these men to
    their deaths in order to get a bigger wage packet?” she said in
    horror. “This really is too much. They have to be stopped.” 

     

    He nodded. “They shall be, if I can help in any way. Because there’s
    one thing they forgot when they dismantled my life and stripped me
    of everything.  

     

    "What's that?" she asked with a shiver. 

     

    "If I’m dead, I can’t go on trial. Since everything I once valued is
    gone, I have nothing to lose. Add to that them having murdered
    Philip and his family, and I not only have nothing to lose, I have a
    burning desire for revenge." 

     

    "But you're not really dead, darling—" 

     

    He kissed her hand. “I’ve always tried to uphold the law, Viola.
    It’s been my life’s work. Now I have no qualms about breaking it if
    it means justice for all the innocents they killed.” 

     

    Viola’s eyes widened. “Talk like that will get you killed.” 

     

    “I can’t just sit by and do nothing.” 

     

    “We won’t. But I’m not going to let you throw your life away,” she
    hissed, taking his hand once more and squeezing it hard. “I’ll
    gladly help. We’ll find out where the Spenceans are, what they’re
    planning. Warn them they’ve been compromised yet again.” 

     

    “The only trouble is that Thistlewood is such a hot head,” he
    grumbled. 

     

    “Then we need to try to get him to see reason, or enlist the aid of
    the others. Watson, wasn’t it? He was the notional leader in the
    beginning, correct?” 

     

    Alistair nodded.  

     

    “What’s he like?” 

     

    Alistair thought for a moment as he sipped his tea.  

     

    At length he said, “He was born in Scotland in about 1770, and
    trained as a doctor in Edinburgh. As a young man Watson moved to
    London where he worked as a apothecary. He was always steady,
    reliable.  

     

    "Once he got to London, Watson developed Radical political views and
    became a follower of Thomas Spence. After Spence’s death in 1814
    Watson and Thistlewood helped form the Society. I’ve told you about
    Spa Fields and how Castle duped him." 

     

    "Yes." 

     

    "Last I heard, he was splitting from Thistlewood because he was too
    extreme, and proposing a plan to develop a parliament for
    non-represented people. He’s been writing pamphlets about his ideas,
    which are being distributed for free throughout the industrial areas
    of Britain." 

     

    "I see. It's a noble vision." 

     

    Alistair nodded. “In these tracts he urges the formation of Unions
    of Non-Represented People. So far as I know, there are some groups
    set up in the large towns. But they’re not supposed to be
    revolutionary, simply working within the confines of the
    parliamentary system."  

     

    "Have they any hope of succeeding, do you think, if all you've told
    me about Sidmouth is true?" 

     

    He shrugged one shoulder, and helped himself to another hot buttered
    muffin. "At the very least they might succeed in widening the
    franchise so as to gain universal male suffrage. I don’t think he’s
    armed and dangerous. Though the government might claim he was, of
    course. Planting or supposedly discovering a cache of weapons is
    easily done. 

     

    “Truthfully, I think he actually has more realistic problems than
    that. He can only avoid the tax on his pamphlets if he distributes
    them for free. At the end of 1818 Watson was imprisoned for debt.
    He’s probably still in Queer Street one way or the other. I know
    he’s become more popular after Peterloo.” 

     

    “Do you think we could find him, warn him?” 

     

    “We can ask around vaguely.” 

     

    “And would he speak to you?” she wondered aloud. 

     

    Alistair nodded. “Oh, yes. We got along fine. He has no reason to
    mistrust me, and I respect him for trying to gain his goals
    peacefully.” 

     

    “All right, we have a plan,” Viola said with obvious eagerness. “We
    go on the pub crawl, find out where Thistlewood and Watson are. We
    approach Watson with our theory he is being played with like a mouse
    by a fierce tabby with huge claws, and try to get them to see
    reason.” 

     

    “I like your image, my dear. Yes, there’s something ruthlessly
    feline about these ministers. It does rather remind me of all the
    old dowagers and fearsome Mamas flanking either side of the room at
    a ball.” 

     

    Viola smiled wistfully. “I haven’t been to one of those in years.” 

     

    “I promise you, love, when all of this is over, you’re going to
    dance until you drop from exhaustion.” 

     

    Viola sighed and shook her head. “I don’t care about our loss of
    place in society so much any more. And now that you’ve told me all
    the vile things that have been going on in this country, I don’t
    wish to go back to that vain, empty-headed life of the Ton,
    full of affectation and utterly lacking in morality or scruples.
    Watson is right. Until every adult in the land is allowed to vote,
    and get a fair trial, we will never have peace.” 

     

    Alistair smiled warmly. “My God, another Rakehell.”  

     

    “I’m the wrong gender.” 

     

    “Well, their wives are also pretty active in social causes,” he
    pointed out, his brows knitting.  

     

    She took his hand once more. “You really are worried, aren’t you?”
    she asked softly. 

     

    “I am. Philip and his wife are dead because I simply turned up at
    the wrong place at the wrong time. Those poor children." 

     

    "Or you could say it was the right place. That only you can stop
    this." 

     

    "Stop it? Look at all they've done already! The attempt on my life?
    My chambers being burnt to a cinder, my home too? These men will
    stop at nothing." 

     

    "All the more reason to stand up to them." 

     

    He sighed heavily. "I don't know if I can. Something died inside me
    that night. I don’t think I could stand losing Thomas or any of the
    others. Or you." 

     

    "You won't! I'm right here, darling." She leaned forward to kiss
    him. 

     

    He cupped her cheek tenderly. “So you promise me, Viola, at the
    least sign of trouble tonight, you run like hell. You have money for
    a cab, you go to The Three Bells, or to Lawrence, or to the
    clinic in Bethnal Green if you’re injured. Explain who you are and
    ask them to help you.” 

     

    “But if they’re after all the Rakehells, nowhere is safe.” 

     

    “What, you mean they think the clinic for prostitutes is a hot bed
    of intrigue?” Alistair laughed.  

     

    Viola lifted her chin. “It could be. Women want a better world for
    their children, don’t they? And those women have every reason to be
    discontent. And it’s funded with Rakehell money, after all.” 

     

    “But it’s not political!” 

     

    “But they meet there. Lots of women. And you’ve mentioned reading
    lessons to me.” 

     

    “Oh, good God. You have me seeing threats everywhere now,” he
    groaned. 

     

    “Do you want me to go warn them?” she suggested, biting her lower
    lip. 

     

    “You? Why you?” 

     

    Viola rolled her eyes. “Because I make a better quean than you do.
    No one will think much of a frowsy whore going in there, but a
    towering giant of a man like you? We can’t run the risk of them
    wondering about Mr. Goodwood.” 

     

    Alistair considered her words carefully for a moment, then said,
    “There’s a back way in through the boiler room. It might be safer
    telling them than trying to see Lawrence Howard. As you know, I most
    certainly don’t trust George to warn them.  

     

    "But this could kill two birds with one stone. Antony Herriot can
    contact all the Rakehells, tell them to stay close to home and not
    trust anyone they don’t personally know, no matter how important a
    personage they might seem.” 

     

    “How long until we can start swilling gin?” she asked in what she
    hoped was a light, breezy tone. 

     

    “As soon as it’s dark.” He chewed a final crust of bread. Then he
    sighed. “All right. I agree. We warn the Rakehells through Antony,
    and tell him to be careful himself. So that means we have to go to
    the clinic. It's a bit risky, but we have some good odds on our
    side. There’s a big livery stable nearby. We can get in and out
    quickly, and head to the pub in Carnaby Market to see what Spenceans
    we can round up.” 

     

    Viola was already on her feet. "It sounds like a plan. Let's go." 
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    Two more cab rides took Viola and Alistair to the livery stables
    further down the mews from the women's clinic run by the Rakehells. 

     

    Viola had changed into her men’s garb again, and now crept along the
    alley feeling more exposed than she ever had in her life.  

     

    She knew Alistair was right—too much was riding on them warning the
    Rakehells to entrust the message to any one person.  

     

    George was still an unknown quantity. Lawrence was a good man but
    naive about British politics, having been away for so long in India.
    They would see him later, but in the meantime they could set the
    wheels in motion for their Radical set to beware. 

     

    All went well until they entered the back door of the clinic, and
    slipped in behind the boiler.  

     

    Viola could have sworn she heard something, like the soft whisper of
    a step.  

     

    Then someone leapt on her, grabbing her around the waist and
    dragging her to his huge hard chest.  

     

    A knife glittered, and she waited for the pain, the sensation of her
    life’s blood dripping away— 

     

    “Don’t move, or the lad gets it.” He shifted her weight slightly.
    “Lass, I should say.” 

     

    Viola fumed at the indignities to her person, though he wasn't
    handling her in a rough way.  

     

    “Who the hell are you and why are the two of you breaking in here?”
    the gruff-voice stranger demanded. 

     

    Alistair countered, “I could ask you the same thing.”  

     

    He stared at the man, huge, bald, and with a vast gold earring in
    one ear. His face was criss-crossed with scars, his teeth black, his
    stench foul. 

     

    “I need to see Dr. Herriot. The lass is ill.” 

     

    “Feels lively enough to me. Actually, you’re looking pretty lively
    yourself for a dead man, Alistair Grant. Glad to see you’re all
    right.” 

     

    He blinked at the use of his name, and stared. His mouth dropped
    open as confusion gave way to recogntion. “Philip! God in Heaven!
    You’re alive!” 

     

    “Not for long if we don’t keep our voices down,” he returned curtly. 

     

    “I thought you were a goner for sure.” Despite himself, Alistair
    threw his arms around his friend and colleague, and hugged him hard. 

     

    Philip patted him on the back awkwardly and looked smug. “Rumors of
    my death have been greatly exaggerated. The fire was terrible, but
    we got out through the upper attics." 

     

    "How is it possible. I was sure you were all done for," Alistair
    said raggedly. 

     

    "We broke through the partition into the other servants’ quarters.
    I’ve been at the brothel in Tavistock Crescent with Jasmine. I’ve
    been assembling anyone I know from the old days to try to find out
    who set fire to the house and blew up the office.  

     

    "I wasn’t even sure you were alive. But I had a hunch. I have a few
    papers from the case we were supposed to have tried. Not much, but
    better than nothing. I took a chance that you were the new man,
    Goodwood. I tried to see you in Covent Garden, but you must have
    legged it.” 

     

    “Never mind about the bloody papers!” Alistair exclaimed
    impatiently. “What about Jasmine, the children?” 

     

    “All fine. Antony got the children to safety. Jasmine is with me at
    the brothel, disguised as a tart. And when you see her huge shiner,
    don’t blame me. She deliberately smashed her eye into the door to
    make herself look more realistic and so she wouldn’t have to worry
    about the makeup washing off. Damned fine woman, my wife.” 

     

    “Don’t I know it. And may I introduce mine? Or soon to be. Viola,
    this is Philip Harewood Marshall, my indispensible junior.” 

     

    “Delighted, my dear,” Philip said with a bow. “I know what Jonathan
    is going to say. He’ll rub his hands with glee and declare, ‘Another
    Rakehell married.’ Let me guess. You met in a brothel and she saved
    your life.” 

     

    “But how did you—” 

     

    Philip flashed him a grin, puckering the hideous false scars even
    more deeply. “The same intuition that told me to get out of the
    house before it burned down.” 

     

    “But they found five bodies! A man, woman, and three children. How—” 

     

    Philip nodded. “I needed to throw them off the scent. So gave them
    what they wanted to see. We got some help from the resurrection men.
    The same as you, I suspect.” 

     

    Alistair stared. “Now you’re really starting to scare me. You can
    sense all this somehow?” 

     

    “Partly, but also because that friend of yours George filled me in
    on what he knew," he said with a grin to his wide-eyed friend.
    "We’ve been using the clinic to ferry information back and forth.
    Antony did get to Sebastian Morrison in time, and Antony and his
    assistant Oliver Neville made sure everyone disappeared who needed
    to, including that poor guard Bradford and your coach driver.”  

     

    He flashed a wicked smile. “But my mother always did reckon me part
    gipsy. Anyway, that isn’t important now. The question is why. What
    do you think is happening here?” 

     

    Alistair highlighted his theory briefly. 

     

    “Then we need to swill a bit of the old Stark Naked.” 

     

    “Oh no, you’re not coming,” Alistair said in his most
    authoritative tone. 

     

    “If anything, the two of us with this doxy here will make us safe as
    houses. If we can get her some women’s clothes, that is. We neither
    of us look like what we once were.” 

     

    Viola smiled. "I'm ready." 

     

    He shook his head. “I can’t risk it. If anything happens to me—”  

     

    “All the more reason to let me go,” Philip argued. 

     

    “No, you're alive, and I want to keep you that way. Besides, I know
    the ringleaders by sight. I have to see if I can try to make some
    sense out of this by talking to them. Too many people have died
    already for me to be timid about this now.” 

     

    “Very well, but I’m going with you, and don't bother to argue, mate.
    This is the best chance we might ever get to sort this all out
    before it's too late. Too many days have passed. Now that they think
    you’re dead and out of the way, and that this Mr. Goodwood is on
    their side, they have no reason to halt their plans, now do they?” 

     

    “No, I suppose not,” Alistair agreed uneasily. 

     

    “So let’s go then. Time’s awasting. I’ll just pop in to tell Antony
    I found you after all. Damn, who was that spy who turned up?” 

     

    “Castle, from the old days. Does that mean they might be on to you?” 

     

    “Or you?” 

     

    “Or George betrayed us,” Viola said reluctantly. 

     

    “Or he’s being betrayed himself.” 

     

    “Damn. Too many imponderables now," Philip said with a shake of his
    now-bald head. "The main thing is to warn the Rakehells. I’ll be
    right back.” 

     

    Philip wasted no time in speaking to Antony, then headed out the
    rear exit and got them a cab.  

     

    Viola had in the meantime changed into her women’s garb. Showing a
    great deal more cleavage than was her wont, she sat across from the
    two men and listened quietly as they caught up on each other’s news.
     

     

    She had to admit she had been inclined to view all of Alistair’s
    friends as a bunch of stuffed shirts, but Philip was a revelation.
    Witty, urbane, but hard-edged, she could see he had had a tough life
    but risen above it. It made her feel ashamed of how she had carried
    on trying to make the best of things, but been resentful of those
    better off than herself. 

     

    “So we go into the meeting, complain about the lack of work, the
    machines taking over our jobs, listen to what they have to say, and
    find out where Watson is?” Philip outlined. 

     

    “That's as good a plan as I can come up with, unless you have a
    better idea." 

     

    "Not at the moment." 

     

    "We need to find the right pub, though. Hope you’re up for a long
    walk.” 

     

    But they struck it lucky, for when they arrived at the Nag’s
      Head , they were just setting up some tables in the corner.
    They sat around the bar for a minute and caught a couple of names
    Alistair vaguely recognised.  

     

    They moved into a corner seat, where Alistair proceeded to tiddle
    Viola in full view of the place, while she giggled happily.  

     

    Philip got in on the act with the lower half of her body, and Viola
    steeled herself, saying under her breath, “Easy. It’s only a bit of
    play-acting.”  

     

    “You don’t have to be quite so enthusiastic, my dear chap,” Alistair
    protested. 

     

    “We always did aim to please in my old job. But point taken." He
    shifted his hand. "Just don’t tell my wife I forgot my manners.” 

     

    "Don't mention it." 

     

    "But do give me some pointers once I'm married," Alistair said with
    a wink. 

     

    "Er, I'm the virgin here, so perhaps I'm the one who should be
    getting the advice," she said with a pretty blush. 

     

    "Pointers? Gladly. I have the feeling you'll need all the help you
    can get with this sprightly lass." 

     

    "Now, look here—" they both protested in unison. 

     

    "I'm joking," he said to them both. "You both look happy enough to
    me. So you'll both do just fine." 

     

    With their kissing and cuddling, very few people paid any attention
    to the trio, who appeared to be getting more liquorous by the
    minute.  

     

    Alistair poured their drinks into the spittoon when no one was
    looking, and strained his ears to catch every word.  

     

    At one point Alistair went up to the bar for more beer and gin, and
    she could tell from his posture that he had discovered what he
    needed to know. 

     

    He came back with the drinks and whispered, “Watson is in the
    Marshalsea.” 

     

    “Can we visit him?” Viola asked. 

     

    “We can try. But we’re going to need a slight change of costume yet
    again.” 

     

    “Back to the clerk, I suppose?” she guessed. 

     

    “Yes.” 

     

    “Or is this just an excuse to get me out of my skirt?” she laughed. 

     

    “Guilty as charged.” He kissed her hard. 

     

    A few people in the bar nudged each other, and Philip said, “Drink
    up and off you go.”  

     

    “What about you?” 

     

    “I’ll stay on, see if I catch wind of anyything else. Meet me at the
    second bench inside Vauxhall Gardens tomorrow at three and I’ll fill
    you in then.” 

     

    Alistair hesitated. “It might be too risky. Castle—” 

     

    “Don’t worry. I’ll be careful.” 

     

    Alistair and Viola finished their drinks, Viola made a show of
    having a tiff with Philip, he went to the bar for more gin, and they
    left. 

     

    They walked down to Oxford Street, or rather hobbled, for Alistair
    was so amorous of Viola he thought he was going to trip over
    himself, his desire was so huge and urgent.  

     

    Then they stood on the corner to secure a cab. He was relieved when
    one finally stopped so he could have a few minutes’ rampant fondling
    without half of London looking on. 

     

    “Are you sure we should have left Philip there?” she asked softly
    when he lifted his head some time later and she could form a
    coherent thought. 

     

    He smoothed her skirt down over her knees once more.  

     

    She immediately hoist it up again to start struggling into her
    gent’s clothes.  

     

    “He has the common touch,” Alistair sought to reassure her. “He’ll
    be all right. He’ll no doubt find out what we need to know one way
    or the other.” 

     

    “I hope so. I keep getting the feeling we’re really running out of
    time.” 

     

    He nodded. “I know. I can hear the clock ticking in my head. So
    let’s see what we know. Revenge for Peterloo, and so far as I can
    guess, at least a couple of people I recognise from Spa Fields in
    this up to their necks. That spy Castle up to no good, and me and
    Philip on the run. Obviously Home Office involvement. If my dream is
    anything to go by, and it’s been spot on each time, we're getting
    closer. Fields, Castle, it all make sense. Henry too.” 

     

    “Ray.” 

     

    “What? 

     

    “What about Ray?” 

     

    “First or last name,” he said with a shrug. “Nothing yet, but it
    might come to—” 

     

    “Unless...” She pondered for a moment in silence while she tried to
    fasten her trousers in the jiggling coach. 

     

    “What?” 

     

    “My brother. And George. There’s something a bit off about all this.
    You said Castle was a former criminal saved from the gallows.” 

     

    He nodded.“That’s right.” 

     

    “Well, then so is Sebastian. And possibly even George.” 

     

    “What, you mean they work for Sidmouth as well?” Alistair asked in
    surprise. 

     

    She shook her head. “I don’t think so, actually. Sebastian is an
    expert at languages. And even though he's said to be fluent in
    French, even he admits that George is better. What does that tell
    you?” she said, revealing some of the truth to him at last. 

     

    Alistair's brows knit. “Hmm. George is a man of many talents for a
    pimp.” 

     

    “Castle. Ray. Castlereagh.” 

     

    Alistair gaped. “So Sebastian really did stumble onto something
    big.” 

     

    “I think so.” 

     

    Alistair nodded. “I would have to agree. Shocking though it may be,
    they must be spies for the Foreign Office. And they are still
    working for him because even though the war with Napoleon is over,
    Castlereagh has something hanging over them both. George is too
    honest to just let us go like lambs to the slaughter. And he
    obviously rates Sebastian highly as a friend.  

     

    "But this terrifies me now. What on earth could be so big it would
    be worth killing so many people for, including one of their own
    men?” 

     

    “But maybe it’s not so many," she suggested, as she finished putting
    on the last of her clerk's clothing, while he bundled her women's
    garments together into a tight roll. "Perhaps it was just a sequence
    of events which got out of control. You stumbled onto it as well,
    and they sought to silence you. If you hadn’t gone to Newgate that
    night, found Sebastian or me, you and Philip would have been safe.” 

     

    “Now we can’t be sure—” 

     

    “And you could be right, it could have been far worse,” she said
    with a shiver. “That dream of yours.” 

     

    “And you know, Lord Sidmouth’s first name is Henry. It’s all
    starting to fit together. It’s connected with the Rakehells as well
    as myself, but I really have no idea why—” 

     

    "And George and Sebastian won't say. But I agree with you. There's
    something about this man Castle being on the scene that reeks of bad
    news." 

     

    "Aye, but I still have no idea—" 

     

    She sighed, and finished tying her cravat. “Then let’s hope Watson
    does. Otherwise we could all end up dead anyway.” 
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    Alistair and Viola entered the gates of the grim Marshalsea Debtors’
    Prison a short time later, and he introduced them as Mr. Goodwood
    and his assistant Tom Morris. 

     

    “’Tis awfully late to be visiting,” the turnkey complained. 

     

    “I know, my good man, but I feel sure you wouldn’t want to keep a
    busy man like me out here on a night like this. And I believe this
    will recompense you for your troubles. If you could send someone
    across to get some hot pies for myself and helper here, and Mr.
    Watson, of course, I would be doubly grateful.” 

     

    “Aye, I will, sir, thank ye kindly,” the gaoler said, pocketing the
    money and the generous bribe. He tugged his forelock and vanished.  

     

    Within a few minutes they were in the visitors’ room reserved for
    the solicitors’ consultations. Viola sat listening to the wind
    howling in the gloomy old building as they waited for Watson to be
    brought up. 

     

    When he arrived he looked at them both in blank confusion. Alistair
    lied about his name but told him quite sincerely that he wanted to
    assist him in terms of debt relief.  

     

    Watson was glad, but cautious. “And what would I have to do for this
    money, exactly?” 

     

    “Ah, here are the pies, and some good strong ale as well, I warrant.
    Here you are, eat up, eat up.” 

     

    Watson’s hunger got the better of his need to question Alistair, and
    he tucked in with a will. Viola took one pie, and broke off a
    quarter, then gave the rest to Watson. She also waited until he had
    taken a good long swig of his drink before taking a sip herself. 

     

    As soon as they were sure they were alone and would not be
    interrupted, Alistair leaned forward and said, “Do you recognise me?
    Alistair Grant, from your trial at Spa Fields?" 

     

    "Aye, aye, I do." 

     

    "We need your help.” 

     

    He was stunned. “My help? 

     

    "And to try to help you and your friends too." 

     

    Watson's pale blue eyes narrowed. "Folks said you were a criminal,
    dead even.” 

     

    “I know. But I’m very much innocent, and alive. And I intend to stay
    that way. You need to help me, please. They nearly killed me and my
    colleague because of us representing a man called Gribbens at his
    trial for theft. Except that they murdered him so there would be no
    trial. He was going to come forward, say something in the witness
    box, wasn’t he?" 

     

    He appeared the picture of innocence as he asked, "How would I
    know?" 

     

    Alistair gave him a sharp look. "I know whatever is going on, it has
    to be something big. The Home Office spy John Castle is back on the
    scene. I saw him today when I was waiting for my friend. Look, if
    they’ve infiltrated the Spenceans again, we need to know about it.
    We have to warn them before they act.” 

     

    Watson shook his head. “How do I know I can trust you—” 

     

    “You don’t, is the short honest answer. So let me put it this way.
    At this point, you have nothing to lose. You’re in here nice and
    safe for the moment. I’ll be happy to pay your debts and get you out
    of here regardless of whether you tell me anything tonight or not.
    This government can’t get away with continuous repression forever.  

     

    “But there’s more than principle at stake here. This young lady is
    wanted for arson, and they tried to murder her brother. Castle
    nearly sent you to your deaths not that long ago, and now it looks
    like he's lining more more unsuspecting victims." 

     

    "Why should you care, Grant?" 

     

    "Because to my mind, there’s been too much killing. Too much damage
    thanks to Sidmouth and Castlereagh and men just like them, or those
    willing to go along for the power and reward. So no, you have no
    reason to trust me, it's true, part from our past acquaintance, and
    my reputation as a man of my word." 

     

    Watson relaxed slowly. "What do you want to know?" 

     

    "What they’re planning, and where I can find the rest of the
    Spenceans to at least warn them that they’re about to be betrayed
    again. Please. If they go down, I think others of my friends will as
    well.” 

     

    Watson was evidently torn, but Viola looked at him so encouragingly
    he decided that the lad couldn’t possibly be a cutthroat. Lass, he
    amended, looking at her more closely. 

     

    He sighed heavily, then said, “Thistlewood is out of control. He's
    convinced we're going to have our own storming of the Bastille. A
    man called Edwards gave him the idea. He’s going to kill all the
    government ministers and parade through the streets with their heads
    on spikes. Armed insurrection. Hand grenades for maximum damage.” 

     

    “My God. Where? The Houses of Parliament?” he guessed. 

     

    Watson clamped his mouth shut then.  

     

    “Oh God. Who is this Edwards? Does anyone know him, or can vouch for
    him? Or is he just another agent provocateur  Sidmouth sent
    into the fold to spy?” 

     

    “I don’t know. I swear. But from all you've told me, it’s starting
    to look more and more likely that he is.” 

     

    “When were they supposed to act?” 

     

    “Tonight,” Watson admitted. 

     

    “Oh God, we may already be too late?” Alistair gasped. 

     

    Watson listened as the bell struck the quarter hour past eight.
    “They were all going to assemble at nine to get ready to storm their
    destination. You might still have time if you hurry.”  

     

    “Where are they? And where are they going?” 

     

    He stared long and hard at Alistair, then gave a resigned sigh. “I
    tried to talk them out of it. They’re in Cato Street, in a small
    stables.” 

     

    “And where are they supposed to be going?” 

     

    “39 Grosvenor Square.” 

     

    Alistair frowned. “Grosvenor Square.” He shook his head. “What’s
    at—” Then his jaw dropped open. “Oh my God! Viola, we’re leaving,
    now!”  
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    Alistair yanked all the money he had out of his pockets apart from
    enough for a few taxi fares, pressed it into Watson’s hand, and
    thanked him. 

     

    “I swear, I’ll do my best to stop them, save them. And see you soon,
    if I live through this.”  

     

    Alistair pumped his hand, shouted for the guard to let them out, and
    walked rapidly to the exit.  

     

    The turnkey let him out, and then Alistair was running full tilt to
    the corner and shouted for a cab.  

     

    Viola had never seen Alistair so beside himself. 

     

    “What, what is it?” she panted. 

     

    “I think I can see all of it now. And it’s uglier than I ever
    imagined.” 

     

    He got into the cab first and hauled in her unceremoniously. “Cato
    Street, at once.” 

     

    “Alistair, please tell me, what’s at Grosvenor Square?” 

     

    Alistair sighed. “More like who. That’s Lord Harrowby’s house.
    Gribbens was going to expose their plot, I’m sure of it.” 

     

    “Who, the Spenceans?” 

     

    He shook his head. “No, the government’s. They are fomenting and
    inciting rebellion again, and I think I know why. To better disguise
    the casualties about to occur.” Alistair began shaking like a leaf.
    “Oh God, if we’re too late—” 

     

    “I don’t understand. What do you think is going to happen?” she
    gasped, looking at Alistair’s terror-stricken face. 

     

    “I saw it in the paper. It’s supposed to be a big ministerial dinner
    to organise the new government now that there’s a new king on the
    throne. They want to see who they can reach political accommodations
    with. It’s case of keeping your friends close, and your enemies
    closer. They planned all along to incite the Spenceans so they could
    repress them and everyone else they disagree with. So they can have
    it both ways. 

     

    "I don’t't understand—" 

     

    "If the Radicals they have invited cooperate, fine. If they don’t,
    well, one of two things will happen. The Spenceans will turn up at
    the door, and the Radicals will be accused of being in league with
    them.  

     

    "Or they will turn up at the door, and my friends will be killed.
    The Spenceans will take the blame, and Sidmouth and Castlereagh will
    have everything they ever wanted, and two if not more vacant seats
    in the House of Lords.” 

     

    Viola stared at him in horror. “Oh no, surely not—” 

     

    “That’s the only thing that makes sense. We need to get into that
    stable and stop them. Can you change into your skirt again, please?
    They probably have the entire place surrounded, and we only have
    once chance. That they’ll never imagine a woman is mixed up in all
    this.” 

     

    She was already unwrapping the bundled she had been carrying tucked
    under her arm. “All right, I’ll do it.” 

     

    “I hate asking you to—” 

     

    “If it’s their only chance—” 

     

    He sighed heavily. “I think it well might be.” 

     

    “Damn, those buggers—” 

     

    “Language, my dear,” he remonstrated mildly. 

     

    “Well, it’s barbaric, and I don’t care who knows about it,” she
    said, her indignation rising with every passing minute. 

     

    “Your sentiments do you credit, my love. I feel like ripping
    Sidmouth’s head off and sticking it on a pole myself. But we need to
    remain calm. Driver! Stop!!” 

     

    Viola looked at him in surprise as the vehicle lurched to a halt. 

     

    “Have you any money?”  

     

    She nodded and fished a couple of pounds out of her skirt pocket. 

     

    “Go buy that piewoman’s basket.” 

     

    Viola did not need to be told twice. She jumped out, made the
    transaction with little argument from the stunned woman, who had
    never seen so much money at one time in all her life, and then they
    sped on. 

     

    “Take your hair down, a bit looser, and if they ask, say Watson sent
    you. Stay away from the door. Step in, step out briskly. Above all,
    try to make sure they don’t panic.” 

     

    “What are you going to do?” 

     

    “See if I can convince the constables that Sidmouth has called off
    the scheme for the night. I just have no idea how far they were
    going to let it all go. Take them at Cato Street, or wait until
    Grosvenor Square.” 

     

    “Let’s hope it’s the first, or your friends could be in real
    trouble.” 

     

    “Damn, I never thought I would ever hear myself say this, but I wish
    George were here.” 

     

    “If Castlereagh has something hanging over his head, he couldn’t
    help even if he wanted to,” she pointed out as she twitched her
    skirt into place. 

     

    Alistair fidgetted in his seat, then pulled her to him for a kiss.  

     

    After a time he said, “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be so rough, get
    so carried away. I just hate having to even think about letting you
    go in—” 

     

    “I love you. It’ll be all right.” 

     

    He cupped her cheek, and stroked his fingers down the slim column of
    her neck. “And I love you. So very much.” 

     

    At length he broke off the kiss with a shaky laugh. “I need to keep
    my wits about me, and we’re nearly there.” 

     

    “Thank God.” 

     

    “Now you know what to do. In, deliver the message, and out. If you
    see any weapons, stuff what you can into the basket and come back
    out." 

     

    "Aye. 

     

    "If we get separated for any reason we need to meet up at Number 39.
    You have to find Thomas and Randall. Tell them it’s urgent, a
    message from Lawrence Howard and Antony Herriot. That ought to get
    you into the house.” 

     

    “I’m not leaving you, Alistair,” Viola argued, her heart almost too
    full to speak. 

     

    “I hope you won’t have to." He pulled her to him for one last kiss.
    "I love you, Viola, please know that, no matter what happens. I know
    it’s been sudden, but you make my life complete. In fact, you've
    saved my life, in every sense. I would have been lost without you.
    Never doubt that or forget it for a moment.” 

     

    “I promise, I never will,” she promised, returning his kiss with
    equal fervor. 

     

    They broke off their embrace a moment later and got out at the
    corner of the Edgeware Road.  

     

    Alistair flung some money up to the driver, and they strode
    purposefully the rest of the way.  

     

    Once at Cato Street, he immediately recognised a man called George
    Ruthven, one of Sidmouth’s special constables, and went up to him to
    bluff his way through as best he could. 

     

    “Well, my good man, who is in charge here? Lord Sidmouth asked me to
    come down to supervise—” 

     

    “And who might you be?” 

     

    “Why, Mr. Goodwood, of course. Surely you’ve heard of me.” 

     

    “I have, sir. So sorry. And who is the lady?” 

     

    “Watson sent her. We’ve persuaded the two of them to tell us all
    they know, and she is now going to go in and ascertain—” 

     

    Ruthven looked completely shocked. “You can’t send a woman into that
    murderous gang of cuththroats—” 

     

    “Very chivalrous of you, I’m sure, but she’s an old friend of
    theirs.” 

     

    At that piece of news, he looked dubious. “No one ever mentioned a
    woman—” 

     

    “Trust me, Watson knew what he was doing.” 

     

    Viola now pushed open the door, and asked for Arthur Thistlewood.
    She declared that Watson had sent her with a message. She saw a thin
    ferret-face man looking at her coldly, with some alarm.  

     

    Thistlewood came forward, and she said in a low tone, as if showing
    him everything in the basket, “Some pies and milk, and the man
    called Edwards has betrayed you. You need to get out of here. The
    whole front of the stables is surrounded, and they’re waiting for
    you at Grosvenor Square as well. He’s an agent provocateur 
    sent by Sidmouth. Just like John Castle at Spa Fields. You need to
    get—” 

     

    “Who really sent you?” he demanded angrily. 

     

    “I’ve just come from the Marshalsea with Watson. Please, you need to
    hurry. There isn’t much time.” 

     

    He stared at her for a moment longer before turning his back so that
    Edwards couldn’t see the expression on his face. “All right, but I
    need you to help me buy some more time. Start distributing the food,
    and see if you can chat up Edwards. He can’t seem to take his eyes
    off you.” 

     

    Viola gave her best flirtatious smile and giggle. “It’s because he
    probably suspects I’m warning you," she said through clenched teeth.
    "They’re about to storm the building. Get out as quickly as you
    can.” 

     

    She stroked his cheek and winked at him in order to convince Edwards
    that they were just doing a bit of billing and cooing.  

     

    Edwards relaxed a bit, though he still kept looking at the door
    every so often. Viola felt sure the raid would begin as soon as the
    clock struck nine. 

     

    She began to distribute food to the men still below who were working
    with the weapons, cleaning and loading them. One by one she saw
    Thistlewood give them the nod while she tried to distract Edwards
    with pies and a goodly display of her other wares.  

     

    The men were displaying their own. The guns and even some hand
    grenades were all spread out on the table. She took note of the
    pistols they were loading. 

     

    Now she stroked his forearm. “Oh, look, you have ever such a big
    gun.” 

     

    Edwards grinned lewdly.  

     

    “However does it shoot?” 

     

    “If I weren’t so busy, minx, I’d show you.” 

     

    She had palmed a smaller pistol in her left hand, and now pointed it
    at him. “Never mind. I think I already know. Get in the corner,
    now.” 

     

    “Who the hell are you?” he barked. 

     

    “Wouldn’t you like to know.” 

     

    “When I get my hands on you—” 

     

    “Just keep them up where I can see them.” 

     

    “My friends are going to be down in a minute and—” 

     

    Viola was already filling her basket with loaded pistols. “Your
    friends, as you call them, are all leaving without you. As am I.” 

     

    She kept the weapon trained on him as she stepped backwards, heading
    out the way she had come.  

     

    Edwards heard some noise and scuffling from above, and realised in
    an instant what had happened. “Damn you! You’re letting them get
    away!” 

     

    “One more word, and so help me—” 

     

    She flung the door open and hurried out. She heard Edwards screaming
    impotently in fury.  

     

    Alistair, still seemingly discussing the situation with Ruthven
    outside, now looked around as the whole street sprang to life.  

     

    “I say, Ruthven, you’re supposed to be following my orders.” 

     

    “Sorry sir, but our agent has called for help. He says they’re
    getting away. Men, follow me!” 

     

    Alistair grabbed Viola and pulled her to one side as the men began
    to storm the stables.  

     

    “All right?” he asked, hugging her to him in relief. 

     

    “Fine. They’re on the run. Let’s go to Grosvenor Square.” 

     

    Alistair held her tightly as they made their way down the street and
    around the corner, keeping close to the walls as more and more
    special constables flooded the street.  

     

    No one tried to halt them, too intent upon capturing some supposed
    traitors to pay attention to what appeared to be a courting couple.
     

     

    Alistair heaved a sigh of relief as they got to the end of the
    street. But relief turned to dismay as they turned the corner into
    Grosvenor Square and heard shots ring out.  

     

    “Stay here!” He pressed her up against a small alcove in the wall of
    one building. 

     

    Alistair grabbed two pistols from Viola’s basket before she could
    stop him, ran forward, and dashed up the front steps. He sent the
    man at the top of them flying as he shoved his way into the entrance
    to Number 39.  

     

    Another man took a swing at him, and he shot him point blank and
    then rammed the weapon into a second assailant’s face. He could hear
    the sound of scuffling in the chamber ahead of him, and with a growl
    reminiscent of a tiger’s, he stalked his prey.  

     

    He saw one tall dark-haired man on the ground being throttled, and
    pounced. Alistair wrestled with the man furiously. With one mighty
    punch, he sent him sailing into the corner, where he landed
    unconscious.  

     

    Alistair looked down at his friend, who was struggling to sit up. He
    saw Thomas clutching his left shoulder, the blood running through
    his fingers in rivulets.  

     

    Alistair sprang forward, as much to try to help the Duke of
    Ellesmere as to shield him from the bullets which were pocking the
    floor and plaster all around him now. 

     

    Alistair dived and grappled him around the shoulders, wrestled him
    flat to the floor, and dragged him behind the ornate side table.  

     

    “Thomas! Oh God, Thomas!” 

     

    Crimson soaked his evening coat and crisp white shirt and waistcoat.
    Alistair snatched his handkerchief out of his pocket, wadded it up,
    and rammed it on top of the hole.  

     

    “God, Alistair, what the hell is going on?” Thomas asked, clearly
    dazed by everything that had just happened. 

     

    “They’re trying to get rid of the more Radical elements they fear.” 

     

    “I don’t understand. Who the hell are they? We got a
    personal invitation from Sidmouth to come here tonight and—” 

     

    “Where’s Randall?” 

     

    “Running late, it would appear. Either that or they’ve already
    killed him. Damn the bastards.” 

     

    But Randall, who had arrived only a short time before, had run into
    the anteroom adjoining as soon as the bullets had begun to fly.  

     

    His arrival at the stroke of nine-fifteen must have been the signal
    for all hell to break loose.  

     

    He had taken cover in the window seat of the small undecorated room
    while he tried to rate his chances of getting out of this alive.  

     

    He had his small pistol, checked the powder, and made sure the pan
    was primed. He had one shot. Maybe two. He had to make them count.  

     

    He had three doors to choose from, the one into what he guessed to
    be drawing room, the one back out into the foyer, or the one leading
    to who only knew where. 

     

    He heard feet scurrying all over the house, and wondered where
    Thomas was. He prayed he hadn’t arrived yet. But if that were the
    case, then that meant he was all alone.  

     

    He felt so foolish—ever since he had got the invitation from
    Sidmouth he had been telling himself to just ignore it. He should
    have stayed home with his wife instead of trying to do his duty in a
    country being run by men with no honour. 

     

    He rose cautiously and sidled to the farthest door, prepared at any
    moment to dive for cover. He wasn’t sure where it led, but the hall
    was out of the question, and the drawing room sounded like it was
    being shot to pieces. Even through the fine wood panelling he could
    hear the steady, relentless thud of bullets. 

     

    So the third door it had to be. Except that now the door opened, and
    a hand rolled a lit grenade into the room. 

     

    “Jesus!” Randall prayed.  

     

    Which way to go. The hall, or the murderous hand? What would Michael
    do? 

     

    His brother had been known as The Grim Reaper, hero of the
    Peninsular War. Michael had always done the unexpected. He would
    have to do the same.  

     

    Randall charged on toward the third door once more, and flung
    himself through it and onto the madman who had thrown the grenade.  

     

    He felt himself being lifted right off his feet and blown like a
    leaf in a gale as it exploded in the now empty anteroom. He landed
    on the assassin, but had lost his weapon. He had nothing now but his
    bare hands.  

     

    His instinct for survival drove him on as he punched and gouged the
    man’s eyes with his thumbs, until at last the man ceased to
    struggle. Randall’s eyes darted right and left as he tried to locate
    the pistol. 

     

    Before he could do so, a shrill voice echoed around the marble
    passageway. “Look out!”  
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    Viola flung herself at the police officer about to kill the Earl of
    Hazelmere, shunting his arm up and to the right. The man’s gun went
    off deafeningly.  

     

    Randall grabbed his head and fell to the ground with a curse. 

     

    Viola struggled as the policeman tried to bring up a sword. She
    kneed him in the groin. Wresting the weapon away, she smashed the
    basket hilt of the sword into his nose with a sickening crunch. In
    an instant she handed Randall his pistol while she examined his
    wound.  

     

    “Damn, you must be favoured of all the gods,” she panted. 

     

    “Am I?” he said in a daze. “My scalp feels like it’s on fire.” 

     

    “The bullet grazed you. And I hope you weren’t too fond of that
    ear.” 

     

    “Jesus,” he exclaimed again when he reached up and realised she
    wasn't joking.  

     

    “You were damned lucky.” 

     

    He rolled his eyes. “If I were damned lucky it would have missed me
    altogether.” 

     

    “I can see you’re a Rakehell, all right. I’m guessing you’re your
    age that you’re the Earl of Hazelmere.” 

     

    “That’s the only sensible thing anyone has said to me since I
    entered this house. Who are you, Madam?” 

     

    “Viola, a friend of Alistair’s.” 

     

    He stared at her. “But he and Philip are dead. And didn’t they want
    a woman in connection with—” 

     

    “Philip is alive, and if I’m not mistaken, Alistair is in the next
    room having a small battle. Can you walk?” 

     

    “I’m a bit winded from the pain and shock. I can hardly hear you for
    the explosion and the gun going off so close to my head, but I can
    stand.” 

     

    “Then let’s go help him.” 

     

    “And Thomas. He might be in there,” Randall said, trying to get to
    his feet, but still off balance by the blow to his head. 

     

    A further commotion in the foyer had them scrambling off the floor
    of the passageway. They ran through the smouldering anteroom and
    dropped onto their hands and knees as shots rang out.  

     

    “Darling, are you all right?” she dared to call 

     

    “Aye, but the Duke has been hit,” he called, sticking his hand out
    so she could see where he was concealed. 

     

    Viola could tell the Bow Street Runners were about to rush the
    unarmed men. She threw the constable’s sword to Alistair.  

     

    He caught it easily and was about to engage the enemy when Viola
    aimed Randall’s pistol and shot the chief ringleader egging on their
    assailants.  

     

    He dropped like a stone, and for a moment the room was silent. By
    that time she had brought up the rest of the weapons from the basket
    and handed them around for a second wave.  

     

    She winged the other officer in charge and began to reload, whilst
    Alistair and Randall also continued to fire until all the weapons
    were discharged.  

     

    From there the Runners and Home Office men had had enough. They
    declare they were outnumbered and put down their weapons or ran.  

     

    “Didn’t put up much of a fight,” Randall commented in disgust. 

     

    “They’re cowards. It's easy enough to set a trap, but when it comes
    to a fair fight they flee,” Alistair panted. Then he motioned with
    his hand. “Come help me with Thomas,” he asked her softly.  

     

    But as soon as Viola was within arm’s reach he pulled her to him and
    kissed her.  

     

    Thomas laughed. “I know what Jonathan is going to say about this.
    Another of the Rakehells married. Good show, you two. Formal
    introductions can wait. This hurts like buggery.” 

     

    “Aye, but at least there’s no blood spurting. We need to get you to
    Bethnal Green.” 

     

    The click of booted feet on the marble floor in the foyer alerted
    them to movment in the house.  

     

    Randall had taken up the weapons to finish reloading, and drew
    closer to the three prone figures. He was ready to defend them all
    once more, though his head was swimming and the blood still streamed
    down his face, neck and shoulders. 

     

    A tall thin man stood in the doorway and called, “Who’s in there?” 

     

    “The Duke of Ellesmere and the Earl of Hazelmere,” Randall replied.
    “The Duke’s been shot by the police.” 

     

    Alarmed blue eyes appeared as the man peeped into the room. “You’ve
    been shot too by the look of you.” 

     

    “Just the fleshy part of my ear,” Randall said too loudly, poking
    one ear to try to stop the ringing. “Nothing to worry about. But the
    Duke needs a doctor.” 

     

    “And who are these people?” 

     

    “He’s Alistair Grant the barrister,” Thomas replied before Viola
    could stop him. 

     

    He peered at Alistair, and then looked again. “Impossible. You’re
    supposed to be dead.” 

     

    “Rumours of my death have been greatly exaggerated. More to the
    point, who are you?” 

     

    “I’m the Earl of Harrowby’s private secretary. I’ve just arrived
    home from his Westminster offices to discover this chaos. Was it
    rioters?” 

     

    “So they would have you believe," Alistair snapped. "Where’s your
    master?” 

     

    The man blinked. “Why, at his country estate, of course. He's been
    for some few weeks now. This house is supposed to be closed up. Who
    on earth let you in?” 

     

    Randall fished his invitation out of his pocket and Thomas did
    likewise. “We were told to come here,” Randall said. “That is most
    definitely Sidmouth’s signature. I’ve seen it on enough papers.” 

     

    “So have I,” the confused man said. “But what on earth? Was it the
    mob? Is it revolution?” 

     

    “Revolution, perhaps, but not the mob. It was Bow Street Runners and
    special constables from the Home Office. I can name a few names,”
    Alistair said coldly. “But never mind that now. The Duke needs
    medical attention. The Earl too.”  

     

    Alistair began to help Thomas off the ground carefully. “Have you a
    carriage?” the tall barrister asked the short, terrified secretary. 

     

    “Waiting outside.” 

     

    Randall lifted his gun. “Lead the way.” 

     

    The man’s eyes widened as he looked down the barrel. “Oh, I say.” 

     

    “Don’t dither and piss yourself, man,” Randall said impatiently, his
    dark blue eyes crackling with barely suppressed fury. “If you are
    who you say you are, we go outside and get this man some help. If
    you’re just trying to lure us out into the street to have us shot
    down like dogs, you’re done for.” 

     

    “They’re outside,” he admitted in a shaky whisper. “But I really am—
    Please, I don’t want to die.” 

     

    “It happens to us all some time,” Randall said grimly. “But no, lad,
    you’re not going to die just yet. Unless one of them pop you. Come
    on.” 

     

    Randall led him to the door, the pistol pressed against his temple.
    “Call off your hounds, Sidmouth, Castlereagh, or I’m going to
    redecorate this door with his brains,” he shouted out the front
    portal. 

     

    The hapless young man began to weep. 

     

    Eventually a stooped figure came out of a carriage standing near the
    corner, and approached the house.  

     

    Randall’s sarcastic tones rang throughout the square. “Well, Lord
    Sidmouth, so nice of you to join us. Perfect night for an
    assassination or two, isn’t it?” 

     

    The Home Office Minister’s lips thinned to a straight line as he
    marched through the entryway.  

     

    Randall noticed dark figures lurking in every cellar area and
    doorway. “Call them off or there’s going to be the most dreadful
    shooting accident,” he commanded. 

     

    Sidmouth waved his arm in a parallel line a few times. As suddenly
    as the men had appeared, they began to pile into another waiting
    coach, which was whipped up, and soon departed. 

     

    “Where are they?” Sidmouth demanded. 

     

    “Who?” Randall asked wearily. 

     

    “Thistlewood and the others, of course.” 

     

    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the Earl declared.  

     

    “Aye, when we got here, your men were shooting, and the rest is as
    you see,” Alistair asserted. 

     

    “My men? My dear fellow. Don’t be absurd. The Bow Street
    Runners—” 

     

    “Were told there were dangerous insurrectionists here who had to be
    caught or killed at all costs, weren’t they! I know what you did,
    Sidmouth.” 

     

    The older man began to bristle with indignation. “I don’t know
    what—”  

     

    Alistair looked at him coolly. “You just mentioned Thistlewood, not
    me. You tried to entrap the Spenceans yet again, didn’t you?” 

     

    Sidmouth tried to bluff his way out of his predicament, and failed
    miserably. “We had heard rumours—” 

     

    “And armed the street as if we were at Waterloo. After all, why
    bother to take the Spenceans alive when they were only going to be
    tried for treason and hung, drawn and quartered.  

     

    "How much bounty did you offer them, eh? What price did you put on
    Thomas’s head? Randall’s? And Randall isn’t even an out and out
    Radical!" 

     

    "I might just be after tonight," the Earl said as he tried to mop
    the blood off his face with one sleeve. 

     

    "How could you condone such actions as have taken place here
    tonight? Not even condoned. Instigated!” 

     

    “The Earl is even more dangerous than a Radical! He’s a man with a
    conscience, scruples. Someone who can’t be bought,” Sidmouth hissed
    like a serpent.  

     

    “As is Thomas, the Duke of Ellesmere," Alistair agreed. "You've
    known that about him for years. So why now?” 

     

    Sidmouth remained wilfully silent. “This is not the place to discuss
    this. Perhaps in the drawing room?” he said stiffly. 

     

    “You mean what’s left of it. Oh, by all means, let’s be comfortable
    as we play out this farce to the last. Except that Thomas and
    Randall need a doctor.” 

     

    “They can have my carriage.” 

     

    Alistair looked doubtful, but Randall still had hold of the nervous
    young secretary. 

     

    “It’ll be fine. I have a hostage. Here. I’ll take this,” he said,
    removing a pistol and some ammunition from Viola’s basket. “You take
    this loaded one. If Sidmouth so much as twitches, shoot him dead and
    call it self-defense.”  

     

    He put his arm under Thomas’s shoulder, and the lad, who introduced
    himself as Simpson, took the other.  

     

    Sidmouth cast a withering look at Simpson’s retreating back before
    stepping forward to enter the drawing room. 

     

    Viola observed quietly, “He’s taking an awful chance being in here
    by himself. Are you sure they’ll be all right?” 

     

    “For now. How long for remains to be seen depending on what sort of
    deal Sidmouth wishes to make.” 

     

    “No deal!” she hissed. “You know what they did. Tried to do!” 

     

    “I also know the way the world works. He leads the Home Office, has
    a network of—” 

     

    “I had a network,” Sidmouth snorted. “You seem to have been
    more effective in detecting and killing them than the luckless fools
    in the Spenceans.” 

     

    Alistair glared at him. “You infiltrated them years ago, and just
    waited. Do you not think things are uncertain enough with the old
    king dead? And England having been under an ineffectual Regent for
    so many years? Do you want to make people believe England is about
    to descend into anarchy? It’s madness!” Alistair argued.  

     

    Sidmouth's tone was contemptuous. “People need to be disciplined and
    controlled for their own good. Why, these baboons are agitating for
    universal male suffrage! Next thing you know, they’ll be wanting to
    allow women the vote!”  

     

    Viola bridled at that. “You think you would have learned your lesson
    in America, in France,” she said coldly. “Repression only brings out
    the courage and spirit of the oppressed.” 

     

    His yellowy face contorted as if he smelled something foul. “Bah!
    The working classes are mere sheep. They will go where bold leaders
    follow. So they shall follow me.” 

     

    “For how long? The Tories have been in government since 1800.
    Despite all of your Gag Acts, all the repression, there’s more
    political agitation than ever before,” Alistair argued. 

     

    “And I blame you and the Rakehells for it," Sidmouth snapped. "And
    people like you. Teaching the lower classes to read and write and do
    sums! Treating them for disease when everyone knows the horrors that
    Malthus warned us about. How our country will soon be
    overpopulated—” 

     

    “So, what, you’re going to cull them like deer? You’re despicable.
    You’re not God, Henry, for all your power. Mark my words, you push
    people far enough, and you are going to be swept aside, you and
    Castlereagh.  

     

    "We will create a new world order—" 

     

    "Where have I heard that before?" Alistair said with a wry twist of
    his lips. "Let me think. Oh, yes, Bonaparte said the same thing
    before he plunged the whole of Europe into chaos." 

     

    "This will be different!" 

     

    "That's what every dictator claims," Viola said with withering
    scorn. 

     

    “Even when you were Prime Minister you couldn’t control everyone.
    They forced you out, and you’ve never forgiven them. Perhaps you’ve
    met your own Waterloo at last. And it will be your own fault! No one
    made you do this. And now you’re going to be exposed for what you
    really are.” 

     

    Sidmouth laughed. “Where’s your proof, Grant? The word of two
    Radicals who despise me? The testimony of a group of known agitators
    who were armed to the teeth and shouting they were going to stick
    Castlereagh’s head on a pole and parade it through the Irish
    sections of London so that they would all rise up against the rest
    of their oppressors, and the capital would fall?  

     

    "Please, I know everything. This has been in the offing for months.
    Do you really think I have no contingency plans?” he asked
    superciliously. 

     

    Alistair knew he was right, but he was not about to back down. “You
    may well do, Sidmouth, but you didn’t count on me finding out, or
    still being alive once I did, now did you?” 

     

    He saw he has struck the minister where it hurt.  

     

    “Or on the Duke and Earl still being alive,” Alistair said with a
    smug smile of his own. “That was a serious miscalculation on your
    part, getting Randall involved. Do you really think his brother
    wouldn’t have moved Heaven and earth to avenge his death?  

     

    "And Michael is a real Radical, not an Independent. Do think he was
    called The Grim Reaper for nothing? If you’ve not bothered to read
    Wellington’s dispatches from Toulouse, I suggest you take the time.
    Then you can find out what a real hero is.  

     

    “And there are more men like the Rakehells coming, sooner than you
    think. Thomas’s eldest son may only be young, but he is even more
    radical than his father. There’s quite a string of principled little
    Eltham lads to follow on. Not to mention all of Randall’s sons, and
    Michael’s. You can’t stem the tide of change.” 

     

    “No, but I can silence the harbingers of it,” Sidmouth argued. 

     

    Alistair looked daggers at him. “You’re not going to gag me,
    Sidmouth. Any of us.” 

     

    “Hmm. We’ll see about that.” 

     

    “No, we won’t,” Alistair said firmly. “There will be an open public
    trial, and I will defeat you again just as I did over the Spa Fields
    riots your man Castle caused.” 

     

    Sidmouth smiled thinly. “I’ll pack the jury. Those men won’t stand a
    chance. The only question that remains in this affair is what to do
    with you and your Rakehell friends.” 

     

    “There isn’t anything to do,” Alistair maintained. “The Duke and the
    Earl are still alive, and are going to stay that way. You put one
    foot wrong, try to harm one hair on their heads, and you’ll be
    sorry. You even contemplate one thought against them and I’ll have
    your guts.” 

     

    Sidmouth looked nothing if not smug. “Win this case, and Castlereagh
    and I will have yours.” 

     

    Alistair crossed his arms over his chest. “For what, doing my job?
    I’m not going to betray those poor buggers. Misguided and angry they
    might well be, but treasonous?” 

     

    “Oh, come now. The fewer witnesses to what happened, the better.” 

     

    “For you, aye,” Alistair said in disgust. “Trying to kill two
    respectable members of the House of Lords. Just what sort of democracy
    are you trying to force upon us? You villify the excesses of the
    revolution in France, but you’re no better than Robespierre if you
    condemn these men.” 

     

    Sidmouth smiled thinly. “I condemn no one. The jury of twelve men
    tried and true will do it for me.” 

     

    Viola moved now to take her beloved's arm. “Come, Alistair, we’re
    wasting our time. He isn’t going to listen to a word we say. He
    wants them dead. And I can guarantee Edwards is long gone by now.
    Spirited away overseas by the Foreign Office chaps, if I’m not
    mistaken.” 

     

    Sidmouth’s face was like stone. 

     

    “It’s over, Alistair,” she said softly. 

     

    Alistair knew a moment’s impotent fury. “It’ll never be over as long
    as I have breath in my body. Reform will come. Not soon enough to
    save these poor men, but it will come. God rot you, you swine!” He
    turned to march away.  

     

    “Half,” Sidmouth said suddenly from behind him. 

     

    Alistair wheeled around. “What did you say?” 

     

    “I’ll let you have half. And call off Stafford’s spies on the
    Rakehells. But we’ll be keeping an eye on you.” 

     

    “Quid pro quo?” Alistair asked softly. 

     

    “Yes.” 

     

    “And my home, my fortune?” 

     

    “Dreadful error, that. I'm sure the bank clerk will get the sack.
    And there's a townhouse in Grosvenor Square going empty now. A bit
    worse for wear,” he said, looking around, “but I’m sure you and
    your, er, lady will be able to do wonders with it.” 

     

    Alistair’s eyes glittered, and he looked as though he would hit the
    Minister, but in the end he said, “It’s a deal.” 

     

    Viola gasped. “Alistair, no, you can’t!” 

     

    “But I get the offer you just made in writing, Sidmouth, and a
    guarantee my wife, her brother, and our children will not suffer
    just because you’re trying to damage me.” 

     

    “No damage at all, if you’re willing to turn your considerable
    skills to upholding the Crown’s interests.” 

     

    Alistair bowed. “Glad to.” He smiled tightly. “As soon as the Whigs
    are in power at last. Good night.”  

     

    He took Viola’s hand and marched out of the room without a backward
    glance. 
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    Viola remained silent until they got outside. “Alistair, I can’t
    believe you would—” 

     

    "Not now, my dear." 

     

    "But—" 

     

    He took her arm and began to stroll down the street purposefully.
    Once they were out of earshot of the house, he said, “No, and he’s a
    fool if he believes it either. But in chess sometimes sacrificing a
    piece is worth it to win the game.” 

     

    “But those men—” 

     

    “Are dead anyway if I don’t do my best to help them,” he said
    patiently. “And while I do, the Rakehells will help me. As soon as
    my fortune is restored, I’ll give it to my two friends who know
    money and investments better than anyone. I’ll make sure a goodly
    sum is tied up as tight as a drum for you and our family. The rest
    is going to the free reading rooms. To teachers in working men’s
    clubs. To any woman who wants to learn a decent living without
    having to resort to doing it on her back, or by being forced to work
    ten hours a day, six days a week in some hellish textile factory.
    Sidmouth thinks he’s won. He’ll lose in the end.” 

     

    “Can’t you go to someone? Lord Eldon, Castlereagh—” 

     

    “I have a feeling Castlereagh already knows. I heard footsteps in
    the back corridor. The anteroom next door wasn’t empty, I’m sure of
    it,” Alistair revealed. 

     

    She shook her head. “Those swine.” 

     

    “For reasons known only to himself, though, I think Castlereagh
    saved me. He let his spies help me even against Sidmouth’s.” 

     

    “Are you sure?” 

     

    Alistair nodded. 

     

    “But who would risk so much?” 

     

    “I’m not so sure you want to know. For your own sake, and for your
    peace of mind.” 

     

    “George?" 

     

    "Could be?" 

     

    Then her eyes lit up. "It was Sebastian, wasn’t it? He’s alive, and
    already back in the game.” 

     

    Alistair nodded. “Yes, he is. I saw him wrestling with Castle in the
    alley behind Cato Street when we were running over here. Tall,
    blond.” 

     

    Viola let the relief flood over her. “And George?” 

     

    “I think he must be here somewhere, diguised. Tall men can’t remain
    inconspicuous forever, though. And now that I think about it, I have
    seen him once before in the past, maybe twice, at Castlereagh’s I
    think. I might have even seen him with Sidmouth in 1816.” 

     

    Viola sighed. “I knew they were gathering information for the war
    effort, but I can’t believe—” 

     

    “I can. I think he’s worked for Castlereagh for years. But the war
    is over, so George uses his talents to keep an eye on things both
    here and abroad.” 

     

    “And recruited my brother?” 

     

    “Yes. Or helped him when Castlereagh insisted he go to work for him
    or else. What better way to save his life and glean information. And
    what easier method of getting that information circulating to the
    right people than to have all sorts of people going in and out of
    the type of place where the fewer questions asked, the better?” 

     

    “A theatre, and a brothel.” She sighed. “I supposed I ought to be
    livid for them not telling me.” 

     

    “No, not really. It’s the nature of the game. He’s doing his job.
    And he may have his reasons.” 

     

    “To betray innocent people?” she said angrily. 

     

    He shook his head. “Not innocent, not in this case. And George never
    betrayed us.” 

     

    “He would have if Castlereagh had told him to,” Viola said angrily,
    wrapping her arms around her waist to dispel the chill that was
    creeping over her.  

     

    Alistair shook his head. “He loves you. And your brother. You’re
    family to him. He might be fond of you romantically as well. I don’t
    know. It’s possible. You’d know better than I.” 

     

    Viola’s look of outrage told him it had never even occurred to her.
    He gave a small smile of relief. If it had never occurred to her, he
    had nothing to worry about.  

     

    “I also honestly think he isn’t doing it by choice, my dear. And he
    saved me at Philip’s house when he could just as easily have let me
    go in and get killed. Don’t forget that.” 

     

    “Well, I always suspected they were helping keep England safe
    passing along information about any French working in Britain, but
    this goes beyond anything I imagined. Just wait til I see them both.
    I’m going to give them such a piece of my—” 

     

    “No, you’re not, love,” Alistair insisted. “If you want to see
    George alive, you need to play the game too. You know nothing, say
    nothing, and help me get ready for the fight of my life in court.” 

     

    By now they had reached the corner. They looked around left and
    right. London spread out before them like an uncharted territory.
    Everything looked completely unfamiliar.  

     

    For a moment Viola was terrified. What was going to happen to them
    both now? Alistair was still in danger as long as Sidmouth was in
    power, but really, he didn’t need her help any more. He had promised
    her marriage, but they came from such different worlds...  

     

    And yet she loved him so. To give him up was almost unthinkable. 

     

    Viola looked up at him, all of her love shining in her eyes. “Where
    to?” she asked softly. 

     

    He took her hand and kissed it. “The clinic first to see how our
    friends are. Then The Three Bells. I need a good long soak.
    Five hours in the tub would scare make up for the five minutes with
    Sidmouth, I feel so filthy.” 

     

    “Do we really want to go back there?” she asked reluctantly. “Not
    the Goodwood home?” 

     

    “No, The Three Bells  it is. We need to let George and
    Sebastian know everything is all right. And besides, it’s where I
    met and fell in love with you." 

     

    "Who ever imagined anyone could get so sentimental about a brothel,"
    she teased. 

     

    "Well, I can. Sidmouth can stuff that bloody townhouse. I want to
    live south of the river. And you can furnish it however you like,
    and Emma and the girls can come visit whenever they get the chance.” 

     

    “Really? But what will people—” 

     

    “I don’t give a stuff what people say,” Alistair said airily. “All I
    want is for you to be happy. I’m not going to let a narrow-minded
    group of old gossips dictate my social conscience to me. Free
    schools, clinics, education for women, it’s all yours if you want
    it. You can be Lady Bountiful with every last penny of the fund
    Matthew and Blake will set up. So long as you’ll marry me and make
    me the happiest man on earth, Viola. And I promise I shall do my
    best every day to make you the happiest woman.”  

     

    He got down on both knees right on the pavement, and she laughed in
    embarrassment as a few passers-by began to shout encouragement. 

     

    “Yes, Alistair, yes. Oh, I do love you so.” 

     

    “I know,” he sighed, gathering her to him so that he could press his
    head against her delicate softness. He breathed deeply the scent of
    the woman he adored. His arousal was so fierce he almost couldn’t
    speak. “One look, one touch, shouts it out loud for all to hear.”  

     

    He rose from the ground and kissed her so passionately that for a
    moment she was sure he was going to take her up against the brick
    wall. “Come, love, I need to get you into a bed quickly.” 

     

    She darted out to hail a passing cab, and dragged him in. “Bethnal
    Green! Hurry!” she called.  

     

    Viola turned to Alistair, a gleam lighting her eyes as she began to
    glide her petticoats up over her knees. “And who needs a bed?”  
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    Thomas and Randall were all patched up by the time Alistair and
    Viola got to the clinic. They compared notes for a moment on all
    that had happened that evening, and then the injured men were sent
    home to rest. Alistair promised to visit in a day or so, and thanked
    Antony for all his help. He saw each of them into a cab with the
    help of some of the clinic staff, then turned to Viola in near
    exhaustion. 

     

    "Let's go. We've done all we can for the present." 

     

    "Aye, I can't wait to get back to our little attic." 

     

    Another titillating cab ride returned them to The Three Bells.
    For once there was no sign of the omnipresent George. They both
    wondered if they would ever see him again.  

     

    They didn’t spend too much time worrying about it, for their
    cataclysmic lovemaking awaited. They shed their clothes in a frenzy
    all the way up the stairs to the garret.  

     

    They were both naked by the time they hit the mattress, and everyone
    in the thinly walled brothel laughed and envied the happy couple
    their joy. 

     

    A neatly folded pile of their clothes and a tea tray greeted Viola
    as she blearily flung open the door at noon the next day. On the
    tray was a note. 

     

    “Glad all’s well that ends well, G.”  

     

    She smiled gently. “Will we see him again?” 

     

    Alistair nodded. “Yes. He’ll be back. He has a job to do, keeping
    England safe from her enemies overseas. There are still enough of
    those. As long as Napoleon is alive, there always will be.” 

     

    “What do we do now?” she asked, resting her head against his
    shoulder. 

     

    He flashed her a broad smile. “Go to the tubs, get back into bed,
    and not get out of it for two days.” 

     

    “A lovely idea, darling, but you know we have to get all this muddle
    sorted.” 

     

    Alistair sighed. “If the conspirators had any sense they’d get on
    the next ship for America or France. But I fear we'll have to take
    Sidmouth at his word. Whoever they round up and arrest will be who
    they persecute, and will try to prosecute to the fullest extent of
    the law.” 

     

    “Come, let’s have that soak and see if we can put this out of our
    mind for a few minutes. So far as we’re concerned, it’s over now,
    isn’t it?” 

     

    Alistair’s expression was sombre. “I think so. I’d still like to be
    vigilant, but I think even Sidmouth knows he’s won a Pyrrhic
    victory.” 

     

    After a long soak which turned mildly frolicsome, they managed to
    drag themselves back up the stairs and collapsed on the bed.  

     

    Alistair laughed happily. “I never knew a bath could be so hot, wet
    and steamy until I met you.” 

     

    “Not to mention the bed,” Viola said with a wicked grin as she bent
    her head. 

     

    "Oh, oh my…" 

     

    Viola woke up some time later and fetched them some dinner, then
    began to pack her few meagre possessions. 

     

    “Why don’t you just leave it all behind for the girls? There’s
    nothing you need now from here except your books, and only if you
    want to take them.” 

     

    She looked around the small blue and gold room and nodded. “It would
    be rather symbolic, both of us starting out with nothing once more.
    All right, I’ll leave them behind.” 

     

    “There’s always the Goodwood house.” 

     

    “We can save that in case we need it for anything. But it’s not a
    proper home.” 

     

    “It’s not too late to run around to the estate agent’s to find a new
    home,” he offered, stooping to kiss her cheek. 

     

    “Tomorrow. Time enough tomorrow.” 

     

    “You can have whatever you want, buy whatever you like. So long as
    your gowns don’t display your nipples or knees, I’ll be a happy
    man.” 

     

    “Well, maybe one or two of those to wear at home?” she suggested
    with a winsome smile.  

     

    “My dear, you just looking at me is like waving a red rag to a bull.
    You hardly have to entice me to notice you.” 

     

    “The girls always warned me that the quiet repectable bachelor types
    were always the worst.” 

     

    “Worst, or best?” Alistair asked with a grin. 

     

    “Well, it depends on how rampant you like them, I suppose,” she said
    archly, caressing his chest. 

     

    “And how rampant do you want me?” he asked with a grin, sliding his
    hands up her body to cup her to him, and pressed her up against the
    wall, intent on making love to her in every part of the little room.
     

     

    “Continually. After all, you’re my man now." She gasped as he
    entered her with one massive thrust. "And your word is law. You can
    rule me with your rod of iron. You can hold sway over me, oh member
    of the King’s Bench, with your orbs and sceptre.” 

     

    Alistair laughed so hard he missed his stroke. “If you keep doing
    that I shall have to tell everyone the absolute truth. That my wife
    was the hottest thing in The Three Bells  brothel.” 

     

    “You can tell anyone you like, so long as it’s true. That you think
    I’m, well, beddable.” 

     

    “Think?” He propelled his hips forward and back until they were both
    panting. “The one thing I could never do where you were concerned
    was think. The moment I clapped eyes on you, touched your hand, all
    rational thought fled. I hope you’re going to marry me as soon as we
    can manage, for the fear of us being separated makes me break into a
    cold sweat.” 

     

    Viola kissed him gently and held him close, their lovemaking taking
    on a whole new dimension of tenderness as she wrapped her legs
    around his waist and gazed deeply into his rare silvery eyes. “We
    won’t. ‘Til death, and that’s going to be a long, long time from
    now.” 

     

    “I certainly hope so.” 

     

    He staggered over to the bed and now concentrated all of his efforts
    on the movement of his hips and bringing her to the ultimate joy.
    She could feel a deep throbbing within her, and then she was gripped
    by a paroxysm of pleasure so acute she could barely remember where
    she was, on the bed or up against the wall, and who was on top, her
    or him.  

     

    When they had finally both calmed, he propped himself up on one
    elbow next to her and said, “But promise me, if things get at all
    dangerous in the next few weeks with the trial and everything,
    you'll go to the clinic and stay there. No heroics, or sending in
    George’s helpers to try to save me. I couldn’t concentrate on what I
    had to do if I thought you were in trouble.” 

     

    “But I’ll be with you in court,” she replied in a firm tone. 

     

    He shook his head, looking aghast at the very idea. “Oh, no—” 

     

    “Surely. My disguise as a young clerk is pretty effective, you have
    to admit.” 

     

    “And one touch of your hand is going to give me a full-blown
    cockstand that will scandalise the entire British justice system.” 

     

    “I know it’s fearsome big, but surely one of two of them have seen
    something better than a little tiddler before.” 

     

    Alistair guffawed. 

     

    She shook her head. “I doubt you would be distracted. You’re a
    professional, superb at your job, and with the most impressive
    powers of concentration, as you’ve just shown. And I can always take
    care of your cockstand during the dinner recess.” 

     

    He laughed despite himself. “You are so naughty.” 

     

    “I’m teasing.” 

     

    “Mmmm, no, no tease at all," he panted, giving himself up completely
    to her kisses and caresses. "You’re delivering admirably.” He moved
    his hands over her now to add to her delight.  

     

    “Oh, Alistair—” 
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    The following day Alistair and Viola found a lovely eighteen-century
    detached manor house a few blocks away from The Three Bells
    with a huge property surrounding it and ten foot high walls. They
    left a message for Sebastian that any of his friends who wanted to
    leave the trade would be welcome to apply as servants. The bigger
    and burlier, the better. The same applied to the girls.  

     

    “Except about the burly part,” Alistair said with a laugh.  

     

    “But even if you don’t want to leave The Three Bells, you’re
    always welcome to visit,” they told everyone sincerely. 

     

    When they had finished with the rudimentary legal paperwork involved
    in the purchase of the estate, they went to see Philip at the
    brothel in Tavistock Crescent and asked him what his plans were. 

     

    “Jasmine has been shaken a bit by all of this, but she’s a sensible
    woman. She’ll cope.” 

     

    “What do you say to a house with ten foot walls and a troop of
    toughs? We’d be more than pleased to share.” 

     

    Philip was delighted, but looked doubtful. “The last thing you’re
    going to want is us around when you’re in your honeymoon phase.” 

     

    “There are two fabulous wings, with a suite with a full private
    bathroom each. We never have to bump into each other if we don’t
    want to. But at least we’ll both be safe, and can look out for each
    other. I’ve never had a brother, Philip. I’d like to consider you
    one now. You’ve come up trumps for me every time. I want you in my
    corner, if you’re willing to come back to work for me.” 

     

    “Willing? I thought you’d never ask. I want a piece of those
    bastards.” Philip turned to Viola. “Are you sure about the house?” 

     

    She nodded. “Absolutely. You’ll love it. Come see it, and then we
    can start buying furniture and fabrics together.” 

     

    “I don’t want to decide on anything until we see Lawrence," Philip
    said. "He has shiploads of stuff coming in all the time, and I’d
    rather give him the business than anyone else. I’m going to make my
    half of the house rival the Brighton Pavillion.”  

     

    Alistair grinned broadly. “Fabulous idea. Juliet did wonders with
    the Goodwood flat. Let’s have a touch of the exotic and Oriental by
    all means.” 

     

    “Oh dear. Bordello more like,” Viola said with a grin.  

     

    “Well, the two of you both came out of one, in different ways of
    course. So why not?” 

     

    “And you and Jasmine have also lived in one now too,” Alistair
    pointed out. 

     

    "True," he agreed. 

     

    “Anyway, Philip, Viola, whatever you want, go right ahead and get.”
     

     

    “And you, Alistair, old chap.” 

     

    “I tell you what. We can each pick a room.” 

     

    “I want a small main parlor in Turkey red. Jasmine and I—” 

     

    Alistair had heard the racy story before from Philip and his wife.
    “Er, yes, quite, enough said, before you shock this poor young miss
    here." He put his arm around Viola. "So let’s get Jasmine and see
    the house.” 

     

     

    After their grand tour, they went around to visit Thomas and
    Randall, both recovering nicely and being pampered half to death by
    their wives. They were loving ever minute of it.  

     

    “I ought to get nearly assassinated more often,” Randall joked. He
    was sitting up in bed, pale and wan, with his head bandaged. 

     

    That earned him a reproachful look from Isolde which set his teeth
    on edge. “Sorry, love. Touch wood to avert disaster.” 

     

    “It certainly would be,” the lovely young woman declared with a
    shake of her auburn tresses. “You are not leaving me alone
    with fifteen children and an aging mother-in-law. Not to mention a
    brother-in-law who would be hell-bent on revenge,” she said firmly,
    her adoration for her huge handsome husband evident for all to see. 

     

    “No, darling, you’re quite right. I have no intention of leaving you
    for another hundred years.” 

     

     

    Thomas was slightly more subdued, white-faced with pain and also
    indignantly furious. He was already working on the speech he planned
    to deliver in the House of Lords at his earliest opportunity. 

     

    “Tell me how you think this sounds. ‘Nothing but rigour and coercion
    have been resorted to. Would not the new bills rather exasperate
    than repress? A dead silence in the country might for a season be
    produced by soldiers and penal laws, but nothing could reconcile the
    people to the loss of their rights, or compel them to submit quietly
    to that grievous deprivation. Property never could be exposed to
    greater danger ultimately than for an organ of government to pass
    nothing but acts of rigour, and omit all attempts at kindness and
    conciliation.  

     

    “The right of meeting has not only been taken away, but the broad
    liberty of the press has been invaded and encroached upon.  

     

    “Nothing will satisfy this present government than an attack upon
    the very vital principles of the British constitution. But not by
    revolutionaries. Nay, but by their very own ministers. The new laws
    are not such as the public exigency required. The extent, and even
    the existence of disaffection has not been proven; and until it
    should be so, it is the duty of every honest man to pause before
    giving the ministers and even bigger stick to beat the common man
    with.’” 

     

    Alistair gaped in shock. “Oh, Thomas, it’s most admirable, but you
    can’t say—” 

     

    “I can and I will," the Duke insisted. "They want to bring back all
    of the Gag Acts from the last time the Spenceans locked horns with
    the Home Office spies. Well, they’re not going to get away
    with it this time. And they’re also forgetting that Alexander is a
    peer, an earl himself in fact. Earl of Ferncliffe. I know he’s been
    very quiet since he and Sarah went to Ireland, and over to Waterloo.
    But if we put it to him—” 

     

    “Wonderful. More cannon fodder for Sidmouth’s insanity!” Alistair
    shouted angrily. “Is all this not bad enough without Alexander
    deliberately putting himself in the line of fire once again?” 

     

    “We won’t be in danger. Not if we all stick together,” Thomas
    asserted. 

     

    “You know they’re going to try to offer me a judgeship. Buy me off.” 

     

    “Which you ought to take. Four of us on the benches together in the
    Lords—” 

     

    “Are still far too few. At least I can make a real difference with
    the bench I sit on.” 

     

    Thomas sighed. “I know you’ll do your best, old chap. But they’ll
    resort to every nefarious means at their disposal to secure a
    conviction.” 

     

    Viola lifted her chin proudly. “Then Alistair will just have to be
    that much more thorough, and work that much harder.” 

     

    “They’ve not been arrested yet. Perhaps Thistlewood and the others
    will get away,” Thomas said hopefully. 

     

    Alistair sighed. “I wish to God they would. But Edwards knew
    everything. He’ll know all their bolt holes too.”  

     

    Thomas shook his head. “Who would have ever thought the little squit
    would end up so dangerous.” 

     

    Alistair stared at him in confusion. “Who?” 

     

    “Why Edwards, of course.” 

     

    Alistair shook his head. “I don’t understand.” 

     

    “You don’t remember him? Weedy little chap without shoes. Used to
    sell plaster busts of famous people on the Eton High Street. Randall
    or Michael, I can’t recall which, tripped and broke a couple. Paid
    for them, of course, but he maintained it had been done on
    purpose.That they had ruined the two he had been most proud of on
    purpose. I really had to take great pains to calm him down.” 

     

    “You don’t think— After all this time?” Viola asked. 

     

    Thomas shrugged. “Who knows? It could just be a coincidence. Or one
    might think that even all those years ago they perceived us as
    dangerous. Radicals they had to keep an eye on.” 

     

    “Then that would imply that one of us had betrayed the others.” 

     

    He shook his head. “I can’t believe that for a minute. We’ve all
    stood by each other through thick and thin.” 

     

    “That’s not to say that one of you didn’t start out to betray the
    others,” Viola pointed out gently. 

     

    Alistair spread his hands in despair. “I don’t believe it. I don’t
    want to believe it. If it were true—” 

     

    “If it were, they haven’t harmed us, not in all these years. And it
    makes no difference now. We’re all friends, brothers,” Thomas
    argued. “In any event, maybe it’s just what they want us to think in
    order to get us to mistrust each other, when really we have to stand
    firm against the encroaching darkness.” 

     

    “But who—” 

     

    Thomas fiddled with the bedspread uncomfortably. “My money would be
    on Philip, because he needed the money so desperately. And they did
    try to kill him.” 

     

    “But he went to Botany Bay—” 

     

    Thomas nodded. “He did in the end. And he never saw us after we all
    left school and he went to stay with his parents in debtor’s prison.
    So probably it wasn’t him.” 

     

    “Well it’s certainly not you or me, Randall would never have
    benefitted, Michael is as honest as the day is long and was away so
    many years. Likewise Lawrence. So that leaves Jonathan, Clifford,
    Blake or Martin. And neither of the last two are political.” 

     

    “And the first two were in the war with me. So that leaves only
    one,” Thomas said. 

     

    “But he was away for years, and has no memory. I also can’t believe
    that so many years ago—” 

     

    “Think about it. We know he was a spy during the war. I don’t blame
    him. At the time it would have been Lord Hawkesbury as Foreign
    Secretary. He was thick as thieves with Sidmouth, plain old Henry
    Addington as he was then. Just the threat of sending Alexander back
    to France would have been enough to keep him in line.” 

     

    “Lord Hawkesbury is now Lord Liverpool, the Prime Minister.
    Diabolical.” Alistair shook his head. 

     

    Viola was looking from one to the other. “You can’t be in earnest.
    You really think your friend Alexander betrayed  all the
    Rakehells? Would allow them to go to their deaths?” 

     

    Alistair shrugged. “Or tried to. Or sat on the fence when everything
    began to unfold.” 

     

    “Or maybe they want you to think that so they can divide and
    conquer,” Viola argued, her eyes sparkling with fury. “And who
    better to ruin than the one other man who had the right to an
    hereditary peerage?” 

     

    “You know, she’s right, Alistair. Perhaps all fingers are pointing
    at Alexander because they want  them to.” 

     

    “Damn. This is absurd. Chasing shadows. Seeing danger lurking in
    every corner. This isn’t like me.”Alistair gave a shaky sigh. 

     

    “I know. What has you spooked?” Thomas asked, staring at him. 

     

    Alistair took Viola’s hand without embarrassment. “I suppose I never
    really had so much to lose before.” 

     

    Viola looked up at him in surprise. “But you’ve already lost
    everything. The house, the office, your money. I know Sidmouth said
    you would get it all back, but I wouldn’t trust him if my life
    depended on it.” 

     

    “Which is precisely why I’m nervous,” he admitted. “None of that
    means anything without you, Viola. Neither of us ever planned on
    falling in love. But now that I have, to lose you is unthinkable.” 

     

    “And you’re stronger with each other than without,” Thomas said with
    a warm smile. “I’ve done things I never would have imagined possible
    thanks to having Charlotte at my side. She gives me courage, even
    when the rest of the world tries to pull me down.  

     

    "Viola does the same for you, I can see that. It’s only natural to
    feel fear at the loss. But love is all about risk as well, you two.
    Just stick together and trust in each other’s love.” 

     

    Viola smiled. “That sounds like good advice for you and all the
    Rakehells. Trust in each other. You’ve been friends for years. If
    this man Edwards really has been lurking in your backgrounds since
    your Eton days, there must be others as well. Or servants. Whatever
    you do, don’t start pointing fingers, wasting your energies trying
    to find the culprit when one might not even exist.” 

     

    Alistair nodded. “You’re right, my love. As usual, you're a rare
    combination of beauty and common sense. It was all too easy to go
    with my gut instinct and point the finger at Alexander. But the fact
    is, he wasn’t at Eton with us, only Oxford, so he couldn’t have know
    Edwards.  

     

    "You’re right. They want to divide and conquer. We need to stick
    together. I’m going to have the fight of my life no matter how many
    of them they arrest. So we’d better get ready. Go to Newgate, try to
    see them, now that they will have been up in front of the
    magistrates.” 

     

    “Let me know if there’s anything I can do.” 

     

    “Thanks, Thomas, but I think your speech is risky enough.” 

     

    The Duke looked positively smug. “It will certainly put the cat
    amongst the pigeons.” 

     

    Alistair sighed. “Sidmouth is no pigeon. He’s not done with us yet.
    I can feel it.” 

     

    Viola took his hand and together they moved to leave. “If we hold
    firm, we can’t fail.” 

     

    “Good luck,” Thomas called from the bed. 

     

    “See you soon. Be careful.” 

     

    “Don’t worry. We will. And the same to you, Thomas.” 

     

    

 

    [bookmark: 35]CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE  

     

    As soon as Alistair had Viola alone in the privacy of the carriage
    he began to devour her with the most passionate lovemaking.  

     

    “Careful,” she said throatily. “You’re going to do yourself an
    injury like that.” 

     

    “Am I hurting you?” he asked, pausing mid-stroke. 

     

    “Not at all. I revel in your body, the things you do to me. But
    you're acting like the hounds of Hell are pursuing you.” 

     

    “Time’s winged chariot hurrying near?” he quoted. 

     

    “No,” she said, clutching his buttocks as she slowed the pace.
    “We’re going to have a lifetime. As soon as this is over. Just make
    sure this,” she said, with a roll of her hips, “isn’t over too soon.
    I feel mighty peckish.” 

     

    “I’m more than glad to feed your appetites, love,” he said with a
    cheeky grin. “Would you like a second helping, or third?” 

     

    “Let’s just concentrate on one course at a time, and savour every
    morsel.” 

     

    “You’re certainly a toothsome snack, darling,” he said, swirling his
    tongue over her breast before opening his mouth wide to draw the tip
    right in. 

     

    “Do you think we can have the biggest bed money can buy in our
    house? I mean, not that I don’t adore everything that happens
    between us wherever we are, but I would love a huge bed with silk
    sheets so I can appreciate this feast of the senses without being
    jolted all over London.” 

     

    Alistair grinned impishly. “Oh, I don’t know. I think riding hard
    over all the ruts and fissures adds a certain special thrill to the
    whole banquet. Driver!” he shouted up. “Keep going until we tell you
    to stop.”  

     

    He sat her up and placed his buttocks at the very edge of the seat
    so that she was sitting upon him with her legs dangling helplessly
    either side of his thighs. He kept her upright by her breasts, which
    he teased to fullness over and over again. “Let’s just see where the
    ride takes us, eh?”  

     

    The deepening and unpredictability of the contact, the rhythm and
    sway of the coach, sent wave after wave of bubbling bliss through
    her body. Viola lost track of the number of times she shuddered
    against him, jouncing, grinding and gliding as the carriage did. 

     

    Finally he cradled her perspiration-soaked faced against his strong
    shoulder, and told the driver to bring them to Westminster Bridge.
    He only hoped the two of them would be able to shuffle the rest of
    the way to The Three Bells, for truly he wasn’t sure he even
    possessed the power of speech any more, let alone the ability to
    walk. 

     

    As the carriage set them down, Alistair read the placard at the
    nearby newsstand. All the elation of the past two hours dissipated
    like the morning dew on a summer’s day. “Look. Damnation.
    Thistlewood’s been arrested.” 

     

    “Oh Alistair, I’m sorry.” 

     

    “This is all-out war now,” he said with a sigh, holding her close.  

     

    “I’ll be right there with you.” 

     

    “I know you will. I love you.” 

     

    “I love you too. No matter what happens. Should we go see
    Thistlewood now?” 

     

    “They won’t let us. Not yet. Time enough tomorrow.” 

     

    Viola nodded, and kissed him, and stroked his handsome face, now a
    picture of bleak despair.  

     

    She knew how he felt. She looked at the future stretching out before
    them, and all she could see was a swirl of oppressive black. 

     

     

    After waiting all day with his ‘clerk,’ Alistair was eventually
    allowed to see Thistlewood the following evening. It was a cold
    February night, and he and Viola shivered in their greatcoats and
    tried to urge some heat from the small brazier that Alistair had
    requested be brought. 

     

    Philip had begun taking depositions from the other conspirators who
    had already been arrested, but Alistair knew the government would
    bring Thistlewood to trial first as the leader of the whole
    rebellion. 

     

    Thistlewood was surprised to see Alistair. “Thought you were dead,
    so I did. And even now the sensible thing to do would be to bloody
    scarper.” 

     

    The tall barrister shook his head. “I’m not going to run from a
    fight. I only wish you had. This young lady here tried to warn you.
    They nearly killed me and my friend Philip and his innocent family.
    This was a game with the highest stakes, and you, poor soul, never
    even saw it coming.” 

     

    “Damned if I did. They betrayed us at Spa Fields, that bugger
    Castle. How was I supposed to know they’d do it again?” 

     

    “Well, you do have a tendency to be, shall we say, rather extreme.
    Predictable. It gives them the chance to move you right where they
    want you, and watch the play unfold.” 

     

    “Yes, with me in the role of the clown. Or puppet,” he said in
    disgust. 

     

    “Your heart was in the right place, even if your head was addled.” 

     

    “It’s going to be more than addled if you don’t help me, Mr. Grant,”
    Thistlewood said with a wry look. “It’ll be removed from my
    shoulders.” 

     

    “So start from the beginning. And keep in mind you need to tell me
    everything, for Edwards has most assuredly rendered a full account
    already, and if not, he will in court.” 

     

    Viola sat poised to take notes. She gave the thin man with stooped
    shoulders a reassuring smile. “Go on. How did it come about?” 

     

    He lifted his chin. “High Treason was committed against the people
    at Manchester. Those poor innocents at the Peterloo Massacre. I
    resolved that the lives of the instigators of massacre should atone
    for the souls of murdered innocents,” Thistlewood said.  

     

    “It was in late January or early February that George Edwards
    pointed out to me an item in The New Times  which stated
    that several members of the British government were going to have
    dinner at Lord Harrowby’s house at 39 Grosvenor Square on the night
    of the 23rd of February.  

     

    “He told me this was the opportunity we had been waiting for. He
    said it would be simple. We could force our way into the house to
    kill all of the Cabinet members attending. No one ever mentioned
    anything about the Duke of Ellesmere and the Earl of Hazelmere being
    there. It was supposed to be a Tory government dinner only.” 

     

    “And whose idea was it to stick Castlereagh and Sidmouth’s heads on
    poles?” 

     

    “I believe Ings said it, but it was all just a bit of oratorical
    bluster to incite people. But I did hope we might be able to form a
    new government committed to creating a society based on the ideas of
    Thomas Spence.” 

     

    “So you were going to storm your own Bastille, in this case Newgate,
    eh? And bluster? You had pikes and grenades.” 

     

    “Pikes, yes, we did,” he sighed. “Edwards got us the grenades, the
    little bastard. But violence begets violence. We had the chance to
    rid the world of a vicious pack of murderers, so we took it.” 

     

    “Er, quite. I think we can phrase that more judiciously when the
    time comes,” Alistair said with a significant look at Viola.  

     

    She knew better than to write down something so incriminating, and
    simply waited patiently. 

     

    “But you didn’t get many volunteers for the revolution, now did
    you?” she asked. “What happened?” 

     

    Thistlewood shrugged. “With hindsight, I can see Edwards tricked me,
    well and truly. He lied about everything, how many people would
    join. And now I know that we were betrayed, had been for years. They
    must have thought we were pretty damned important to have fed so
    many spies into our midst. In addition to Edwards, John Williamson,
    John Shegoe, James Hanley, and Thomas Dwyer were also spying. All
    Bow Street or Home Office men.” 

     

    Alistair nodded. “Aye, specially recruited by Stafford to spy on the
    Spenceans. Possibly with some Foreign Office input to make sure you
    weren’t getting any backing from the Continental powers who might
    wish to see England brought to its knees.” 

     

    Thistlewood nodded. “Any road, only twenty-seven people agreed to
    participate. They included William Davidson, James Ings, Richard
    Tidd, John Brunt, John Harrison, James Wilson, Richard Bradburn,
    John Strange, Charles Copper, Robert Adams, James Gilbert and John
    Monument. All the men who have been arrested, in other words, and
    the five traitors. I won’t tell you the others. They've got away,
    the lucky chaps.” 

     

    “Why these men, do you think?” Viola wondered aloud. 

     

    Thistlewood shrugged. “William Davidson worked for the Earl of
    Harrowby in the past and knew some of the staff at Grosvenor Square.
    We stood a good chance of him getting us in. If they had really been
    there, of course. I should have smelt a rat when I sent him to find
    out more details about the cabinet meeting. He came back and said
    that when he spoke to one of the servants he was told that the Earl
    of Harrowby wasn’t in London. I was a fool. I insisted that the
    servant was lying, and that the assassinations should proceed as
    planned.” 

     

    “Who came up with the Cato Street location, Edwards?” 

     

    “No, actually. It was John Harrison.” He laughed ruefully. “As it
    turned out, it was perfect for Edward’s purposes. It was small,
    two-storey, stable below and hayloft above. It was only a short
    distance from Grosvenor Square, perfect for a base for the
    operation.  

     

    "But it had only one ladder up or down through the trapdoor into the
    loft, and only one window. Still, we managed to run like buggery,
    thanks to the warning you sent. I’m very grateful you tried.” He
    smiled wanly at Viola. 

     

    “Sorry we couldn’t do more.” 

     

    “No, the others all got away. The Bow Street Runners bungled that
    one, thanks to you.” 

     

    “Don’t thank me yet. You should have fled to America when you had
    the chance.” 

     

    He shook his head. “Too late now.” 

     

    “So what happened next?” Alistair demanded.  

     

    “I don’t know too much apart from what I heard whispered after the
    fact. Stafford, head of the Home Office spies, put Sir Richard
    Birnie in charge of the operation. He was actually waiting for the
    Second Battalion of the Coldstream Guards to join the police
    officers from Bow Street to arrest us. 

     

    “Birnie decided to send George Ruthven in to capture us. He’d been
    in the Society for years. I was shocked.” 

     

    “I’m sure,” Alistair said regretfully. “I saw Ruthven, tried to talk
    him out of it. Then Edwards shouted, and it was all up with us.” 

     

    “Aye, when they charged up into the hayloft, the police found James
    Ings trying to keep them out. He was quickly overcome and Ruthven
    led his men up the ladder into the hayloft where we had been having
    our meeting. As he entered the loft Ruthven shouted, ‘We are peace
    officers. Lay down your arms.’  

     

    “We were getting everyone down the rope ladder at the back. I won’t
    tell you how many of us there were in total, but a fair few got
    away, at least. But leaders don’t run and leave their men to die.
    Davidson and I raised our swords, while some of the other men
    attempted to load their pistols.  

     

    “One of the police officers, Richard Smithers, moved forward to make
    the arrests, but I stabbed him with my sword. Smithers gasped,
    fainted, and died soon afterwards. Or so I hear. Maybe I shouldn’t
    have done it, but I was trying to buy time, thought the cowards
    would see him fall, and turned tail and ran.  

     

    “Some surrendered, but Davidson fought like a savage and bought time
    for me Brunt, Adams and Harrison to escape out of the back window.
    But what was the point? Every police officer in London had a
    description of me thanks to Edwards and Ruthven. 

     

    “So they arrested me and here I am.” 

     

    Alistair nodded. “But hopefully not for long. We’ll use the same
    strategy as at Spa Fields. Your testimony will indicate that Edwards
    was an agent provocateur.  You will also make the most of
    the fact that the policemen you’ve mention have been coming to the
    Society of Spenceans’ meetings for years. That all of this was a
    cunning plan to rid the new government of seditious elements. To
    curtail our freedoms even further.” 

     

    “Sir Robert Gifford isn’t going to—” 

     

    “The Attorney-General will open the case for the crown against the
    Cato Street Conspirators, as you are being called, but he won’t have
    everything his own way. He will try to gag us, but if we just stick
    to the central fact, that Edwards incited you, we should be fine,”
    Alistair promised. 
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    But Alistair's optimism that he would be able to easily help the
    Cato Street Conspirators was sorely misplaced. 

     

    Philip came to see them at the end of their long day hunched over
    the desks at Newgate taking Thistlewood’s deposition and drawing up
    a list of witnesses he could call.  

     

    He told Alistair with a shake of his head, “We’ve got trouble. My
    men tell me Edwards has vanished. Worse still, two of the prisoners
    have been persuaded to turn King’s evidence to save their own skins.
    We’ll be defending only eleven of them now.” 

     

    “Damn. I knew it. Good old Sidmouth. Divide and conquer.” He
    grimaced. “Who turned?” 

     

    “Robert Adams and John Monument.” 

     

    Alistair blew out a ragged breath. “At least it wasn’t one of the
    top ringleaders. We still have a chance.” 

     

    Thistlewood's long, dour face lengthened further. “Between them and
    the evidence from Ruthven on behalf of the police, this is a
    foregone conclusion.” 

     

    “Not if we maintained that they tricked you at every turn. Have been
    duping you for years. It's better to look like a fool than a
    traitor,” Alistair argued. 

     

    Thistlewood sighed. “I know you’re trying to do your best, but God
    knows we have little enough time. It’s impossible.” 

     

    “Don’t say that. We will try our utmost. We have no choice.” 

     

    Viola nodded. “We’ve come too far to just lie down and give up at
    the first sign of trouble.” 

     

    At length Thistlewood nodded. “All right. Let’s go over it once
    more.” 

     

    “Just stay calm. All will be well. It just has to be.” 

     

     

    The date for the trial was set: Alistair would have to begin to
    defend the eleven remaining men who had not turned traitor to their
    comrades on the date set, the 18th of April. It didn’t give him much
    time.  

     

    In some senses he prayed he might not need it. For if he could prove
    Edwards had been responsible all along, then the charges would be
    dismissed. Proving it was the hard part, however. He was also not so
    calm about the fact that so far as he knew, the bounty had not been
    lifted from his head. Or Viola’s.  

     

    Moreover, there was no sign of Sebastian or George, which had them
    both worried.  

     

    Philip and Jasmine refused to allow the children to come home from
    wherever he had hidden them until they were certain that the danger
    was truly over, so it left everyone on edge in their new home. 

     

    Everyone was on tenterhooks as they gathered all their papers
    together, and waited. It was during this calm before the storm that
    Jonathan Deveril presided over the services at Fulham House which
    united Alistair Grant and Viola Morrison in holy matrimony.  

     

    It was a subdued occasion despite all the Rakehells and The
      Three Bells  residents present. Neither George nor Sebastian
    were there, and Viola could not help but feel despondent. 

     

    Alistair more than tried to make up for it, however, as he showered
    her with gowns and jewels, and impressed her no end with a few
    tricks he had learned from Philip.  

     

    Viola never imagined she could ever be capable of such passion as he
    filled her to the brim with ecstasy, and truly made them one flesh
    in a magical meeting of hearts and minds which lasted long into
    their wedding night.  

     

    They had met under such dire circumstances, and by some miracle they
    had fallen in love. She prayed now for a miracle for all of them
    that would keep everyone safe. She had found the love of her
    life—she certainly didn't want to lose it due to the machinations of
    a few power-hungry men she had never even met. 

     

    As Alistair held her in his arms and felt complete for the first
    time in his life, he prayed as he never had before, for his friends,
    his family in the Rakehells, and the men he was being forced to
    defend. He had never been much of a religious man, but as he lay
    with his new wife, touched her, kissed her, was even in the same
    room with her, it was like touching the divine. 

     

    Whatever miracle had brought them together, had done it for a
    purpose. He just had to hope that a light would break through the
    clouds to show him the way through the darkness before it was too
    late for them all. 

     

     

    By day she and Alistair spent their time at his chambers, in the
    prison, or in the courtroom. By nine in the evening, they would
    withdraw to their sapphire and gold silken bed chamber to explore
    every aspect of their sensuality and each other’s.  

     

    Alistair marvelled at his ability to give and receive love; never
    before had any woman become the centre of his universe. He couldn’t
    even recall what his life had been like before Viola had come into
    it. 

     

    For Viola, every moment she spent with her new husband was a
    revelation and reaffirmation of their love. She had never imagined
    anyone could become her entire universe until she had met him.  

     

    She couldn’t imagine that a child could be more a part of her than
    he was. Between working together during the day, and the loving they
    explored at night, she couldn’t stand being parted from him for even
    a few moments in twenty-four hours.  

     

    He was gentle, playful, tender one minute, boisterously all male the
    next. He invented love games for her which had her shocked to the
    depths of her soul, and delighted. He made love to her with his
    barrister’s robes and wig on, and once even just the horsehair wig,
    which he had some interesting uses for when he wasn’t wearing it.  

     

    He also had a few interesting uses for a couple of sets of police
    manacles, though to be fair he also let her have a turn and begged
    her not to lose the key.  

     

    Still other times they pretended to be street walkers out to seduce
    the other. Alistair came up with some new ways of ‘questioning’ her
    about what she wanted in bed which had had her blushing for days
    afterwards and not able to look at a quill pen in quite the same way
    again.  

     

    In fact, Viola never could look at her world in the same way again.
    Their love made them so deliriously happy that it was all too easy
    to become complacent, forget the dangers which lurked on the fringes
    of their world.  

     

     

    The prisoners were finally arraigned formally on the 15th of April,
    with a view to commencing the trial of Thistlewood on the 18th.
    Alistair was planning to try to end it as soon as possible through
    his testimony about Edwards being an agent provocateur.  

     

    On the night of the seventeenth, they had finished up with
    Thistlewood, and were preparing to leave. Alistair and Philip
    flanked her either side as they approached the main gate leading out
    of Newgate.  

     

    Viola stepped out first, as was her wont, only to be seized roughly
    around the waist. She clung onto the briefcase with their
    depositions for dear life as she felt herself being dragged down the
    alley.  

     

    A second man had jerked the door shut and rammed some sort of bar
    into the outside handle, trapping Alistair and Philip inside when
    they would have run to her rescue. 

     

    Viola tried everything to get away, bashing him, shouting for help,
    digging in her heels. Her abductor rammed a pistol to her temple,
    but it only subdued her for a moment.  

     

    They turned the corner into the next street. Viola was just about to
    scream rape at the top of her lungs when she heard a familiar voice
    declare, “Let her go, Castle, or I’ll tear your head off and stick
    it on a pole.” 

     

    “Just stay out of this, George. If your runners find out you helped,
    you’re never going to find what you’re looking for.” 

     

    George didn’t bat an eyelid. “Knowing our masters, I never will
    anyway. Let her go!” 

     

    “We won’t hurt her. We just need to keep her out of the way until
    the trial is over. She’s looking a bit pale. A couple of weeks in
    the country—” 

     

    “The lady is coming with me, back to her husband," he said firmly.
    "You think Grant will be able to conduct a fair trial tearing his
    hair out worrying about her? Forget it. You Home Office men have
    gone far enough. Let her go. And don’t even try to get in my way,
    Oliver,” he growled as the second man caught up. 

     

    Castle began to step backwards and fired his gun wildly. Oliver
    reeled off a shot right through the pocket of his coat. 

     

    With a growl of fury and a stream of curses in French the likes of
    which Viola had never before heard him utter, George fired his
    pistol and launched himself at her captor. Oliver the spy,
    attempting to flee from George’s ire, was clipped in the thigh and
    fell.  

     

    George pummelled Castle unmercifully, and grabbed Viola before
    either man could get off a second shot or try to stop him. He kept
    firm hold of her elbow, and urged her, “Double quick now. Don’t run,
    but we’ll alternate sides of the street. They start to fire, dive
    into a doorway. They could be up in the windows too.” 

     

    A couple of shots rang out, pinging the wall near Viola’s head.  

     

    “Merde! Vite!” George gasped out. Dragging her into
    the nearest doorway, he fished his handkerchief out of his pocket
    and clapped it to his left arm.  

     

    “Here, let me help.” She tied it as tightly as she could around his
    taut bicep. 

     

    “Come now. Alistair will be beside himself, and might do something
    stupid if we don’t get you back to him. We get onto the main road
    and get a cab. Once inside the cab, you load my pistols. You don’t
    get out of the cab until we’re sure Philip and Alistair are safe.” 

     

    “Aye, sir.” 

     

    George flashed her a grin. “Cheeky to the last.” 

     

    “Where’s Sebastian?” she asked quietly. 

     

    “Laying low until all of this is over.” 

     

    “Why are you helping me? Castlereagh will have your guts.” 

     

    If he was surprised at the mention of the Head of the Foreign Office
    he gave no sign. “Because it’s the right thing to do. And because I
    think you can guess who and what I am.” 

     

    “In part. I never really understood it all before until now, when
    you lost your temper. I’ve never seen you angry.” 

     

    “No one hurts what’s mine. You and Sebastian are the only family I
    have left. And I never had a sister.” 

     

    Viola leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. Even in the darkness
    of the shadowy doorway she could sense him blush. 

     

    “I’m sorry.” 

     

    “For what?” he asked gruffly. 

     

    “All you’ve suffered. You need to tell me what you’re looking for.
    Maybe we can help. Alistair has friends who can—” 

     

    “You and Alistair need to watch your backs until this trial is
    over,” he said firmly. “My friends were supposed to be on you, but
    they can’t be everywhere at once if you take silly risks. One man,
    either side of you, and they should keep hold of you at all times.
    With any luck Sidmouth won’t be so foolish as to try again so close
    to the trial. And certainly not after. He can’t run the risk of a
    mis-trial. When is the court date set?” 

     

    “The day after tomorrow.” 

     

    “In that case, if you have room for two more in that big mansion of
    yours, it would be an honor to call upon you, Madame.” 

     

    “And Sebastian?” 

     

    “I think he’d make a fine clerk. Much better than a tart. And maybe
    he’ll meet the right girl and settle down.” 

     

    “Maybe. I’d love to be an aunt, and you an uncle.” 

     

    George stroked his hand down her cheek tenderly, then patted her
    shoulder in a more hale and hearty manner to disguise his emotions.
    “So long as you’re happy.” 

     

    “I’m sorry,” she said again simply. 

     

    “Never did get a chance to kiss the bride.” 

     

    “Permission granted.” 

     

    He drew his good arm around her, and kissed her softly on the cheek.
    “Well, come on, Sis, before that man of yours thinks I’ve been
    tiddling you. Stay close.” 

     

    “Just try to stop me.” 

     

    They moved from doorway to doorway. The shots came perilously close
    a couple of times, but they succeeded in getting around the corner
    and made a dash for the main thoroughfare. Once there she hailed a
    cab. They were back at Newgate in no time, to face a furious Philip
    and a nearly hysterical Alistair as they unbolted the door from the
    outside which they had been trying to break down from within. 

     

    “Thank God you’re all right!” her husband gasped, embracing her as
    though he’d never let her go. 

     

    “Thanks to George here. And I still have all the papers and
    depositions.” She flourished the briefcase proudly. 

     

    “Bugger them. I’m just glad you’re all right,” he said, hugging her
    tightly. 

     

    “Watch you’re language in front of the lady,” George said primly,
    earning an incredulous look from Alistair and a laugh from Viola.  

     

    “Darling, George is going to be staying with us for a few days, and
    Sebastian is coming home soon,” she said with a smile. 

     

    “Good. Very good.” Alistair stuck his hand out for the other man to
    shake. “Thank you, George. I owe you more than I can say. If you
    want to break free from Castlereagh you have only to say. I’ll find
    you a —” 

     

    He shook his head. “I have a good life at The Three Bells.
    Wine, women and song, don't you know. What more could a man ask
    for.” Despite his hearty tone the words sounded bleak even to his
    ears, and his expression was equally so. 

     

    Alistair fixed him with a hard stare once they were all seated in
    the carriage. “Tell me what he has on you,” he demanded. 

     

    George sighed. “Two brothers. I need to find them.” 

     

    “Are you sure they’re still alive?” 

     

    He nodded. “I’m sure. They all worked for Castlereagh. He wouldn’t
    let them go. They were and probably are too important. But never
    mind that now. We have a trial to get ready for.” 

     

    “If we can help—” 

     

    “I’ll let you know,” George said curtly. “Right now, I want you to
    promise me you’ll get Sebastian out of the game. This lark was
    nearly his last.” 

     

    “He can find work with any number of our friends, or stay with me,
    be a clerk, whatever. I promise.” 

     

    “Then I consider myself more than repaid.” 

     

    “No,” Viola said. “I still owe you, George. One day I hope to be
    able to pay you back. For the moment, it’s back to the clinic to get
    you patched up.” 

     

    “Remind me to make another huge donation to the clinic. Poor Antony
    Herriot might as well be a seamstress with all the sewing he’s been
    doing for the Rakehells these days,” Alistair said with a sigh. 

     

    “It’ll be over soon, I promise,” George vowed, his dark eyes
    glittering. 

     

    “Sidmouth tried to strike a deal with us. Not that I ever really
    trusted him, but still, I had some hopes. Now I know it’s a
    no-holds-barred match to the death.” 

     

    Viola gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. “You’ll just do the best
    you can.” 

     

    Philip nodded. “We all will,” he promised. 

     

    Alistair gathered her close, and prayed their best would be enough
    for the poor accused men. 
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    Alistair thought he was as ready for the trial as he could be. But
    Attorney-General Sir Robert Gifford’s opening was one of the most
    shocking things he had heard in his life. He and Viola looked at
    each other in alarmed disbelief. 

     

    Gifford began, “Arthur Thistlewood had for some time conceived the
    wicked and nefarious plan of overturning the government so long
    established in this country. It will appear to you that several,
    nay, all of the persons mentioned in the indictment, were
    participators in the same design.  

     

    “They got intimation on Saturday the 19th February that on the
    Wednesday following, the opportunity would occur when they would be
    able to effect their purpose, by finding that His Majesty’s
    ministers would be all assembled at the same house.  

     

    "On Tuesday the 22nd of February, a meeting took place again, in the
    morning, at John Brunt’s, and upon that occasion, one of parties
    communicated to some who were present that he had discovered by the
    newspapers, that a cabinet dinner was to be given again on the
    following day, Wednesday, at Lord Harrowby’s in Grosvenor Square.  

     

    “On the Wednesday morning, great preparations were made. Arms were
    brought by Brunt in great abundance to the stable in Cato Street.
    They consisted of sabres, swords, guns, pistols, and other
    destructive instruments of offence.  

     

    "But one of the most terrific instruments, and calculated for the
    most deadly purposes, and which they prepared themselves, was what
    was called a hand grenade, used by the grenadiers in the recent wars
    on the Continent." 

     

    A gasp went up around the courtroom which the presiding judge
    silenced angrily. 

     

    “On 22nd February, the conspirators held a consultation at the house
    of Brunt. Everything was on this occasion considered as finally
    arranged. After the first blow was struck of destroying the
    ministers, the principal barracks and various public places were to
    be set fire to.  

     

    “Thistlewood sat down and wrote two proclamations in anticipation of
    the success of his diabolical scheme. He wrote an address to the
    following effect, intended for the people generally: ‘Your tyrants
    are destroyed. The friends of liberty are called upon to come
    forward. The Provisional Government is now sitting.’ 

     

    “After Thistlewood had written this, he proceeded to form a
    proclamation to the soldiers, calling upon them to join their
    friends in liberty, and promising that they should be rewarded with
    full pay and a pension for life! That they would take possession of
    London, and be its masters. This is the man and his co-conspirators
    that you see before you now, awaiting justice for this nefarious
    plot.” 

     

    Alistair tried to hold his temper throughout this recitation, but it
    was difficult. At last it was his turn for his opening remarks.  

     

    Viola held her breath as he stood up, looking resplendent in his
    robes, and began.  

     

    “My learned colleague has given a great deal of detailed and damning
    testimony against my eleven defendants. He has in particular singled
    out Mr. Thistlewood and Mr. Brunt. He claims that Thistlewood was
    seeking nothing less that control of the entire capital. With only a
    handful of men? And a couple of weapons? The possession of London? 

     

    "I should have thought that any man who has ever seen the march of a
    single regiment would have said at once, there is nothing less
    probable than that you would have taken possession of any one parish
    in London, of any one populous street, let alone the entire city. 

     

    “But let us see who was not mentioned in his opening
    statement, except obliquely. The name of the man who had pointed out
    the newspaper item in the first place." 

     

    Several of the jurors looking interested in what he was saying,
    leaning forward slightly. It gave Alistair hope that at least some
    of the jury had not been bought and might be interested in a fair
    trial. 

     

    "I have looked to the list of witnesses for the Crown and I find the
    name of one Edwards. George Edwards. He is not a prisoner, not taken
    up upon this charge, not tainted as an accomplice by government.
    There is charged no treason that we know of against him.  

     

    “Yet he was a man cognizant of all the facts. A man present at all
    the conversations. The very man man who pointed out The New
      Times  newspaper article, and saw and knew and guided
    everything. Yet that man is not called. The spy is not called
    because the contrivance would have been made evident by his
    cross-examination." 

     

    Once again, a gasp went around the courtroom. 

     

    "Any more outbursts, and I will clear this room!" the judge
    bellowed. 

     

    Alistair pressed on, “If all the circumstances could be
    investigated, it would prove that the treasonable part is altogether
    the brewing of a spy and an informer, to implicate in a charge of
    high treason, a man who had gone far enough towards losing his own
    life, but not to the length of that greatest of crimes.  

     

    “It is impossible to know how far the higher members of the
    Government are involved in the guilt of their infernal agents. But
    this much is known, that so soon as the whole nation lifted up its
    voice for parliamentary reform, spies went forth. These were
    selected from the most worthless and infamous of mankind, and
    dispersed among the multitude of famished and illiterate labourers.
     

     

    “It was their business to find victims, no matter whether right or
    wrong. And John Stafford, and Lord Sidmouth know all about them. I
    proved beyond the shadow of a doubt in 1817 at the Spa Fields trial
    that the Home Office was using these men as agents provocateur.
     

     

    "Now they have been at it again. Castle was there the night of the
    arrests. Edwards was the one who encouraged the men inside the
    hayloft to fight, and outside the hayloft for the constables to
    charge. There can be no trial without a clear iteration of what
    Edwards did and incited to do.  

     

    “Moreover, we will show that Edwards systematically worked on
    Thistlewood ever since he joined the Spenceans a not inconsiderable
    time ago. He was there only to incide and betray, and then report
    back to Stafford and Sidmouth." 

     

    Even the judge looked shocked at this. 

     

    "I have numerous witnesses who can prove this, including George
    Ruthven, who led the charge of the special constables into the Cato
    Streey hayloft, and who was also there spying amongst them for
    years. So let us waste no more time, and set about offering you
    proof of all I have just said. Let us summon my first witness,
    please.” 

     

    Alistair was pleased on the whole, for the testimony of his men
    would be able to show that the plan had been in the offing for
    months, not only a couple of days as the government had claimed, due
    to the fact that Edwards had been inciting everyone he met to take
    part in some great scheme to avenge Peterloo. 

     

    Watson was now brought forward. Gifford the prosecutor scowled under
    his heavily powdered wig but said nothing.  

     

    “One night at the White Lion in Camden, Edwards insisted, ‘You are
    all cowards. Let us try what can be done with physical force.’ 

     

    “I argued that it was no use until the country was ready. I said I
    would be glad to lose my life as well as the rest, but until that
    time came, it would only exposing ourselves to ruin.  

     

    “Then Thistlewood pointed out, ‘We shall all be hanged.’” 

     

    “So there was never any doubt in your mind that Edwards wanted you
    to rebel, with arms and weapons.” 

     

    “Yes, he also incited us to arms, gathering or making them, despite
    the fact that he claimed he really just wanted peace at long last.” 

     

    Alistair and Viola looked at one another, and gave encouraging nods. 

     

    This clear testimony was supported by Davidson, who said that there
    were many ancient battles fought where one troop had been vastly
    outnumbered, and yet had still emerged victorious. “Edwards
    encouraged them to violent rebellion. Thanks to him, Ings bought
    twenty-four poles for pikes. In the evening Bradburn sawed the ends
    square to get ready to put the metal tips on them. Harris showed me
    nine swords that he had been sharpening on the Sunday morning.  

     

    "Far from the whole uprising taking place in only a couple of days,
    three or four at most, as Mr. Gifford asserted, they were being
    goaded into it for weeks before.” 

     

    Alistair then cited the testimony that had been obtained from John
    Castle at the time of the Spa Fields trial, which had been so
    damning that the men had been let go.  

     

    “Castle said, ‘Mr. Stafford introduced me to Mr. Beckett the
    Under-Secretary at the Home Office, who did assure me my safety on
    condition that I told the truth, which was a great ease to my mind,
    and from that moment I entered into confidential communication with
    Mr. Stafford. I shall get away with it if I can, but if I should be
    taken I expect to be protected. I know I run great risk of
    assassination, but I am determined to go through with it and report
    everything.’ 

     

    “When he was cross-examined during James Watson’s trial in June
    1817, he admitted that Mr. Stafford had even bought him the very
    garments he was wearing, given him an allowance, even paid for his
    wife to go down to Yorkshire because he feared for her safety. All
    of these actions are not the behaviour of an honest man.” 

     

    But the Lord Chief Justice Lord Eldon halted his line of question.
    “Mr. Castle is not on trial here. Nor is Mr. Edwards.”  

     

    “Why is Edwards not on trial?” Alistair demanded. “Why is he not
    here as a witness at the very least? And what have these two men,
    Adams and Monument, been offered in order to help their former
    friends hang?” 

     

    “That’s enough! There is no evidence that they talked treason. They
    admit to being in the loft and nothing else.” 

     

    “Ah, well, jolly good then. My clients will also happily plead
    guilty to being in the loft, the ones who were found there, of
    course, and we can all go home! Four of them weren’t even found
    there!” 

     

    Eldon scowled blackly. 

     

    “Call Thistlewood to speak on his own behalf.” 

     

    Alistair tried to stare him down. “But you just said—” 

     

    “Mr. Grant, I will not tell you again. And these antics can only do
    your clients harm.” 

     

    “But you have just said they admitted to being in the loft.
    Thistlewood was not even in the loft. He was peacefully sleeping in
    bed at a friend’s house when he was dragged out of the house." 

     

    "Call him!" 

     

    "There is no eyewitness testimony save that of Edwards to say that
    Thistlewood was even at Cato Street. Not unless one of your
    backstabbing traitors wants to declare it to be so and ensure he
    hangs.” 

     

    He glared at Adams and Monument, and they had the good grace to look
    away. No. They had admired Thistlewood and did not wish to betray
    him. 

     

    But to his chagrin, Thistlewood now opened his mouth and declared,
    “My genius is so great just now, I don’t think there is any man
    alive has so great a genius as mine at the moment. If it is the will
    of the Author of the World that I should perish in the cause of
    freedom, His will, and not mine, be done! It would be quite a
    triumph to me!” 

     

    Alistair shook his head. “We are not martyring you for something you
    didn’t do! I demand that Edwards be brought forward to give an
    account of himself!” 

     

    Lord Eldon shook his head. “If this is your only defence for your
    client, then God help him.” 

     

    Alistair pointed to Thistlewood now, who was hugging his own
    shoulders and bobbing back and forth in the dock. “Surely you can
    see the man is not well. Genius was another word for insanity in
    former times. Please, it’s evident that Thistlewood is not fit to
    stand trial and —” 

     

    “If he is fit to organise a rebellion, he can most certainly stand
    trial.” 

     

    “But he didn’t originate it. Edwards did!” Alistair countered. 

     

    Eldon scowled. “He seems sane enough to me.” 

     

    “Aye, sane,” Alistair mocked. “This is the man who in 1817 wrote to
    Lord Sidmouth, the Home Secretary, demanding payment of £180, the
    cost of the three tickets that he purchased for a trip to America to
    leave this country and its political woes behind. When Sidmouth
    failed to respond to the letter, Thistlewood challenged him to a
    duel.  

     

    “Sidmouth ordered Thistlewood’s arrest and he was charged with
    threatening a breach of the peace. Thistlewood was found guilty and
    sentenced to twelve months’ imprisonment in Horsham Jail.
    Thistlewood wrote several letters to the Home Office complaining
    about the conditions in prison.  

     

    “One of his complaints was that three men had to share one bed and a
    cell measuring only seven feet by nine feet. The extreme poverty he
    was subjected to, and the appalling conditions at Horsham, must have
    addled his wits for him to behave so. He is harmless. It was Edwards
    who organised the weapons and grenades.  

     

    “I maintain that Thistlewood was taken in bed far away from Cato
    Street. So the burden of proof rests with you that he was involved.
     

     

    "Therefore, you must produce Edwards. And if either Adams or
    Monument changes their testimony, when they have made no mention of
    Thistlewood before, then it will be proven that you want to be rid
    of these men by foul means, not fair. Thus you will be calling the
    entire British legal system into question and disrepute.” 

     

    Eldon exploded then. “You go too far sir! I can have you arrested
    for contempt of court, sedition even!” 

     

    His ire would have made many a lesser man back down, but not
    Alistair Grant.  

     

    Viola held her breath as her husband returned coolly, “I want
    Edwards. He is the only witness to what you are claiming. Surely you
    cannot want to hang these men on the mere hearsay testimony of a
    single individual who isn’t even here! Who does not even dare face
    us to state what he claims to be true." 

     

    Eldon had the grace to look perturbed at this. 

     

    “Why will Edward not show his face? It is because he is afraid. And
    he knows, as with Castle, that once it is proven that he was an agent

      provocateur,  these men will have to go free. He fears for
    his life, and possibly rightly so. But if he were any sort of decent
    Christian, he ought to fear for his soul.” 

     

    Viola heaved a sigh of relief as she looked around at the jury and
    saw many of them swayed by Alistair’s passion and conviction.  

     

    The more Edwards stayed away, the more likely it was that there had
    been one vast conspiracy against the Spenceans, and the men would be
    released. Now they just had to wait, and pray. 

     

     

    But the next day, as Alistair had predicted, Adams and Monument
    changed their testimony, and also now asserted that Thistlewood had
    murdered the police constable Richard Smithers.  

     

    George Ruthven, the leader of the constables, came to testify to the
    same so-called facts. They also asserted that Thistlewood, John
    Brunt, Robert Adams and John Harrison escaped out of a window, but
    that they had evidence that all of them had clearly been there. 

     

    Alistair stared steadily at each and every one of these three new
    witnesses in a manner designed to be intimidating. “And how did you
    know the men by name? Or know to look for them?” he asked Ruthven. 

     

    “We were told—” 

     

    “Told by whom?” 

     

    He tried to avoid the trap of mentioning Edwards, only to land in
    another. “And I knew them personally, as did several of my
    colleagues.” 

     

    “Really?” Alistair gave a smile reminiscent of a wolf, his eyes
    glittering. “And just how did you know them?” 

     

    “I, er, I have had call to come across them—” 

     

    Alistair gave a harsh laugh. “Oh really, is that what they
    call it? No, I would say it was attending meetings, pretending to be
    Spenceans. Pretending to be their friends. And all the while
    waiting to stab them in the back.” 

     

    Gifford the prosecutor began to protest, but Alistair shouted above
    him, “And did you know Edwards was working for the Home Office? Oh
    come, don’t be coy. You reported on all the meetings! The
    magistrates have detailed accounts of all of the ones you attended.
     

     

    "You’ve been a regular, fully paid up member of the Society of
    Spencean Philanthropists and attended their meetings faithfully at
    least once a week for the past two years or so, haven’t you, Mr.
    Ruthven. I have notes from your colleagues here who have just
    testified and helped assist with the arrests. You pretended to
    befriend these men. Got to know them, their lives, their families
    even. And all along you were just waiting like a spider in a web.” 

     

    Alistair could see the jury members, to a man, looked shocked.  

     

    Viola shuddered. Could not the same be true of any of her own
    friends, including George? Pretending to be friends... And who
    amongst the Rakehells... 

     

    She dragged her terrified thoughts back to the testimony at hand and
    watched her husband doing his best to get at the truth. Her breath
    caught in her throat. She had never loved Alistair more than she did
    at that moment. And that was what was so astounding about their
    marriage: just when she thought she couldn’t love him more, he
    proved her wrong. 

     

    “Who gave out the descriptions of the men who had supposedly fled
    the loft?” Alistair asked as she stared at him, open-mouthed with
    desire. “I shall tell you. George Edwards. Lord Eldon, I
    respectfully request that you either produce this witness, or
    declare this trial at an end.” 

     

    “I shall do as I like in my own courtroom,” he rasped, his eyes
    glittering like a snake’s about to strike. 

     

    “Evidently.” Alistair said with an ironic bow. 

     

    Eldon glared. “Next witness.” 

     

    Alistair remained calm. “Very well. I call James Ings.” 

     

    “But Mr. Ings is not on trial yet.” 

     

    “No, my Lord, but he can serve as witness here for Mr. Thistlewood,
    who as the supposed leader of this alleged rebellion, is on trial
    for his life, and is setting the tone for the other trials to
    follow, including Mr. Ings’ own.” 

     

    Gifford said, “I shall be happy to hear what he has to say,” and
    gave a sickly smile which did not fool anyone in the court. He was
    sweating profusely even though the courtroom was not very warm. 

     

    Well, they had every reason to be nervous. Alistair roused was as
    tenacious as a terrier with a bone.  

     

    Viola repressed a small smile and sensual shiver at her recollection
    of just how single-minded he could be. And all the wonderful tricks
    he could do, especially with his bone. She suppressed the lewd
    thought as he began to examine Ings, and listened carefully to his
    testimony. 

     

    Gifford had every reason to regret agreeing to hear Ings. In fact,
    as he spoke further, the Attorney-General looked as though he were
    about to have apoplexy.  

     

    Eldon and Gifford gasped as Ings stood up in the dock and asserted
    in an unwavering voice, “George Edwards put the idea about Grosvenor
    Square into Thistlewood’s head in the first place. He, like Castle
    before him, was an agent provocateur  who had helped
    organise the conspiracy down to the last detail.” 

     

    Eldon tried to silence him, but Alistair shook his head. “You cannot
    gag the witness now that you have permitted him to speak.” 

     

    “This is not relevant to—” 

     

    “It is very relevant! Again, it shows that Edwards was the guilty
    party, not Thistlewood!” 

     

    “He will say anything to avoid being executed!” 

     

    Alistair let out a harsh laugh. “Wouldn’t most people? But in this
    case it’s the truth. Will you not give him a fair trial and
    produce Edwards so these men do not have to be hung?” 

     

    A ripple of outrage ran around the courtroom, and Eldon could see
    that too much damage had been done to the Crown's case, and he had
    to back down. 

     

    “Continue, Mr. Ings, but make it brief,” he commanded imperiously. 

     

    “Aye, I shall. The Attorney-General Gifford trying to prosecute us
    for these crimes knows Edwards personally. He knew all the plans for
    two months before I was acquainted with it.  

     

    "When I was before Lord Sidmouth, a gentleman said Lord Sidmouth
    knew all about this for two months. I consider myself murdered if
    Edwards is not brought forward. I am willing to die on the scaffold
    with him.  

     

    “I conspired to put Lord Castlereagh and Lord Sidmouth out of this
    world, but I did not intend to commit High Treason. I did not expect
    to save my own life, but I was determined to die a martyr in my
    country’s cause. Produce Edwards. He had been the author of this
    all.” 

     

    Ings had maintained his dignity throughout, even as the jeers,
    catcalls and threats had increased in volume and the distressed
    exclamations of decent people had reached a crescendo. The
    accusation against Gifford hung heavy in the air.That he too could
    be so corrupt was unthinkable.  

     

    Eldon banged the gavel for a recess, and at last the court emptied.
     

     

    Viola hugged Alistair to her in relief. “Oh, thank God. I pray this
    will be over soon.” 

     

    Alistair stroked her cheek and then put her away from him, realising
    not everyone knew she was a woman, though most people sitting close
    enough to her had guessed.  

     

    Philip offered his hand. “Damned fine job.” 

     

    Alistair shook his head grimly. “Don’t congratulate me yet. They
    have far more money and power, and corrupt reasons to use it.
    They’ll have more damning testimony made up out of whole cloth. We
    need to be prepared for the worst.” 

     

    "You're winning, darling," Viola said with her most encouraging
    smile. 

     

    "Aye, the hearts and minds of the people, but I fear Eldon and
    Gifford are made of stone and will do anything to win." 
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    Gifford did indeed prove he was willing to do anything to win the
    trial. The corrupt Attorney-General produced twenty-five witnesses,
    none of them Edwards, who all swore to a man that Thistlewood had
    started the Cato Street conspiracy himself with no instigation from
    anyone else, and that he had murdered Smithers in cold blood.  

     

    Alistair was hamstrung as Eldon interfered with any serious attempt
    at cross-examination of the false witnesses being paraded out, and
    could only advise each liar to look to his own soul for having
    perjured himself in order to send an innocent man to his death.  

     

    He and Viola bunched their fists in impotent fury as Thistlewood was
    found guilty on the fourth day, and given the inevitable capital
    sentence. 

     

    Philip was so distressed, he looked as though he were going to weep.
    When Viola went outside at the end of the sentencing, sure she was
    going to be ill, she saw Philip remonstrating with a tall dark man
    swathed in a cloak. For a moment she was certain it was George. 

     

    But the man vanished into the crowd, and when she asked her
    colleague who he had been speaking to, Philip asserted that it was
    one of the clerks from the chambers, and refused to say more. 

     

     

    The next man to be tried the following day was Brunt. He had been
    singled out by Gifford in his opening speech, and was portrayed as
    the second leader, when of course everyone knew that Edwards had
    been the insitgator all along.  

     

    So try as Alistair might, without Edwards, the second trial rapidly
    went the way of the first. 

     

    John Brunt’s story was all too typical of these supposed
    revolutionaries, Viola realised to her chagrin. He was born in about
    1790 and worked as a shoemaker. At first he was earning nearly fifty
    shillings a week.  

     

    However, during the post-war depression, his income had fallen
    dramatically, and his wife and child had had to exist on only ten
    shillings a week. Brunt and his family were forced to move to a
    squalid area of London called Fox Court.  

     

    Here Brunt met Richard Tidd, another shoemaker struggling to survive
    on a low wage. The two men shared an interest in politics, and by
    1816 were both members of the Society of Spencean Philanthropists,
    along with Thistlewood, Watson, Ings, Preston and Hopper.  

     

    He had been in the group when the government had employed the spy
    John Castle to join the Spenceans and report on their activities. He
    repeated that story now, even when Eldon tried to suppress his
    testimony.  

     

    Viola listened sadly as Brunt said, “I had, by my industry, been
    able to earn about three or four pounds a week, and while this was
    the case, I never meddled with politics.  

     

    "But when I found my income reduced to ten shillings a week, I began
    to look around. And what did I find? Why, men in power, who met to
    deliberate how they might starve and plunder the country. I looked
    on the Manchester transactions as most dreadful. I joined the
    conspiracy for the public good. I will die as the descendant of an
    ancient Briton.” 

     

    He too was found guilty. 

     

     

    Next was Ings’ turn, and the prosecution cleverly relied on the two
    traitors Adams and Monument to make sure they did not parade all
    twenty-five policemen through the witness box again. There were
    already rumblings of discontent about the first two convictions, and
    urgent demands for a new jury at the very least. 

     

    Adams’ testimony was particularly damning, no doubt to make up for
    all Ings had said about Edwards, in order to try to discredit it as
    much as possible. 

     

    According to Robert Adams, Ings volunteered to be the first one to
    enter the house as he wanted to say: ‘My Lords, I have as good men
    here as the Manchester yeomanry. Enter citizens and do your duty.’  

     

    Ings would be armed with a butcher’s knife, which was to be used to
    cut off the heads of Sidmouth and Castlereagh. Adams later claimed
    that Ings was put in charge of writing the proclamations that were
    to be distributed all over London after the successful overthrow of
    the government.  

     

    The planned message was: ‘Your tyrants are destroyed, the Friends of
    Liberty are called upon to come forward, as the Provisional
    Government is now sitting.’ 

     

    Alistair ground his teeth audibly as Ings too was found guilty and
    sentenced to be hung, drawn and quartered.  

     

    “God, Philip, what are we going to do?” Alistair groaned that night
    at home by the fireplace in their drawingroom. 

     

    “I don’t know. All I can say is, something might turn up. We can
    only hope. They’re not dead yet. Anything can happen.” 

     

    Alistair clasped his hands as if in prayer. “Like someone drops
    Edwards right in my lap. I wish I could believe in miracles. But
    we’re running out of time.” 

     

    Viola snuggled up to his side and tried to soothe him by stroking
    his hair. “Perhaps a different tack? At this point we have nothing
    to lose.” 

     

    Alistair sighed. “What can I try that I haven’t already? Without
    Edwards—” 

     

    “You can keep on mentioning him, but in the meantime, call the
    police constables in. Try to get them to say something inconsistent
    with what they’ve already gone down on record as saying. If the
    other three men were convicted on that testimony, and their
    statements are then called into question, we might be able to get a
    mis-trial.” 

     

    Alistair nodded glumly. 

     

    “And try to get the jury on your side. Three scapegoats are quite
    enough. Then we can work on an appeal.” 

     

    Both Alistair and Viola sighed. “They’ll never allow it.” 

     

    “They will if sufficient new evidence comes to light,” Philip
    asserted. 

     

    “If only,” Viola sighed. 

     

    Philip gazed out the window stolidly. “We just have to keep hoping.” 

     

    "We're running out of time," she said softly. 

     

    He nodded, and clasped his own hands as Alistair had done. 

     

    Viola hugged her husband around the waist, and prayed for another
    miracle for them all. 

     

    "Coming to bed, darling?" she asked when he made no move to return
    her embrace. 

     

    "Oh, aye, yes, gladly," he said, blinking and bestirring himself.
    "I'm sure I won't get a wink, but at least we'll be together, my
    love." 

     

    "That's all I could ever ask for," she said with a smile, though she
    couldn't help but wonder what their future held now that Alistair
    was prosecuting so volatile and high profile a case.  

     

    She felt as if danger were all around them, despite the snugness of
    their blue and gold bedchamber. She quickly undressed and drew her
    husband into the circle of her embrace as if it were the last time
    they would every make love. As if she would hold him to her
    hammering heart and never let him go…. 
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    The next trial the following morning was that of William Davidson.
    Alistair took Viola’s suggestion and tried everything he could to
    discredit the previous witnesses, but the constables who were
    permitted to testify, of which there were very few, were practically
    reading from a prepared playscript.  

     

    Lord Eldon soon grew impatient, and put an end to any reasonable
    attempt at cross-examination.  

     

    So Alistair made a last-ditch attempt to save the unfortunate man by
    any means at his disposal.  

     

    “William Davidson was born in Jamaica in 1781, the illegitimate son
    of the Jamaican Attorney General and a local black woman. He was
    sent to Glasgow at the age of fourteen to study law.  

     

    "While in Scotland he became involved in the demand for
    parliamentary reform. As a young man, William Davidson became a
    sailor and was eventually press-ganged into the Royal Navy,”
    Alistair informed the court. 

     

    “On his discharge he returned to Scotland, and his father sent him
    to study mathematics in Aberdeen. Davidson did not enjoy his studies
    and moved to Birmingham, where he started a cabinet-making business.
    Davidson fell in love with the daughter of a prosperous merchant and
    all seemed well. 

     

    “The father disapproved of his daughter’s relationship, and
    suspected that Davidson was after her seventy-thousand pound dowry,
    so he arranged for him to be arrested on a false charge of theft. It
    did not hold up, but between that and his being black-balled at the
    instigation of the merchant, he lost everything.  

     

    “He moved to London and married a working-class widow with four
    children. In the next few years she had two more babes, and it was a
    good solid marriage. 

     

    “Davidson became a Wesleyan Methodist and taught at the local Sunday
    School. This came to an end when he was falsely accused of
    attempting to seduce a female student.  

     

    "His entire life had been blighted by racism, and I would argue that
    racism was again a factor in persecuting him for the Cato Street
    conspiracy.  

     

    “William Davidson was not a long standing member of the Spenceans to
    the exclusion of all else. He really became involved in radical
    politics again only after the Peterloo Massacre. After Richard
    Carlile was found guilty of blasphemy and seditious libel, and
    sentenced to three years’ imprisonment in October 1819, Davidson
    became revolutionary, all right. I shall tell you precisely how
    revolutionary. 

     

    “He joined the Marylebone Union Reading Society, where for twopence
    a week he was able to read radical newspapers such as the Republican

     and the Manchester Observer.  

     

    “It was at the Marylebone Union that Davidson met John Harrison, a
    member of the Spencean Philanthropists in London. Soon afterwards
    Davidson also became a Spencean. He met Arthur Thistlewood, and
    within a few months became one of the Committee of Thirteen that ran
    the organisation. 

     

    “George Edwards pointed out to Arthur Thistlewood an item in The
      New Times  that several members of the British government
    were going to have dinner at Lord Harrowby’s house at 39 Grosvenor
    Square.  

     

    "William Davidson agreed to join Thistlewood and several other
    Spenceans in the plot to go to the house and confront the ministers
    dining at Lord Harrowby’s house on 23rd February.  

     

    "Thistlewood selected Davidson as one of the Executive of Five whose
    job it was to organise the petition, since he had worked for Lord
    Harrowby in the past and knew some of the staff that worked at
    Grosvenor Square. 

     

    “Edwards had egged them all on, insisting that Harrowby and the
    others would be there, even though several of Davidson’s old
    colleagues told him that the Earl of Harrowby was not in London.  

     

    "When Davidson reported this news back to Arthur Thistlewood,
    Edwards insisted that the servant was lying, and that the
    assassinations should proceed as planned. Thistlewood believed
    Edwards, and agreed. 

     

    “During the arrests, Davidson attempted to fight his way out, but
    Constable Benjamin Gill hit him on the wrist with his truncheon, and
    claimed he had dropped a blunderbuss.  

     

    “It is Davidson’s contention that he is innocent, and has been the
    victim, as always, of prejudice against black people. Gifford will
    try to tell you that he took the supposed blunderbuss out of pawn to
    use in the attempted assassinations. But how could this be known
    were it not for the fact that there were so many police infiltrating
    the group of Spenceans and egging them on to further and further
    excesses?” 

     

    There seemed to be some sympathy for Davidson, but he was convicted
    because he had been taken in the loft and had fought so hard for his
    freedom that he had violently resisted arrest by his former supposed
    friends. 

     

    Alistair’s heart sank as the jury declared him guilty, and Eldon
    gave him the capital sentence as well. 

     

    Viola squeezed his hand. “We still have the other seven men. You
    know we can still—” 

     

    “God help me, but I just don’t know any more. Maybe if we changed
    the plea—” 

     

    Philip shook his head. “We need to try one more time. Richard Tidd
    is up next, Brunt’s friend.” 

     

    Alistair did his best, and his testimony ran along the precise same
    lines as Brunt’s. He was an ordinary shoemaker until the economic
    deprivation caused by the war caused him to turn to Radical
    politics. 

     

    Then Gifford’s lying witnesses went to work on him. Viola listened
    to the damaging testimony with a growing sense of despair, but she
    tried to remain cheerful for Alistair’s sake. She had to admit that
    she had never met a more admirable and principled man in her life
    than her husband.  

     

    But each day as the trials had worn on and the lies were repeated
    over and over again, and he was given no chance to do his job
    properly, she saw a little bit of the spark within him die.  

     

    He was heart-sick and still badly shaken by all that had happened to
    him, and had nearly happened to his three friends. Not to mention
    her. Now his faith in the very justice system he had revered all his
    life was being shredded from him bit by bit, and more lives were
    being lost with every passing moment. 

     

    Tidd was found guilty too, and sentence pronounced on him. Alistair
    and Viola went home to lick their wounds once more. 

     

    Finally she said to him that night in bed, after some particularly
    pensive lovemaking, “I’m sorry, Alistair. I know how much you want
    to save them, but you know what Sidmouth said.” 

     

    “That’s no reason not to try,” he gritted out. 

     

    “No, I know that. But you can’t win, my love. Not at the rate we’re
    going. I think you just need to be grateful if he is going to keep
    his end of the bargain and let the Rakehells remain unmolested.” 

     

    “Oh, darling, I know it could have been so much worse. But this
    country could be so much better.” 

     

    She stroked his shoulder. “I know. But I think this is also going to
    be the end one way or the other. People know exactly what the
    government ministers are capable of now, sending innocent men to
    their deaths. Tricking and duping them. Yes, there will be four or
    five martyrs if Sidmouth keeps his word, but it will be upon their
    bones that the new reform movement will spring up.” 

     

    Alistair nodded, and sat up a moment. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I
    can’t win. But I can certainly get public opinion on my side." 

     

    "But you know the laws about sedition—" 

     

    "There are other Radicals besides Randall and Thomas. We need to get
    them to ask the questions, not let this whole thing die down even
    when the verdict is finally in on all of them. When Thistlewood and
    whoever else is going to the scaffold has been passed sentence upon.
    Even when they are hung drawn and quartered, we will not let England
    forget. Will you help me?” 

     

    “Of course, darling, if I can.” 

     

    He kissed her hard, and leapt out of bed, dragging on his dressing
    gown.  

     

    “We’re going to change our plea to guilty for the other six men,
    with their permission of course. There's no sense in dragging out
    this farce longer than necessary. Then we need to go to George and
    find Sebastian. I know they can get us what we need. If I can’t save
    Thistlewood well, by God, I will save England.” 

     

    Viola nodded, and prayed that Alistair was right. 

     

    So Viola tracked down her old friend at The New Rose, and
    told George Alistair’s plan. He did not seem in the least surprised.
    In fact, he looked almost as if he had been expecting her.  

     

    “But do know what this could mean for Sebastian?” 

     

    “I know. But then he’s been a spy for a long time, hasn't he. He has
    all the right contacts, and in any case, he wants out. You steal the
    information we need, we blackmail them into letting him go. You too
    if you want out of the service.” 

     

    He shook his head. “Perhaps some other time. I still haven’t given
    up hope of finding my brothers yet.” 

     

    Viola smiled gently. “All right, but if you change your mind—” 

     

    George shrugged. “It’s been too long. I’m not even sure I can find
    another way of life after this. But Sebastian has chances now that
    we never dreamed of. And you’re married to a far better man than any
    of us could have hoped. I admire Alistair’s guts. He’s a tiger for
    justice. I’m only sorry he can’t win.” 

     

    Viola lifted her chin proudly. “No one ever imagined a tiny nation
    like England could ever beat Napoleon, but we did. Wellington held
    firm, eveyone did their duty, and we defeated him. It may take time,
    but we will win Parliamentary reform and freedom. Perhaps one day
    even women will get to vote.” 

     

    “Not in our lifetime,” George said with an incredulous shake of his
    head. 

     

    “Perhaps not, but nothing will ever change if we don’t fight for
    what we want, the kind of world we would like to live in.” 

     

    “You’re a brave woman, Viola.” 

     

    She patted his hand. “No, you’re the brave one. Fighting behind the
    scenes, doing the right thing, and no one ever getting to know how
    truly brave you are. How much you’ve lost. And no woman ever getting
    to enter into your life because you’re so afraid she’ll find out
    what you are. Or what you think you are.” 

     

    He looked surprised, but nodded. “Yes, that’s pretty much it.” 

     

    “And you’re too honest and decent to even have a quick futter. It
    must be so difficult.”  

     

    “Glad you didn’t use the word hard,” he said with a shaky
    laugh. 

     

    “One day, George, one day soon. Sometimes people can surprise you.” 

     

    George shook his head. “No, I think I’ve pretty much seen it all
    now. Though I have to admit you and Alistair did startle me a bit. I
    didn’t think either of you had it in you to stick to the course. I
    just hope you won’t regret this.”  

     

    She squared her shoulders and said stoutly. “The Rakehells would
    have died if we hadn’t done something. And poor Philip. So no, not a
    single regret. And by the way, thank you for helping him. I know you
    were the one who broke in through the servants’ quarters of the
    other house and saved his wife and children.” 

     

    “He wasn’t supposed to tell you!” George exploded. 

     

    Viola smiled. “He didn’t. You did. The body switches. Very clever.
    No matter what you do, what happens, George, you’ll always be my
    hero, After Alistair, of course. And possibly Sebastian.” 

     

    “Thanks, love. You take care.” 

     

    “And you. And tell Sebastian to come home soon.” 

     

    “I will when I see him again. He’s out of the country at the
    moment,” he said with a grin. 

     

    “Hmm, that sounds promising. Philip spoke to you, didn’t he? After
    Thistlewood was convicted. I thought I saw you.” 

     

    “Aye, there’s a certain ferrety-faced spy who might be persuaded to
    come back to England to stand trial.” 

     

    Viola’s heart soared. “Oh, George, if Sebastian could only manage—” 

     

    George shrugged one shoulder, his face now closing up into its usual
    impassive expression. “We’ll just have to wait and see.” 
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    But the trial of the Cato Street Conspirators wrapped up far sooner
    than Alistair hoped. Viola had passed on the message, but four days
    later on April 28th, the jury went into deliberation on
    the last six men, who had agreed to plead guilty.  

     

    Alistair and Viola held their breath and clutched each other’s hands
    nervously as they sat with Thistlewood and the others.  

     

    “I want to thank you all. You give it the best attempt you could. No
    matter what happens, you can’t blame yourself,” Thistlewood said.
    “We were going to be killed no matter what. I only hope the last six
    of us pleading guilty will shame them into showing mercy.” 

     

    “There’s still an appeal,” Alistair said hopefully.  

     

    Thistlewood shook his head. “Unless we can get Edwards, there’s no
    chance.” 

     

    Alistair and Viola held their breath, but after several hours, the
    other six men were found guilty. Alistair slumped against the table
    as he heard each of the sentences being read out. At last he dragged
    himself to his feet to face Lord Chief Justice Eldon once more. 

     

    “It remains only for me to ask for clemency in this case, but my
    Lord shall do as he sees fit. Or as his political masters decide.” 

     

    Eldon gazed at him steadily. “The sentence is quite clear for
    treason. Death by hanging, drawing and quartering. However, in view
    of the circumstances, I am prepared to be lenient in some instances.
     

     

    "In this one, for example," he added after an agonising pause. "It
    is quite clear that there is a difference between rioting, and
    inciting to riot. Therefore those people who instigated these
    heinous acts are the most culpable.” 

     

    “In that case why do I not see Edwards in the dock?” Alistair
    retorted. 

     

    Viola had to clamp her hand over her mouth to stop herself from
    seconding his statement. 

     

    Eldon glared at Alistair. “You will not interrupt again, nor will I
    listen to any more nonsense about this man Edwards. As I was saying,
    the ring leaders have quite clearly been Arthur Thistlewood, John
    Brunt, James Ings, Richard Tidd, and William Davidson. Therefore
    they shall receive the capital sentence, and may God have mercy on
    ttheir souls.  

     

    “But as for the others, John Harrison, James Wilson, Richard
    Bradburn, John Shaw Strange, James Gilchrist and Charles Copper,
    they too ought to be given the capital sentence. But I am prepared
    to commute it to transportation to the Antipodes for life, since
    they were willing to plead guilty in the end.” 

     

    Alistair nodded. “Half.” 

     

    “Excuse me?” 

     

    “That was the bargain Lord Sidmouth gave me the night of the
    arrests. The night he tried to murder my friends the Duke of
    Ellesmere and the Earl of Hazelmere. That I would get to save half
    of the men arrested.” 

     

    “My God, the man has taken leave of his senses!” Gifford exploded. 

     

    Alistair looked at him coolly. “No, actually I’ve only just come to
    them. I thank you for your clemency for the six men, and deplore
    your harshness with the other five. It only remains now for you to
    set a date of execution. And this is the last time I shall be
    appearing before the King’s Bench if this is the sort of justice one
    can expect in this country." 

     

    "How dare you—" 

     

    “Edwards was the insitgator, and I shall prove it. Though alas, I
    doubt I shall be able to prove in time to save these men unless you
    are prepared to wait a week or so for their executions.” 

     

    Eldon looked down his long nose and shook his head. “No, the first
    of May shall be the date. No sense in keeping them around in the
    shadow of the noose. It’s cruel.” 

     

    Alistair threw his shoulders back and looked Eldon straight in the
    eye. “You mean there's no sense in running the risk of me filing and
    appeal because I'm able to offer up more evidence on their behalf,
    because this whole thing has been such a rushed affair. You mark my
    words, I shall not rest until Edwards is found and his role in this
    whole sorry business made fully known.” 

     

    Eldon glowered at him. “The case is over.” 

     

    “I wish to appeal.” 

     

    “Denied,” he said peremptorily.  

     

    There was a murmur of discontent all around the room now. 

     

    “It’s over. There are no grounds for appeal, Mr. Grant.” 

     

    “Half.” Alistair shook his head. “Half. Those lousy bas—” 

     

    Viola grabbed his arm. “No, love, it will do you no good.” 

     

    “And transportation for the rest. Given all Philip has told me about
    the prisons, the hulks and the penal colony, it might be even worse
    than simply being hung.”  

     

    Alistair stared around him in dismay as he realised it really was
    all over. The courtroom emptied quietly, everyone subdued at the
    sight of how hard and passionately he and his whole team had fought,
    and how it had all come to nothing. They had been outmanoeuvred at
    every turn, but justice certainly had not been done. 

     

    “Come, my dear, let’s go home,” Viola urged. “There is nothing you
    can do here at the moment. Come rest and have something to eat.” 

     

    Philip sighed. “I’m sorry. I know it isn’t much consolation, but
    Sidmouth did keep his word. And with any luck the Rakehells will
    remain safe. Also you and Viola and her brother.” 

     

    “I hope so,” Alistair said, glowering. “For if they don’t, I shall
    wring Sidmouth’s neck myself with my bare hands.” 
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    Viola took Alistair home, forced him to take some broth, and got him
    into bed for an hour or two of rest.  

     

    Then it was time to return to Newgate. It was the least they owed
    the condemned men, who needed to try to put their worldly affairs in
    order in the short time they had left. 

     

    Some had been confident that they would somehow manage to beat the
    capital sentence. Others were taken by surprise and at a loss as to
    what to do.  

     

    James Ings asked Viola to help write a letter to his wife Celia just
    before his execution. He dictated, “I must die according to the law,
    and leave you in a land full of corruption, where justice and
    liberty have taken their flight from, to other distant shores. Now
    my dear, I hope you will bear in mind that the cause of my being
    consigned to the scaffold was a pure motive. I thought I should have
    rendered my starving fellow-men, women, and children a service.”  

     

    Viola restrained a sniffle and continued to the end of his political
    sentiments. Then he wrote a few more personal words and entrusted
    the letter to her care.  

     

    Viola and Alistair exchanged looks; she had never seen her husband
    look so despairing.  

     

    Once they were home in the peaceful haven of their silk-draped bed,
    Alistair laid his head on her bosom and sighed. 

     

    “I can’t even imagine having to write a letter like that.” 

     

    “Pray God you never have to.” 

     

    He stroked her bare shoulder tenderly. “I just want to say thank you
    for your love. Even if I forget to say it at times, you’ve been my
    beacon in all this darkness. I really couldn’t bear it if I lost
    you.” 

     

    “You won’t. I’m fine. We’re both fine, and we’re going to stay that
    way. I know how hard this is for you, but there’s nothing we can’t
    face if we’re together.” 

     

    "Yes, but together for how long," he worried aloud. 

     

    "Always, no matter what." 

     

    "It sounds like paradise, but I can't ask you to follow me into
    danger again." 

     

    "You've never asked. I've offered. Wither thou goest, my darling, no
    matter what." 

     

    Alistair kissed her, but then stiffened. “Oh no, love, you’re not
    coming with me to the exec—” 

     

    “I have to," she said firmly. "They were my clients too, people I
    knew and liked, friends almost, some of them. We’ll go to Newgate
    together, and stand at the front. Let them know that not everyone in
    the audience is there to enjoy a good spectacle.” 

     

    Alistair kissed her hard, and willed the whole world to melt away as
    he allowed himself to be caught up in their swirling vortex of
    passion. 

     

    His whole world hadn't stopped spinning since he had begun dreaming
    about Viola, then met her in the flesh. He wondered if he would ever
    feel like he was on solid ground again.  

     

    But as he kissed his wife and held her close, he thought, solid be
    damned. There was only here and now, and the giddy delights of love
    found, and enjoyed. Of pleasure so acute it made his whole body
    sing, his spirit too. Even if it ended tomorrow, nothing could ever
    take away from all they had shared.  

     

    All this exquisite bliss was his for the asking, he thought as he
    melted into her arms. The question was, what would he have to
    sacrifice to keep them all safe. Had he given his soul for Viola's
    sake? And if he had, how could he ever live with himself knowing he
    had sacrificed the lives of innocent men to keep his own loved ones
    safe? 

     

    Was he any better than Sidmouth and Castlereagh, doing whatever they
    could to get what they wanted? 

     

    "I love you, Alistair. But you're all too human, my love, for all
    your worldly power. There are some things even beyond your control,"
    Viola whispered against his lips, before undulating her hips against
    him in a sensual gesture which sent him spiralling off into the
    uitimate bliss. 

     

    "You're not the same as those men just because you bargained
    with Sidmouth. Your motive was love, and love alone. Theirs is only
    greed and hate of anything they can't understand or control.  

     

    "So let it go, Alistair, let it all go. You were never so free as
    when you had died." Her hand stroked between them, hardening him
    still further. 

     

    "Let it all go, my love, and live. Reborn in my arms in these flames
    of passion, like the phoenix. To live and fight again. To regain
    your faith, hope and charity, and love not only me, but all fellow
    men, and bring them justice one day. Black, white, rich, poor, man,
    woman." 

     

    "Yes, Viola, yes, my love, yessss….." 

     

    They melded, merged, became one with the love emanating from each
    other in scorching waves. As his climax wracked him, making him feel
    as though his outer shell had at last been peeled away and he had
    been turned inside out, at last Alistair knew true peace.  
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    The morning of the first of May dawned clear and cool. Instead of
    celebrating the rites of spring, Viola and Alistair were in the
    midst of the valley of the shadow of death.  

     

    But the men did not seem to fear. In fact, as they stood upon the
    scaffold, only Davidson took a blessing from the minister of the
    prison.  

     

    They all refused the sacks over their heads as well, ensuring the
    spectacle would be gruesome in the extreme.  

     

    Even if the hangmen were skilled, it could take a man as long as ten
    to twelve minutes to die if the drop from the scaffold trapdoor
    didn’t snap the neck. They would be struggling for air all the
    while, and thrashing in their death throes. 

     

    The executioner, who trembled like a jelly, was a long time tying up
    the prisoners. While this operation was going on, a dead silence
    prevailed among the crowd.  

     

    Viola was relieved there were no cheers and jeers. All was dignified
    and respectful, and proclaimed loudly the extent to which people
    sympathised with the five luckless men.  

     

    The silence was broken the moment the drop fell, when the general
    feelings of dismay and regret were manifested by deep sighs and
    groans. Viola could hear, “Shame!” being muttered all around her.  

     

    Thistlewood struggled slightly for a few minutes, but each effort
    was more faint than that which preceded it. Finally the body soon
    turned round slowly, as if upon the motion of the hand of death.  

     

    Tidd, whose size gave cause to suppose that he would pass with
    little comparative pain, scarcely moved after the fall apart from a
    twitch or two. Mercifully, his neck had been cleanly broken. 

     

    The struggles of Ings were great and most piteous to behold. The
    assistants of the executioner pulled his legs with all their might.
    Even then the reluctance of the soul to part from its body was to be
    observed in the vehement efforts of every part of his thrashing and
    twitching frame. 

     

    Davidson, after three or four great heaves of all his limbs, became
    motionless at last.  

     

    Brunt suffered extremely, and considerable exertions were made by
    the executioners and others to shorten his agonies by yanking on his
    legs until his neck finally snapped with a loud crack which made
    Viola’s stomach lurch. 

     

    She hid her face against Alistair’s broad chest. He held her up by
    her elbows for fear she would tumble to the cobblestones in a dead
    faint.  

     

    Traditionally they would have been cut down after only a few moments
    of strangulation, and then had their bowels ‘drawn’ or removed from
    the body, and singed with hot pokers. Finally the men would be
    beheaded.  

     

    Viola was relieved to see the unfortunates were dispatched so
    swiftly, and could only guess it was because the executioner in
    charge had decided they merited clemency insofar as he could give it
    to them. But their heads were struck off and consigned to the Tower,
    to be stuck up on the gate for all of London to see.  

     

    Alistair was determined to cover his wife’s eyes, but she shook her
    head. “No, I owe it to them, at least. I never want to forget. And I
    know who to blame.”  

     

    Then the bodies were cut into quarters, with each quarter sent to
    the four corners of the kingdom to demonstrate what happened to men
    who dared commit treason. 

     

    Philip shook his head. “It’s going to take more than some poor dead
    bastards’ haunches to stop the working and middle classes from
    agitating for reform. The only thing they’ve done today is added
    fuel to the fire of reforming zeal in this country. I’m going to use
    every cent of my personal fortune remaining to see that it comes
    about.” 

     

    John Hobhouse, one of the government ministers, stood on the other
    side of Alistair and said, “Trust me that this shall not go by
    without some form of commentary upon the significance of the
    occasion. I shall make a full report to the paper and my
    constituents.” 

     

    “And what shall you say happened here this fine May Day?” Alistair
    asked bitterly. 

     

    “The truth, of course. That the men died like heroes. Ings, perhaps,
    was too obstreperous in singing ‘Death or Liberty’, and Thistlewood
    said, ‘Be quiet, Ings; we can die without all this noise.’ What else
    is there to say?” he sighed. “It’s over.” 

     

    “A great deal more,” Viola said, trying to swallow the bile in her
    throat. “This isn’t finished yet. We’re not going to let this all
    just get swept out of sight.” 

     

    The older man shook his head. “Very commendable my dear. I admire
    your passionate conviction and tender heart. But it is truly over.” 

     

    Viola was determined that it would not be. After the execution of
    the five men, the Grants and the Rakehells had managed to stir up
    public opinion sufficiently for many people to raise questions in
    Parliament and elsewhere about the role played by Edwards in this
    case.  

     

    Thomas and Randall had been relentless in their attempts to secure
    an appeal, but Eldon had vanished out of the city and all their
    efforts had been for nothing.  

     

    Since they were Radicals, or as good as, and their sympathies clear,
    it remained for other more moderate people to take up the torch of
    freedom.  

     

    On 2nd May, 1820, the Member of Parliament Matthew Wood stated in
    the House of Commons that he had information that revealed that
    Edwards was an agent provocateur who had organised the Cato
    Street Conspiracy himself and then betrayed it for ‘Blood Money’.  

     

    Another MP, Joseph Hume, complained that Edwards was one of several
    spies that the government had used to incite rebellion in an effort
    to smear the campaign for parliamentary reform.  

     

    The writer Edward Aylmer carried the investigation further even
    though the five men were dead and asserted in the Times,
    “Edwards was not merely an informer, who appeared to accede to the
    plots of others for the purpose of revealing and defeating them. He
    was a diabolical wretch who created the treason he disclosed, who
    went about - a fiend in human form - inflaming distressed and
    desperate wretches into crimes, in order that he might betray them
    to justice and make profit of their blood.” 

     

    Finally, a week after the executions, Alistair and Viola came home
    from the prison and saw an envelope with her name on it.  

     

    “It’s from my brother,” she said, tearing the missive open eagerly.
    She scanned it through and nearly slumped in relief 

     

    “Sebastian’s got something.” Viola handed it to him. 

     

    Alistair looked it over and shouted for Philip at once. 

     

    “Look at this," he gasped, shoving the papers towards him with
    trembling hands. 

     

    “My God. George Edwards to Henry Hobhouse, Permanent Under-Secretary
    at the Home Office, no less, dated 5th May, 1820." 

     

    He read aloud now. "‘According to your desire, I gave all the papers
    I had in my possession together with the copy of Depositions to the
    gentleman you sent to me on Sunday evening last. I am now in the
    Isle of Guernsey and think I may remain here in perfect safety till
    you direct otherwise.  

     

    “‘My money will be exhausted by the time I hear from you. I beg
    leave your benevolent attention to my family, whom I am sure must
    want financial assistance by the time this letter reaches you.
    Whatever way you direct my wife to proceed in, she will get my
    brother to accomplish. All letters I receive from you shall be
    destroyed as soon as read.” 

     

    “It proves he is a government agent and spy,” Philip said excitedly. 

     

    “So now what?” Viola asked. 

     

    “Now we go to Sidmouth and tell him he can’t get away with this any
    longer,” Alistair declared. 

     

    Viola looked doubtful. “I say we just expose him and that will be
    the end of it.” 

     

    “Or we force Edwards to come home to England to stand trial.” 

     

    Philip shook his head. “They will never arraign him. And all of the
    witnesses are dead, or convicted criminals whose testimony will be
    thrown out. It’s over, Alistair, I’m sorry. If only we had had this
    information sooner.” 

     

    Alistair was lividly angry. “I’m not quite ready to give up yet. I’m
    going to see Sidmouth.” 

     

    But when he got to the minister’s home he was told Viscount Sidmouth
    was not available. He could see the lace curtains twitch at the
    front of the house, however, and made several rude gestures at the
    window to give vent to his feelings.  

     

    Viola, waiting patiently in the carriage, gave him a tender smile. 

     

    “If I were any less of a lady I’d moon at the house.” 

     

    “He’d probably enjoy that too much, love. You have a gorgeous bum.” 

     

    “Where to now? Home or the chambers?” 

     

    Alistair sighed. “I think I really have to resign—” 

     

    Viola glared at him in outrage. “And let the buggers win? No chance.
    Besides, the three of us made an excellent team, and the Rakehells
    are still managing to keep the whole Cato Street affair very much in
    the minds of the public.  

     

    "Just wait a bit longer before you decide. The last thing we want is
    for it to look like you’re running with your tail tucked between
    your legs because you’re afraid of them.” 

     

    When they got back to the chambers, however, there was a note from
    Lawrence Howard saying he needed to see them urgently about a
    package which had arrived for them from overseas. 

     

    Alistair and Viola looked from one to the other, and shrugged. But
    they were always glad to visit the Howards, and so headed off in the
    carriage once more to see what unexpected surprise awaited them.  

     

    George too got an unexpected summons from an old acquaintance a
    short time later.  

     

    Damn, he was the last person he wanted to talk to when he was
      waiting for news from his friend at any moment.  

     

    “You sent for me, Boss?” he demanded, placing just the right amount
    of inflection upon the last word to make it sound insulting. 

     

    Castlereagh smiled thinly. “It would appear that our mutual friend
    Sebastian Morrison has been aiding his brother-in-law despite being
    told that this was contrary to the government’s interests.” 

     

    George kept his face perfectly still. “And what would make you think
    I know anything—” 

     

    The Foreign Office minister shook his head. “Please, spare me. I
    know you saved the girl from Sidmouth’s men. Know you’ve been sweet
    on her for some time. So I’m telling you now, I want him back.
    There’s a bomb in one of the Rakehell houses. You have two hours to
    get me Edwards here safely, or I shall give the order to set it off.
     

     

    “And just in case you think you can be in several places at once,
    there's a cannon aimed at Alistair’s house which is going to
    accidentally go off in two hours as well. You bring me Edwards or
    else.” 

     

    “You bastard," he hissed. "And besides, why should I care? They
    won’t be home. It’s just a house.” 

     

    “Oh, they will be. They’ve got a note from you asking them to go to
    Fulham House—” 

     

    George's eyes widened. “You bastard!”  

     

    He glared at Castlereagh, who possessed the autocratic face of a man
    accustomed to commanding and to being obeyed without question. Only
    George was damned well questioning now.... Should have done a long
    time ago. 

     

    “You might just have enough time to catch them if you hurry. I need
    Edwards back right now.” 

     

    “And my brothers?” George demanded furiously. 

     

    The government minister inspected his nails with an infuriating
    insouciance. “I think you’ve forfeited any chance of garnering any
    information or favours from me at this point. Get me Edwards
    immediately.” 

     

    George paced up and down in front of the desk. “And what if I say I
    don’t believe you? Or better still, that I tell you I don’t care.
    That people will be asking all sorts of questions about the
    so-called accidents, and your government will come tumbling down
    like a house of cards—” 

     

    “I would say you’re bluffing. Get me Edwards.” 

     

    George stood in front of the desk, his arms folded, feet planted
    firmly, immovable. 

     

    Castlereagh and he faced each other squarely. In the end it was
    Castlereagh who yielded. “Remind me never to play cards or gamble
    against you. All right, what do you want?” he asked with a sigh.  

     

    “Sebastian out of the game and the Rakehells safe. All of
    them.” 

     

    “And your brothers?” 

     

    “I’ll find them, and I will look forward to living until a ripe old
    age. You, on the other hand...” He gave his best Gallic shrug and
    ‘phut’ noise.  

     

    Castlereagh shivered. “You wouldn’t dare.” 

     

    George's eyes narrowed. “Perhaps not. On the other hand, I can
    always just join the queue of people who would love to kill you. The
    things we do to get the things we desire.” He gave a grim smile. 

     

    “All right, it’s a bargain. But not negotiable. If you fail me, they
    will die, and you’d better start running.” 

     

    George laughed harshly then. “I was wondering when you would dare
    threaten me. It will be a cold day in hell before you can ever come
    close to me with any of the buffoons you or Sidmouth call agents.
    You’re forgetting, I make it my business to know everything. I’m
    leaving now. Don’t summon me again.” 

     

    “You’re not out until I say you’re out!” 

     

    “And you’re never going to be safe until I get what I want. My
    brothers back. Goodbye.” 
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    George doubled around to Fulham House, and searching the Common,
    found a cannon sighted precisely for the shells fired from it to
    land right on Alistair and Viola’s roof.  

     

    But where could Sebastian and Edwards be? And more to the point,
    where could Viola and her husband have gone? 

     

    He left a message with the servants telling them to evacuate the
    house, that all would be explained later, and they should go to The

      Three Bells  and take refuge there. They locked the gates so
    no one could get in without scaling the ten foot walls. 

     

    Then he headed into the City and tried Alistair’s chambers. But
    there was no sign of them there or in court. That left either the
    clinic, Newgate jail, or Lawrence Howard’s so far as he could guess.
     

     

    Or even the magistrate’s court at Bow Street, if as rumour had it
    Sebastian was coming home with the ‘package.’ 

     

    If he was coming home, how had he smuggled the ‘package’? 

     

    He paused for a moment in an agony of indecision, then ordered his
    coach driver to head for the Howard docks as if his life depended on
    it. 

     

    Alistair and Viola were greeted warmly by Lawrence and Juliet, who
    led them to a small room at the back of the house overlooking the
    docks and warehouse.  

     

    “So, what was it you wanted to see us about?” Alistair asked when
    they had exchanged the usual pleasantries. 

     

    “Not us, actually. A couple of men just arrived from Guernsey.” 

     

    “Guernsey?” Alistair echoed. 

     

    Two men came in from the adjoining room.  

     

    “Sebastian!” Viola exclaimed, and ran to hug her brother. He looked
    tired, thin and pale, but was very much alive.  

     

    “I’ve brought Edwards home,” he explained, pointing to the
    ferret-faced chap in chains he led behind him whom Alistair
    remembered vaguely from the night Gribbens had been killed at
    Newgate. 

     

    “You!” 

     

    “I should have killed you and this one here while I had the chance,”
    he hissed, which earned him a box on the ear from Viola’s huge blond
    brother. 

     

    Alistair and Sebastian each grabbed an arm and were about to take
    him to Bow Street when they heard footsteps in the hall approaching
    rapidly.  

     

    They fell back as George entered the room and pointed his weapon at
    Alistair.  

     

    “I’m afraid I can’t let you have him, old chap.” 

     

    “George, please, don’t do this,” Viola gasped, stunned at his
    betrayal. 

     

    “I'm not doing this for myself, I'm doing it for you!" he protested. 

     

    "Fine words when you have a gun in my face," Alistair hissed. 

     

    "Don’t you see, they’ll kill you all if I don’t? We need to let him
    go. I have to take him back to Castlereagh. I’m sorry.” 

     

    “George, please, you can’t—” 

     

    "Whatever they're offering you, don't believe a word—" 

     

    “Believe me, I wish there could be another way," George said,
    cutting them both off ruthlessly. "Don't you see, they'll stop at
    nothing to cover all this up. There’s a bomb in one of the Rakehell
    houses and a cannon poised to blow Fulham House to bits." 

     

    "No, surely not—" Alistair gasped, visibly paling. 

     

    "And no, this is not an idle threat. Not Castlereagh trying to
    coerce me. I saw the cannon myself. I was guessing you would bring
    Edwards here, Sebastian, through Mr. Howards ships and docks. Thank
    God I was right.” 

     

    The passionate conviction in his tone convinced Alistair he was
    telling the truth. He was too weary and heartsore to even feel
    betrayed. 

     

    “You made a deal with Sidmouth, but not with Castlereagh, Alistair,
    don't you see? I’m sorry. Truly I am. I wish I could be a better
    man. Stand up to the buggers and to hell with the consequences. But
    I'm not prepared to lose my friends, old and new, or allow you to
    lose any more than you already have, Alistair.  

     

    "So I'm sorry, but I have no other plan, and we're running out of
    time. If we're to save your home and the Rakehells they've
    targetted, I need to take Edwards back now. Though I’m giving him
    fair warning, if I ever see this damned spy in England again I’ll
    turn him in no matter what.” 

     

    Edwards glared but said nothing. 

     

    “I understand,” Alistair sighed. “You’re only doing this to keep us
    all safe.” 

     

    “And because I’m a selfish brute,” George admitted. “I don’t care
    about politics or power or principles any more. I doubt at this
    stage whether I'm ever going to find what I've been looking for all
    these years. But I’m not going to see more good people die because
    Castlereagh and Sidmouth’s idea of a good Englishman is someone who
    never dares have an independent thought.  

     

    “You’re my friends and I can’t live, don’t want to live, without
    friends any longer. Family, the people who are there with you
    through thick and thin." He smiled at Viola and Sebastian. 

     

    "I know they were your clients, Alistair, but five of them are dead
    already, and I'm not going to take it any more. We can try to dig up
    enough dirt on Sidmouth in the meantime to make him grant clemency.
    But we can’t do that if your guts are strewn all over Christ Church
    Parish. Let me have Edwards so I can get back to Castlereagh in
    time. Please.” 

     

    Alistair nodded. “All right. Take him,” he said, with bitter
    resignation. 

     

    Edwards was led away by George’s coachdriver, who had followed on
    behind at a safe distance.  

     

    “Don’t be too gentle with him, Briggs. Just don’t draw blood.” 

     

    Edwards shot him a look of alarm, and they could hear a thump and
    yelp as he was dragged away.  

     

    “It’s a bargain, then,” George said. “Sebastian is out once and for
    all, and you’re safe.” 

     

    “Until the next time the head of the Foreign Office decides to point
    a cannon at us,” Viola said dryly.  

     

    “He won’t, believe me.” George straightened his cravat and cuffs,
    and once again resumed the persona  of successful theatre
    manager and pimp. “And now, I’m off to The New Rose. I have
    a rather spendid performance of She Stoops to Conquer  I
    need to get ready for.” 

     

    They all stared at his sudden, chameleon-like transformation.  

     

    “Thank you, George. Once again you’ve stood between us and disaster.
    I won’t forget it,” Alistair promised. 

     

    "Thank you for understanding, and do please try not to hold what
    I've done just now against me." 

     

    George bowed with a flourish, and vanished as quickly as he had
    come. 

     

    Alistair turned to his new brother-in-law, and held out his hand to
    shake. “So, Sebastian, what about you? Any plans now that you're
    home safely and no longer in the Foreign Office’s employ?” 

     

    “I’ve heard there’s a bedsit down the road from The Three Bells
    that would suit. I’ll get some decent work and be amongst friends.
    It’ll be fine. And no, I have no intention of intruding upon your
    honeymoon, so don’t even ask me to move in to Fulham House. Maybe
    some time in the future, when you’ve got all of this romantic
    nonsense out of your system,” he said, affectionately ruffling his
    sister’s hair. 

     

    She grinned up at him. “In that case, you’ll be old and grey.” 

     

    Alistair shook his head. “No, in that case he’ll never  be
    moving in.” 

     

    “Oh, very well, if you need me, I will. But right now I’m going to
    paint the Town red, white and blue for freedom.” 

     

    “Stay in touch,” Viola said with a timid smile. 

     

    Sebastian gave her a huge bear hug, and strode to the door. He
    turned. “Just you try to stop me.” Then he vanished. 
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    After taking a fond farewell of Lawrence and Juliet Howard, and
    promising to come down to Somerset to see them and all the Rakehells
    soon, Alistair ordered his coach back to Fulham House. 

     

    “Do you think it’s safe?” Viola worried aloud. "After all, George
    did say there was a cannon—" 

     

    “Hmm, true. I know, the Goodwood flat is just around the corner.
    Let’s go. I need to be alone with you, inside you, my love, in the
    most desperate way.” 

     

    Viola’s cheeks flooded with colour at the urgency of his words, but
    admitted, “I need you too.” 

     

    Alistair gathered her into his arms and began to smother her with
    kisses. By the time the short carriage ride had been completed, they
    were only partly clad. Alistair struggled with the tapes of her
    drawers and petticoats, his hands were shaking so badly with need.  

     

    He snapped them impatiently, and let the garments pool onto the
    floor of the coach unheeded. 

     

    As soon as the carriage stopped, he swung his by now scantily clad
    wife out of the vehicle and up into the entryway. 

     

    He just about managed to get the door open, and then he was charging
    for the master bedroom, decorated in lush burgundy and gold, a
    sybaritic paradise of silk and velvet with some of India’s finest
    erotic art on display on all four walls. 

     

    Viola was so aroused by Alistair’s mouth and hands, and the
    harem-like surrounding, she could feel the climactic pressure
    building inside her relentlessly. 

     

    Before they could even reach the bed he pulled her skirt up, spread
    her legs and impaled her. They tumbled onto the edge of the mattress
    and he set up a driving rhythm which knocked the breath from her
    lungs.  

     

    Viola clung to his buttocks and keened long and loud as he filled
    her with the utmost pleasure.  

     

    Eventually they were completely bare and he began to tease her with
    his short, then long strokes, and the most remarkable rotation of
    his hips, both circling and plunging at the same time.  

     

    She curved up into his body, the better to receive his tumultuous
    strokes. Yet even as he filled her, she ached for more, until at
    last the sky opened, the star swirled, a rainbow soared over head,
    and Alistair could feel it again, them plunging down into the
    depths, yet being buoyed up by the mutual needs and desires. 

     

    He touched every part of her body until he couldn’t even be sure
    which flesh was his, which hers. Her breasts, with their tightly
    ruched pink nipples, her delightful feminine core, thatched with
    tiny silky blonde curls, her slender hips and thighs...  

     

    It was all his, and only his. No dark, sinister claws were ever
    going to snatch his love away while he had breath in his body. 

     

    The pleasure was so hot and heavy in his loins, he could feel
    himself surging, straining, exploding as he rotated his hips and
    brought them both to the peak of pleasure, then soared free. 

     

    Some time later, they found themselves sprawled in the bed, the
    pillows and covers scattered to the four winds, as if a hurricane
    had torn through the boudoir.  

     

    “My goodness, it just keeps getting better,” Alistair sighed. 

     

    She grinned. “I think I’ve just been seduced by the most sparkish
    man in London. George really did teach you to play your role well.” 

     

    “Hah! As if I have to learn from him how to make love to the most
    incredible woman in the universe. No, darling, it’s you. You make me
    rise to every challenge and occasion. I love you so much, I just
    want to spend the rest of my life making you happy.” 

     

    Viola kissed him tenderly, tracing his lips with her tongue. “Oh,
    you do, you truly do. Thank you for making my life so complete.” 

     

    “Thank you for my life. I would have been dead without you.” 

     

    “That dream of yours,” she said pensively. “It all just about came
    true, didn’t it?” 

     

    He sighed and shivered. “Unfortunately, yes.” 

     

    “So it’s truly over?” 

     

    “I think so.” 

     

    “It didn’t say what else was going to happen in the future, did it?”
    she wondered aloud. 

     

    “No, but I can predict a few things.” 

     

    “Oh really?” she said with a smile, curling up beside him in the
    bed, one leg draped over his rapidly re-stirring loins 

     

    “We’re going to go to Somerset so you can meet the rest of the
    Rakehells, and we’re going to see the original forest in Randall’s
    painting. We’re going to sit around doing absolutely nothing until
    we are so bored we could scream, and make love day and night
    whenever and wherever the mood strikes us.  

     

    “And I suspect I really ought to start taking preventive measures.
    Because much as I would love to have a child with my darling wife
    some time in the near future, I’m really enjoying being alone with
    you for the moment. I’m also selfish enough to want to keep you that
    way for at least a little while longer." 

     

    "Never selfish, darling." 

     

    “It’s just that I’ve never had anyone really special of my own
    before whom I could love unreservedly. Love without worldly cares
    getting in the way. You are my darling wife, Viola, now and always.
    There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to make you happy, do you understand?” 

     

    “I do.” She kissed him again. “So long as you know I feel the same
    way. And yes, I would love a baby, one day. But there’s so much more
    about you I want and need to know about, your parents, family,
    friends. I want every day to be a wonderful journey of exploration,
    now that we aren’t having to constantly worry about being killed or
    separated.” 

     

    “I think you know all of the essentials about me. I shall tell you
    anything and everything you like. And you shall tell me. So long as
    you know I shall be ruthless about protecting you and our family and
    friends. Danger brought us together. If I stay in my current job,
    there’s bound to be more trouble. But there’s nothing I won’t do to
    keep you safe and well.” 

     

    She stroked his cheek lovingly. “I know, darling. I’m not afraid.
    You’re superb at what you do. The best. I could never ask you to
    give it up. So long as you know I shall be equally ruthless in
    protecting you.” 

     

    He nodded. “You were from the moment we met. I was a stranger to
    you, but it was the knowledge of the heart, not of the mind, which
    brought us together. You loved and had faith in me even when I
    didn’t have it in myself. You’re my life, Viola, now and always.” 

     

    “I love you, Alistair. Forever and ever,” she vowed. 

     

    “Forever, my dearest love.”  

     

    He enfolded her in his arms and promised that no matter what their
    enemies might try to do to harm them, their love would sustain them
    through even the darkest times.  

     

    As they melted into one another, Viola and Alistair knew in their
    hearts that they would always be as one, united against the evil in
    the world as they sought compassion and justice for all through the
    power of their enduring love. 

     

    

 

    [bookmark: an]AUTHOR'S NOTES 

     

    In coming to write the next book in the series, it occurred to me
    that we had mentioned the Rakehells as being Radicals on numerous
    occasions, and so this novel featuring Alistair Grant (finally!!)
    seemed a golden opportunity to highlight the vast political unrest
    in England throughout the Regency period.  

     

    Wherever possible I have stayed close to the original material,
    eyewitness accounts and depositions, inserting my fictional
    characters into this otherwise incredible true story.  

     

    Yes, there was a real George Edwards, and no, he was never made to
    pay for his crimes, but was sent to Africa and given a new identity
    as George Parker, and worked in the Cape Colony until his death in
    1846. 

     

    The Six Acts mentioned were the most repressive pieces of
    legislation ever devised. It is no wonder that the Cato Street
    Conspirators, as they came to be called, would have wanted to murder
    their authors, Sidmouth and Castlereagh, and stick their heads up on
    pikes as had been suggested.  

     

    So this interesting and little-known conspiracy helps demonstrate,
    along with the Peterloo Massacre and the Spa Fields incident, that
    life in this period of time was not all balls and fetes. 

     

    Sidmouth continued to support the Tories until the death of Prinny,
    (George IV) resulted in his brother William IV becoming king, and
    triggering a general election in 1830.  

     

    As soon as the Whigs finally got into power after thirty years in
    the political desert, they instituted and pushed through the great
    Reform Act of 1832.  

     

    They rammed it past even the stuffy and for the most part
    reactionary House of Lords only by threatening that if they did not
    agree, they would create so many new Lords that they would pack the
    House with sympathisers and thus guarantee that the Bill would pass.
     

     

    Castlereagh grew so despondent at his huge loss of popularity
    throughout the kingdom that on August 12, 1822 he went into his
    dressing-room and slit his own throat with his pen knife.  

     

    For his epitaph, Lord Byron wrote,  

     

         Posterity will ne'er survey

      

           A nobler grave than this:

      

           Here lie the bones of Castlereagh:

      

           Stop, traveller, and piss. 

     

     

     

    One other contemporary assessment of Sidmouth and Castlereagh worth
    mentioning is Percy Bysshe Shelley’s poem “The Mask of Anarchy,”
    written as soon as he heard the news about the Peterloo Massacre in
    August 1819. It was revenge for the Massacre which in the main
    prompted the events at Cato Street, or at least made the men
    susceptible to the lies of Edwards.  

     

    The poem also highlights Eldon, the judge who tried the
    conspirators, and of course the new king, George IV, who for all he
    has been portrayed as a glamorous and rather endearingly buffoonish
    figure of ‘Prinny’, allowed the severe political repression to
    continue throughout his reign. 

     

          As I lay asleep in Italy, 

           There came a voice from over the
      Sea, 

           And with great power it forth led me
      

           To walk in the visions of Poesy. 

      

           I met Murder on the way- 

           He had a mask like Castlereagh - 

           Very smooth he looked, yet grim; 

           Seven blood-hounds followed him; 

      

           All were fat; and well they might 

           Be in admirable plight, 

           For one by one, and two by two, 

           He tossed them human hearts to chew
      

           Which from his wide cloak he drew. 

      

           Next came Fraud, and he had on, 

           Like Eldon, an ermined gown; 

           His big tears, for he wept well, 

           Turned to millstones as they fell. 

      

           And the little children, who 

           Round his feet played to and fro, 

           Thinking every tear a gem, 

           Had their brains knocked out by
      them. 

      

           Clothed with the Bible, as with
      light, 

           And the shadows of the night, 

           Like Sidmouth, next, Hypocrisy 

           On a crocodile rode by.

      

           And many more Destructions played 

           In this ghastly masquerade, 

           All disguised, even to the eyes, 

           Like Bishops, lawyers, peers, and
      spies. 

      

           Last came Anarchy: he rode 

           On a white horse, splashed with
      blood; 

           He was pale even to the lips, 

           Like Death in the Apocalypse. 

      

           And he wore a kingly crown: 

           And in his grasp a sceptre shone; 

           On his brow this mark I saw - 

           ‘I AM GOD, AND KING, AND LAW!’ 

     

     

    Thus Alistair and Viola were fortunate to have come off relatively
    scot-free in their conflict with these two powerful ministers.  

     

    But the condemned so-called Cato Street conspirators were the last
    men to ever be hung, drawn and quartered in England. 

     

    It was an effective example to the populace. The Cato Street
    Conspiracy was the last major attempt at insurrection in the
    post-war Napoleonic period. 

     

    As for the rest of the Rakehells, well, a couple of them still need
    to return to the fold, as they try to escape their own shadowy
    pasts. 

     

    Once again, thanks to all of them for leading such thrilling lives,
    and to my wonderful readers who keep pushing me on to even bigger
    and better things.  

     

    As always, I love to hear from my fans, so please keep the comments
    and reviews coming at http://HerStoryBooks.com. 
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