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Chapter 1

Bare Ruin'd Choirs

Tuesday, 25 October 1808

Castle Square, Southampton

THERE ARE FEW PROSPECTS SO REPLETE WITH ROMANTIC
possibility—
so entirely suited to a soul trembling in morbid awe—as the ruins of an English abbey. Picture, if you will, the tumbled stones where once a tonsured friar muttered matins; the echoing coruscation of the cloister, now opened to the sky; the soaring architraves of Gothick stone that oppress one's soul as with the weight of tombs. Vanished incense curling at the nostril—the haunting memory of chanted prayer, sonorous and unintelligible to an ear untrained in Latin—the ghostly tolling of a bell whose clapper is muted now forever! Oh, to walk in such a place under the chill of moonlight, of a summer evening, when the air off the Solent might stir the dead to speak! In such an hour I could imagine myself a heroine straight from Mrs. Radcliffe's pen: the white train of my gown sweeping over the ancient stones, my shadow but a wraith before me, and all the world suspended in silence between the storied past and the prosaic present.

Engaging as such visions must be, I have never ventured to Netley Abbey—for it is of Netley I would speak, it being the closest object to a romantic ruin we possess in Southampton—in anything but the broadest day. I am far too sensible a lady to linger in such a deserted place, with the darkling wood at my back and the sea to the fore, when the comfort of a home fire beckons. Thus we find the abyss that falls between the fancies of horrid novels, and the habits of those who read them.

“Aunt Jane!”

“Yes, George?” I glanced towards the bow, where my two nephews, George and Edward, surveyed the massive face of Netley Castle as it rose on the port side of the small skiff.

“Why do they call that place a castle, Aunt? It looks nothing like.”

“'Tis a Solent fort, you young nubbins,” grunted Mr. Hawkins, our seafaring guide. “Built in King Henry's time, when the Abbey lands were taken. In a prime position for defending the Water, it is; they ought never to have spiked those guns.”

“But we have Portsmouth at the Solent mouth, Mr. Hawkins,” Edward observed, “and must trust to the entire force of the Navy to preserve us against the threat from France.” The elder of the two boys—fourteen to George's thirteen—Edward prided himself on his cool intelligence. As my brother's heir, he was wont to assume the attitudes of a young man of fortune.

My nephews had come to me lately from Steventon, after a brief visit to my brother James—a visit that I am certain will live forever in their youthful memories as the most mournful of their experience. I say this without intending a slight upon the benevolence of my eldest brother, nor of his insipid and cheeseparing wife; for the tragedy that overtook our Edward and George was entirely due to Providence.

Nearly a fortnight has passed since a messenger out of Kent conveyed the dreadful intelligence: how Elizabeth Austen, the boys' mother and mistress of my brother Edward's fine estate at Godmersham, had retired after dinner only to fall dead of a sudden fit. Elizabeth! So elegant and charming, despite her numerous progeny; Elizabeth, unbowed as it seemed by the birth of her eleventh child in the last days of September. The surgeon could make nothing of the case; he declared it to be improbable; but dead our Lizzy was, despite the surgeon's protestations, and buried she has been a week since, in the small Norman church of St. Lawrence's where I attended her so often to Sunday service.

I suspect that too much breeding is at the heart of the trouble—but too much breeding is the lot of all women who marry young, particularly when they are so fortunate as to make a love-match. Elizabeth Bridges, third daughter of a baronet, was but eighteen when she wed, and only five-and-thirty when she passed from this life. With her strength of character, she ought to have lived to be eighty.

It remains, now, for the rest of us to comfort her bereaved family as best we may. My sister Cassandra, who went into Kent for Elizabeth's lying-in, shall remain at Godmersham throughout the winter. Dear Neddie bears the affliction with a mixture of Christian resignation and wild despair. My niece Fanny, who at fifteen is grown so much in form and substance as to seem almost another sister, must shoulder the burden of managing the younger children, for the household is without a governess. There is some talk of sending the little girls away to school, that they might not brood upon the loss of their mamma—but I cannot like the scheme, having nearly died when banished as a child to a young ladies' seminary. The elder boys, Edward and George, endured their visit to brother James at Steventon and appeared—chilled to the bone with riding next to Mr. Wise, the coachman—on Saturday. They are bound for their school in Winchester on the morrow.

Their happiness has been entirely in my keeping during this short sojourn in Southampton. I have embraced the duty with a will, for they are such taking lads, and the blight of grief sits heavily upon them. They forget their cares for a time in playing at spillikins, or fashioning paper boats to bombard with horse chestnuts. The evening hours, when dark descends and memory returns, are harder to sustain. George has proved a restless sleeper, crying aloud in a manner more suited to a child half his age. He will be roundly abused for weakness upon his return to school, if he does not take care.

My mother, I own, finds the boys' spirits to have a shattering effect upon her nerves, which invariably fail her in moments of family crisis. No matter how diligently Edward might twist himself about in our reading chairs, engrossed in The Lake of Killarney, or George lose a morning in attempting to sketch a ship of the line, their exuberance will drive my mother to her bedchamber well before the dinner hour, to take her evening meal upon a tray.

Yesterday, I carried the boys up the River Itchen in Mr. Hawkins's skiff, and stopped to examine a seventy-four that is presently building in the dockyard there.1 The place was a bustle of activity—scaffolding and labourers vied for place in a chaos of scrap wood and iron tools—and left to myself, I should not have dreamt of disturbing them. But under the chaperonage of Mr. Hawkins, a notorious tar known to all in Southampton as the Bosun's Mate, we received a ready welcome from the shipwright. Mr. Dixon is a hearty fellow of mature years and bright blue eyes who takes great pride in his work.

“Miss Austen, d'ye say?” he enquired sharply over our introduction. “Not any relation to Captain Francis Austen?”

“I am his sister, sir.”

“Excellent fellow! A true fighting captain, or I miss my mark! And no blubberhead neither. You won't find Frank Austen playing cat-and-mouse with Boney; goes straight at 'em, in the manner of dear old Nelson.”

“That is certainly my brother's philosophy. You are acquainted with him, I collect?”

“Supplied the Cap'n with carronades last summer, as he could not secure them in Portsmouth,” Mr. Dixon replied. “He should certainly have need of them, once the St. Alban's reached the Peninsula. A great hand for gunnery, your brother. Now! What shall we find to engage the interest of these young scrubs, eh?”

He scrutinized my nephews' faces, well aware that nothing more was required to command their full attention than the spectacle of the seventy-four.

The great third-rate towered above our heads, her keel a massive construction of elm to which great ribs of oak were fixed. She was nearly complete, the decks having been laid and the hull partitioned into bulkheads, powder magazines, storerooms, and cabins, with ladders running up and down. The Itchen yard is ideally suited for such a ship, for the river water flows in through a lock, and the finished vessel may float down to Southampton Water in time.

“Jupiter!” Edward exclaimed. “Isn't she a beauty, though! How long have you been a-building?”

The shipwright gazed at his work with ill-concealed affection. “Nearly three years she's been under our hands, and you shall not find a sweeter ship in all the Kingdom. No rot in her timbers, no crank in her design; and we shan't hear of this lady falling to pieces in a storm!”

“Are such things so common?” I murmured to Mr. Hawkins.

The Bosun's Mate glowered. “Have ye not heard of the Forty Thieves, ma'am? All ships o' the line, built in rotten yards? Floating coffins, they were—though I served in no less than five of 'em.”

“Good Lord.”

“When is she to sail, Mr. Dixon?” George enquired.

“We expect to launch her at Spithead in the spring. Perhaps your naval uncle will have the command of her! Should you like to look in?”

“Should we!” the boy replied. “Above all things!”

“Jeremiah!” Dixon called. “Yo, there—Jeremiah! Now, where is that Lascar?”

A dark-skinned, lanky fellow with jet-black hair ran up and salaamed, in the manner of the East Indies. A Lascar! The boys, I am certain, had never encountered a true exotic of the naval world—one of the renowned sailors of the Seven Seas. I smiled to see Edward's expression of interest, and George's of apprehension.

“Jeremiah at your service,” he said, with another low bow. “You wish to see the boat, yes?”

Mr. Dixon slapped my nephews on the back so firmly George winced. “Get along with ye, now. The Lascar won't bite. Refuses even to touch good English beef, if you'll credit it; but he's a dab hand with a plane and a saw.”

Nearly an hour later we bid Mr. Dixon goodbye, and Mr. Hawkins turned his skiff towards home. Yesterday's water party proved so delightful, however—so exactly suited to my nephews' temperaments and interests—that on this morning, their last day of liberty, I was determined to get them once more out-of-doors.

   

THE ABBEY RUINS, AND THE SCATTERED HABITATION
that surrounds them, lie southeast of Southampton proper, just beyond the River Itchen. In fine weather, of a summer's afternoon, one might walk the three miles without fatigue; but with two boys on my hands, and the weather uncertain, I had thought it wiser to make a naval expedition of our scheme. As the diminutive craft bobbed and swayed under the boys' restless weight, I feared I had chosen with better hope than wisdom.

“Sit ye down, young master, and have a care, or ye'll pitch us all over t'a gunnels!” Mr. Hawkins growled at George. Mr. Hawkins is not unkind, but exacting in matters nautical. I grasped the seat of George's pantaloons firmly; they were his second-best, a dark grey intended for school in Winchester, and not the fresh black set of mourning he had received of our seamstress.

The Bosun's Mate maneuvered the skiff into a small channel that knifed through the strand, and sent the vessel skimming towards shore. Above us rose Netley Cliff, and the path that climbed towards the Abbey.

“That'll be Netley Lodge.” Hawkins thrust a gnarled thumb over his shoulder as he rowed, in the direction of a well-tended, comfortable affair of stone that hugged the cliff's edge. “Grand place in the old days, so they say, but nobody's lived there for years.”

“And yet,” I countered as the boat came to rest on the shingle, “there is a thread of smoke from two of the four chimneys.”

The Bosun's Mate whistled under his breath. “Right you are, miss! Somebody has opened up the great house—but who?”

“Perhaps a wandering ruffian has taken up residence,” George suggested hopefully.

Mr. Hawkins shipped his oars. “Beyond is the village of Hound—nobbut a few cottages thrown up, and scarce of folk at that, what with the war. They'll know in Hound who've lit the fires at t'a Lodge.”

A freshening wind lifted Edward's hat from his head, and tossed it into the shallows; he scrambled from the boat in outraged pursuit.

The Bosun's Mate sniffed the salt air. “Weather's changing. 'Twon't do to linger long, Miss Austen, among those bits o' rubble. I'll bide with a friend in Hound while ye amuse yerselves at t'Abbey.” He tossed a silver whistle—the emblem of his life's ambition—into George's ready hands. “Just ye blow on that, young master, when ye've a mind to head home. Jeb Hawkins'll be waiting.”

   

THEY RAN AHEAD OF ME, STRAIGHT UP THE PATH, IN A 
game of hunt
and chase that involved a good deal of shrieking. I very nearly called after them to conduct themselves as gentlemen—my mother, I am sure, would have done so—but I reflected that the path was deserted enough, and the boys in want of exercise. In such a season the visitors to Netley must be fewer than in the summer months, when all of Hampshire finds a reason to sail down the Water in search of amusement. The summer months! Even so! I had visited Netley last June in the company of the vanished Elizabeth—charming as ever in a gown of sprigged muslin, with a matching parasol. Elizabeth, who would never again walk with her arm through mine—

I breasted the hill, and caught my breath at the sight of the Abbey ruins: the church standing open-roofed under the sky; the slender shafts of the chancel house and the broken ribs of the clerestories; the grass-choked pavement of the north transept; and the cloister court, where wandering travellers once knocked at the wicket gate. A tree grows now in place of an altar. Ivy twines thick and green about the arched windows, as though to knit once more what the ages have unravelled. A futile hope: for all that time destroys cannot be made new again, as my poor George and Edward have early discovered.

The boys plunged into the ruined church, and continued their game of pursuit; I proceeded at a more measured pace. I have come to Netley often enough during my residence in Southampton, but familiarity cannot breed contempt. This place was built by the good monks of Beaulieu in 1239, and throve for more than three hundred years as only the Cistercian abbeys could: wealthy in timber, and in the fat of the land; a center of learning and of prayer. There are those who will assert that by the reign of King Henry the Eighth, prayer was much in abeyance; that but a single volume was found in the library at the Abbey's dissolution; and that the monks were more eager to ride to hounds—hence the name of the neighbouring hamlet—than to offer masses for their benefactors. King Henry dissolved the monasteries of England in 1537, and with them, Netley; and the yearly income from all the property thus seized was in excess of a million pounds. Henry used his booty to political effect, rewarding his supporters with rich grants of land; and Netley Abbey was turned into a nobleman's manor.

There is an ancient legend in these parts that one wellborn lady, forced into the veil, was walled up alive in the Abbey walls; but though many have searched for the lady's tomb, no one has ever found it. There are stories, too, of scavengers among the Abbey's stones, struck dumb and blind in attempting to lift what was not theirs. Whether haunted or no, the manor did not prosper, and ended, with time, as a blasted testament to King Henry's ambition.

I have long been partial to the Roman Catholic faith, as the object of devotion of no less a family than the Stuarts: maligned, neglected, and betrayed by all who knew them. I must admit, even still, that Henry's seizure of monastic property, and its eventual decay, has proved an invaluable contribution to the beauties of the English landscape.
2

Do spirits walk among the fallen timbers of this house? Do they mourn and whisper in the moonlight? I have an idea of a shade, poised upon the turret stair, her white habit trailing.

Absurd, to feel such a prickling at the neck in the middle of the day—to pace insouciantly down what had once been a sacred aisle, as though under the gaze of a multitude; to listen attentively to birdsong, aware that the slightest alteration of sound might herald an unwelcome intruder. Ladies have often called upon the ghosts of Netley—there is nothing strange in this. . . .

In the distance, I heard young Edward's shout of triumph and George's, of despair. The birds continued to sing; a shaft of sunlight pierced the ruined window frame, and a breath of wind stirred the ivy. I traversed the south transept and turned for the turret stair, which winds upwards into the sky—the turret itself having crumbled—and gives out onto the Abbey's walls. Here one may walk the perimeter of the ruin, with a fine view of the surrounding landscape. My head into the wind, I paced a while and allowed myself to consider of Elizabeth.

I am not the sort to indulge in grief; I have known it too often and too well. The older I become—and I shall be three-and-thirty this December—the more I take Death in my stride. I have not yet learned, however, to accept the caprice of its whims—nay, the absurdity of its choice, that would seize a young woman of health, beauty, prospects, and fortune, a young woman beloved by all who knew her—and yet leave Jane: who am possessed of neither fortune nor beauty nor a hopeful family. I live as but a charge upon my relations.

Would I, in a spirit of sacrifice, exchange my ardent pulse for Lizzy's silent tomb? If a bargain could be made with God—a bargain for the sake of young Edward and George, or the little girls so soon to be shut up at school—a bargain for dear Neddie, crushed in the ruin of his hopes—would I have the courage to strike it?

I cast my eyes upon the flat grey sheen of Southampton Water—on the smoking chimneys of Hound, tumbling towards the sea; on the distant roofs of Southampton town, glinting within its walls. Dear to my sight, who am selfish in my grasp at life. Forgive me, Lizzy. Though I loved you well, I cannot wish our lots exchanged.

The boys' voices had grown faint. Thunder pealed afar off, from the easterly direction; the unsteady day had dimmed. I descended the turret stair, grasping with my gloved hands at outcrops of broken stone, and sought my charges in the ruined refectory.

This was a groined chamber seventy feet long, lit by windows on the eastern side. For nearly three hundred years the Cistercians had dined here in silence, with their abbot at their head. The remains of a fresco adorned one wall, but the fragile pigments had worn to nothing, and the saints stared sightless, their palms outstretched. The refectory was empty.

Or was it?

Just beyond the range of vision, a shadow moved. Light as air and bodiless it seemed, like a wood dove fluttering. My heart in my mouth, I swiftly turned; and saw nothing where a shade had been.

The sound of a footfall behind me—did a weightless spirit mark its passage in the dust?

“Have I the honour of addressing Miss Austen?”

I whirled, my heart throbbing. And saw—

Not a ghost or envoy of the grave; no monk concealed by ghoulish cowl. A man, rather: diminutive of frame, lithe of limb, with a look of merriment on his face. A sprite, indeed, in his bottle-green cloak; a very wood elf conjured from the trees at the Abbey's back, and bowing to the floor as he surveyed me.

“Good God, sir! From whence did you spring?”

“The stones at your feet, ma'am. You are Miss Austen? Miss Jane Austen?”

“You have the advantage of me.”

“That must be preferable to the alternative. I am charged with a commission I dare not ignore, but must require certain proofs—bona fides, as the Latin would say—before I may fulfill it.”

“Are you mad?”

He grinned. “I am often asked that question. Would you be so kind as to reveal the date of your honoured father's death?”

Surprise loosed my tongue. “The twenty-first of January, 1805. Pray explain your impudence.”

“Assuredly, ma'am—but first I crave the intimate name of Lady Harriot Cavendish.”

“If you would mean Hary-O, I imagine half the fashionable world is acquainted with it. Are you quite satisfied?”

“I should be happy to accept a lady's word.” He bowed again. “But my superiors demand absolute surety. Could you impart the title of the novel you sold to Messrs. Crosby and Co., of Stationers Hall Court, London, in the spring of 1803?”

I stared at him, astonished. “How come you to be so well-acquainted with my private affairs?”

“The title, madam.”

“—Is Susan. The book is not yet published.”3

“Just so.” He reached into his coat and withdrew a letter, sealed with a great splotch of black wax. “I hope you will forgive me when you have read that.”

I turned over the parchment and studied the seal. It was nondescript, of a sort one might discover in a common inn's writing desk. No direction was inscribed on the envelope. I glanced at the sprite, but his raffish looks betrayed nothing more than a mild amusement.

“I have answered your questions,” I said slowly. “Now answer mine. What is your name?”

“I am called Orlando, ma'am.”

A name for heroes of ancient verse, or lovers doomed to wander the greenwood. Either meaning might serve.

“And will you divulge the identity of these . . . superiors . . . for whom you act?”

“There is but one. He is everywhere known as the Gentleman Rogue.”

Lord Harold Trowbridge. Suddenly light-headed, I broke the letter's seal. There was no date, no salutation—indeed, no hint of either sender's or recipient's name—but I should never mistake this hand for any other's on earth.



From the curious presentation of this missive, you will apprehend that my man has been instructed to preserve discretion at the expense of dignity. I write to you under the gravest spur, and need not underline that I should not presume to solicit your interest were other means open to me. Pray attend to the bearer, and if your amiable nature will consent to undertake the duty with which he is charged, know that you shall be the object of my gratitude.

God bless you.



I lifted my gaze to meet Orlando's. “Your master is sorely pressed.”

“When is he not? Come, let us mount the walls.”

Without another word, he led me back to the turret stair, and up into the heights.

“There,” he said, his arm flung out towards Southampton Water. “A storm gathers, and a small ship beats hard up the Solent.”

I narrowed my weak eyes, followed the line of his hand, and discovered the trim brig as it came about into the wind.

“Captain Strong commands His Majesty's brig Windlass. My master is belowdecks. He asks that you wait upon him in his cabin. He has not much time; but if we summon your bosun and the two young gentlemen, and make haste with the skiff, we may meet his lordship even as the Windlass sets anchor.”

“You know a great deal more of my movements, Orlando, than I should like.”

“That is my office, ma'am. He who would serve as valet to Lord Harold Trowbridge, must also undertake the duties of dogsbody, defender—and spy.” He threw me a twisted smile; bitter truth underlay the flippant words.

“His lordship does not disembark in Southampton?”

“He is bound for Gravesend, and London, with the tide. You will have read of the family's loss?”

I reflected an instant. “The Dowager Duchess?”

Lord Harold's mother, Eugenie de la Falaise, formerly of the Paris stage and wife to the late Duke of Wilborough, had passed from this life but a few days ago. I had admired Her Grace; I mourned her passing; but I could not have read the Morning Gazette's black-bordered death notice without thinking of her second son. It had been more than two years since I had last enjoyed the pleasure of Lord Harold's notice; and though I detected his presence from time to time in the publicity of the newspapers, I have known little of his course since parting from him in Derbyshire.

“Had the dowager's death not intervened, his lordship should have come in search of you himself. But Fate—”

“Fate has determined that instead of Lord Harold, I am treated to an interview with his man,” I concluded. “Pray tell me, Orlando, what it is that I must do.”




Chapter 2

Beauty's Mask

25 October 1808, cont.

I CANNOT SAY HOW ORLANDO HAD ACHIEVED NETLEY 
Abbey, for I 
espied no stranger's dory hidden along the shingle as we hurried in the direction of Mr. Hawkins. The falling dark and spitting rain hastened our footsteps, but still the old seaman was there before us, in attendance upon his sturdy craft—George having blown his whistle manfully for the better part of our descent. The Bosun's Mate's surprise at finding a fourth among our party was very great. He glowered at the green-cloaked sprite, and said by way of greeting: “I'd a thought you had more sense, miss, than to take up with strangers.”

“Mr. . . . Smythe . . . is a very old acquaintance—fortuitously met on our road to the Abbey.”

Orlando bowed; the Bosun's Mate scowled.

“We have suffered an alteration in our plans, Mr. Hawkins,” I said. “Would you be so good as to intercept that naval vessel presently dropping anchor in Southampton Water? I should like to be swung aboard.”

“Swung aboard!” George cried. “Oh, Aunt—may we bear you company? I should dearly love to set foot in a fighting ship!”

“It is not to be thought of,” I replied briskly. “Your grandmamma will be every moment expecting you.”

“But—Aunt!”

“The young gentlemen, Mr. Hawkins, should be conveyed at once to the Water Gate Quay, and thence to Castle Square.”

Edward and George groaned with disappointment; the Bosun's Mate stared keenly across the Solent. “That brig is never the Windlass? She didn't ought to be in home waters; ordered to the Peninsula in July, she was, and not expected back 'til Christmas.”

“You know the better part of the Captain's orders,” Orlando observed quietly, “but not, I think, the whole of them.”

Mr. Hawkins cleared his throat and spat. “It's a rum business, all the same. Get into the boat wi' ye, Mr. Smythe—and haul an oar if ye've a mind to reach that brig by nightfall.”

   

IT WAS NEARLY DARK AS THE SKIFF PULLED ALONGSIDE the 
Windlass,
 and though a brig will never equal a ship of the line, the sides of the vessel soared above our tiny craft. Edward stared; George's mouth was agape; and at a blast of Mr. Hawkins's whistle, a lanthorn appeared at the rail. The bosun's chair was let down. From the speed and efficiency of these movements, I judged that we were expected—nay, that we had long been observed in our passage up the Solent, and the chair readied against my arrival.1

“Shall you be quite safe, Aunt?” George's voice quavered.

“Safe as the Houses of Parliament, my dear.”

Edward frowned. “What must we tell Grandmamma?”

“That an acquaintance of your Uncle Frank—an officer of the Royal Navy—had news of him that could not wait.”

“You're bamming,” George scoffed.

“I shan't be above an hour; but you are not to put off dinner.”

I had suffered the bosun's chair before, in being swung aboard my brother's commands; but never had I attempted the exercise in darkness. Orlando hastened to assist me.

“I'll see the young gentlemen safe at home,” Hawkins said, “but I'll return, miss, to ferry you to shore. Friends or no friends, I'm loath to leave you with this crew. Lord knows what they might get up to.”

A jeering laugh from above put paid to his sentiments; at a word from Orlando, I was borne aloft. I gripped the chair's rope in one gloved hand, and with the other, waved gaily to my nephews; but in truth, I was wild for them all to be gone. I could think only of the man who waited within, by the light of a ship's lanthorn.

   

“MY DEAR MISS AUSTEN.”

He received me quite alone, in Captain Strong's quarters, where a handsome Turkey carpet vied for pride of place with a folding desk. He had been absorbed in composing a letter, but rose as though he had long been in the habit of meeting me thus, and not a stranger these two years. His grey eyes were piercing as ever, his silver hair as full and shining, his looks more engaging than I had seen them last—and his whole figure such a blend of elegance and arrogance, that I felt I had never been truly admiring him before with justice.

He grasped my gloved hand and raised it to his lips. “How fortunate that Orlando should have chanced to find you.”

“I suspect that Orlando does nothing by chance.”

“But for a lady to answer such a summons so swiftly must be extraordinary. I am in your debt, Jane. Are you well?”

“As you see. I need not enquire after your health, my lord. The Peninsula clearly agrees with you.”

His eyes glinted. “The Peninsula? Have you busied yourself with researches? What else have you learned?”

“Nothing to the purpose. I was as astonished at your man's appearance as anyone could be.”

“And yet you hastened aboard—to my infinite relief.” He lifted my chin and studied my countenance. “You are a trifle peaked, Jane, even by lamplight. I cannot approve the shadows under your eyes.”

“I have had a good deal on my mind of late.”

“So have we all. You should not wear black, my dear—you are far too sallow to support the shade. Willow green, I think, or Bishop's blue.” His gaze roved over my figure. “Bombazine! But surely you are not in mourning?”

“My brother Edward has been so unfortunate as to lose his wife.”

“Not Mrs. Elizabeth Austen? Of Godmersham Park?”

I inclined my head. Lord Harold had been privileged to meet Lizzy once, during a flying visit to Kent in the summer of 1805; she had bewitched him, of course, as she had everyone who knew her.

“Such a pretty woman! And hardly out of her youth! It does not bear thinking of. Childbirth, I suppose?”

My countenance must have turned, for he said abruptly, “Forgive me. I ought not to have pried. But I was never very delicate where you were concerned.”

“I understand that you have lately suffered a similar bereavement. I was most unhappy to learn of Her Grace's passing.”

“It was not unexpected, Jane—but it could not have occurred at a more troubled season.”

“My lord, why are you come to Southampton?”

“In pursuit of a woman,” he replied thoughtfully. “A beautiful and cunning creature I should not trust with a newborn kitten. I am hard on her heels—and but for this matter of death rites, should have subdued her long since.”

Whatever I might have feared—whatever I might have expected—it was hardly this. I was overcome, of a sudden, by foolish anger; hot tears started to my eyes.

“You asked that I dance attendance—cut short my nephews' pleasure party, confound my friends, and be swung aboard your ship—so that you might boast of your conquests? Good God, sir! Have you no decency?”

“What a question for Jane to pose,” he replied brusquely. “You must know that I abandoned decency for necessity long ago. My every thought is bent upon Sophia. When you have seen her, you will comprehend why. She is magnificent—she is perilous—and I shall not rest until I have her in my grasp.”

I turned for the cabin door. “It is no longer in my power to remain, sir. Be so good as to summon a party of seamen to convey me to the Quay.”

“Have you heard of the Treaty of Tilsit, Jane?”

My hand on the latch, I stopped short.

“—the document forged last year between the Tsar of All The Russias, and the Emperor Napoleon? The treaty sets out, in no uncertain terms, the division of Europe between the two powers. It describes the destruction of England.”

“I have heard the name.”

“It is for Tilsit I was sent to Portugal. It is for Tilsit that good men have died—nay, shall yet die in droves—on the Iberian Peninsula. Are you not curious to learn more of such a potent subject?”

“My brother convoyed the English wounded from Vimeiro,” I said faintly. “He delivered French prisoners to Spithead as recently as September.”2

“It shall not be the last time.” Lord Harold's voice was sharp with weariness. “Come away from the door, Jane. We have much to discuss.”

   

IT IS NOW NEARLY A TWELVEMONTH SINCE NAPOLEON 
Buonaparte 
placed his brother Joseph upon the throne of a unified Iberia—a move occasioned by the sudden descent of French soldiers on their trusted allies' soil. At the close of last year, the Spanish king fled to Paris; and though the Portuguese crown declared war on England, Buonaparte pronounced the kingdom null and void regardless. The Portuguese royal family chose exile in Brazil, their fleet escorted by Britain's Royal Navy—which did not care to see good ships fall into the Monster's hands.

The Chief Secretary for Ireland, Lieutenant General Sir Arthur Wellesley, urged our current government to challenge the French on behalf of the Iberians.3 The decision to invade was seconded by the Navy, which yearned to deny Buonaparte use of Lisbon's deep-water harbour. Thirdly, the lives of British subjects were at issue, for the town of Oporto is overrun with Englishmen engaged in the Port wine trade. The idea that purveyors of domestic comfort—so vital, now that the wine from French vineyards is denied us—should be abandoned to the Enemy, aroused indignation in every breast.

Public sentiment on behalf of ports, Port, and the Portuguese ran so high that Sir Arthur sailed from Cork in July and touched first at Corunna and Oporto, where the British and natives alike regarded him as a liberator. I know this not merely from official accounts forwarded to London newspapers, but from my brother Frank, who escorted Sir Arthur's troopships to the Portuguese coast.

By the first week in August, however, Wellesley's fortunes were in decline. He found himself at the head of some thirteen thousand men, but short of cavalry mounts and supply waggons—and on the very eve of Vimeiro, superseded in his command by the arrival of no less than six superior generals, despatched by a nervous Crown.

Frank's ship, the St. Alban's, stood out to sea off the heights of Merceira, and witnessed the French attack on the twenty-first of August. In the event, Sir Arthur proved too clever for Marshal Junot, who was thoroughly routed; but Generals Burrard and Dalrymple, Wellesley's superiors, declined to pursue the retreating Enemy. As the St. Alban's carried off the wounded English and the French prisoners, the British commanders signed a document of armistice, allowing the defeated Junot to send his men, artillery, mounts, and baggage back to France—in British ships.

Public reaction to this infamy was so violent, that Dalrymple, Burrard, and Wellesley were called before a Court of Enquiry in September. King George censured Dalrymple; Parliament denounced the armistice. My brother fulminated for weeks against the stupidity of landsmen. Sir Arthur Wellesley, though protesting that he deplored the armistice, had signed the document—and thus shared his superiors' disgrace.

Nothing would answer the public outcry so thoroughly as a re-engagement on the Peninsula, with the Honourable General Sir John Moore, a celebrated soldier, at the head of a stout army. The General is presently encamped with twenty-three thousand men somewhere near Corunna; and we live in daily expectation of victory.

“Buonaparte has quit Paris,” Lord Harold told me, “and is on the road for Madrid. He intends to join Soult, wherever the Marshal is encamped.”

“I should not like to be in Sir John Moore's shoes.”

“Of course not—your own half-boots are far more cunning, Jane, though they are black. But do not pity General Moore. There has not been such a command for a British officer since the days of Marlborough.”

“You believe, then, that we shall drive the French out of Portugal and Spain?”

“On the contrary: I hope that we are mired in the Peninsula's muck for years to come. Only by forcing the Emperor to engage us on land, can we divert him from his mortal purpose—the destruction of England's Navy, and with it, England herself.”

I laughed at him. “Do not make yourself anxious, my lord. The Royal Navy should never accept defeat.”

“Fine words, Jane. But you laugh at your peril. Buonaparte knows that he cannot prevail so long as England has her Navy; we know that England cannot survive so long as France possesses Buonaparte, and his Grand Armée. To defeat us, the Monster must seize or build more ships than we command: he cannot hope to destroy the Royal Navy with less than two vessels for every one of ours.”

“But Buonaparte thinks like a grenadier, not a sailor. Consider Trafalgar! French ships—aye, and Spanish, too!—routed, captured, or sunk!”

“Buonaparte has learned Nelson's lesson. He will build more ships. Tilsit provides him with all that he requires: the timber of Europe—the labourers of a continent—and the command of every dockyard from Trieste to Cuxhaven. It is merely a matter of time before we fall to the French.”

I was silent an instant in horror. “But what is to be done?”

“Only the impossible. We must draw off the Monster—we must throw bodies into the Peninsula, into the maw of Napoleon's cannon—to buy time for the Crown. We must bend all our energy towards outwitting the Enemy's spies, by land or by sea. That is why I sailed to Portugal a year since—and why I am come tonight in haste to Southampton, in pursuit of a dangerous woman.”

   

THE SHIP'S BELLS TOLLED THE WATCH; A CAVALCADE 
of pounding
feet outside the cabin door heralded the end of one crew's vigil above decks, and the commencement of another's. The brig rolled gently beneath my feet, a movement as mesmerising and soporific as Lord Harold's voice. I had lost reckoning of time as surely as I had lost the will to leave him. My mother, Castle Square, the bereaved boys . . . all had vanished, insubstantial as a whiff of smoke.

Lord Harold moved to the cabin's stern gallery, his gaze fixed on the lights of Southampton that twinkled now across the Water. When he spoke, it was as though to himself alone—or to some shadow present only in memory.

“Did I understand what she was, that first night I saw her? Did I recognise the cunning behind Beauty's mask? August 1807, the Governor-General's ball, Oporto. Well before the fall of the Portuguese crown, or the siege of the English colony. She wore capucine silk, and a demi-turban of the same hue.4 Ravishing, that heated colour entwined in her dark hair, suggestive of the seraglio. One could hardly glimpse her countenance for the sea of gentlemen pressing their suit.”

I had an idea of the scene: a vivid swarm of English and Portuguese, the warmth of August, the mingled scents of sandalwood and tuberose in the humid air. Her cheeks would be flushed with heat and admiration; her gaze, despite the press of other men, would find Lord Harold's. Were they worthy of each other? Both strong-willed, calculating, careless of opinion? The attachment must be immediate. Did he dance with her that night, under the Iberian moon?

“We were introduced by the Governor-General himself—Sophia simpering at her old friend, allowing her hand to linger a trifle too long in the roué's paw. He knew my late husband, she told me a little later, in the days when I was happy.”

“She is widowed, then?”

“Three years now, and left with considerable wealth, if the French do not strip her of it. I should judge her at present to be not much older than yourself, Jane—but she has ambitions the like of which should never stir in your quiet breast.”

What would you know, my lord, of a lady's ambitions? What can you perceive of Jane? I thought. But I said only: “You mistrust her—and yet, there is admiration in your voice.”

“Does the hussar respect his opponent, as the sabre whirls overhead?” he demanded impatiently. “Of course I admire her. Sophia Challoner possesses the wit and courage of a man, honed by a woman's subtlety.”

“And is it the subtlety you cannot forgive—or the wit, my lord?”

“That is ungenerous.” A spark from those cold grey eyes, disconcertingly akin to anger. He deserted the stern gallery and threw himself into a chair.

“She came to me the morning after the ball, and invited me to tour the Port factory in her phaeton. The late Mr. Challoner, you will comprehend, was a considerable merchant in the trade. His two nephews manage the business on Sophia's account—”

“She has no children?”

“Challoner was an elderly man when she beguiled him, Sophia no more than seventeen; an early trial of her powers. The nephews, prosperous young men, are divided between admiration of her charms and distrust of her motives. Challoner left all his property—including his business concerns—to Sophia alone. The nephews, naturally, had lived in expectation of the inheritance.”

“I perfectly comprehend the circumstances.”

“She was utterly charming that morning: entertaining me with good jokes and stories of the Oporto worthies; driving her pair with a competent hand; leading me with authority through the warehouses and the aging casks. I did not perceive it at the time—but she acted by design. She hoped to gain my confidence and, with a little effort, my heart.”

“She had tired of playing the widow?”

“Sophia never plays at anything, Jane—except, perhaps, at love. In all else, she moves with deadly earnest. No, it was not marriage she desired—but intimacy.”

“And is this the full measure of her guilt, my lord? That she presumed to trifle with Lord Harold's heart?”

“She is guilty of treason, Jane,” he returned harshly. “Nothing more or less than the absolute betrayal of all our trust and hope.”

“That is a perilous charge to level at any Englishwoman.”

“Well do I know it! But I have my proofs. The French instructed Sophia Challoner as to my true purpose in descending upon Oporto. She understood that I was sent to observe the weakening of Portuguese resolve—the betrayal of the Crown's trust—and the purpose in French guile. She knew that I was in daily communication with the British Government. Her object, in mounting a flirtation, was to pry loose my secrets—and sell them to the Monster.”

“But why, my lord? Why should any child of Britain so betray her duty to the King?”

His gaze darkened. “I do not know. Out of love, perhaps, for a ruthless Frenchman? Or is it mere jealousy that drives me to suspect that the Enemy owns her heart? Does she move me still, though I apprehend what she is? Hell's teeth, Jane, but I have been a fool!”

He looked so miserable—nay, so shaken in his own confidence—that I grasped his hand tightly in my own. “What have you done, my lord?”

“I have talked when I should not. I have trusted too easily. I have allowed myself to be flattered and deceived.”

“Then you have been a man.”

He lashed me with his eyes. “When I quitted your side in September of 1806, I was in considerable torment.”

I knew that he spoke the truth; I had witnessed his attempt to win the heart of an extraordinary young woman—Lady Harriot Cavendish, second daughter of the Duke of Devonshire. He had failed, and for a time, had disdained Society.

“Sophia, with her considerable arts, perceived how I might be worked upon.” His voice was raw with bitterness. “I was too susceptible; I gradually fell into her thrall. She was—she is—beautiful, possessed of superior understanding, and careless of the world's opinion. She is also brutal, calculating, and governed solely by interest. If she possesses a heart, I have not found it.”

“And yet—the affair did not endure. Your eyes were opened to her true character?”

“Vimeiro opened them, Jane.”

“Our victory over the French? Was Mrs. Challoner cast into despair?”

“Not at all. Vimeiro was her finest hour! All of England wonders at the easy terms of the armistice: that the French were allowed to depart the field with their lives and goods intact, escorted home in British ships. What the public cannot know is that the dishonourable document, that has proved the ruin of Generals Dalrymple and Burrard, was forged at the insistence—the wiles—the subtle persuasion of Sophia Challoner, who seduced Dalrymple even as she dallied with me!”

“Then it is Dalrymple, my lord, and not yourself who must be called the fool.”

He released my hand and rose restlessly from his chair. “Jane, when I encountered them together, I behaved as a jealous lover. I very nearly called Dalrymple out—nearly killed the man in a duel!—when I should have divined immediately how much the wretch had betrayed.”

“The armistice is over and done these two months at least,” I cried. “Do not goad yourself with painful memories!”

“Do you think that one battle makes a war? Even now, Sir John Moore and the thousands of men under his command await the brutal blow that Marshal Soult must deliver. Moore does not know where Soult is encamped; he must outmaneuver and outmarch a chimera. Intelligence of the Enemy is absolutely vital—as is complete disguise of Moore's intentions. Can you guess, Jane, what should be the result if our General's plans were delivered to the French?”

“Is that likely?”

“I live in dread of its occurrence. That is why I have come to Southampton.”

“Leagues upon leagues divide the Channel from the Peninsula, my lord.”

“But the Peninsula's most potent weapon—Sophia Challoner—is here, Jane,” he said softly. “She quit Oporto in a Royal Navy convoy this September, and has taken up residence in her late husband's house.”

I revolved the intelligence an instant in silence. “Can even such a woman do harm from so great a distance?”

He took my face between his hands and stared into my eyes. “That, Jane, is what I intend for you to discover.”
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Outstanding critical acclaim for


Stephanie Barron's Jane Austen mysteries



JANE AND THE GHOSTS OF NETLEY



“One of the season's twistiest, tautest, most tantalizing tales of sleuthery!” —Time 



“Charming!” —Kirkus Reviews



“Intrigue, treachery, and murder with a rousing


conclusion!” —Booklist



“Series and historical fans are in for a treat!”


 —Library Journal



“A wonderfully intricate plot full of espionage and intrigue. . . The Austen voice, both humorous and 

fanciful, with shades of Northanger Abbey, rings true

as always. Once again Barron shows why she

leads the pack of neo–Jane Austens.” 


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)



“Jane and the Ghosts of Netley is the best of the series—and its ending is most memorable. A fine mystery.”


—The Denver Post



“The latest installment in Stephanie Barron's charming series is a first-rate historical mystery. Barron writes a lively adventure that puts warm flesh on historical bones. The nice thing is she does so in a literary style that would not put Jane Austen's nose out of joint.”


—The New York Times Book Review



“With elements of an espionage thriller and a Regency romance, [this] is a book Barron fans have been awaiting. The suspense is superb. . . . Barron brings historical mysteries to a new level.”


—Romantic Times Bookclub Magazine



“Barron remains true to Austen's real character . . . [and] is equally skillful in depicting the daily life of impoverished gentility during the Regency

era. . . . Well worth reading.” —Deadly Pleasures



“Stephanie Barron's series wittily blends Austen's life and her novels into satisfying mysteries and what could have been. Readers unfamiliar with the series can read this installment and enjoy it as a stand-alone story. Just be prepared to search out the other books—both Barron's and Austen's—and settle in for a long session of pleasurable reading.” —Mystery News



“An exciting cerebral mystery thriller.”


—The Midwest Book Review



JANE AND THE PRISONER


OF WOOL HOUSE



“There's plenty to enjoy in the crime-solving side of Jane. . . . [She] is as worthy a detective

as Columbo.” —USA Today



“Jane Austen aficionados once again have cause to rejoice, as Barron maintains her usual high standards in this latest literary historical.” —Publishers Weekly



“An ideal vehicle for the classic cozy murder mystery. Who knew?” —The New York Times Book Review



“A murder mystery for everyone . . . Barron has penned a clever mystery and a diabolical plot.” 


—Old Book Barn Gazette



“A carefully written, thoroughly researched novel . . . An enjoyable, authentic portrayal of this classic author, a strong setting and a thoroughly enjoyable plot will convert new readers to the series as well as satisfy longtime fans.” —The Mystery Reader



“If you appreciate the literary acumen of Jane Austen the author, you might be surprised to discover you

are even more entranced by Jane Austen the detective!” —Aptos Times



“An appealing mystery that amply repays the reader.” —Mystery News



“The narrative is true both to what's known about Jane's activities at the time and to her own private journalistic voice.” -—The Denver Post



“The mores and manners of Jane Austen's 19th-century world are brought skillfully to life in Jane and the Prisoner of Wool House. A skillfully told tale with a surprise ending.” —Romantic Times



“[A] skillful re-creation of Austen's ethos and prose.” —-Library Journal



JANE AND THE STILLROOM MAID



“Another first-rate addition to the series.”


—The Christian Science Monitor



“Barron does a wonderful job of evoking the great British estates and the woes of spinsters living in that

era . . . often echoing the rhythms of the Austen 

novels with uncanny ease.”


—Entertainment Weekly



“Details of early 19th-century country life in all cases ring true, while the story line is clear,

yet full of surprises.” —Publishers Weekly



“Very appealing . . . As in Austen's novels, the relationships are complex and full of

suppressed passion.” —Booklist



“Barron writes with greater assurance than ever, and her heroine's sleuthing is more confident and accomplished.” -—Kirkus Reviews



“This work bears all the wonderful trademarks of the earlier titles, including period detail, measured but often sardonic wit, and authenticity.”


—Library Journal



“Stephanie Barron does an excellent job of creating Jane Austen's world. . . . A chilling mystery with a solution that will leave you spellbound.”


—Romantic Times



“Jane and the Stillroom Maid has a marvelous cast of characters. The dialogue is lively and sharp and

Ms. Barron beautifully depicts the English estates

and countryside.” —Rendezvous



“Barron keeps the mystery alive until the end.”


—Murder Past Tense



JANE AND THE GENIUS


OF THE PLACE



“This is perhaps the best ‘Jane' yet. The plot moves smoothly and quickly to its denouement. Barron's mysteries also educate the reader, in a painless 

fashion, about the political, social and cultural 

concerns of Austen's time. Jane [is] a subtle 

but determined sleuth.”


—Chicago Tribune



“Barron artfully replicates Austen's voice, sketches several delightful portraits . . . and dazzles her audience with period details.” —Publishers Weekly



“Barron has succeeded in emulating the writing style of Austen's period without mocking it.”


—The Indianapolis Star



“A gem of a novel.” —Romantic Times



“Barron tells the tale in Jane's leisurely voice, skillfully recreating the tone and temper of the time without a hint of an anachronism.”


—The Plain Dealer



“Cleverly blends scholarship with mystery and wit, weaving Jane Austen's correspondence and works of literature into a tale of death and deceit.”


—Rocky Mountain News



“Faithfully and eloquently recreates a time and place as well as the diary voice of one of the most accomplished women of the early 19th century.”


—The Purloined Letter



“The skill and expertise with which Stephanie Barron creates her series featuring Jane Austen seem to get better and better with each succeeding entry. The author has attained new heights in her portrayal, with Miss Austen as observer, of a fascinating 

period of English history.” 


—Booknews from The Poisoned Pen



JANE AND THE WANDERING EYE



“Barron seamlessly weaves . . . a delightful and lively tale. . . . Period details bring immediacy to a neatly choreographed dance through Bath society.”


—Publishers Weekly



“Barron's high level of invention testifies to an easy acquaintance with upper-class life and culture in Regency England and a fine grasp of Jane Austen's

own literary style-—not to mention a

mischievous sense of fun.”


—The New York Times Book Review



“For this diverting mystery of manners, the third entry in a genteelly jolly series by Stephanie Barron, the game heroine goes to elegant parties, frequents the theater and visits fashionable gathering spots—all in the discreet service of solving a murder.”


—The New York Times Book Review



“Charming period authenticity.” —Library Journal



“Stylish . . . This one will . . . prove diverting for hard-core Austen fans.” —Booklist



“No betrayal of our interest here: Jane and the Wandering Eye is an erudite diversion.”


—The Drood Review of Mystery



“A lively plot accented with fascinating history . . . Barron's voice grows better and better.”


—Booknews from The Poisoned Pen



“A pleasant romp . . . [Barron] maintains her ability to mimic Austen's style effectively if not so closely as to ruin the fun.” —The Boston Globe



“Stephanie Barron continues her uncanny 

recreation of the ‘real' Jane Austen. . . . Barron 

seamlessly unites historical details of Austen's life with fictional mysteries, all in a close approximation of Austen's own lively, gossipy style.”


—Feminist Bookstore News



JANE AND THE MAN OF THE CLOTH



“Nearly as wry as Jane Austen herself, Barron delivers pleasure and amusement in her second delicious Jane Austen mystery. . . . Worthy of its origins, this book

is a delight.” —Publishers Weekly



“If Jane Austen really did have the ‘nameless and dateless' romance with a clergyman that some

scholars claim, she couldn't have met her swain under more heart-throbbing circumstances than those described by Stephanie Barron.”


—The New York Times Book Review



“Prettily narrated, in true Austen style . . . a boon for Austen lovers.” —Kirkus Reviews



“Historical fiction at its best.” —Library Journal



“The words, characters and references are so real that it is a shock to find that the author is

not Austen herself.” —The Arizona Republic



“Stephanie Barron's second Jane Austen mystery . . . is even better than her first. . . . A classic period mystery.”


—The News & Observer, Raleigh, NC



“Delightful . . . captures the style and wit of Austen.”


—San Francisco Examiner



“Loaded with charm, these books will appeal whether you are a fan of Jane Austen or not.”


—Mystery Lovers Bookshop News



JANE AND THE UNPLEASANTNESS


AT SCARGRAVE MANOR



“Splendid fun!” —Star Tribune, Minneapolis



“Happily succeeds on all levels: a robust tale of manners and mayhem that faithfully

reproduces the Austen style—and engrosses

to the finish.” —Kirkus Reviews



“Jane is unmistakably here with us through the work of Stephanie Barron—sleuthing, entertaining, and 

making us want to devour the next Austen

adventure as soon as possible!”


—Diane Mott Davidson



“Well-conceived, stylishly written, plotted with a nice twist . . . and brought off with a voice that works both for its time and our own.”


—Booknews from The Poisoned Pen



“People who lament Jane Austen's minimal lifetime output . . . now have cause to rejoice.”


—The Drood Review of Mystery



“A light-hearted mystery . . . The most fun is that ‘Jane Austen' is in the middle of it, witty and logical, a foil to some of the ladies who primp, faint and swoon.”


—The Denver Post



“A fascinating ride through the England of the hackney carriage . . . a definite occasion for

pride rather than prejudice.” —Edward Marston



“A thoroughly enjoyable tale. Fans of the much darker Anne Perry . . . should relish this somewhat

lighter look at the society of fifty years earlier.”


—Mostly Murder



“Jane sorts it all out with the wit and intelligence Jane Austen would display. HHH(four if you really love

Jane Austen).” —Detroit Free Press



“Carries a rich Regency tone. The atmosphere, characters, and varying dialects come to life in

unforgettable style. The mystery plot is woven with

historical facts and impressive twists and turns.”


—Murder Past Tense
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