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People were staring. The young woman standing by the parlor desk in the Plough and Hammer Inn could sense it even without turning, as if their curious looks touched her like inquisitive hands. Fragments of murmured conversation rustled at the edges of the room, and she held little doubt that they centered on her. It does me no harm, she reminded herself, straightening her stance just a little. Let them look.
At least they had the grace not to confront her openly, unlike the proprietor of the inn. Haloed by light from the window behind him and safely situated behind the parlor desk, the big, ruddy-faced fellow eyed her silently, inspecting her through a haze of pipe smoke as if he had not heard a single word she’d just said.
She had known her peculiar dress and speech would attract notice in this tiny Wiltshire village, although certainly she had never expected the inn to be so busy. It appeared that half the population of Wickenden had business there on this fine spring day, along with passengers from several coaches. But Falcon Colburne did not believe for a minute that the man in front of her was deaf.
Raising her chin an eloquent fraction of an inch, she answered his rude stare with a determined stare of her own. For now, it suited her purposes to be taken for a foreigner—as long as it did not cost her a bed to sleep in. But if this man thought that he might deny her a room just because she appeared to be cut from a different cloth than his usual patrons, he had better think again!
“Two adjoining rooms with a parlor,” she repeated, giving her words a definite Hispanic inflection. This time she summoned a tone of severe authority that gave a cutting edge to her voice. In her nineteen years she had overcome far greater obstacles than this plump, pompous, pipe-smoking proprietor. She wanted him to know it.
“Ahem. Yes, well, madam,” the man said at last, finally removing the pipe from his mouth and lowering his gaze to the desk. “Happens I do still have two adjoining rooms, although I don’t know as you’ll find them suitable. And the best I can give you is a parlor across the passage from them.” He sounded as if he hoped she would refuse.
The rooms were probably tiny or above the kitchen, but Falcon did not care. They represented a small victory nonetheless. She nodded.
“Sign on the line, then, if you please. The girl will show you up.” He slid the register over to her with an air of resignation.
Falcon drew the folds of the black lace mantilla covering her hair and part of her face a little closer around her. Sign on the line! It was such a simple act, for most people. But Miss Falcarrah Sophia Colburne, nicknamed “Falcon” by her father’s regiment, was supposed to be dead.
Resolutely she dipped the pen in the ink, but she hesitated when she looked down at the book. The blank space in the register spoke volumes to her, seeming to symbolize all that she had lost. For a moment she fought to quell the sudden heartache that assailed her. Would she never become used to these awkward moments? Why should she care what she wrote in the book? Finally with a decisive flourish she filled the space with the name she had used during her journey from Spain and upon her arrival in Portsmouth just the previous night.
“Doña Sofia Christina Ynez Alomar de Montero,” the innkeeper read aloud as he turned the book around to view her signature. “That’s a considerable name.” He cocked an eyebrow skeptically as he eyed Falcon again. “We don’t see too many foreigners passing through here.” He paused as if waiting for her to explain herself, or reconsider.
Falcon said nothing. Who she was and what she was doing there were no concern of his. She let her gaze stray to the window beyond him, which afforded a view of the stableyard. She could see her manservant Carlos unloading trunks and boxes from their hired carriage. Could he manage it all alone? Where were the porters? At least here we need not fear thieves around every corner as we did in war-ravaged Spain.
“I hope you’ll find everything that you need here and enjoy your stay,” the innkeeper finished lamely when she continued to remain silent. He nodded to the young maid who was waiting to escort the guests upstairs.
I hope so, too, Falcon agreed silently as she turned to follow the girl, although in her mind “here” meant England and enjoyment was far removed from her purpose in coming.
As she moved away, the scent of pipe tobacco blended into a mix of other smells—an overpowering scent of lavender water from one middle-aged woman, the smell of horse and sweat from a small beady-eyed man. She found it easier to keep her eyes straight ahead on the maid than to meet the stares of all the people who filled the small parlor. Only once did she glance up. The maid, sashaying through the crowd, paused to direct a saucy toss of her head toward one particular gentleman, and Falcon was overcome by curiosity to see who had merited such special recognition.
There was no mistaking the girl’s intended target. He was a little taller than the other men standing around him, although not enough so to make him stand out by this alone. From the collar points and coat Falcon could glimpse through the crowd, his clothes appeared to be somewhat more fashionable than those around him, but again, not so much as would make him distinctive. It was his posture that she noticed at once. Even in that crowded room he had a military bearing that she was certain she could recognize anywhere—a proud, erect stance that no country farmer could ever match. His dark hair looked touched by sunlight, and his angular face showed a strength that made her think at once of army officers she had known in Spain.
That must be why he seems familiar, she thought. It was highly unlikely that she would have seen him anywhere before—after all, she had only arrived in England yesterday! Unless, of course, he had served in Spain in the early days of Napoleon’s war. However, thinking of officers and the military reminded her suddenly of the one thing she had forgotten to do. With no other warning than a small exclamation of surprise she turned and reversed her course.
· · ·
Lieutenant Major Jeremy Hazelton, Lord Danebridge, would undoubtedly have ducked into the nearest shadowed corner had there been one available at the moment he discovered the young señora’s gaze upon him. He had been watching her with particular care, it was true, but he had the best of reasons to wish to avoid attracting her notice. He did not know whether to be relieved or alarmed when she suddenly whirled around and headed back towards the innkeeper. What the devil was she doing?
She did not get far. She no sooner turned than she collided with the first of two women who had dutifully fallen into step behind her. Jeremy suppressed a chuckle. Could she really be so impulsive and forgetful? A moment earlier he had been admiring her proud and competent handling of the innkeeper. Surely she knew the women were behind her—he assumed that they were her servants. One was a tall, sharp-featured woman with a slight limp; the other was a small, dark, nervous woman clutching a basket and several wrapped parcels.
“Saints preserve us, child!” the tall woman exclaimed in an unmistakably Irish brogue. “What are ye about?”
The young “señora” reached out to steady her, apologizing and whispering, “I forgot to ask for directions!” “Olvide que queria preguntar direcciones,” she belatedly repeated in Spanish.
Jeremy did not fail to note that English had come to the young woman’s mind first. Her accent had also diminished noticeably. Both observations merely reinforced the ones he had made about her in Portsmouth the previous evening. Doña Alomar de Montero, indeed, he thought. You are no more Spanish than I am.
He believed that she might well be a nobleman’s wife. There was something aristocratic about her bearing and speech, and a hint of expense in the fine black satin and exquisite, form-fitting cut of her fringed Spanish gown. Perhaps a widow, although black was a fashionable color for Spanish women regardless of mourning or marital state.
He also suspected that she was beautiful. She kept her mantilla, draped in generous folds from a tall comb at the back of her head, drawn partly across her face to hide her features, as was the custom in Spain. The seductive glimpses of smooth skin and luminescent eyes that it allowed tantalized and piqued his curiosity while frustrating his attempts to gain a good look at her.
Still, he had seen enough to know that she did not have the famous dark eyes of classic Spain, nor was her skin the dusky, golden Spanish color. No indeed, her skin was the color of fine porcelain, and her eyes were a light, clear, enchanting green. A magnificent green—like sunlight on the leaves in a forest.
He pushed the thought away instantly, chastising himself. He must not allow himself to be distracted by a pair of eyes—or anything else for that matter. If the doña was not a Spanish lady, then who was she? What was she doing here? Unfortunately for him, the government had made it his business to find out.
She had returned to the innkeeper.
“Excuse me,” she said in Spanish, clearly assuming that the innkeeper would understand her. Then in flawless, accented English she proceeded to inquire after one of the residents of the village.
“I am certain you must know him,” she finished. “He is a war veteran, a Cornishman who lives here now. Can you direct me to his house?”
If the innkeeper’s eyebrows had been raised in curiosity before this, now they nearly shot off the top of his head. Jeremy was tempted to check the position of his own—he was simply astonished that this young woman would make her affairs known so publicly, no matter who or what she was.
The beefy hosteller took a deep, thoughtful pull on his pipe. “Old Martin Triss, eh? Now what would you be wanting with the likes of him?” The man narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “How do I know he would want me telling you where he lives?”
The young woman sighed in exasperation and fished a coin out of her reticule. “He is expecting me,” she said with only the slightest hint of hesitation. “He will thank you for helping me.”
Clamping the thin stem of his pipe between his teeth, the innkeeper tore a scrap out of his receipt book and wrote on the back of it.
“Cottram Row?” she asked, peering at it. “How would I find that?”
The man sighed, as if she had asked far too much. Only the reward of another coin convinced him to explain how she should go.
“Gracias. Thank you.”
Jeremy echoed the sentiment silently as he watched his subject turn and thread her way back through the room, apparently unmindful of the additional stir she had created among the crowd. She did not appear to look his way again, for which he was also grateful. Perhaps he was mistaken in thinking she had taken note of him. Certainly she could not have done a better job of providing him with information he wanted to know.
He continued to stare after she rejoined the other women at the doorway and moved out of sight. Was she extremely clever, or extremely careless? She seemed to make many mistakes. He had noticed her hesitation before she signed her name in the register. He had also observed her nervous glance towards the window, which had called his attention to her luggage and the servant unloading it outside. The anxiety he’d read in that glance told him to inspect her baggage as soon as possible, for it could prove a rich source of information.
Should I believe that she is truly going to call on this Cornishman? he wondered. If the fellow was a contact, did she hope to lend innocence to their meeting by her openness? Or was this public revelation a ruse to distract from her real purpose in Wickenden? What would a foreign agent be doing in this little village? Perhaps there was some other explanation for all this, although he could not fathom what it might be. If, however, she was merely confident that there was no one here who might be interested in her affairs, she was quite mistaken.
The lieutenant-major turned his attention back to the matter of booking his own room, wondering how much time he had before the mysterious señora might set out to attend to her business. He was confident that the friendly young chambermaid, offered the proper incentive, would not hesitate to divulge the location of the “Spanish lady’s” rooms.
“This Sergeant Triss and yourself’ll be the talk o’ the town tonight—the topic o’ the evenin’ round every hearth,” the Irishwoman fussed at Falcon as the little party of women made their way along the dark inner passage of the Plow and Hammer’s upper floor.
“Tisn’t proper for a respectable young lady such as ye are to go traipsin’ off to that Cornishman’s cottage, for one thing. And to make it plain in front of all those people! What of your reputation? I don’t know how I ever let ye go in there to be bookin’ the rooms for yourself in the first place. Tisn’t proper at all!”
Falcon smiled, knowing full well that she had not given her Irish duenna any say in the matter. She did not reply, however, as the maid leading the way in front of them stopped just then by a door near the far end of the passage.
Over the kitchens, indeed, Falcon thought with a grim smile as she noticed their proximity to the service stairs. For once she would have liked to be wrong. However, as she followed the girl into the indicated room, she found that it appeared to be perfectly serviceable. It was plain but large enough to boast two windows, and it contained a pair of chairs and a small table in addition to a bed large enough for her to share comfortably with Maggie. A door led to an adjoining small room for Benita, her Spanish maid.
“Parlor’s just across the passage there,” the chambermaid said with a nod towards the room entrance. “Shall you be wantin’ tea sent up?”
Falcon shook her head and dismissed the girl, requesting only wash water and fresh towels. She turned then to her two companions, but at once the Irishwoman began to sputter again.
“No tea? Never tell me ye expect to be goin’ off at this hour to call on that man! Ye’ve not had so much as a night’s rest or a drop o’ China broth to restore ye, child! What’s more, tisn’t right to go appearin’ on his doorstep when he hasn’t a notion what day or even what week to be expectin’ ye. At the least ye should send round a note to him.”
Well accustomed to her traveling companion’s occasional rants, Falcon chuckled. The older woman’s strong opinions were as much a part of her as the Irish twinkle in her eye. “Don’t be a scold, Maggie. You know very well how long I have waited for this reunion. Do you truly believe that I would put off making this call for even another quarter-hour, now that we are finally here?”
“I believe as ye’ve waited this long already, it would not harm ye to wait a bit longer. Send for the man to call on ye here, as is proper.”
“Ah, Maggie, after some of what you’ve been through, I never thought I’d see you daunted by the prospect of taking a little stroll without some tea to fortify you,” Falcon said, cocking an eyebrow and holding back her laughter.”
As she expected, the Irish woman’s pride rose to her challenge. “Whisht, now! As if that would ever stop Margaret Meara. Me grandfather would roll over in his grave...”
“Good, then. As soon as we have washed up, we can start off.” She held up a hand to forestall any further protests. “I believe it is perfectly proper for a woman to call on a gentleman about a matter of business, and this call is not only for pleasure. Triss should be on the lookout for us, for I sent a letter by the packet boat when we were only about a week from making port to give him an idea when we might arrive. And as far as tea, why, we can have some when we return, if Triss does not do right by us, Maggie. Do you imagine that a mere Cornishman does not know his social duty? You had better not let him catch you thinking that way!”
Still chuckling, Falcon turned to the smaller woman who had been waiting quietly and spoke to her in rapid Spanish. “Benita, no vamos a deshacer las maletas. Once Carlos has brought up all the luggage, take out only what we’ll need for tonight. There’s no need to unpack everything as I hope we will be on our way again by tomorrow.”
· · ·
The lieutenant-major sat waiting at a table by the ivy-clad window in the front of the taproom of the Plough and Hammer, precisely where he could observe all the comings and goings of the patrons of the inn. The open taproom doorway offered a perfect view of the stairs and entry passage, and he smiled when he saw the “Spanish” lady and her companion come down with a basket of packages and exit to the street.
They had certainly wasted little time embarking upon their errand, whatever it was. They had barely stayed in their rooms long enough for him to take care of certain details. Through the fronds of greenery that framed the window he watched them head down the street in the direction the innkeeper had indicated. Despite her limp, the tall woman walked at a business-like pace, keeping up with the younger woman in black. The latter charged along with a stride that quite surprised him, especially considering the cut of her dress.
Most well-bred ladies in Jeremy’s experience sauntered and strolled when they intended to go anywhere, making certain to stop upon occasion to strike an artful pose. His mysterious “Spanish” lady, however, moved with fluid, feminine grace yet still achieved a speed that could probably match most men’s. Where had she learned to walk like that? She would no doubt reach her destination within the half hour.
He flicked open his pocket watch. Time to stop admiring and get to work. The two women could be back in less than an hour if their business was brief or the Cornishman wasn’t home. Any attempt to follow them was bound to be fruitless, for once they left the village he would surely be seen. He would learn more by staying here.
He signaled to a barrel-chested, blond man quaffing ale a few tables away, who promptly rose and disappeared in the direction of the kitchen and back stairs. Jeremy would give Nicholson ten—better make that fifteen—minutes to get the lady’s servants out of the way. Then he would have a good look through her belongings.
He had not the slightest compunction about invading her privacy—he had performed similar tasks far too many times by now to give it any thought. He only hoped that he would find information that could close this case quickly. If not for this woman, he would have been well on his way home by now, not sitting here drinking ale from a chipped mug, preparing to search a stranger’s room.
He waited the fifteen minutes. Checking his watch again, he tossed an appropriate handful of coins onto the table and headed for the stairs. The chambermaid had been quite helpful. He was glad now that he had not waited until evening to approach her. A few compliments, a few shillings and the promise of at least a drink to be purchased for her at the end of the night had been sufficient to procure the information he’d needed.
The “Spanish Lady’s” rooms were not the best, indeed. Situated where they were, they would be subject to noise from both the kitchen and the stableyard. But Jeremy appreciated their convenience to the back service stairs, which offered him easy access to his own room on the floor above.
He listened carefully as he approached along the passage. He had complete faith in Nicholson’s ability to carry out orders, but unforeseen events were part of life. Like this assignment, he thought ruefully. Suppose the Spanish servants had refused to leave their post in favor of tea in the kitchens? Suppose they had been suspicious instead of delighted to meet a fellow servant who could speak their language? His assistant’s persuasive powers were impressive but not foolproof.
He heard nothing from inside the rooms on either side of the passage. Assured by a quick glance that no one was coming, he slipped the skeleton key from his pocket and used it to let himself in the first door, quietly closing it behind him.
· · ·
Falcon and Maggie had walked through the village with its modest stone buildings and then down a verdant country lane where white drifts of wild garlic in bloom along the lightly shaded banks spiced the air with their pungent scent.
“Everything seems so lush and soft, Maggie!” Falcon exclaimed, looking out over the green fields. “Even more so than I remember. It is so different from Spain.”
“Tis that, no question,” Maggie replied, huffing as she tried to catch up to Falcon. The younger woman’s pace had gradually become too much for her.
Falcon slowed instantly. “Forgive me. I’m like a hound on the scent, all a-quiver to get there. Yet I’m growing increasingly nervous as we draw closer.”
“Tis only natural, child. Your anticipation puts all your other feelings up on edge.”
“Yes.” Falcon could not begin to articulate them. The hope of this reunion had kept her going for five long years of waiting and living among strangers. Now that it was imminent, she was not only excited and eager, she was afraid—mostly afraid that she had hoped for too much, but afraid, too, of the painful memories that she knew would come the moment she heard Triss’s voice.
His cottage came into view at the next bend in the road. Like the houses in the village, it was built of gray stone with white-painted wooden window frames that gave it a neatly tailored appearance. It stood at the end of a long earthen path flanked by stone walls, as the innkeeper had described.
Hardly an instant after Falcon put her hand on the gate at the bottom of the path, the door of the cottage opened. A dear, familiar voice boomed out in greeting, “Falcon, is it you? O’ course it must be. What other splendid señorita would be a-coming to my door? Welcome, welcome!”
A short-necked, bespectacled bulldog of a fellow came bustling out and down the path towards them, walking a bit lopsidedly but briskly nonetheless. His voice seemed to cut through time.
It was Triss—Corporal Martin Triss, as Falcon had known him, although he had become Sergeant Triss by the time he left the army, she had learned later from his letters. He looked hardly changed by the five years that had passed since she had last seen him—a bit less hair, more gray than she remembered, and the walk a bit more lopsided, perhaps, but that was all. He was dearer to Falcon than any other person alive.
She flew up the path towards him. “Triss! Oh, Triss!” All the long-harbored affection she felt for him seemed to well up until it spilled out of her as tears. She launched herself into his arms and clung to him as if she would never let go again.
“Well, look at you, missy!” Gently he set her back from him and adjusted the spectacles her energetic embrace had knocked askew. “’Ere, ’ere, now. Good thing this is not me best waistcoat, eh?” He reached inside his imperiled waistcoat and produced a large checkered handkerchief. “It seems that little girl I knew is still inside this very grown up young lady, after all.”
He offered the handkerchief with a tender smile. “It’s all right, cry all you like, m’dear. You’ve ’ad a long road to travel. When you’re good and ready, we’ll go inside. I’ve a few things I want to show you.”
· · ·
At the inn, Jeremy had found nothing in the first room except a small cot—obviously the maid’s quarters. A basket and several parcels lay on the coverlet, but for the moment he had ignored them. He moved into the main bedchamber, taking care to unlock the outer door of that room as well, as a precaution. He had learned long ago to make certain of his exits.
This room contained a double bed adorned with printed cotton hangings and a fireplace flanked by two windows. Two trunks sat on the faded carpet next to a pair of straight-backed chairs and a table that was scarcely bigger than a candlestand. Assorted boxes and a portmanteau sat between them.
He wasted no time, setting to work immediately on the lock of the larger trunk. He opened the lid carefully to avoid any sound and studied the way the contents had been packed so that he could replace everything exactly as it had been. Oh, there was no doubt he was a master at this game. But he had thought he was finished with it. When he had boarded his ship in France to come home he had believed all this was finally behind him.
More the fool you! he thought as he removed several neatly folded cambric nightdresses and a silk shawl from the trunk. His fingers skimmed through the remaining piles of folded garments, feeling for objects or papers. He listened for the tell-tale rustle that might lead him to a hidden document among the clothes. His probing released a scent of lavender from the depths of the trunk.
In the bottom he found a surprisingly small assortment of fans, brushes and haircombs, and a bulky object wrapped in blue silk. This proved to be a hand mirror set in an elaborately ornamented silver frame. It surprised him, for the clothing and other items in the trunk appeared to be for the most part very simple and such a mirror seemed out of place.
His training told him to break it. A message could easily have been hidden behind the glass, and such an out-of-place item was exactly the sort of clue he was looking for. The breakage would be attributed to the rigors of travel. But his instinct argued against the destructive act. He was not superstitious but he did appreciate fine craftsmanship, and the mirror was beautiful. He shook his head. He was losing his objectivity. Nevertheless he carefully rewrapped the hand-glass and replaced it in the trunk.
Next to the mirror he found several pairs of white silk stockings, all neatly rolled. As his fingers grazed over their softness he winced. How often he had purchased fine stockings like those! His wife, Anne, had loved them. Sad, sweet memories washed over him, triggered by the combination of touch and smell.
Why was he thinking of Anne now? It was all bound up together, his not wanting this job, his wanting to be home, his not having been at home with Anne two years ago when she died. Blast! He should never have agreed to take this last assignment.
He forced himself to examine and replace each rolled pair of stockings as carefully and methodically as he did everything, but it required considerable concentration. Anger simmered inside him just beneath the surface. All he was doing here was wasting his time! So far, he had found nothing to indicate that this mystery woman was anything other than an ordinary person, certainly not an enemy of the Crown.
After repacking everything in the large trunk, Jeremy poked briefly through the boxes and the portmanteau, which seemed to contain bonnets, shoes and servants’ clothing. Was there really a point to this? He opened up the smaller trunk and repeated the process of methodically examining the contents. He was taking too much time, he knew. In the bottom of the trunk, however, he finally came upon something of interest.
In a carved wooden box lined with green velvet he found an exquisite necklace of pearls set with a single, brilliant emerald at its center. There were earrings to match it and he caught himself thinking, Of course, to match her eyes. Among the plain, mostly black gowns in this trunk there was also one of green moiré—an evening dress or a ballgown, most certainly.
So, our mouse may at times play the peacock, eh? The discovery helped to bring back his focus. The box also held a locket with miniatures of a man in British regimental dress and a very beautiful woman. Who were they? It was an odd thing for someone supposedly Spanish to possess.
Delving further in the trunk he found a purse with a thick wad of bank notes drawn upon a bank in Madrid—a sizable fortune to be carrying in cash. Next to it was a book—the Holy Bible, in English, notably—and a second box, similar to the first one, containing a set of rosary beads with a crucifix.
Of course, she is Catholic! he thought with a sudden jolt of dismay. That was something he’d have to report, although it still could mean nothing. If she was a British subject who had married a Spanish don, it made sense that she might share his religion. It might explain everything. Many English Catholics emigrated. It did not have to mean she had designs against the government or was a foreign agent in league with those who did. But it made him wonder all the more about the man pictured in the locket. Catholics could not be commissioned officers.
Jeremy slid his fingers along the bottom of the trunk past the box with the rosary and at last encountered what he had most been seeking—a tied bundle of folded papers. Ah, he thought. Here we’ll have it. The packet was too fat to lift out without upsetting all the other contents of the trunk, so he removed piles of clothing and set them on the floor.
How much longer did he dare to continue? Enough time had passed that the servants could return at any moment. He paused to listen for voices in the passage or the sound of footsteps on the back stairs. Hearing nothing yet, he turned his attention back to his discovery.
The papers appeared to be a collection of letters, sent to one person at various addresses in Spain. However, the name on the letters was not the one currently being used by his mysterious lady from Spain.
· · ·
The lady in question, ashamed that she had given in to her surge of emotion, had meanwhile gathered herself together and even managed to introduce Maggie to the Cornish sergeant. Triss had served as batman to Falcon’s father and had known her since her childhood.
Now the two women were seated in Triss’s parlor as he lumbered about preparing their tea. Late afternoon sunlight poured in through the two windows in the white-washed front wall, giving the small room a cheerful appearance. A large, round table filled the center of the room, where a floor cloth of stenciled canvas covered the rough flagstones. A small, modern coal grate looked rather lost in the sizable fireplace.
“Can we not help?” asked Falcon, feeling a bit useless as she watched Triss place the kettle over the grate.
The last thing she wanted was to sit and be waited upon. Anticipation made her restless. She had come here not just to see Triss, but to obtain some important information from him. While she did wonder what Triss could possibly have to show her, the other business occupied her attention.
“No, indeed, Miss Falcon,” he insisted. “You and Mrs. Meara are my guests. My missus’d ’ave me ’ead if I didn’t treat ’ee right and proper.”
Falcon knew that Triss’s wife had died some years back. She could guess how much he missed her. “Now Triss, how is she going to do that?” she asked gently. “You know Mary’s gone.”
The Cornishman grinned. “Do ’ee think she’d let a little thing like that stop ’er? You never knew my Mary.” He turned away and busied himself with dusting off the teacups from the top shelf of the dresser.
Falcon knew better than to press that topic further. Instead she reached for the basket of paper-wrapped parcels that she and Maggie had carried with them.
“While we wait for the kettle, Triss, perhaps you would open these? We brought something for you.”
“Did you, now?” He smiled as he set the cups and plates around the table. Falcon tried not to fidget.
Once his preparations were complete, he sat. He made a great show of inspecting the paper and string which held the parcels together and of feeling the shape of the objects held within them. Comical expressions paraded across his face as he did so, making Falcon laugh. Finally he took pity on her impatience and opened the first one.
“O-ho, oranges!” His delighted chuckle warmed Falcon’s heart as thoroughly as Spanish sunshine.
She had brought him almonds and cigars as well as oranges from Seville, all delicacies he had enjoyed in Spain. She and Maggie agreed that he could smoke one of the cigars if he waited until they finished their tea. Falcon watched his face intently as he finally opened the last of the bundles. She had wanted to bring him something truly special, and had gone to considerable trouble to procure this last gift for him.
For a moment he said nothing, staring down into the paper wrappings and fingering what lay there reverently. Then he looked up at Falcon.
“There are several pieces,” she said. “It should be enough for a good pair of boots. I would like to have them made for you in London.”
“They would be the finest pair o’ boots a man such as me ever owned,” he said reverently. “Cordovan leather! You shouldn’t ’ave done it, missy.”
She went to him and kissed his cheek. “Of course I should have. It is the very least I should do, Triss, for a loyal friend who undoubtedly saved my life. If I could have, I would have brought you an entire cask of sherry from Jerez as well. But we would have found it a bit difficult to carry!”
“Now, that’s a picture,” Maggie said. “Two such Amazons as we are? Sure and he’ll be wonderin’ why we didn’t bring him two.”
Their laughter felt easy and comfortable, but then Triss said, “I’ve something to give ’ee, too, Miss Falcarrah Sophia Colburne—something I’ve been keeping for ’ee.”
Falcon caught her breath sharply, all thoughts of gifts wiped from her mind. She had not heard her real name spoken since the terrible day she had parted from Triss five years ago. The familiar sound of it triggered a rush of agonizing memories that hurt like a knife thrust into a wound that never healed.
“Falcarrah Colburne is dead, Triss. Please do not call me by that name.”
“Who is sitting ’ere at me table, then? It honors your dear mother’s memory, you being named for her village in Ireland. Falcarrah’s a fine name.”
She did not want to explain. She was not even certain that she could, the feelings ran so deep. The years had changed her into someone very different from the innocent young girl her parents had loved. She set her jaw stubbornly. “The girl you knew by that name has been officially dead for five years and will be safer if she stays that way, at least for the time being. Please do not use it.”
“I know. But just among ourselves...?”
“No.” She had buried the past and her name along with it. For five years she had been someone else, as Triss knew well. How else could she have coped with the unbearable pain? All that remained was the business she had come here to finish. “You need to know that I have taken a new identity for this journey. I am using the name Doña Sofia Christina Ynez Alomar de Montero. It simplified matters for traveling to pose as a Spanish widow, and it should protect me and allow me some freedom if I continue the pose until I can resolve things here.”
“A Spanish widow,” he echoed, shaking his head. “And ’ave you planned what you are going to do?”
“It all depends on what you can tell me and what I learn for myself.” She looked at him pointedly.
He heaved a great sigh and got up from his chair with an effort. “First things first.”
He rescued the kettle and set the tea to steeping, then left the room, leaving Falcon and Maggie to wonder what he was up to. Maggie made use of his absence to more than make up her missing share of the conversation. When he returned she fell silent once again.
The sergeant was carrying a small leather-bound trunk. He said not a word but stood before Falcon, waiting.
Recognition crept slowly into Falcon’s mind, as if it started in her heart and dragged itself painfully to a more useful place. Astonishment came hard on its heels.
“Triss! My father’s books! But how—? Where—?”
He set the trunk on the table. As if she were dreaming, she rose and went over to inspect it. She touched the rough leather, remembering all the trials it had suffered. Rain, wind, bitter cold and burning sun, flooded rivers—the trunk had protected her father’s books through it all. She opened the lid and stared at the books, packed as neatly as if her father had only put them there this morning.
“Oh,” she gasped as twin daggers of grief and joy pierced her heart at once. What had made her think the past could be buried? She closed her eyes against a new threat of tears. This would never do. She was delighted to have the books, was she not?
She turned to question Triss and discovered him just re-entering the room for a second time. She had not even noticed he was gone. This time he carried something she recognized instantly. The peculiarly shaped leather carrying case had been designed for a very particular purpose.
“Oh!” she whispered this time, hardly daring to believe. “Mama’s harp!”
Triss nodded, a huge grin lighting his face.
As precious as her father’s books were, this treasure meant even more to her, almost as if her mother had reached back to her from the grave. She took the case from him and set it down, fumbling eagerly with the latch through a haze of joyful tears. When she finally had it open, she lifted out a small, exquisitely made harp of the old French style, decorated with carvings of roses and an angel along the scrolled top, with garlands of roses painted in gilt on the sound-board. She stroked the strings lightly and did not mind the discordant sound that came from them.
“It needs new strings, of course. And someone who knows how to tune and repair it. But I am certain we can find those in London.” She ran her hands along the smooth polished frame, imagining for a moment that the wood was still warm from her mother’s touch. “Oh, Triss! How did you ever manage to save these?”
He looked at her earnestly, as if measuring how much to divulge. “As ’ee knows, by the time I caught up to the regiment after finding ’ee that dreadful day, you and them ’ad already been reported dead. I knew your father’s equipment would be auctioned off and your family’s valuables shipped back to your relatives ’ere in England, so I salvaged what I could. The little things, like your ’orse, I kept with me ’til I learned where you were and could send them to ’ee, but these I ’ad shipped back ’ere to Mary for safe keeping.”
“I wish I could have met her,” Falcon said soberly. “I owe her so much. And you, too. Thank you.” Moving the harp aside she jumped up and flung her arms around the sergeant impulsively.
Maggie coughed. “Tch, tch. With all this talk of London this and London that, sure ye had better begin to be practicin’ a bit of decorum, young lady. I never saw a Spanish doña who behaved like a hoyden.”
“Oh, Maggie, we are not in London yet! Here, now, are you feeling left out?” Falcon came around the table to give her companion a vigorous hug.
“We had best be gettin’ back,” Maggie reminded her gruffly. “What are ye plannin’ to do with them things? Had ye thought about that, now?”
“I can ’ave them sent down to the inn in the early morning,” Triss offered. “Young Jebediah Stone comes by on ’is way to make the milk delivery.”
Falcon felt a moment’s panic at the thought of ending the visit. “We cannot leave yet! Triss, what about Ensign Sweeney and the other two men I’m seeking? I have come all this way. You wrote that you had information for me. Tell me. Do you know where they are?”
The sergeant turned to Falcon with as stern an expression as his jovial face could produce. “I’ve not changed my mind about this, Falcon. I want ’ee to go to the authorities with this business. Tis no matter for a young woman to be taking the law into ’er own ’ands, as you should well know.”
“I must see justice done, Triss. It has been my sustaining thought for these past five years. I cannot and I will not let what happened be forgotten. I know I survived their attack for a reason, and I believe that it is this.”
Triss rubbed his nose and looked down at the floor. “I ’aven’t ’ad much luck locating Sweeney since ’e sold out and more or less disappeared. I wrote you about that. Pumphrey, too, although I kept track of ’im longer. Drank ’imself right out of the army, ’e did. But Timmins is in London. ’E was wounded at Vitoria and got sent ’ome. Someone fixed him up with a job as a barracks porter ’elping out in the Tower.”
Falcon said nothing for a moment, swallowing her disappointment. She had hoped to have more to go on—hoped that Triss would have had more news since she’d last heard from him. Yet at least he had given her a place to start. “Perhaps Timmins knows where the others are,” she said thoughtfully.
“If we can find the blackguards, I suppose tis only right that somethin’ be done,” Maggie said.
Falcon gave the woman another hug. “Well, we have even more business in London, now. Will you come with us, Triss? You are the only soul I know in England.”
“There be plenty o’ men left in the Forty-third that would remember ’ee, missy. But I don’t see that I ’ave any choice, if I want to keep ’ee from doing something foolish. I’ll just need a day or so to sort out my affairs and make arrangements ’ere.”
“We will go on ahead. I promise I won’t do anything until you join us there. I cannot go prancing into a London barracks unescorted, now, can I?”
“Missy, I wouldn’t put it past ’ee to try.”
· · ·
Get The Lady from Spain
Amazon | B&N | Smashwords
Find Out More
Turn the page for more about Gail and her books!
Gail Eastwood started writing her own “books” as a hobby at age seven. Through a variety of careers including reporter, rare books dealer, and freelance journalist, she never gave up the dream of becoming a novelist. She lives in her native state of Rhode Island with her husband, two adult sons, and one lazy cat, where she also teaches writing classes and workshops. She holds a degree in Humanities/Comparative Drama and Sociology from Case Western Reserve University. Spending time with her family, indulging in Renaissance and English Country dance, and pursuing her interests in historic costuming, reading, theater, and the beach infringe on her writing time. Her favorite travel destination is, no surprise, England.
Please visit Gail on the Internet!
www.facebook.com/GailEastwoodAuthor
www.twitter.com/GEastwoodAuthor
Signet Regency Romance
A Perilous Journey
Amazon | B&N
The Persistent Earl
Amazon | B&N
The Captain’s Dilemma (reissue coming soon!)
The Lady from Spain
Amazon | B&N | Smashwords
The Magnificent Marquess
The Rake’s Mistake
Hero of My Heart
by
Megan Frampton
Hero of My Heart is a work of fiction. Names, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.
A Loveswept eBook Original
All Rights Reserved.
Published in the United States by Loveswept, an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.
LOVESWEPT and colophon are trademarks of Random House, Inc.
eBook ISBN 978-0-345-54202-1
Alnwick, 1814
“She’s a virgin, gentlemen. And she’ll be sold to the highest bidder.”
Alasdair raised his head from the worn wooden table, struggling to open his eyelids. He lifted his hand from where it had been dangling by his side and pried his left lid open, propping his head up on his right hand. The words had registered only vaguely, but they were enough to pull him from his miasma.
The man who’d spoken was standing on the largest of the tables in the pub, his loud, checked waistcoat and overoiled hair proclaiming his gentlemanly aspirations. The man bowed, spreading his hands wide and smiling.
“Allow me to introduce myself; my name, fine sirs, is William Mackenzie, and I am in the fortuitous position of offering something very rare, very special to you this evening,” His overdone accent almost disguised his Scottish burr. “If you’ve got the blunt,” Mackenzie added, clearing his throat. The clamor in the pub did not abate. “Gentlemen! If I may have your attention,” the man repeated in an even louder voice.
Alasdair wished he’d just shut up. It wouldn’t be possible to slide back into oblivion, not while the loudmouth was yelping. At least the rest of the customers had quieted, waiting to hear what it was the Scot was selling.
Alasdair watched as Mackenzie leaned down and pulled on something—an arm? While he pulled, another man?a younger one, his face contorted in a sneer—shoved a woman onto the table where Mackenzie held her, tightly, around the waist. She didn’t struggle, just gazed at the assembled crowd with a blank expression on her face. Too blank.
Alasdair sat up. His head throbbed from the effort.
“What’ll you bid?” Twenty or thirty men were watching—no, inspecting—the woman on the table. Alasdair wiped a hand over his face, clearing his bleary eyes.
She was medium height, with dark, curly brown hair. Her gown was modestly cut, but tight, as if it had belonged to someone else, and her breasts strained at the fabric. Her figure looked lush and inviting, the kind of figure men slavered after.
The kind of figure that would make every man in the room want her.
“Untouched,” Mackenzie winked, a grotesque leer, and then bent down and inched her skirt up slowly until her entire ankle and part of her shin was showing. She wasn’t wearing shoes or stockings, and the pale, white flesh of her leg gleamed in the candlelight.
Alasdair stared, transfixed by the lovely curve of her calf, the delicate bones of her ankle. His eyes traveled up, taking in the much-washed fabric of her gown, her luscious breasts, the graceful column of her neck.
He noticed a dark area on her shin. A trick of the light? A birthmark marring that otherwise perfect skin?
He glanced at her face, dreading what he would see there, but knowing he had to look anyway.
As he’d expected, no emotion registered there. Her eyes were dull, her pupils huge and dark.
It was worse than if she’d been frightened or trembling—she was so distant from what was happening, he doubted she even comprehended it. And that blankness, that empty gaze, cut through to the heart he’d thought was blackened forever.
Damn it. He was going to have to do something.
“How do we knows she’s a virgin?” a voice asked. “Who’s to say she ain’t just pulled a fast one on you?”
Mackenzie let go of the woman, who wobbled unsteadily as her skirt tumbled down. The Scot rolled his head back and laughed, hooking his thumbs in the waistband of his trousers. He bobbed forward and eyed the crowd. “Cause she’s a vicar’s daughter, my lords. And she comes straight from church, pure as an angel. God’s honest truth,” he finished, chuckling at his own wit.
There was a moment of silence—Reverence? Appreciation—and then the bidding started.
“Two pounds!? a gruff voice shouted from behind Alasdair.
“She’s worth more?n that,” the younger man said from behind Mackenzie, his voice tinged with desperation. Mackenzie turned around to shush the man, and then faced the crowd again with that patently false smile plastered on his face. He clasped the woman to his side.
Not that she was struggling. Alasdair doubted she even could.
“Two pounds three shillings!” A large man to Alasdair’s right flung his hand in the air, then swept off his hat and bowed toward the table. ?Although the lady might want to consider paying me after I’m done with her,? he added. The men in the room laughed. A few derisive comments followed.
The woman didn’t react at all.
Anger roiled in his gut, anger at the crowd, the greasy Scot who had her on the table, the man standing behind her, even anger at her for allowing herself to be put in this position.
She needed rescuing. And he was the furthest thing from a knight in shining armor anyone could possibly imagine.
“Three pounds, gentleman, for the pleasure of taking this dell’s virtue. For the pleasure,? Mackenzie said, running his hand from her waist up her side, ?of owning her,” He slid his hand forward and placed it on her breast, squeezing it, stroking it, his eyes closed in exaggerated ecstasy, his other hand reaching toward his crotch.
She remained still. Not looking in any particular direction, just—placid. Calm. As though she weren’t being eyed by a group of lusty farmers while being fondled by a crass, pretentious Scot with suspect fashion choices.
Alasdair jumped up before he could stop himself. “Five pounds!” he barked, thumping on the table with his closed fist. The men in the room glanced around in surprise, obviously wondering where the real gentleman had come from.
Alasdair hadn’t spoken more than a few mumbled words since arriving at the pub?he hadn’t wanted to be noticed. But now every man in the place was gawking at him, his accent giving him away as Quality.
There was a low murmur as hands were shoved back into pockets and the men began to shuffle from side to side. Alasdair had won the bidding, as much with his accent as with his money.
The auctioneer’s eyes opened and his hand dropped back to the woman’s waist. “Well, then, my lord,” he said, “she’s all yers. Provided, of course, you’ve got the ready?”
Alasdair didn’t bother replying to Mackenzie’s implied insult. He shoved his fingers in his pockets for his money as he stepped forward. He’d planned exactly how much to spend tonight—enough to get deliciously deadened, but not enough to actually kill him. And then, because old habits die hard, he’d stuck some more bank notes in his pocket in case of emergency.
This, he reasoned, was an emergency.
He strode up to the table, unsteady on his feet at first. The room was silent, so quiet the rustle of the money in his hand echoed like a hammer in Alasdair’s brain.
The man waited for Alasdair to place the note on the table, then removed his hand from the woman’s waist, pushing her forward until she teetered on the edge of the table. She stepped forward so that one foot dangled off the table, then Mackenzie gave her a push, and—
She fell into Alasdair’s arms.
It was not an elegant rescue, the kind where the noble prince gathers the humble milkmaid gently in his arms and consecrates the moment with a kiss. Her elbow landed smartly on his head, his arm muscles stretched and protested under her weight, and for a moment he was convinced they were both going to end up in a heap on the sawdust-strewn wood floor.
He staggered, sliding her down his body until her feet touched the floor and she was able to stand on her own. He reached up to rub the sore spot on his head, and then clasped her by the arm to keep her from falling over. “Are you all right?”
She shook his hand off and nodded, but he wasn’t sure she had really heard the question. He needed to get her out of here before she emerged from her stupor.
Before she realized what had happened to her.
And then what the hell was he going to do?
“Come along,? he said. He could hear his own rough tone, the voice he’d used with green recruits. He was lucky he was staying in the inn upstairs’she had clearly been drugged, and was unsteady on her feet.
They mounted the small wooden staircase in silence, Alasdair holding her upright as she shuffled along. He dug into his pocket for the room key, and then held her close to his body as he opened the door.
He held the door open for her, then slammed it behind them and gestured toward the narrow bed. “Sit down there.”
The covers were in disarray from where he’d thrashed about in the throes of one of his nightmares, but of course she didn’t notice. She sat where he’d indicated, her hands folded demurely in her lap, her eyes fixed on a point in the distance. Some of his men had worn that same look in battle. He sat down beside her, unutterably weary. So much for his glorious plans of oblivion.
He could tell when she began to emerge from whatever it was that had possessed her?her eyes, the stormy dark blue of an angry sea, began to focus. Her pupils narrowed. Her entire body began to tremble.
He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. She was shaking so hard it jarred him, and he put his other arm across her chest to gather him to her. Then he began to lie down, still holding her, wrapped up in his body.
“Shh,” he said, wishing that she had someone else to take care of her. The bed was narrow, barely big enough for his large frame, much less another person. He tried to make himself as small as possible?not easy, considering his size?while also trying to keep himself as distant from her as he could.
He had no idea how to calm her. He could hear her teeth chattering, even though her body was warm next to his. He tried not to think about how warm she was, in fact, nor how soft her skin was, nor how her bottom was tucked into his groin.
He was not doing a very good job of not thinking, he knew. But at least he wasn’t acting on his thoughts.
He could do nothing but lie there next to her, holding her as she began to thrash in earnest. He instinctively flung his leg over hers, holding her down, and clasped her even tighter in his arms.
She felt so good there. So right. Though he knew it was wrong to imagine it, he thought of her turning to him, offering him her mouth, allowing him to caress her breasts, her stomach, allowing him to pleasure her.
And he would find solace in burying himself inside her, her warm sheath offering a welcome respite from his pain.
He slid his hand down her arm’so soft, her skin. Her hair tickled his nose. It was redolent of some sort of floral, but of course he didn’t know what.
And her body lay against his, the warmth and softness and utter femininity of her causing his senses to whirl.
And still he did nothing but murmur and try to soothe her.
Eventually, the shaking eased, and she lay still in his arms.
“Did I do…was there…”? She spoke in a quiet voice.
“No,” he said. “Nothing happened,” He took his leg off hers, and she turned her head, regarding him with a steady, serious gaze. Not timid, then, despite what she was going through. Frightened, of course, he could see that in her eyes, but not terrified or weak. He could bet she hadn’t gotten herself into this situation?it had been forced on her. He felt a grudging sense of admiration for her.
“What’s your name?” he asked.
“Mary,” Her voice was already stronger.
“Well, Mary, welcome to hell.”
· · ·
Try as she might, Mary couldn’t convince herself he had a kind face.
She lay on the bed as he paced, no doubt wondering just what he was going to do with her now that he’d bought her.
Bought her.
She couldn’t think about that too much or she’d start to scream. And that would be no help at all in her current situation. Better to assess her reality: him.
She peered up from under her lashes. He was tall, taller even than Tall Tom who helped her father with odd jobs around the vicarage.
He had; when he’d held her, when he’d murmured those soft, soothing noises in that sinful-as-chocolate voice. That was gentleness. And a welcome respite from her own hell. She didn’t remember much of the evening, just her half brother dragging her to this awful place and forcing something down her throat.
People staring at her. Him taking her up a flight of stairs, lying next to her on this bed. Had they really shared such an intimate space?
The warmth his body left behind on the bed was proof, even if she didn’t have her hammering heart to offer testimony as well.
What was he doing here? In this place? Buying women?
She sat up, suddenly too aware of her surroundings. Him.
It was hard to imagine he’d need to buy anything, much less female companionship.
His eyes were green, as light and clear and pure as a stained-glass window on a sunny day. His eyebrows slashed across atop his eyes, two black, uncompromising lines. The bones in his face were sharp, too, the angles and planes making him more than just plainly handsome.
Because he was. Handsome, that is. One of the most gloriously handsome men Mary had ever seen. Just looking at him made her catch her breath. His lips, his beautiful, luscious lips, were full and sensual, in marked contrast to the stark depths of his face. His black hair was long and tousled with a slight wave. It brushed the top of his collar. A collar that to Mary’s knowledgeable eyes was in need of a good cleaning.
Mary’s eyes swept down the rest of him. He was broad shouldered and clearly athletic, his long, well-muscled legs standing in arrogant command.
“If you’re done eying me like a cut of meat, Mary, perhaps you could tell me more about why we have found each other together this evening?” His tone was acerbic. Far from the man who’d held her. Who’d calmed her.
She responded before thinking, in the frosty tone that used to make the schoolgirls she taught quake in their pinafores. “It is not necessary, sir. If you are done with me, done with this—”she rose and gestured around the spare, squalid room—“I can be on my way. There is no need—”
He jerked his arm out and pulled her to him, raking his eyes up and down her body. “And where will you go? You are hardly in a position to say if there is a need or not. Don’t forget, I paid five pounds for you.”
Five pounds. Likely a pittance to him, judging by the way he spoke and the quality of his clothing. A fortune for her, given that she had exactly nothing. Her half brother had made sure of that.
She stared up into his face, noticing the laugh lines running from the corners of his eyes. So he had laughed a few times in his life. He held her gaze for a minute, and it seemed to Mary that his face almost softened. Like he was coming close to smiling.
Which made her even more surprised when he released her abruptly. He walked over to the opposite wall and dropped his head down toward his chest. As though he’d suddenly been defeated.
“I can pay you back,? she said, ignoring the voice in her head that asked just how she intended to do that.
“How will you do that?” he asked. His voice had changed again—softened, but not in the warm way she recalled from before. This time it was more…seductive.
And damn it if she didn’t feel her body react to it.
“I am educated, sir, and if I find a position…”
“What kind of position?” He moved back toward her, predatory, like an animal stalking its prey.
Mary fluttered her hands in the air. “A governess, or a lady’s maid, or whatever is offered to me—”
By now he stood close to her again. “And if I were to offer you a position?”
Mary swallowed. There was no mistaking what he meant—she wouldn’t insult them both by asking if he had children for her to teach.
He reached his hand up and grasped her chin with his fingers. “Perhaps if we are creative we can think of several positions—”
Mary’s mouth opened wide in shock. Which, of course, is just the moment he lowered his head and pressed his mouth to hers.
She couldn’t do anything for a few seconds but stand there, in shock, as his lips made contact with hers. Her first thought was that his mouth was so warm, in such stark contrast to his cold words and expression.
And then his tongue licked her lips, a quick swipe that drew a gasp from her in response.
She remained stock still, not moving, not touching him anywhere but where their mouths were joined. A part of her knew she should be pushing him away, but she was frozen. And yet warm—so warm from him, his mouth, the body heat that was seeping into her skin.
And just as suddenly he pushed her from him so abruptly she stumbled, and he turned his head away.
But not before she saw the look of despair on his face.
“Go outside for a minute.” He spoke in a ragged whisper.
“Where?” Hadn’t he just said she had nowhere else to go? Or had their kiss befuddled him as much as it had her?
“Just leave!” he barked. “Wait outside until I call for you.”
When she didn’t move, he advanced toward her as if he would physically remove her. She turned and fled out the door, slamming it defiantly behind her.
Out in the hall she fumed at her lack of options. And his unnecessarily commanding tone. But what else should she have expected? Matthias had made her future inevitable. She had no money, no family, no future. Just a tiny thread of hope.
She rubbed her mouth where he’d kissed her. Her first kiss—at least the first one that had mattered. Not quite as she’d imagined it would be. She could not think about it.
As she had a million times since she’d discovered the truth, she clung to the thought of her mother, the woman she’d never known. Alive. In London. What did her mother look like? What did she know of her daughter?
If she could just get to London and locate her mother, she would find out. Mary’s future would be—what? Better than this, certainly. It had to be. The alternative was unthinkable.
She sagged against the door frame, her head pounding as she realized just what had happened in the past hour: she’d been drugged and sold at auction, and then she’d shared a bed with a man who wasn’t her husband, who had given her her first kiss before sending her into the hallway as if she were a misbehaving child.
It was hard enough discovering she was the illegitimate daughter of a vicar; being the homeless, penniless, illegitimate daughter of a vicar was almost enough to make her lose hope. Almost.
Mary smiled to herself as she realized the village’s nickname for her—“Merry Mary—“ was being tested in perverse ways.
Her thoughts returned to the man on the other side of the door. Her master. “What is he doing in there?” she muttered to herself.
While she waited, her analytic brain cycled through the events of the last hour, the last week, the last month, until her head hurt. Or perhaps that was the aftereffect of whatever Matthias had given her. Just as she was starting to feel the rising pangs of panic, the door swung open and he stood there, one arm leaning arrogantly on the frame of the door. At least it seemed arrogant; she wasn’t sure if arms could be arrogant, but if they could, his definitely was.
“You’re still here.” Could he sound any more bored? And where else would she have gone? Back downstairs to those leering men? He, at least, was clean, and there was only one of him. “Come in,” he said.
He turned around and went back inside without waiting for her. She followed, kicking the door shut with her foot.
“Sit down.” He gestured toward the bed.
Mary made her way over to the small, rickety-looking chair in the corner and perched on it, tucking her feet under the rungs. She didn’t want to return to that bed—it reminded her of her shame. He shrugged and sat down on the mattress, placed his elbows on his knees and leaned forward.
“Tell me. I can wait as long as you like. Trust me, I’ve nowhere to go.”
A spark of the spirit Matthias deplored flared up. She shrugged. “What do you want me to say? I’m a duke’s daughter on the run from a marriage with a lecherous old man? An heiress whose evil uncle has imprisoned her, and I’ve had a run of bad luck? I wish it were that simple.
He paused for a long moment before speaking. “So how is it complicated?” His gaze, while still focused on her, was less intense than it had been before he’d shoved her out of the room; he had a slightly dreamy smile on his face, which was at odds with his previously autocratic mien. Although he was less intimidating than before, he also seemed—different. Odder.
Was he insane? It would explain why someone of his obvious station would be in a place like this. Why he’d kissed her so unexpectedly. And why no one was taking care of his collar.
He rose and walked over to her, reaching her before she could react. He knelt to the floor and lifted her gown. Mary pulled her feet up in response, but not quickly enough.
He slid his hand—his large, elegant hand—over her shin. She flinched where the bruise was. He glanced up at her, his verdant eyes intense.
“Who hit you?” His voice was soft. As though he cared. “Why are you here?”
Her mind scrambled through what she could tell him. Something close to the truth, but not quite—she could always tell when her charges out-and-out lied, but if they just obscured a few of the details, she was much less likely to figure it out.
Why she felt the need to lie to him was something else entirely.
She’d had enough of trusting men. Any men, no matter how beautiful they were, or how much they’d paid for her.
He still had his hand on her leg. It felt shockingly good, sending tiny sizzles up her spine.
Well,” she said, biting her lip, “my father was a vicar. He died a month ago.” Her throat tightened at the thought. “My brother ran up quite a lot of debt, so—“she spread her hands out, palms up—“I am here.” Here because she had no choice. Matthias had made certain of that—her reputation was destroyed. Her only hope was to get to London. And there was no guarantee the woman who was her mother would want to have anything to do with her.
She longed to tell him everything, to confide the truth to someone, anyone, but she’d already said too much to her half brother. She couldn’t trust someone else so soon, not before she’d seen her mother for herself.
His lips thinned. He took his hand away. She felt the loss, the sudden chill where his skin had warmed hers. “You mean you and your brother decided the best way for him settle his accounts was to sell your virginity at auction?”
She suppressed a rueful smile. If by decided you mean that he threatened me until I agreed, then yes, decided would be the word.
“Yes.” It would not do to reveal the extent of her weakness. She knew he knew the truth, he had to, but her pride wouldn’t allow her to share it. To trust him.
Now his eyes were half-closed, and he looked as though he were about to fall asleep. What was happening? Mary wondered. Was he ill?
He rose, awkwardly, so different from the authoritative, powerful man who had marched her out of the pub just a few hours before. He flopped backward onto the bed. Mary leapt out of her chair to help him, but stopped short when he began to laugh. No, giggle. He sounded like the girls at church when the handsome vicar from the next parish came to preach.
He sighed and went silent. “You never said who hit you,” he murmured after a few minutes. His voice sounded like it was coming from far away. His eyelids dropped down over his eyes and she didn’t bother responding. He began to snore.
Shaking her head, Mary returned to her seat and folded her hands in her lap. She wasn’t quite sure what to do—he had bought her, and she couldn’t get anywhere without money.
And she was so tired. Of course that meant sleeping with him. In that bed. She knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep on the floor, and honestly, after today, it wouldn’t matter. She was ruined. The damage was done, in all eyes but theirs. Also, he was still wearing his clothes, and she doubted he was in any shape to remove them even if he wanted to.
She rose and crept toward the bed. His eyes rolled frantically underneath the lids in the throes of a dream.
As she gazed down at him, it was hard to believe her nightmare had only started a month ago.
Why did her father have to confess everything on his deathbed? He’d held the secret for so long already. Would she truly wish to have remained ignorant of the truth, though?
If it meant not going through this, then, yes. ‘sleep well,’ Mary muttered as she nudged him over to one side. She lifted the sheet, trying not to think about its state of cleanliness, and got underneath, keeping her body at the absolute edge of the bed.
He rolled over and flung his arm over her, nestling his head in her neck. Mary felt a rush of yearning to be held like this forever: Even if this wasn’t hell, he was definitely the devil.
Tempting, sinful, and totally wrong.
This time, the dream was softer. Warmer. Before, Alasdair had found himself in luxuriant gardens, redolent of flowers and populated by bizarre animals. Dragons and goblins would drift by above him, adding a faint edge of danger to the proceedings. The dream had always let him just watch, a spectator to his own hallucinations.
This time, he was involved. He was there. He was lying in grass so green it was blinding, a tall tree providing some shade from the lemon-yellow sun. There were no clouds. No dragons or goblins, either.
A woman was lying next to him, her head propped on her elbow. As he stared into her eyes, she drew one hand up slowly and pressed a strawberry into his mouth. His mouth opened, and he tasted the sweet, bursting berry. He closed his eyes against the onslaught of flavor, chewing and swallowing in perfect satisfaction.
Then she must’ve leaned forward—his eyes were still closed—because he felt her lips on his, her tongue licking at the sticky remains of the berry. He opened his mouth, and she slid her tongue inside, caressing him with the same intense concentration she’d given to the juice.
He raised his arms to touch her, but she pinned them down with her hands, sliding her body on top of his. She chuckled in his mouth, and then raised her head. He opened his eyes, and staring back at him was a stranger. She was an old crone, a witchlike woman with craggy skin, broken teeth, and yellow eyes. Tiny blue bugs crawled out of her nose.
He tried to scream, but nothing came out. He couldn’t move. Her weight pinned him to the grass, and she leaned forward again, licking her lips. One of the bugs began to drop onto his face.
“Aargh!” He heard the shout before realizing it came from his own lungs. He sat up, hitting something hard that thudded to the floor.
He clutched his hand to his chest. By rights, his heart should be pounding, but the drug slowed him down all over: his breathing, his reactions, his pain.
His heart beat steadily, slowly, under his palm. Now that he was awake, he felt the same slow welcome fog envelop his brain, making it hard to feel.
Except—he felt a twinge of something he never had before. He began to recall what had happened—not the earlier memories, those he was determined to keep away—but in the past few hours.
Damn. He’d had to play the knight, hadn’t he? An ignoble, ignominious, and otherwise incapable knight, but a knight all the same.
And where the hell was she?
He glanced blearily around the room. The moon threw shadows enough so that he could tell no one was there.
He heard a scuffling on the floor and pulled his body over to the edge of the bed.
Her pale face shone like a beacon below him, her hair tangled about her shoulders.
He held his hand out to her and after a moment she took it.
She accepted his hand gingerly, as though she were far from sure he wouldn’t toss her down on the floor again. She’d probably choose to stay down there if she knew what he really wanted. What he’d been thinking of doing to her when they were lying here together before.
· · ·
His grip was surprisingly strong as he pulled her up, and Mary rose in one swift motion to sit back on the bed. He settled down beside her and stretched his long legs in front of him. He ran his hands across his face, then turned to look at her.
His eyes were two black pools in the darkness. “I—I had a nightmare.” He held her gaze. He didn’t apologize.
“Do the nightmares happen often?” A black lock of hair had fallen onto his forehead, and Mary’s fingers itched to stroke it back. But he wasn’t one of her pupils. She saw one corner of his mouth lift up in what might have been a rueful smile. “More than they should.” He propped his pillow behind his head and raised an eyebrow at her. “Have you slept here all night?”
She nodded. “It’s not like I had anywhere else to go, Mr.—” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “I don’t even know your name!”
He extended his hand. “Alasdair Thornham, Marquess of Datchworth. And your name is—Mary something, am I right?”
Mary knew her mouth had dropped open stupidly, but honestly, what did he expect? Noblemen didn’t trot around the countryside purchasing women in squalid taverns. At least none that she’d ever heard of.
Of course, his being a lord could explain why he was so strange. She’d never met a member of the peerage before; maybe they all acted like this.
“It’s Mary Smith,” she said, taking his hand in hers. She held it for a second, still dumbfounded, until his other eyebrow rose up to meet the first. “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” she said hastily, just as if they were meeting at Mrs. Flitchett’s house for tea, rather than after spending the night sharing a bed. His hand was clammy, and she dropped it, trying to wipe it on the sheet without his noticing. As if polite niceties mattered anymore, she chided herself.
“Well, Mary Smith,” he said, “what are we to do?”
“Do?” she repeated stupidly.
“Yes, do.” His tone was impatient. Right, he was a nobleman, probably nobody ever questioned him. “About this.” He spread his arms in a wide gesture. “You haven’t run away yet, so you must have no choice but to be here with me. So what are we to do?” he repeated, even more impatiently.
“As I said, my lord, I can go away, if that is your preference. Perhaps you could see your way to lending me…?”
She was amazed at her own audacity. Her father had frequently preached about courage, but she’d never had occasion before to summon it so completely.
“No.” His voice was just as emphatic as it had been the previous evening.
“But…” She dropped her hands to her lap in exasperation.
Another few pounds on top of the five he’d spent, and she would be no more than a bothersome memory. She knew enough about the aristocracy to know that even if he were poor, that was relatively little—he could find money somewhere to give her. Why wouldn’t he? “I could leave at first light,” she added.
“You are growing tiresome, Miss Smith. I said no.”
Mary straightened herself and glared at him. The moon threw enough light that he had to be able to see her expression. So be it. He should understand that even though he’d bought her, he didn’t own her. “Tiresome is when the squire’s wife has told the same story at every social gathering, and expects you to marvel at her cleverness each time. Tiresome is realizing your father has misplaced his sermon notes again. Tiresome is not, my lord, when a woman has been bought by a marquess who habituates low places where a woman might be sold.”
He flung his head back to laugh, then winced as it slammed against the wall. “Ouch.” He rubbed his head. “Excellent point.”
He rolled over her to get off the bed. He moved so fast she didn’t have time to react; all she could do was absorb the feeling of his body on hers for a moment—hard, warm, heavy.
She didn’t think about how good it felt. Did she?
“We’re where—Alnwick?”
She nodded. He didn’t even know where he was?
“If I let you go—” He glanced at Mary’s face and twisted his lips in thought. “The torture of a bad conscience is the hell of a living soul,” He said quietly. It surprised her, his knowledge of John Calvin. Mary’s father quoted him frequently in his sermons, but she hardly expected it from someone like this marquess.
Of course, given that she’d just met him, she didn’t know why she had an opinion about what he might or might not know.
He crossed his arms over his chest. “Alnwick is about thirty miles from Scotland. We’ll go there, get married, and head to London.”
London! He would take her to London! And…“Wait! Married?” she asked.
“Married.” It sounded like a death sentence. “You’re clearly a lady, and I am supposed to be a gentleman,” he said, a cynical look on his face. “Marriage is what is required when a man and a woman have spent the night alone together.”
Mary got off the bed, too, and turned away from his handsome face and high-handed manner. For a second, her heart had lifted. Could her problems be so easily solved?
But her father’s gentle voice of admonishment spoke in her head. It wasn’t right. “Marriage is not possible, my lord.”
“Why not? Are you married already?” He sounded bored. “Will your husband be hammering on the door, demanding satisfaction?”
“No, of course not,” Mary replied. She twisted her hands together in her skirt. “You, my lord, are a lord. Obviously,” she added, when she heard him chuckle.
“And I…” Her mind raced at the thought of it. Why couldn’t she marry him? And leave him as soon as she reached London?
“You shouldn’t be marrying me.” She had to say it, for her own conscience, even though it might mean her ruin. In so many ways. Vicar’s daughters were odd that way, she thought ruefully to herself.
He grabbed her arm and spun her to face him. “Listen, Mary Smith. You have been compromised. I can do something about that. And I will. I will hear no further arguments.” He looked out the window. “I’ll order up some water so you can bathe. Meet me downstairs in half an hour, we’ll have breakfast, then be on our way. I’ll go out and see about hiring a carriage.”
He grabbed his coat from the peg on the wall and walked out, slamming the door behind him before Mary could do more than utter a faint “Oh.”
Mary sat down on the bed, putting her elbow on her knee and her chin in her hand.
He was insane. Men didn’t marry women they’d just met, let alone bought. But if she could swap the devil she knew—her half brother—for the devil she didn’t know, she would reckon it a good bargain, even if the unknown devil was insane. She’d be leaving soon enough anyway.
With the protection of his name, she could get to London, find her mother, and then disappear, leaving him and his insanity to live out their days in companionable bliss.
Perfect.
Of course, marriage meant more than saying a few words and sharing a name. Her chest tightened at the thought—she was honest enough with herself to know that the idea of marital duties both terrified and intrigued her. As he did.
Besides, there would be time enough to talk to him about that on the thirty-mile drive to Scotland.
Where she’d marry an insane marquess with nightmares and beautiful green eyes.
· · ·
Alasdair stood in the hallway, looking in bemusement at the door he’d just closed. He’d made up his mind the night before, right after swallowing the vile-tasting pill: Marry her. Bring her to London. Establish her in Society, just enough to ensure no one would question her, then vanish into oblivion permanently, as he’d planned to do before meeting her. He could be someone’s knight in shining armor after all.
The thought had made him chuckle, and he’d fallen asleep still laughing about it. In the morning, waking to see the look of concern on her face after one of his nightmares, it had still seemed like a good idea.
To his surprise, when he’d posed the solution this morning, she hadn’t argued, beyond expressing the laughable idea that she was not a suitable bride for him. If anything, he wasn’t suitable for her—his addiction had become an all-consuming passion, a need that obviated any other.
Which was his goal. The sweet oblivion of his dreams dulled memory, thought, emotion. Everything. If he hadn’t loved so much. If he hadn’t tried so hard.
If he hadn’t, if he hadn’t, if he hadn’t.
At the worst times, right before he gave in and took his medicine, he could barely function through the agonized clamor of the memories in his head.
But this—rescuing her, this woman who was so clearly at bottom, that might silence the voices. Make him feel again.
Alasdair wasn’t going to fall in love with her. Just save her.
· · ·
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Cynssyr glared at the door to number twenty-four Portman Square. “Blast it,” he said to the groom who held two other horses. “What the devil is taking them so long?” He sat his horse with authority, a man in command of himself and his world. His buckskins fit close over lean thighs, and the exacting cut of his jacket declared a tailor of some talent. A Pink of the Ton, he seemed, but for eyes that observed more than they revealed.
“The Baron’s a family man now, sir.” The groom stamped his feet and tucked his hands under his armpits.
“What has that to do with anything?”
A handbill abandoned by some reveler from one of last night’s fetes skimmed over the cobbles and spooked the other two horses, a charcoal gelding by the name of Poor Boy on account of the loss of his equine manhood; and a muscular dun. The groom had a dicey moment what with the cold having numbed his fingers but managed to send the sheet skittering to freedom.
“Man with a family can’t leave anywhere spot on the dot,” the groom said.
“I don’t see why.”
The door to number twenty-four flew open with a ringing crack of wood against stone. Of the two men who came out, the taller was Benjamin Dunbartin, Baron Aldreth, the owner of the house. He moved down the stairs at a rapid clip, clapping his hat onto his blond head as if he meant to cement it in place. The other man gripped his hat in one hand and descended at a more leisurely pace. The wind whipped a mass of inky curls over his sharp cheekbones.
“My lord.” The groom handed Benjamin the reins to the dun. Before the groom could so much as offer a leg up, Ben launched himself into the saddle without a word of greeting or acknowledgment. Most everyone liked Benjamin. With his good looks and boyish smile, it was practically impossible not to. At the moment, however, Cynssyr thought Ben did not look like a man who cared for the family life.
“Come along, Devon,” Benjamin said to his companion. He spoke with such force his dun tossed its head and pranced in nearly a full circle before Ben had him under control again.
Cynssyr’s green eyes widened. “Have you quarreled with Mary?”
“Certainly not,” said Ben.
“Well, you look like you’ve been hit by lightning from on high and still hear the angels singing. What’s put you in such a state?”
“None of your damned business.” The dun stamped hard on the cobbles, and Ben swore under his breath.
Cynssyr’s bay snorted, and he reached to soothe the animal. “I should say it is, if I’m to endure such behavior from you.”
“Devon!”
“Is this, by any chance, about Devon’s letter?”
Ben’s neck fairly snapped, he turned so quickly. “What do you know about that damned letter?”
“He wouldn’t let me read it, but it must have succeeded. Camilla Fairchild is too young to be looking at a man that way.” Cynssyr’s mouth quirked and with the slight smile his austere features softened. When he smiled, he was about as handsome as a man could get, a fact not lost on him. He knew quite well the effect of his smile on the fairer sex.
Devon reached the curb in time to overhear the last remark. Coal-black eyes, at the moment completely without humor, slid from Ben to Cynssyr. “Disgraceful, ain’t it? Her mother ought to set the girl a better example.” He, too, accepted the reins of his gelding from the groom. He glanced at the stairs.
“Do you think she will?” Cynssyr managed, quite deliberately, to sound as though he hoped she wouldn’t. Christ, he hoped not. He fully expected to soon discover what Mrs. Fairchild’s backside felt like under his hands. Soft, he imagined. Energetic, he hoped.
“You ought to know better, Cyn,” Devon said. “Even Mary said so.”
“You will be relieved to know that at lord Sather’s rout Miss Fairchild’s passion was as yet untempered by experience. I merely provided her some.” His smile reappeared. “A regrettably small amount, to be sure.”
“You know, Cyn,” Ben said, “one of these days you’re going to miscalculate and find yourself married to some featherbrained female who’ll bore you to tears.”
“What else have you done, Devon, that’s made him such wretched company?” Cynssyr kept one eye on Benjamin.
“Not one word,” Ben said, glaring not at Cynssyr but at Devon.
Devon stopped with one foot in the stirrup to gift the world with affronted innocence. “All I did was—”
“Not one!” Ben turned a warning glance on him, too. “Not a word from you, either, Cyn.”
Dev shook his head and mounted, exchanging a glance with Cynssyr who shrugged and found himself still mystified.
Only when the three were long out of earshot of the groom and riding toward Hyde Park did Ben speak. “How dare you?” He took a crumpled sheet of paper from his pocket and thrust it at Devon. “How dare you!”
“My personal correspondence is none of your affair.” Devon, who had never expected to come into his title, could nevertheless exude more condescension than ever his father had managed, and the previous earl had been a master.
“Give me one reason I oughtn’t call you out.”
“Now see here,” Cynssyr said, more than a little alarmed.
“Frankly, Cyn, if you knew about the letter, I ought to have satisfaction from you, too.” Ben turned back to Devon. “Well?”
“I asked permission to court her when we were at Rosefeld for your wedding. But I had not the proper credentials then.” Devon laughed bleakly. “I am Bracebridge now.”
“Four years ago,” Cynssyr said, “Camilla Fairchild was all of what, twelve or thirteen?”
“Good God,” said Benjamin. “Not Miss Fairchild.”
Devon snatched the crumpled paper from Ben’s hand. “I won’t lose her a second time.”
“Lose whom?” Cynssyr drew even with Devon. “What are you two talking about? Devon, I thought your letter was for Miss Fairchild.” Two women out for a morning walk stopped their stroll to stare at the men riding by. Out of pure habit, Cynssyr gave them an assessing glance, which made Devon laugh.
“Have you declared yourself?” Ben waved at the paper in Devon’s hand. “Besides in that note of yours, I mean.”
“If not Miss Fairchild, then whom?” Cynssyr said, by now more than a little annoyed. “Miss George?” When that got no reply, he said, “Not Miss Willowby. Oh, please, no. If it’s Miss Willowby, I forbid it.”
Devon slid the note into his pocket. “She has not the slightest idea of my feelings.”
“Good God.”
“Now that she is here in London,” Devon said, “I mean to change that.” He pulled back on his black, waiting for Ben’s dun to draw alongside. Once again, Cynssyr found himself maddeningly excluded. “With your permission, of course.”
“It isn’t my permission you need be concerned with,” Ben said. “It’s her father’s.”
“The old man can bugger himself for all I care.” The black-as-the-depths-of-hell eyes that even Cynssyr, who knew better, sometimes thought devoid of life flashed with a violent fire.
Benjamin grinned.
They were at the Park now, off the streets and onto the riding paths. “Would one of you,” said Cynssyr, “please tell me what the devil you’re talking about?”
“Dev thinks he’s in love.”
“That much I gathered.” He looked over at Devon. “In love with whom?”
“My sister-in-law,” Ben said, throwing up one hand. “That’s who.”
Cynssyr gave Devon a look. “Which one?” He moved out of the path of a fat gentleman on a white mare. To the best of his recollection, there were four Sinclair sisters and Benjamin had married one of them. That left three. And, if memory served, the Sinclair sisters deserved their reputation for beauty. Ben’s wife, Mary, was among the most beautiful women of Cynssyr’s rather vast acquaintance. He almost didn’t blame Ben for marrying her.
“I don’t think I’m in love.”
“The youngest? Miss Emily?” His green eyes flickered with interest. “If she turns out half as beautiful as she promised, she’ll cause a riot at her debut.”
“No. And stay the hell away from Emily, Cyn.”
“Then it must be the brunette. Lucy.” The name rolled off his tongue replete with his recollection of ebony hair and features of heartbreaking perfection.
“No.”
“You mean the eldest?” He could not for the life of him summon an image of the eldest Sinclair sister. “That’s impossible. I don’t even remember her.”
“Blonde? Gray-blue eyes. Yay tall.” Ben indicated an inch or so below his chin which meant a tall woman, perhaps even an ungainly one. “You’ll meet her tonight at the ball. Meet her again, that is.”
“Why don’t I recall her?” Cynssyr glanced at Devon.
“And by the way,” Ben said. “Stay away from Lucy, too.”
“Why?”
“Because when it comes to women, damn you, Cynssyr, you’re a rogue, that’s why.”
“Mama begins to despair. Perhaps I ought put to rest her doubts of a succession.”
Ben snorted. “I’d not curse any of my sisters-in-law with you for a husband.”
“Now that,” Cynssyr said, “wounds me deeply. When at last I marry, I expect I’ll make a most excellent husband.”
“Hah,” said Devon.
“Et tu, Bruté?”
“You can’t even settle on what woman to seduce tonight.”
“If not for Napoleon, I’d likely be years married. A positive dullard, like Ben here.” But Napoleon there was, so Cynssyr wasn’t married at all. Love, naturally, would have but a limited role in any marriage he contracted. The war had burned out his capacity, if ever he’d possessed it, for such saving emotion.
“A dullard?” said Ben, spoiling his attempt to appear insulted by breaking into laughter. Devon rolled his eyes.
“Whatever you two think, I’m quite aware I need a wife. A man of my station requires a wife, as my desperate mother so often reminds me.”
“God help the woman fool enough to marry you,” Ben said.
“Why not one of your sisters-in-law, Ben? It seems an excellent idea.” Dozens of suitable candidates were thrown his way every season, this one being no different from any other since the war. But he’d not been able to bring himself to the sticking point with any of them.
“No.”
“I’ll reform.” He grinned. “I promise.”
“You’ll reform when hell freezes over.”
A faint memory tickled at the back of his mind. He tapped his temple. “You mean the spinster, don’t you, Devon? The eldest. The one with the spectacles.”
“Blond hair, gray-blue eyes. Yay tall,” Benjamin repeated.
“What was her name?”
Ben’s blue eyes chilled another degree. “Anne.”
“Gad. I still don’t remember her. Except for the spectacles.” He looked askance at Dev. “I have never understood his taste in women.”
“You truly want to marry Anne?” Ben asked Devon. Curiosity and relief lingered at the edges of the question, but hearing him, no one could doubt the seriousness of the matter. No doting father could have sounded more cautious.
“Yes.”
“I meant to introduce her to Declan McHenry,” said Ben, looking thoughtfully at Devon. “Or Phillip Lovejoy.”
“I’d be obliged if you didn’t.”
“Good God, you are serious, aren’t you?”
“It’s been four years. I am done waiting.” Amusement brightened Devon’s brooding eyes and made his severe mouth curve in a surprisingly warm smile. It did interesting things to his face, the way severity gave way to warmth. At times like this, when he saw Devon smile, Cynssyr understood exactly why women went so eagerly to his bed.
If Devon had really decided the Sinclair spinster was the woman he wanted, then the matter was done. He would have his way. The why of it mystified him. Even as plain Devon Carlisle, he could do far better than some dried-up female who wasn’t even pretty enough to bother taking off her spectacles. As matrimonial material, the earl of Bracebridge was nearly as sought after as he himself. Nearly. But, not quite.
“Enough. No more blather about love and marriage, you two,” Cynssyr said. With a flick of the reins, he steered his horse past a fallen branch then cantered to the edge of a meadow where he waited for Ben and Devon.
“Jade,” Ben accused when he reached the meadow.
Cynssyr flashed a brilliantly arrogant smile. “The trouble with you, my lord Baron Aldreth, is you love your wife. And you, Devon. For shame. You disappoint me. You disappoint all our sex, falling for this Miss Sinclair.”
“Love,” said Dev with one of his wry grins. “A most heinous crime.”
“Love.” Cynssyr lifted one brow in the supercilious disdain he usually reserved for certain rebuttals in the Lords. “You mean a man’s delusion he’s not been robbed of his freedom and a woman’s that she’s gained hers?”
“Exactly,” Devon said.
“How can you trust your judgment now?” He lifted his riding whip, but brought it down on his boot leg, not his horse. “Fools the both of you.” So saying, he urged his horse to a gallop. “Anne Sinclair,” he muttered. He heard Devon and Ben thunder after him and gave his horse its head. They had no chance of catching him now. Only the best horseflesh found its way into his stables. He had the best of everything. Wine. Horses. Women. Friends.
He wanted to roar with disgust and dismay. Devon married. What was he to do with himself then? To the devil with spinsters who set their caps on marriage, he thought as the chill wind whipped past him. “To the very devil with her.” Thus did the duke of Cynssyr, so deservedly referred to as Lord Ruin, dismiss the woman with whom he would soon be desperately in love.
“The duke of Sin and the Divine Sinclair, surely a match made in heaven.”
“Well,” said Lucy, folding the page from which she’d read out loud. The rest of the paper slid off her lap and onto the floor. “Quite a triumph for our youngest sister.”
Mary held out Anne’s gloves. “He’ll propose to her at Corth Abbey.” They were in Anne’s room, about to leave for Sussex and Mr. Devon Carlisle’s country retreat now that Anne was at last well enough to think of such a journey, illness having kept her abed since the day of the Sinclair family’s arrival in London.
“He won’t,” Anne said admitting just to herself that in actual fact she prayed he would not. She drew on a glove. She didn’t yet know the extent of the disaster, but according to Mary, all anyone had talked about during her three week sickroom confinement was that man, that awful man the duke of Cynssyr, courting Emily. The Divine Sinclair he dubbed her and, drat the man, the sobriquet stuck.
The only other subject of conversation that even came close to Emily and the duke was how yet another woman had been snatched right from Piccadilly Street. Whispers of the incident abounded, some ridiculous beyond belief. Violence underlay all the speculations, from the probable through to the fantastic. True, ransom had been paid, but no one, it seemed, believed the story stopped there.
“Yes, he will,” said Lucy. “Emily refuses to encourage him, but he is determined, is the duke.”
Anne turned. She had long ago accepted the unspoken expectation that she would care for their father for as many years as were left him. A pretty woman born to a family of beauties, Anne considered her looks little more than tolerable. With three beautiful sisters, few people, if any, noticed she was not at all unattractive.
“What sort of recommendation is that for a husband?” Fear made her tone sharp. Guilt, too. If only she’d gotten out and about sooner, events might never have come to this unfortunate pass. “Determined.” She sniffed. “What about love? Emily must be loved by her husband, and I don’t believe for even a moment he loves Emily.” She had no doubt whatever that marriage between Emily and Cynssyr would be disastrous. Marriage to the duke would be disastrous for any woman. “Love. He doesn’t know the meaning of the word.” She gave her other glove a jerk in order to slide her fingers to the ends. “He doesn’t. He can’t.” She tugged hard on the cuff. “He never will.”
“He’s one of the most powerful men in England, and he wants to marry Emily.” Mary tucked a strand of Anne’s hair behind her ear. Somewhere between blond and silver-gold, Anne’s hair refused to hold a curl. A woman who cared for the fashion of ringlets might have despaired. “Have you nothing else to wear, Anne? Something blue to match your eyes?”
“I’m presentable.” That’s all a spinster need be: presentable. Her eyes were of little account, not quite blue, not quite grey. Besides, they were too darkly lashed and obscured by a pair of spectacles, gold rims holding narrow ovals of glass. Her features were regular enough but to Anne, who had constantly the model of her sisters before her, they fell far short of beauty. Rarely did people look past the spectacles since she dressed like the spinster she was, in plain, sober gowns without concession to style.
“Powerful,” she now replied to her sister. “From an accident of birth. It’s not as though he earned his exalted position.” If she’d known how closely her expression resembled Cynssyr at his haughtiest she would have been mortified. “He’s a dilettante who probably cares more for his tailor or his bootmaker than the less fortunate people of England. What does he know of the suffering of real people?” Bartley Green had its share of misery. The duke didn’t know a thing about people from villages like Bartley Green. How could he, a man to the manor born, have any understanding of poverty? Or of hopelessness clinging to one’s soul like the dampness of mist.
“For pity’s sake, Anne, he’s not a monster.”
“I’ll take issue with that.” In truth, she knew little of the duke except what she read in the papers and that consisted primarily of melodramatic accounts of his social exploits. Still, if even a particle was true, he was the sort of man a lady avoided at all costs. Satirists rendered the duke’s amorous pursuits in droll cartoons, frequently showing him addressing the House of Lords while women swooned at his feet. The caricatures made clear where his interests lay, and it wasn’t the subject matter of his speeches.
“Papa is beside himself, you know.” Lucy sighed. “Emily a duchess.”
“Emily a what?” came a voice from the doorway.
“Papa will not interfere this time,” Anne said stoutly, but low enough that only Mary and Lucy heard. “He won’t coerce another daughter into a disastrous marriage.” What Lucy thought of this reference to her late husband she didn’t care. The stakes were too high for the nicety of silence on a painful subject.
Emily walked in, cooly elegant in a lilac carriage dress. Anne melted a little, as she always did when she looked at her youngest sister. She’d held an infant Emily in her arms, nursed her though illness and soothed her out of unhappiness. Beautiful, trusting Emily would be destroyed by a man like Cynssyr. Her sweet nature and high spirits would not survive the discovery that the duke did not and could not love her. Seeing her sister married to Cynssyr would break her heart. Emily needed love in her marriage. She deserved love. As their parents had once loved. This headlong rush to catastrophe simply had to be stopped.
“A duchess,” Lucy supplied.
“If I were a duchess,” said Emily, mimicking a regal stance, “you should have to curtsey when I come into the room.” Her eyes twinkled. “And Anne must listen to me for a change.”
“We’ll see about that. Lucy, dearest, your bootlace is untied.”
“What? Again?” She bent down. “What a nuisance. I am forever coming undone.”
“Hurry up, Lucy,” said Emily. “Aldreth says the carriage is ready.”
Anne smiled grimly and adjusted her cap. “Shall we?”
With dry roads and no rain to slow them down, the journey into Sussex didn’t take but two hours. Too short a drive, thought Anne. And, indeed, they arrived all too soon. She hadn’t nearly enough time to lay plans against the duke.
Lucy dropped one of her gloves when the carriage door opened. “Go on, Lucy,” said Anne. She dipped her head to avoid being enveloped by Emily’s skirt as she descended. “I’ll find it.”
“Thank you, Anne. You’re a treasure.” Lucy extended a hand to someone outside and stepped down.
Now, she thought, bending down, where was that glove? Not on the seat. “Come now, little glove,” she cajoled. “Blast, do stop hiding. Ah, hah!” There it was on the floor, kicked nearly out of sight beneath the lip of the seat.
“Welcome,” she heard a deep, resonant voice say to the others. “Welcome to Corth Abbey.”
Inside the carriage, Anne’s hand stopped inches from Lucy’s glove. She knew that voice. Memories and feelings rushed back, tugging at her heart.
“Anne?” Mary called from just outside.
She snatched the glove and for the space of a breath stayed bent down. Her pulse raced. She lifted a hand to her head to smooth her hair, then stopped. Curse her for her pride. What she looked like didn’t matter. Even if she were as beautiful as one of her sisters, what feelings Devon Carlisle may once have felt for her must be long dead. She recaptured her flight of fancy and gathered back the misgivings of her heart. Clutching Lucy’s glove, she stepped from the carriage, unnoticed.
Devon stood with Mary and Aldreth but he was bowing over Lucy’s hand, distracted, as most men were, by her beauty. Thus, Anne had the space of two breaths to compose herself. Though his circumstances had changed dramatically, he had not. His hair was still too long, and he still had that ungoverned air about him, as if he just barely restrained himself from some outrageous behavior. Four years had passed. She told herself she meant nothing to him now. Indeed, she expected he would show her only polite disinterest. He was rich now and ennobled while she was nothing but a spinster of no particular interest to anyone.
He let go of Lucy’s hand and greeted her father. Grinning, he gave Aldreth a thump on the shoulder. Then he turned to her. Anne felt her stomach contract with a kind of shivery sensation, equal parts trepidation and exhilaration it seemed to her.
“Anne,” he said in the wine-smooth voice she remembered so well. “How glad I am to see you. You are recovered, yes?” He moved to her, taking both her hands in his and smiling that sinister smile of his.
“Perfectly, my lord.” She bent a knee. Papa, when in his cups, tended to talk rather too much. Too late, she learned that four years ago Devon Carlisle had admired her more than a little. She’d returned the feeling, never dreaming that a man of Devon’s qualities would think of her as anything more than a chaperon for her sisters. They’d talked for hours in the days before Mary’s wedding, when she’d spent more time at Aldreth’s estate of Rosefeld than her own home. Then, of course, Devon had been a penniless younger son, and that had been reason enough for Papa to discourage him when he’d called after the wedding and been summarily dismissed.
“Devon,” he said softly. “On that I insist.”
Her pulse tripped. Lucy and Devon, she thought in a sort of wild panic, would suit. Yes. Suit they would. A perfect match those two. “Yes, sir.”
“Devon,” he repeated.
Hearing that warm and tender tone, her stomach fluttered with a herd of butterflies. Unbidden came the thought that she really could not bear a disappointment. Too much time had passed. Too much had changed. Four years had put marriage further from her grasp. As well imagine herself a Princess as imagine herself married, let alone married to him. Her place and her future were no mystery at all. She looked to Lucy who knelt over her boot, tying the laces yet again. “Lucy, dear, come along.” What she wanted wasn’t possible. Matters would end precisely where they had in Bartley Green.
“I own,” Ben remarked to Anne, turning his head so only Mary saw him smiling, “Bracebridge here meant to fetch the physic himself when he heard you were not well. He must have asked a dozen times if you were going to come with us.”
“We shall be a very merry party, I think,” said Devon quickly. He touched the bridge of his nose at the spot where it jogged slightly left rather than continue straight. “Lady Prescott has arrived.” Still holding one of Anne’s hands, he led them up the stairs. “And the Cookes. Mr. Hathaway, Major Truitt.” He gestured. “Breathe a word that the Sinclairs have accepted, and one must deal with all sorts of people desperate for an invitation.”
“Has his grace arrived yet?” Sinclair asked with a significant glance at Emily.
Dread knotted her stomach. That man, the duke who was so completely an unsuitable husband for any woman, would not toy with Emily’s heart the way he had with all those other women. No matter what. She didn’t know yet how she would prevent an engagement, but she would. Somehow she would.
Devon shook his head. “Alas, sir, no.”
Like that, Anne’s tension collapsed, the knot in her stomach unraveled. She leaned to Mary. “What did I tell you?” she whispered with undeniable exaltation. “Lord Ruin hasn’t even come, the coward. He got nowhere with Emily and has taken up easier prey.” A butler moved forward to take hats and cloaks.
“We shall see,” Mary said, handing over her cloak.
“Not here?” Sinclair repeated.
“The Privy Council was convened. He’s delayed until tomorrow at least. Perhaps even the day after. But there are guests enough for your amusement, sir.” Devon hadn’t yet left Anne’s side. “Major Truitt was kind enough to bring his sister Evelyn, whom I know you ladies will adore, and we are graced as well with Miss Fairchild, her mother and four cousins.”
Lucy came perilously close to knocking over one of a pair of celadon vases on either side of the grand staircase. The butler casually repositioned it. Again, that midnight gaze fell on Anne. From pure self-defense, she pretended not to notice. Long practice had made her adept at hiding her emotions. But she couldn’t stop herself from thinking that if only her life had been different, she might be four years married. A mother and a countess in the bargain, with every right to hold Devon’s hand in hers.
“Pond will show you to your rooms.”
No. It simply wasn’t possible. Earls married great beauties or heiresses, and she was neither. Anne tugged, and her fingers slipped from Devon’s grasp. They were only part way up the stairs, not even half way, when the front door opened. Hearing the sound, they stopped. The core component of the chattering group appeared to be young, unmarried females and their chaperones. A few gentlemen rounded out the group, young men, one or two of them soldiers Anne guessed from their posture and serious eyes. Every one of the men gazed at Emily and Lucy, stricken with awe as men usually were with her sisters.
“I saw the carriage,” said a woman with iron-grey hair. In the crook of her elbow she cradled a dog the color of snuff and constantly stroked between its pointed ears. “I thought perhaps my son had arrived earlier than expected. But I see it is you, Aldreth.” She inclined her head in a queenly nod. “Lady Aldreth.” Fixing her dragon gaze on Emily she said, “Do come downstairs, young woman.” She pointed at Lucy. “You, too.” Emily nodded and returned to the entranceway to offer a curtsey.
Anne’s heart sank to her toes. This could be none other than the duchess of Cynssyr and mother to the present duke. No other woman could have such an air of arrogance about her. This was disaster. Complete disaster. The duchess never stirred from Hampstead Heath except on a serious matter. And what could be more serious than meeting the woman her son proposed to should make her the dowager duchess of Cynssyr?
Lucy made a knee on the step just ahead of Anne, and Anne saw that Lucy’s bootlace had come unlaced yet again. “Lucy,” Anne whispered. But, too late.
Lucy started down the stairs to join Emily. She stepped on the dangling lace, stumbled and in trying to recover her balance tangled her foot in Anne’s skirt. By catching Lucy’s arm, she saved her sister from pitching headfirst down the stairs, but the effort cost Anne her own balance.
She grabbed for the bannister and grasped only air. The next thing she knew, she was falling with no hope of saving herself. With a strangled cry as she toppled sideways, Anne felt her ankle give a nasty turn. She landed hard on her side and bounced down two steps to the landing. She lay there, stunned and exquisitely aware of the hush.
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A Marriage of Notoriety
by
Diane Gaston
London, Spring 1814
“Mr. Xavier Campion,” Lady Devine’s butler’s baritone voice intoned.
“Adonis is here!” One of the young ladies standing near Phillipa Westleigh gasped, and the others shared furtive smiles.
Phillipa knew precisely who her friends would see when their gazes slipped towards the doorway. A young man tall and perfectly formed, with broad shoulders, a narrow waist, and muscled limbs. His hair would be as dark as the ebony keys on a pianoforte and longer than fashionable, but an excellent frame for his lean face, strong brow, sensitive mouth.
The young ladies had been tittering about him the whole evening. Would he come to the ball? Could they contrive an introduction? He’d been the main topic of conversation since they’d discovered him at the opera the night before. “He is an Adonis!” one proclaimed and the name stuck.
Phillipa had not attended the opera that night, heard before all of them that he’d come to Town. She, too, glanced to the doorway.
Clad in the formal red coat of the East Essex infantry, Xavier Campion looked as magnificent as a man could look in regimentals.
He scanned the room, his brilliant blue eyes searching until reaching Phillipa. His lips widened into a smile and he inclined his head before pivoting to greet Lord and Lady Devine.
“He smiled at us!” cried one of Phillipa’s friends.
No. He’d smiled at her.
Phillipa’s cheeks flushed.
Did he remember her? They’d been childhood friends in Brighton during the summers, especially the summer when she fell and suffered her injury.
Phillipa’s hand flew to her cheek, to where the jagged scar marred her face. Not even the clever feather her mother insisted be attached to her headpiece could hide the disfigurement.
Of course he remembered her. How many scar-faced girls could be known to handsome Xavier Campion?
She swung away, while the others giggled and whispered to each other. She heard their voices, but could not repeat a word any of them spoke. All she could think was how it might be if her appearance was different, if her right cheek was not branded with a jagged red scar. How she wished her complexion was as unflawed as her friends’. Then she could merely have a pretty ribbon threaded through her hair instead of the silly headpiece with its so obvious feather. She wished just once Xavier Campion could look upon her and think her as beautiful as he was handsome.
Her companions suddenly went silent and a masculine voice spoke. “Phillipa?”
She turned.
Xavier stood before her.
“I thought that was you.” He’d noticed her scar, he meant. “How are you? It has been years since I’ve seen you.”
The other young ladies stared in stunned disbelief.
“Hello, Xavier,” she managed, keeping her eyes downcast. “But you have been at war. You have been away.” She dared glance up to his face.
His smile made her heart twist. “It is good to be back in England.”
One of her friends cleared her throat.
Phillipa’s hand fluttered to her cheek. “Oh.” She looked from Xavier to the pretty girls around her. It was suddenly clear why he had approached her. “Let me present you.”
When the introductions were complete the other young ladies surrounded him, asking him clever questions about the war, where he’d been and what battles he’d fought.
Phillipa stepped back. She’d served her purpose. Her introductions made it possible for him to ask any of them to dance. She imagined their minds turning, calculating. He was only the younger son of an earl, but his looks more than made up for a lack of title. And he was reputed to have a good income.
Her friends were solidly on the marriage mart. They’d all been bred to hope for the perfect betrothal by the end of their first Season. Phillipa’s hopes had quickly become more modest and certainly did not include snaring the most handsome and exciting young man in the room. Not even ordinary eligible gentlemen paid her the least attention. Why should Xavier Campion?
In Brighton, when she’d been a young, foolish child, he’d been his companion. Although a few years older, he played children’s games with her. He filled buckets at the water’s edge with her in Brighton and built castles out of the pebbles on the beach. They’d chased each other through the garden of the Pavilion and pressed their faces against its windows, peeking at the grandeur inside. Sometimes, when they were at play, she’d stop and stare awe-struck at his beauty. Many a night she’d fall asleep dreaming that someday, when she was grown, Xavier would ride in like a prince on horseback and whisk her away to a romantic castle.
Well, she was grown now and the reality was that no man wanted a woman with a scar on her face. Eighteen years old was past time to put away such childhood fancies.
“Phillipa?” His voice again.
She turned.
Xavier extended his hand to her. “May I have the honor of this dance?”
She nodded, unable to speak, unable to believe her ears.
Her friends moaned in disappointment.
Xavier clasped her hand and led her to the dance floor as the orchestra began the first strains of a tune Phillipa easily identified, as she’d identified every tune played at the balls she’d attended.
The Nonesuch.
How fitting. Xavier was a nonesuch, a man without equal. There were none such as he.
The dance began.
Somehow, as if part of the music, her legs and feet performed the figures. In fact, her step felt as light as air; her heart, joy-filled.
He smiled at her. He looked at her. Straight in her face. In her eyes.
“How have you spent your time since last we played on the beach?” he asked when the dance brought them together.
They parted and she had to wait until the dance joined them again to answer. “I went away to school,” she told him.
School had been a mostly pleasant experience. So many of the girls had been kind and friendly, and a few had become dear friends. Others, however, had delighted in cruelty. The wounding words they’d spoken still felt etched in her memory.
He grinned. “And you grew up.”
“That I could not prevent.” Blast! Could she not contrive something intelligent to say?
He laughed. “I noticed.”
The dance parted them again, but his gaze did not leave her. The music connected them, the gaiety of the flute, the singing of the violin, the deep passion of the bass. She would not forget a note of it. In fact, she would wager she could play the tune on the pianoforte without a page of music in front of her.
The music was happiness, the happiness of having her childhood friend back.
She fondly recalled the boy he’d been and gladdened at the man he’d become. When his hand touched hers the music seemed to swell and that long ago girlish fantasy sounded a strong refrain.
But eventually the musicians played the final note and Phillipa blinked as if waking from a lovely dream.
He escorted her back to where she had first been standing.
“May I get you a glass of wine?” he asked.
It was time for him to part from her, but she was thirsty from the dance. “I would like some, but only if it is not too much trouble for you.”
His blue eyes sparkled as if amused. “Your wish is my pleasure.”
Her insides skittered wildly as she watched him walk away. He returned quickly and, handed her a glass. “Thank you,” she murmured.
Showing no inclination to leave her side, he asked polite questions about the health of her parents, and about the activities of her brothers, Ned and Hugh. He told her of encountering Hugh in Spain. She told him Hugh was also back from the war.
While they conversed, a part of her stood aside as if observing—and judging. Her responses displayed none of the wit and charm at which her friends so easily excelled, but he did not seem to mind.
She had no idea how long they chatted. It might have been ten minutes; it might have been half an hour, but it ended when his mother approached them.
“How do you do, Phillipa?” Lady Campion asked.
“I am well, ma’am.” Phillipa exchanged pleasantries with her, but Lady Campion seemed impatient.
She turned to her son. “I have need of you, Xavier. There is someone who wishes a word with you.”
He tossed Phillipa an apologetic look. “I fear I must leave you.”
He bowed.
She curtsied.
And he was gone.
No sooner had he walked away than her friend Felicia rushed up to her. “Oh, Phillipa! How thrilling! He danced with you.”
Phillipa could only smile. The pleasure of being with him lingered like a song played over and over in her head. She feared speaking would hasten its loss.
“I want to hear about every minute of it!” Felicia cried.
But Felicia’s betrothed came to collect her for the next set and she left with not even a glance back at her friend.
Another of Phillipa’s former schoolmates approached her, one of the young ladies to whom she introduced Xavier. “It was kind of Mr. Campion to dance with you, was it not?”
“It was indeed,” agreed Phillipa, still in perfect charity with the world, even though this girl had never precisely been a friend.
Her schoolmate leaned closer. “Your mother and Lady Campion arranged it. Was that not clever of them? Now perhaps other gentlemen will dance with you, as well.”
“My mother?” Phillipa gripped the stem of the glass.
“That is what I heard.” The girl smirked. “The two ladies were discussing it while you danced with him.”
Phillipa felt the crash of cymbals and the air was knocked out of her just like the day in Brighton when she fell.
Prevailing on family connections to manage a dance invitation was precisely the sort of thing her mother would do.
Dance with her, Xavier dear, she could almost hear her mother say. If you dance with her the others will wish to dance with her, too.
“Mr. Campion is an old friend,” she managed to reply to the schoolmate.
“I wish I had that kind of friend.” The girl curtsied and walked away.
Phillipa held her ground and forced herself to casually finish sipping her glass of wine. When she’d drained the glass of its contents she strolled to a table against the wall and placed the empty glass on it.
Then she went in search of her mother, and found her momentarily alone.
It was difficult to maintain composure. “Mama, I have the headache. I am going home.”
“Phillipa! No.” Her mother looked aghast. “Not when the ball is going so well for you.”
Because of her mother’s contrivance.
“I cannot stay.” Phillipa swallowed, trying desperately not to cry.
“Do not do this to yourself,” her mother scolded, through clenched teeth. “Stay. This is a good opportunity for you.”
“I am leaving.” Phillipa turned away and threaded her way quickly through the crush of people.
Her mother caught up with her in the hall and seized her arm. “Phillipa! You cannot go unescorted and your father and I are not about to leave when the evening is just beginning.”
“Our town house is three doors away. I daresay I may walk it alone.” Phillipa freed herself from her mother’s grasp. She collected her wrap from the footman attending the hall and was soon out in the cool evening air where no one could see.
Tears burst from her eyes.
How humiliating. To be made into Xavier Campion’s charity case. He’d danced with her purely out of pity. She was foolish in the extreme for thinking it could be anything else.
Phillipa set her trembling chin in resolve. She’d have no more of balls. No more of hopes to attract a suitor. She’d had enough. The truth of her situation was clear even if her mother refused to see it.
No gentleman would court a scar-faced lady.
Certainly not an Adonis.
Certainly not Xavier Campion.
London, August 1819
“Enough!” Phillipa slapped her hand flat on the mahogany side table.
The last time she’d felt such strength of resolve had been that night five years ago when she fled Lady Devine’s ball and removed herself out from the marriage mart for good.
To think she’d again wound up dancing with Xavier Campion just weeks ago at her mother’s ball. He’d once again taken pity on her.
No doubt her mother arranged those two dances as well as the first. More reason to be furious with her.
But never mind that. The matter at hand was her mother’s refusal to answer Phillipa’s questions, flouncing out the drawing room in a huff instead.
Phillipa had demanded her mother tell her where her brothers and father had gone. The three of them had been away for a week now. Her mother had forbidden the servants to speak of it with her and refused to say anything of it herself.
Ned and Hugh had a rather loud quarrel with their father, Phillipa knew. It had occurred late at night and had been loud enough to wake her.
“It is nothing for you to worry over,” her mother insisted. She said no more.
If it were indeed nothing to worry over, then why not simply tell her?
Granted, in the past several days Phillipa had been closeted with her pianoforte, consumed by her latest composition, a sonatina. Pouring her passions into music had been Phillipa’s godsend. Music gave her a challenge. It gave her life meaning.
Like getting the phrasing exactly right in the sonatina. She’d been so preoccupied she’d not given her brothers or her father a thought. Sometimes she would work so hard on her music that she would not see them for days at a time. It had finally become clear, though, that they were not at home. That, in itself was not so unusual, but her mother’s refusal to explain where they had gone was very odd. Where were they? Why had her father left London when Parliament was still in session? Why had her brothers gone with him?
Her mother would only say, “They are away on business.”
Business, indeed. A strange business.
This whole Season had been strange. First her mother and brother Ned had insisted she come to Town when she’d much have preferred to remain in the country. Then the surprise of her mother’s ball—
And seeing Xavier again.
The purpose of that ball had been a further surprise. It had been held for a person Phillipa had never known existed.
Perhaps that person would explain it all to her. His appearance, the ball, her brothers and father’s disappearance, all must be connected somehow.
She’d ask John Rhysdale.
No. She would demand Rhysdale tell her what was going on in her family and how he—her half-brother, her father’s illegitimate son—fit into it.
Rhysdale’s relationship to her had also been kept secret from her. Her brothers had known of him, apparently, but no one told her about him or why her mother gave the ball for him or why her parents introduced him to society as her father’s son.
A member of the Westleigh family.
Her mother had given her the task of writing the invitations to the ball, so she knew precisely where Rhysdale resided. Phillipa rushed out of the drawing room, collected her hat and gloves, and was out the door in seconds, walking with a determined step towards St. James’s Street.
She’d met Rhysdale the night of the ball. He was very near to Ned’s age, she’d guess. In his thirties. He looked like her brothers, too, dark-haired and dark-eyed. Like her, as well, she supposed, minus the jagged scar on her face.
To Rhysdale’s credit, he’d only given her scar a fleeting glance and afterward looked her in the eye. He’d been gentlemanly and kind. There had been nothing to object in him, except for the circumstances of his birth.
And his choice of friends.
Why did Xavier Campion have to be his friend? Xavier, the one man Phillipa wished to avoid over all others.
Phillipa forced thoughts of Xavier Campion out of her mind and concentrated on being angry at her mother instead. How dare her mother refuse to confide in her?
Phillipa had a surfeit of her mother’s over-protection. Phillipa could endure a ball with no dance partners. She could handle whatever mysterious matters led to her family’s aberrant behaviour. Just because an ugly scar marred her face did not mean she was a child.
She was not weak. She refused to be weak.
Phillipa took notice of passersby staring at her and pulled down a piece of netting on her hat. Her mother insisted she tack netting onto all her hats so she could obscure half her face and not receive stares.
She turned off St. James’s Street onto the street where Rhysdale lived. When she found the house, she only hesitated a moment before sounding the knocker.
Several moments passed. She reached for the knocker again, but the door opened. A large man with expressionless eyes perused her quickly. His brows rose.
“Lady Phillipa to see Mr. Rhysdale,” she said.
The man stepped aside and she entered the hall. He lifted a finger, which she took to mean she should wait, and he disappeared up the staircase.
The doors to rooms off the hall were closed, and the hall itself was so nearly devoid of all decoration that it appeared impersonal. Perhaps a single gentleman preferred no decoration. How would she know?
“Phillipa.” A man’s voice came from the top of the stairs.
She looked up.
But it was not Rhysdale who descended the stairs.
It was Xavier.
He quickly approached her. “What are you doing here, Phillipa? Is something amiss?”
She forced herself not to step back. “I—I came to speak with Rhysdale.”
“He is not here.” He glanced around. “You are alone?”
Of course she was alone. Who would accompany her? Not her mother. Certainly her mother would never make a social call to her husband’s illegitimate son. “I will wait for him, then. It is a matter of some importance.”
He gestured to the stairs. “Come. Let us sit in the drawing room.”
They walked up one flight of stairs and Phillipa glanced into a room she presumed would be the drawing room. She glimpsed several tables and chairs.
“What is this?” she exclaimed.
Xavier looked dismayed. “I will explain.” He gestured for her to continue up another flight of stairs.
He led her into a comfortably furnished parlor and extended his arm towards a settee upholstered in deep red fabric. “Do be seated. I will arrange for tea.”
Before she could protest, he left the room again. Her heart beat at such rapid rate that her hands trembled as she pulled off her gloves.
This was ridiculous. She refused to be made uncomfortable by him. He meant nothing to her. He’d merely been a boy who’d once been her playmate. Defiantly she swept the netting over the brim of her hat. Let him see her face.
He stepped back in the room. “We’ll have tea in a moment.” Choosing a chair near her, he leaned close. “I do not know when—if—Rhys will come back.”
“Do not tell me he has disappeared as well!” What was going on?
He touched her hand in a reassuring gesture. “He has not disappeared. I assure you.”
She pulled her hand away. “Where is he?” she demanded.
He leaned back. “He spends most days with Lady Gale.”
“Lady Gale?” What did Lady Gale have to do with anything?
Lady Gale was the stepmother of Adele Gale, the silly young woman to whom her brother Ned was betrothed. Both Adele and Lady Gale had been guests at her mother’s ball, so Rhysdale might have met them there, but was there more to that connection?
Xavier frowned. “You do not know about Rhysdale and Lady Gale?”
Phillipa waved a frustrated hand. “I do not know anything! That is why I am here. My brothers and my father have disappeared and my mother will not tell me where they have gone or why. I came to ask Rhysdale where they were, but it seems I’ve been excluded from even more family matters.”
There was a knock on the door and a man servant entered carrying the tea tray. As he placed the tray on a side table, he gave Phillipa a curious look.
Because of her scar, no doubt.
Xavier nodded to him. “Thank you, MacEvoy.”
The servant bowed and walked out, but not before tossing her another glance.
Xavier reached for the tea pot. “How do you take your tea, Phillipa? Still with lots of sugar?”
He remembered that? She’d had a sweet tooth as a little girl. That had been a long time ago, however.
She stood. “I do not wish to drink tea! I came here for answers. I am quite overset, Xavier. I do not know why everything is kept secret from me. Do I look as if I cannot handle adversity?” She jabbed at her scar. “I am well practiced in adversity. My mother—my whole family, it seems—apparently thinks not.” She faced him. “Something important has happened in my family—something more than Rhysdale’s appearance—and I am to be told nothing? I cannot bear it!” She pressed her hands against her temples for a moment, collecting herself. She pointed towards the door. “What is this place, Xavier? Why does my half-brother have a room full of tables where the drawing room should be and a drawing room on a floor for bed chambers?”
· · ·
Xavier stared back at Phillipa, considering how much to tell her.
He preferred this version of Phillipa to the one he’d so recently encountered at her mother’s ball. That Phillipa barely looked at him, barely conversed with him, even though he’d danced twice with her. She’d acted as if he were a loathsome stranger.
Her present upset disturbed him, however. Ever since they’d been children, he’d hated seeing her distressed. It reminded him of that summer in Brighton when the pretty little girl woke from a fall to discover the long cut on her face.
He admired Phillipa for not covering her scar now, for showing no shame of it or how she appeared to others. Besides, her color was high, appealingly so, and her agitation piqued his empathy. He understood her distress. He would greatly dislike being left out of family matters of such consequence.
But surely she’d been told of Rhys’s arrangement with her brothers.
“Do you not know about this place?” He swept his arm the breadth of the room.
Her eyes flashed. “Do you not comprehend? I know nothing.”
“This is a gambling establishment.” All of society knew of it. Why not Phillipa? “Nominally it is a gambling club so as to adhere to legalities. Have you not heard of the Masquerade Club?”
“No.” Her voice still held outrage.
He explained. “This is the Masquerade Club. Rhys is the proprietor. Patrons may attend in masks and thus conceal their identities—as long as they pay their gambling debts, that is. If they need to write vowels, they must reveal themselves.” He made a dismissive gesture. “In any event, it is meant to be a place where both gentlemen and ladies may enjoy cards or other games. Ladies’ reputations are protected, you see.”
She looked around again, her expression incredulous. “This is a gambling house?”
“Not this floor. These are Rhys’s private rooms, but he is not here very often these days.”
She pressed fingers to her forehead. “Because he is with Lady Gale.”
He nodded. Rhys’s connection to Lady Gale ought to have been roundly discussed at the Westleigh residence.
He could tell her this much. “Sit, Phillipa. Have some tea. I will explain.”
He reached for the teapot again but she stopped him with a light touch to his hand. “I will pour.” She lifted a cup and raised her brows in question.
“A little milk. A little sugar,” he replied.
She fixed his cup and handed it to him. “Explain, Xavier. Please.”
“About Lady Gale and Rhys,” he began. “Earlier this Season Lady Gale came masked to the Masquerade Club.”
She lifted her cup. “She is a gambler? I would not have guessed.”
He lifted a shoulder. “Out of necessity. She needed money. She attended often enough for Rhys to become acquainted with her. In learning of her financial need, he began paying her to come gamble.”
“Paying her?” Her hand stopped before the teacup reached her lips.
He gave a half-smile. “He fancied her. He did not know her name, though. Nor did she know his connection to your family.”
She looked at him expectantly. “And?”
“They became lovers.” He took a breath. “And she is with child. They are to be married as soon as the license can be arranged.” He paused. “And other matters settled.”
“Other matters.” Her brows knitted. “Ned’s courtship of Lady Gale’s stepdaughter, do you mean?”
He nodded. “And more.”
Rhys’s gambling house and his affair with Lady Gale had hardly caused her a blink of the eye. Surely she was made of stern enough stuff to hear the whole of it.
She gave him a direct look. “What more?”
“Do you know of Ned and Hugh’s arrangement with Rhys?” he asked.
She shook her head. “I am depending upon you to tell me all of it, Xavier. All of it.”
How could he resist her request?
Ever since her injury. What age had he been? Twelve? She’d been about seven and he’d never forgotten that summer.
How it pained him to see that little girl so wounded, so unhappy.
If only he could have prevented it.
He’d felt it his duty to cheer her up. He’d learned that summer that one should act, if one could. Not hold back..
So he’d made her his responsibility and worked to cheer her up.
It was not his place to tell her about her family’s affairs, but….
He set his jaw. “This past April Ned and Hugh came to Rhys and asked him to open a gaming house. They had scraped together the funds for it, but they needed Rhys to run it.”
“They asked Rhysdale to run a gaming house for them?” She sounded incredulous.
He took a sip of tea. “Out of desperation. Your family was in dire financial straits. Did you know of that?”
She shook her head.
He might as well tell her all. “Your father’s gambling…and carousing…brought your family to the brink of ruin. You, your mother, everyone who depended upon the Westleigh estates for their livelihood would have suffered terribly if nothing had been done.”
Her eyes widened. “I had no idea.”
“So Ned and Hugh hit upon the idea of a gaming house. Rhys agreed to run it, although your father gave him no reason to feel any sense of loyalty to the family. Besides taking half the profits, though, Rhys asked that your father publicly acknowledge him as his natural son.”
“Hence my mother’s ball,” she said.
“Indeed.” The ball was part of Rhys’s payment. “The scheme worked perfectly. The element of masquerade has made this place successful beyond anyone’s hopes. Your family is rescued.”
She looked askance. “If all has gone so well, where are my father and brothers?”
“They went to the continent. To Brussels.” Ought he tell her this part? He peered at her. “Phillipa, are you close to your father?”
She laughed. “I daresay not.” She glanced away, her face shadowed. “Should he chance encounter me, he looks through me. Or away.”
His heart constricted.
“Your father made trouble for Rhys, I’m afraid. He detested Rhys being the family’s salvation.” She did not need to know all the details. “Suffice to say your father challenged Rhys to a duel—”
“A duel!” She looked aghast.
“It did not take place,” he assured her. “Your brothers stood by Rhys and together they forced your father to relinquish all control of the family’s money and property to Ned.” Either that or publicly shame the man. “They offered your father a generous allowance, but only if he moved to the Continent. Your brothers traveled with him to make certain he reaches his destination and keeps his word. He is to remain there. He will not come back.”
“He is gone?” She turned pale, making her red scar more vivid. “I had no notion of any of this.”
He feared she would faint and he rose from his chair to sit beside her on the settee, wrapping an arm around her. “I know this is a shock.”
He remembered how he’d held her as a little girl, when she cried about being ugly. He’d never thought her ugly. Certainly not now, although to see her face, half-beautiful, half-damaged, still made something inside him twist painfully.
She recovered quickly and moved from his grasp. “How could I have been so unaware? How could I have not had some inkling?”
“It is not your fault, Phillipa. I am certain they meant to protect you,” he said.
“I do not need their protection!” she snapped. She looked at him as if he were the object of her anger. “I do not need pity.”
He admired her effort to remain strong.
“I must leave.” She snatched up her gloves and stood.
He rose as well. “I will walk you home.”
Her eyes shot daggers. “I am fully capable of walking a few blocks by myself.”
He did not know how to assist her. “I meant only—”
She released a breath and spoke in an apologetic tone. “Forgive me, Xavier. It is unfair of me to rail at you when you have done me the honor of exposing my family to me.” She pulled on her gloves. “But truly there is no need to walk me home. I am no green girl in need of a chaperone.”
“If that is your wish.” He opened the door for her and walked with her down the stairs.
She stopped on the first floor landing, pointing to a doorway with a half-closed door. “Is this the game room?”
“It is.” He opened the door the whole way. “You can see the card tables and the tables for faro, hazard, and rouge et noir.”
She peeked in, but did not comment.
As they continued down the stairs, she asked, “Why are you here in a gaming house, Xavier?”
He shrugged. “I assist Rhys. As a friend.”
He was useful to Rhys. Because of his looks, men dismissed him and women were distracted. Consequently, he saw more than either sex imagined and, for that, Rhys paid him a share of his profits.
“Do you have the gambling habit, then?” she asked.
Like her father? “Not a habit,” he responded, although once it had been important to prove himself at the card table. “These days I play less and watch more.”
They reached the hall and Xavier walked her to the door. When he turned the latch and opened it for her, she pulled down the netting on her hat, covering her face.
The action made him sad for her.
He opened his mouth to repeat the offer to escort her.
She lifted a hand. “I prefer to be alone, Xavier. Please respect that.”
He nodded.
“Good day,” she said in a formal voice.
He grabbed his hat and waited until he surmised she would have reached the corner of the street. Then he stepped outside and followed her, keeping her in sight, just in case she should require assistance of any kind. He followed her all the way to her street and watched until she safely entered her house.
It was a familiar habit, looking out for her, one he’d practiced over and over that long-ago summer in Brighton, when his duty towards her first began.
Phillipa walked briskly back to her family’s town house, emotions in disharmony. Her mind whirled. Rhysdale’s gaming house. Her father’s shameful behaviour.
Xavier.
She had not expected to see Xavier, and her face burned with embarrassment that it had been he who exposed her family’s troubles to her.
Her family’s shame. Did there ever exist such a father as hers? What must Xavier think of him. Of them.
Of her.
She hurried through the streets.
How could she have been so insensible? Her family had been at the brink of ruin and she’d not had an inkling. She should have guessed something was awry. She should have realized how out of character it was for her father to hold a ball for anyone, least of all a natural son.
Seeing Xavier there distracted her.
No. It was unfair to place the blame on Xavier. Or even on her family.
She was to blame. She’d deliberately isolated herself, immersing herself in her music so as not to think about being in London, not to think of that first Season, that first dance with Xavier, nor of dancing with him again at the ball.
Instead she’d poured everything into her compositions. With the music, she’d tried to recreate her youthful feelings of joy and the despairing emotions of reality. She’d transitioned the tune to something bittersweet—how it had felt to dance with him once again.
Her mind had been filled with him, and she’d not spared a thought for her family. In fact, she’d resented whenever her mother insisted she receive morning calls, including those of Lady Gale and her step-daughter. It surprised her that she’d paid enough attention to learn that Ned intended to marry the artless Adele Gale. The girl had reminded Phillipa of her school friends and that first Season when they’d been innocent and starry-eyed.
And hopeful.
Phillipa had paid no attention at all to her father, but, then, he paid no attention to her. She’d long ago learned not to care about what her father thought or did or said, but how dare he be so selfish as to gamble away the family money? She would not miss him. It was a relief to no longer endure his unpleasantness.
Phillipa entered the house and climbed the stairs to her music room. She pulled off her hat and gloves and sat at the pianoforte. Her fingers pressed the ivory keys, searching for expression of the feelings resonating inside of her. She created a discordant sound, a chaos, unpleasant to her ears. She rose again and walked to the window, staring out at the small garden behind the town house. A yellow tabby cat walked the length of the wall, sure-footed, unafraid, surveying the domain below.
Her inharmonious musical notes re-echoed in her ears. Unlike the cat, she was not sure-footed. She was afraid.
For years she’d been fooling herself, saying she was embracing life by her study of music. Playing the pianoforte, composing melodies, gave her some purpose and activity. Although she yearned to perform her music or see it published for others to perform, what hope could she have to accomplish that? No lady wanted a disfigured pianiste in her musicale. And no music publisher would consider an earl’s daughter to be a serious composer.
There was an even more brutal truth to jar her. She was hiding behind her music. So thoroughly she missed the drama at play on her family’s stage. All kinds of life occurred outside the walls of her music room and she’d been ignoring it all. She needed to rejoin life.
Phillipa spun away from the window. She rushed from the room, startling one of the maids passing through the hallway. What was the girl’s name? When had Phillipa begun to be blind to the very people around her?
“Pardon, miss.” The girl struggled to curtsey even though her hands were laden with bed linens.
“No pardon is necessary,” Phillipa responded. “I surprised you.” She started to walk past, but turned. “Forgive me, I do not know your name.”
The girl looked even more startled. “It is Ivey, miss. Sally Ivey.”
“Ivey,” Phillipa repeated. “I will remember it.”
The maid curtsied again and hurried on her way.
Phillipa reached the stairs, climbing them quickly, passing the floor to the maids’ rooms and continuing to the attic where one small window provided a little light. She opened one of the trunks and rummaged through it, not finding for what she searched. In the third trunk, though, triumph reigned. She pulled it out. A lady’s mask, one her mother had made for her to attend a masquerade at Vauxhall Gardens during her first Season. It had been specifically designed to cover her scar.
She’d never worn it.
Until now.
Because she’d decided her first step to embrace life and conquer fear was to do what Lady Gale had done. She would wait until night. She would step out into the darkness and make her way to St. James’s Street.
Phillipa would attend The Masquerade Club. If Lady Gale thought it acceptable to attend, so could she. She would don the mask and enter a gaming house. She would play cards and hazard and faro and see what sort of investment Ned and Hugh had made in Rhysdale.
He would be there, of course, but that was of no consequence. If she encountered Xavier, he would not know her.
No one would know her.
· · ·
That night Phillipa stepped up to the door to Rhysdale’s town house. No sounds of revelry reached the street and nothing could be seen of the gamblers inside, but, even so, she immediately sensed a different mood to the place than earlier in the day.
She sounded the knocker and the same taciturn manservant who’d attended the hall that morning, answered the door.
“Good evening, sir.” She entered the hall and slipped off her hooded cape. This time she did not need netting to hide her face; her mask performed that task.
The manservant showed no indication of recognizing her and she breathed a sign of relief. The mask must be working.
She handed him her cape. “What do I do next? I am new here, you see.”
He nodded and actually spoke. “Wait here a moment. I will take you to the cashier.”
The knocker sounded the moment he stepped away, but he returned quickly and opened the door to two gentlemen who greeted him exuberantly. “Good evening to you, Cummings! Trust you are well.”
Cummings took their hats and gloves and inclined his head towards Phillipa. “Follow them, ma’am.”
The gentleman glanced her way and their brows rose with interest. How novel. Without her mask most men quickly looked away.
“Is this your first time here, ma’am?” one asked in a polite tone.
“It is.” She made herself smile.
The other gentleman offered an arm. “Then it will be our pleasure to show you to the cashier.”
This was how she would be treated if not disfigured. With pleasure, not pity.
How new as well to accept the arm of a stranger when she’d been reared to acknowledge gentlemen only after a formal introduction took place. Would he think her fast for doing so? Or did it not matter? The gentleman would never know her.
She’d already defied the conventions of a well-bred lady by walking alone on the streets at night. She’d gathered her cloak and hood around her and made her way briskly, ignoring anyone she passed. Gas lamps lit most of the way and there had been plenty of other pedestrians out and about to make the trek feel safe.
Taking the arm of a stranger for a few seconds seemed tame after that.
He and the other gentleman escorted her to one of the rooms that had been hidden behind closed doors earlier that day. It was at the back of the house and, judging from the bookshelves that lined one of the walls, must have once been the library. Besides a few lonely books on the shelves, the room was as sparsely decorated as the hall. A large desk dominated the room. Behind the desk sat the man who had served her tea.
“MacEvoy,” one of her escorts said. “We have a new lady for you. This is her first time here.”
MacEvoy looked her straight in the face. “Good evening, ma’am. Shall I explain how the Masquerade Club operates?”
“I would be grateful.” She searched for signs that this man recognized her. There were none.
He told her the cost of membership and explained that she would purchase counters from him to use in play in the game room. She could purchase as many counters as she liked, but, if she lost more than she possessed, she must reveal her identity.
This was how patrons were protected, he explained. They would know who owed them money, and those who needed their identity protected dared not wager more than they possessed.
Phillipa had little interest in the wagering, but hoped she purchased enough counters to appear as if she did.
“We will take you to the gaming room, ma’am,” one of her escorts said.
“That would be kind of you.” She knew the way, but did not want the gentlemen to realize it.
When they entered the room, it seemed transformed, a riot of color and sound. The rhythm of rolling dice, the hum of voices, the trill of shuffling cards melded into a strange symphony. Could such noise be recreated in music? What might be required? Horns? Drums? Castanets?
“Ma’am, do you wish to join us in cards?” one of her gentlemen escorts broke her reverie.
She shook her head. “You have assisted me enough, sir. I thank you both. Please be about your own entertainment.”
They bowed and she turned away from them and scanned the room as she made her way to the hazard table. To her great relief, she did not see Xavier. A pretty young woman acted as croupier at the hazard table, which surprised Phillipa. She’d not imagined women employed to do such a job. She knew the rules of hazard, but thought it insipid to wager money on the roll of dice. Phillipa watched the play, interested more in the people than the gambling. Several of the croupiers were women. The women players were mostly masked, like she, but some were not. She wondered about them. Who were they and why did they not worry about their reputations? Perhaps she in the company of actresses. Opera dancers. Women who would not hide from life.
There certainly seemed to be great numbers of counters being passed around in the room. Those who won, exclaimed in delight; the losers, groaned and despaired. Happy sounds juxtaposed with despairing ones. She’d never heard the like.
She glimpsed Rhysdale. He circulated through the room, watching, stopping to speak to this or that person. He came close to her and her heart raced. He looked directly at her, nodding a greeting before passing on. She smiled. He had not recognized her.
She walked over to the faro table. If hazard was an insipid game, faro was ridiculous. One wagered whether a particular card would be chosen from the deck. If you placed money on the banker’s card you lost; if on the winning card you won double.
Still, she ought to gamble. To merely gape at everything would appear a bit suspicious.
She stifled a giggle. Out in society, people treated her as if she did not exist. Here she feared them noticing her.
She played at faro and became caught up in the spirit of the game. She cried with joy when she won and groaned at her losses, just like the other patrons. She was merely one of the crowd. Even her deep green gown blended with the tableau as if she were a part of the decor of reds, greens, and glinting golds. Her anonymity became like a cloak around her, protecting her so well she forgot that, besides Rhysdale, there might be someone at the club who could recognize her.
· · ·
Xavier defused some escalating tempers, interrupted some reckless wagers and otherwise performed the same tasks as always at the Masquerade Club. His mind, however, continued to wander back to that morning.
Ought he have sent Phillipa to Rhys? Should it have been Rhys’s choice of whether to tell her about her father, about the gaming house?
No. Rhys might have some of the same blood flowing through his veins as Phillipa, but she was a stranger to him. Xavier had known her forever, even before her injury. He’d been close to her once. Her injury bound them together.
Or at least it bound him to her.
He’d been wrong to neglect her since the war ended. He should have sought her out before this. Made certain she was in good health and in good spirits. Perhaps that was why she was so cold to him at the ball.
Perhaps he would call upon her soon. See how she was faring after what he’d told her this afternoon.
Satisfied with that thought, Xavier circulated throughout the room, perusing the players and the croupiers, remaining alert to any potential problems. Most of the players here tonight were familiar to him as regular attendees. Even the masked ones were familiar, although there were a few whose identities he’d not yet guessed.
A new woman caught his eye. He’d not seen her arrive and did not know in whose party she might be included, but there was something about her….
She dressed expensively in a gown of dark green silk. Its sheen caught the lamplight and transformed the rather plain style into something elegant. Who was she and why she was here for the first time?
Xavier watched her.
And came more disturbed.
His brows knit as he walked closer to her. He knew her, did he not?
Xavier stood across the faro table from her, waiting for the puzzle pieces to sort themselves. She glanced up and her gaze held his for a brief moment. She quickly looked away.
He walked around the table and leaned towards her ear. “May I have a moment to speak with you, miss?”
She bowed her head and allowed him to lead her out of the room.
He brought her to a private corner of the hallway and backed her against the wall. “What the devil are you doing here, Phillipa?”
She glared at him. “How did you know it was me?”
How did he know? The set of her shoulders. The tilt of her chin. Her smile. “It was not that difficult.”
“Rhysdale did not recognize me.” That chin lifted.
“He does not know you as I do.” But he would not allow her to change the subject. “Why are you here?”
She shrugged. “To gamble. Why else?”
“Who is with you?” Her brothers were gone. And, if they had not been, they would have had to answer to him for bringing their sister here.
“No one,” she said.
“No one?” She could not have come alone. “How did you get here?”
She gave him a defiant look. “I walked.”
Walked? “Alone?”
She did not waver. “Yes, alone.”
He seized her arm. “Have you taken leave of your senses? You cannot walk about alone at night.”
“It is only a few blocks.” She continued to stare into his eyes. “Besides, Ned and Hugh taught me how to defend myself.” She lifted her skirt and showed him a sheathed knife attached to her calf.
As if she would have time to draw it, if a man accosted her. As if such a man could not easily grab it from her hand.
“And that makes you safe.” He spoke with sarcasm.
“There were plenty of people about and street lamps were lit along Piccadilly. It was like walking in daytime.”
He doubted that. He also doubted that she was there for the simple reason of gambling. “Come,” he said. “Let us talk in the supper room.”
The supper room served wine and spirits and a buffet supper. Designed in the style of Robert Adam, its decor was light and airy, the opposite of the game room with its darker colors. Chairs and tables covered white linens were arranged for conversation. Along one wall stood a huge buffet table upon which were set out a variety of cold meats, cheeses, cakes and compotes. Patrons could help themselves to the food and sit at tables covered with white linen. Servants attended the room, providing drink.
The supper room was a needed respite from the high emotions in the game room, Xavier thought.
“Be seated. I’ll get you something to eat.” He led her to a table set away from the few people seated in the room, and made his way to the buffet.
To his dismay, Rhys was in the room, chatting with some gentlemen seated not too far away from the white pianoforte in the corner.
Xavier glanced back at Phillipa whose posture had stiffened. She, too, had noticed Rhys.
Rhys excused himself and crossed the room to Xavier. “I noticed we have a new woman patron.” He faced Xavier but his back was to Phillipa. “What is wrong with her? She did not seem to be falling at your feet like other woman.”
Xavier’s good looks did not matter one jot to Rhys. In fact, Rhys was perhaps the only person, besides Xavier’s own family, of whom he could say such a thing. Rhys was no fool, though. He knew women were attracted to Xavier.
Xavier evaded the question. “I am reasonably sure she is merely here for the gambling. Not the sort to cause trouble.”
Rhys laughed. “I thought you’d met your match.”
Xavier shook his head.
Rhys put a hand on Xavier’s arm. “I have a favor to ask of you.”
During the war, Rhys twice saved Xavier’s life. At Badajoz. At Quatre Bras. Xavier would have done the same for Rhys. “What is it?”
Rhys glanced around. “Take over the club for a few days, will you? The gentlemen with whom I was conversing have an investment that may interest me, but it would require a few days travel.”
“Certainly,” Xavier agreed. “What sort of investment?”
“Steam engines,” Rhys replied.
“Steam engines?” The machines that had caused such riots and unrest in the textile industry?
“Expanding their use. Making them smaller. Steam engines will do great things, you will see.” Rhys wanted another way to build wealth besides a gambling house. He’d never intended to make gambling his life.
Gambling and soldiering had enabled Rhys to survive after Rhys’s mother died and Lord Westleigh abandoned him to the streets. Xavier, on the other hand, had grown up amidst luxury and the devotion of his parents and siblings. They made unusual friends.
Xavier nodded. “If it looks to be a good investment make certain I have a share.”
Rhys leaned forwards. “If it is the sort of investment I expect, I may be asking you to take over the gaming house altogether.”
Run the gaming house? Xavier would do it. He delighted at doing the unexpected. Nearly everyone he’d ever met expected him to coast through life on his looks, but that is the last thing Xavier intended to do. He’d prove himself by skill, cunning, strength. Character. He’d already proved himself a good gambler, a brave soldier; he’d not mind proving he could run the best gaming house in London.
He glanced back at Phillipa. “I’ll take over the gaming house, if it comes to that, Rhys. But now I had better not keep this lady waiting.”
Rhys clapped him on the back and left the room.
Xavier brought two plates of food to the table where Phillipa waited.
“You must not have told him,” she said as he placed a plate before her.
“Told him?” Ah, she thought he would tell Rhys about her. “Of course not.” He planned on no one knowing she’d come here. “I am going to get you through this folly of yours without injury to your person or your reputation.”
“Reputation?” She made a disparaging sound. “After what you told me about my father today, is not the whole family drenched in scandal? What does my reputation matter now?”
He signaled to a servant to bring some wine. “Society has always known your father to be a gambler and a philanderer. His self-exile to the Continent will seem like an honorable act. Your family’s reputation should stay intact.”
The wine arrived and Phillipa took a sip.
Her voice dipped low. “No matter. I have no need to preserve a reputation. That is for marriageable young ladies or matrons concerned about children.”
He felt a stab of sympathy. “You do not intend to marry?”
She glanced away. “Do not be absurd. You know what is beneath this mask.” She turned back to him with a defiant gaze. “So there is nothing to risk. If I am attacked on the street, what will it matter?”
“Do not pretend to be stupid, Phillipa,” he growled. “A horror could befall you much worse than a cut on a face.” At Badajoz he’d seen what violence men could inflict on women.
She blinked. “I know.”
He pushed the plate closer to her. “Have a bit of cake and let us speak of other things besides horrors.”
She obliged him and he found himself fascinated by the small bite she took of the cake, of her licking a crumb off her lip. Her lips were a most appealing shade of pink.
“I am not really so much in the doldrums, you know,” she went on. “I was merely trying to provoke you.”
He grinned. “Poke me and I’ll poke you back.”
They’d played that game as children. Much to his annoyance, as he recalled.
She pursed her lips. “You had better not poke me. I poke back much better than I used to. I am no longer a little girl, you know.”
He could not help but let his gaze peruse her. “I know.”
Her eyes flashed. “Do not make a jest of me, Xavier.”
A jest? He was seeing her as a man sees a woman. “You ought to know me better, Phillipa.”
“I do not know you at all now.” Her expression turned bleak. “It has been a long time since we were children.”
“I have not changed.” He had changed, though. He’d once told himself he’d always look out for her, but he’d left her behind, a mere memory, as he grew to manhood and went to war.
“I have changed.” She lifted her chin again. “I have become quite independent, you know.”
“Hence the excursion to a gaming hell.” He touched her hand, but quickly withdrew.
Her fingers folded. “A gaming hell makes it sound so nefarious. It is rather staid, though. What a disappointment.”
He frowned. “What did you expect?”
“Some debauchery, at least!” She laughed. “I did not know what to expect, but my curiosity was piqued to see what my brothers thought would be the saving of our family. And of our village and its people. There are a great deal of counters being won and lost.”
“In gambling, the house always has the advantage. Rhys’s success has been beyond everyone’s expectations.” And Xavier vowed he’d make even more money from it.
Phillipa finished her wine. “May I return to the tables, Xavier? I still have money left to lose.”
He didn’t want to take her back to the game room. Not all the patrons of the place were gentlemen. She was too attractive—alluring, even—and she was alone. “Rhys is in the game room.”
“Are you afraid he’ll recognize me this time?” she asked.
“You should worry over it,” he countered. “He might recognize you. Or someone else might.”
Her eyes shifted. “No they won’t. They have never looked at me long enough to recognize me in a mask.” She stood. “I wish to return to the tables. I was getting accustomed to faro. I believe I will play some more.”
He had no choice but to stand. “Very well, Phillipa.”
When they walked back to the doorway, she inclined her head towards the piano. “Who plays for you?”
He shrugged. “No one. It is left from the previous owner.” Who also ran a brothel here as well as a gaming house, but she did not need to know that. A young fellow played the piano and the girls sang and flirted with the men.
He escorted Phillipa back to the game room and left her at the faro table where he had found her.
“Campion brought you back?” One of the men gave her a flirtatious look. “We’d despaired of ever seeing you again. Has the pick of the ladies, that one has.”
Xavier did not hear Phillipa’s response.
He could not hover around her, though. He’d only call more attention to her. There were gossips in the crowd who would make it their business to discover who she is.
He would watch from afar, in case she needed assistance, and when she made ready to leave, it would not be alone.
He stepped in to the hall where Cummings attended the door.
No one entered or left without Cummings knowing of it. “Do you recall the new woman who came earlier, the masked one in the dark green gown?” Xavier asked.
Cummings nodded.
“When she is ready to leave, detain her and alert me. Do not allow her to leave until I speak with her.”
Cummings nodded again and if he thought anything odd in this request, he made no comment. But, then, Cummings rarely commented about anything.
“I thank you, Cummings.”
Xavier returned to the game room, glancing first to see that Phillipa still played at the faro table. He’d keep an eye on her as well as on the other gamblers, and he’d be ready to see that Phillipa arrived safely to her town house door.
· · ·
After Xavier left her at the faro table, Phillipa’s very limited interest in gambling waned even further, but she persisted, merely to show him he could not drive her away.
One of the gentlemen who’d escorted her to the cashier and to the gaming room, approached her. “Are you enjoying yourself, ma’am?”
How unexpected it was to be called “ma’am” as if she were a married lady.
Xavier glanced in her direction so she smiled at the gentleman. “I am indeed. I even win sometimes.”
The gentleman laughed. “That is the main purpose of coming here.” One brow rose. “Or do you have another purpose in mind?”
By his very significant look, she knew he meant something of consequence. She was not sure, but it could be flirtation. How very unexpected, if so.
“The gambling attracts me, of course.” Why not simply ask him what he means? “What else could there be?”
His eyes flitted over her person. “I saw that Mr. Campion singled you out for notice. Are you to be another of his conquests?”
Her smile stiffened. This was the second man to suggest such a thing. “Another of his conquests? Goodness! How many does he have?”
He slid Xavier a jealous look. “He can have any woman he wishes.”
That did not precisely answer her question.
No matter. What difference to her how many women fell for the handsome Xavier Campion? What woman would not? She’d always known women found him irresistible.
For some odd reason, it bothered her to hear this man say so.
“Does he wish to claim you?” the man persisted.
Surely this was impertinence. Apparently impertinence was acceptable behaviour in a gaming house. And perhaps this gentleman did not think her a young lady worthy of respect.
That was why most of the women in the room wore masks, was it not? They would be scorned and their reputations ruined if their identities were known here. The masks protected them.
Ironically her mask merely assured that a gentlemen would speak to her. He certainly would not, if he had seen her face.
She turned back to the faro table. “I do believe Mr. Campion merely wished to welcome me to the house.”
The man bowed. “I do understand.”
He understood? She wished she did. She intended to merely avoid his question. There was nothing to be understood.
He walked away.
She shook her head. If that man intended a flirtation, he gave up too easily.
She caught Xavier looking at her, and as she turned away from him, caught a woman glaring at her. Out of jealousy? Now this was a unique experience. A woman shooting daggers of jealousy at her instead of melting with pity.
All this was new. New people. New experiences. If she’d not consumed a little too much wine when with Xavier and if the hour were not so dreadfully late, her heart would be racing with excitement. She found it difficult to keep from yawning, though. Her mask itched and her feet hurt and she yearned to be between the cool linens of her bed.
She should leave.
Phillipa walked out of the room and cashed in her counters with the cashier. She’d lost money, but it hardly signified since the money simply went back to her family. She made her way to the hall to collect her cape and gloves. The same taciturn hall servant stood there.
And so did Xavier.
When the servant walked off to get her things, she faced him. “Making sure that I leave, Xavier?”
“No.” He did not look pleased. “I will walk you home.”
“That is not necessary, I assure you,” she responded. “I am perfectly capable of walking by myself.”
“Regardless, I will walk you home.”
The servant brought her cloak and Xavier took it from him. He stepped towards Phillipa and placed it around her shoulders. The touch of his hands on her shoulders caused a frisson of sensation down her back.
She disliked being so affected by Xavier Campion. It made her think of how she’d felt dancing with him. The thrill of coming close to him, of touching him.
The servant opened the door and the cool evening air revived her.
Phillipa crossed over the threshold with Xavier right behind her. “I do not need an escort.”
He fell in step with her. “Nevertheless, I need to do this.”
She scoffed. “Do not be absurd. You can have the company of any woman you like. One of the gentlemen told me so.”
His step slowed for a moment. “Phillipa, if any danger should befall you on this walk home, I would never forgive myself for not preventing it.”
He sounded so serious.
“So dramatic, Xavier. I am not your responsibility.”
His voice turned low. “At this moment, you are.”
It was very late. Three in the morning, at least, and she had never walked the streets of Mayfair at such an hour. Certainly not with a man at her side.
A man like Xavier.
But she must not think of him like that.
They crossed Piccadilly and as they headed towards Berkeley Square, their footsteps sounded a rhythm broken only by the echoing of a carriage or hackney coach somewhere in the distance. Other sounds—voices, music—wafted to her ears, only to fade quickly. She concentrated on the sounds, searching for a melody she might recreate on her pianoforte, a melody that would sound like the night felt. Cool, peaceful, empty.
“Are you talking to yourself, Phillipa?” Xavier asked.
She’d been lost in her music. “Why do you ask?”
“Your lips were moving.”
She’d been playing the music to herself. How daft she must appear. “I—I hear music in the sounds of the night. I try to remember them.”
“Music?” He could not hear the music, obviously.
“In our footsteps. The carriages.” She shrugged. “The other sounds.”
He paused before responding. “I see.”
Her mask irritated her face. She untied it and pulled it off, rubbing her scar before concealing her face with the hood of her cloak.
“I like music,” she explained. “I have studied music and the pianoforte a great deal over the last few years.” Since that ball when she’d first danced with him. Of course, she’d never played The Nonesuch again, though it had once been a favorite of hers. “It is my greatest pleasure.”
“Is it?” He acted as if interested. “I should like to hear you play.”
Such a polite thing to say. The sort of thing one says when pretending an interest that didn’t truly exist. Like choosing a dance partner as a favor to one’s mother’s friend.
“I play the pianoforte alone. It consumes my time.” She made it seem as if she preferred not to have an audience when she really longed to play for others, to discover if her compositions and her technique had any merit.
He stopped speaking for a half a block.
She regretted snapping at him. “I think I spend too much time with my music. I think that is why I did not notice that my family was in distress.”
“You isolated yourself.” He sounded as if that would be a sad thing.
“Too much, perhaps,” she admitted. “That is the main reason I decided to visit the Masquerade Club.”
“Could you not simply decide to attend balls and routs and musicales instead?” His tone disapproved.
She was invisible in such places. No one looked at her if they could help it. No one spoke to her if they could avoid it.
When she donned the mask this night all that changed. “Perhaps balls and routs and musciales are not exciting enough for me.”
His fingers closed around her arm and he stopped walking. “Too much excitement can be dangerous. You must not play with fire, Phillipa.”
“Fire?” She laughed. “What do you mean?”
“I mean that men will notice you at the gaming house. They will not expect you to be an innocent young girl.”
“Innocent girl? Young? I am two and twenty. Quite on the shelf.” But devoid of any experience except as a voyeur, of that he was correct.
They walked again. “You have had your excitement,” he went on. “Go back to playing your music now.”
She was eager to return to her music room, to write down the notes she’d heard in the sounds of the street at three in the morning, the sounds of a gaming hell, of his voice.
But she could not be done with the Masquerade Club. She wished to see and hear more; she wished to experience more.
Too bad for him. “I plan to return.”
“No!” he growled.
She lifted her chin. “I fully realize you do not wish me around you, Xavier, but it is you who have insinuated yourself into my company, not the reverse.”
“You wrong me again.” He sounded angry. “We are old friends, Phillipa. I owe you my protection as sure as if you were one of my sisters.”
“Once, perhaps, you were under an obligation to do me a kindness.” Her chest ached in memory. “Not any more.”
A carriage clattered by and she forced herself to listen to the horses’ hooves clapping against the cobbles, the wheels turning, the springs creaking.
She made it into music inside her head so she would not have to speak more to him, nor think about the thrill of him walking beside her, a sensation distracting in the extreme.
Would her old school friends still envy her as they’d once done when she’d danced with him all those years ago? Her friends were all married now. Some very well. Some very happily. She’d lost touch with most of them, although on the rare occasion her mother convinced her to attend some society event, she often saw some of them. Her most regular correspondence was with Felicia, who moved to Ireland when she married and never returned to England. Felicia’s letters were all about her children, her worries about the poor, and her fears of typhus. Felicia would probably not even remember when Phillipa had danced with the most handsome man at the ball. How trivial it would seem to her if she did.
They reached Davies Street and the Westleigh town house.
“Will someone let you in?” Xavier asked, walking her directly to the door.
She pulled a key from her reticule. “No one will even know I’ve been gone.”
He took the key from her hand and turned it in the lock. As he opened the door, she stepped closer to slip in.
“Farewell, Phillipa,” he murmured, handing her back the key, standing so close she his breath warmed her face. His voice felt as warm around her.
“Xavier,” she whispered back, unable to thank him for doing something she didn’t want, battling a familiar yearning she thought she’d defeated years ago.
She closed the door quietly and set her chin. “I will see you when night falls again,” she said, knowing he could not hear.
· · ·
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Bristol, 1800
This was not the way Allen Pendale had intended his departure to be. He had anticipated a nostalgic, sentimental farewell to Bristol. Seagulls wheeled and cried overhead, the winter sky was a hazy smoky blue, and St. Mary Radcliffe’s spire rose proudly among the terraced houses of the dirty, noisy city.
It was a pity that Lord Glenning, red-faced, cuckolded and irate, drove his curricle in a chaos of spilled barrels and cursing seamen along the dock toward the Daphne.
And an even greater pity that a ship could not be merely untethered and flicked forward with some sort of nautical whip like a horse and carriage.
“Pendale, you whoreson!” Glenning’s voice was audible, barely, as the Daphne meandered away from the quay, led by a couple of small rowing-boats.
The other passengers, standing in a knot on deck, surrounded by their luggage, paused and looked at Allen.
“Do your friends always bid you farewell so?” One of them, a red-headed woman asked, a cynical smile on her face.
“Only the ones I’ve cuckolded.” Now Allen could see Glenning’s bulbous face and his arm rising, then sighted the glint of pale winter sun on metal.
“Get down!” Allen shouted and pushed the woman down, landing on top of her. Breathless he waited for the sound of the shot.
“What are you doing?” The woman struggled beneath him, her face red with fury, and flailed at him with a free arm. “Get off me immediately!”
“Beg your pardon, ma’am. I was merely saving your life.”
“My life would not have been in danger, had you kept your breeches buttoned.”
“I regret I didn’t have such foresight.” He raised himself from her, sorting out cloaks, her umbrella and a reticule, and then he plucked her bonnet from under his knee.
“You’ve ruined it!” She swiped at her flattened bonnet.
“Beg your pardon,” he said again, wondering if Glenning was reloading, or merely waiting for his head to appear within range once more.
She slithered out from under him, scooting herself across the deck, giving him a fine view of her ankles and one collapsed stocking, dull and gray, revealing a pale, slender calf.
Allen listened for the crack of a gunshot, but heard only the stamp of feet and hoarse chant of the crew as they worked the capstan.
The woman was the first to stand. “A telescope,” she said in disgust.
A telescope?
He stood and peered at Glenning, who roared out inaudible curses, his fist waving in the air. Sure enough, his lordship had a telescope tucked under one arm.
“I thought—” Allen began in self-defense, his face reddening, but the woman turned away.
The gap between the sloop and the quay widened, and Allen couldn’t resist a last look at the shore to see familiar landmarks slide by.
He followed the red-haired woman, prepared to make an apology for manhandling her to the deck. “I beg your pardon, ma’am. I acted unforgivably.”
She shrugged. “I thought you were supposed to fight under those sort of circumstances.”
“Only if the woman is worth dying for or marrying,” he responded. “I don’t believe we’ve been introduced. Allen Pendale, at your service, ma’am.”
“I am Miss Clarissa Onslowe.”
She glanced at him with a look he was used to seeing from his clients, when they had something to hide and hoped he would not notice their reaction. Not a woman particularly skilled in the art of deception, he concluded, while wondering for a brief moment what this dowdy spinster—with admittedly attractive ankles—could possibly have to hide.
“Pendale? You are related perhaps to the Earl of Frensham?”
“My father.”
· · ·
Well, of course. What did she expect, on a ship bound for the Caribbean island where the Earl owned one of the largest estates and was neighbor to her future employer? She gave Pendale an abrupt curtsy and turned away to follow the other woman passenger, Mrs. Blight, down to the cabin they were to share. Not only had Pendale been pursued by a jealous husband, but he had also been rash enough to nearly miss the tide—she gave a sniff of annoyance, and gathered her cloak and skirts to descend the steep stairway—little more than a ladder—that led below.
She followed Mrs. Blight, ducking through a low doorway and into a small cabin the size of a cupboard.
“Where—” she began, before realizing that what she took for two shelves were in fact their beds. Dim light filtered in through a small, greenish glass window.
“Well, this is fancy, I must say!” Mrs. Blight smiled, obviously impressed with their accommodation. “Mind your head on the lamp, my dear. This is a far cry from the last ship I was on.”
“You have sailed before?”
“Not exactly.” Mrs. Blight, back to Clarissa, dug into her possessions. “I was visiting a gentleman on a man-o’-war some years ago, when I was young and foolish.” She sighed, and emerged with a substantial medicine traveling chest, from which she produced a tiny mirror, a rouge pot and a length of gaudy ribbon. “The Captain will expect us to show our best finery at dinner. Take this ribbon, my dear Miss Onslowe. Your cap may be finely worked, but it’s not becoming at all.”
Clarissa took the ribbon, a tawdry piece of stuff, at which she’d normally turn up her nose and give it to a chambermaid. However, in these close quarters, it would be diplomatic to accept. “Thank you, Mrs. Blight.”
“A woman should always appear at her best. I know these things, my dear, from my line of business.”
“Your line of business?” Mr. Blight was Lemarchand’s overseer, she knew that much. She couldn’t imagine what possible trade Mrs. Blight might have practiced—a servant, she would have guessed, or possibly the proprietor of a small shop. Not at all the sort of woman she would have imagined herself traveling with.
Mrs. Blight, mirror in hand, looked up from patting rouge on her cheeks. “I kept a house. I tell you, I was hard put to make the choice when Blight asked for my hand. When a woman does as well as I did, she must make sure she does the right thing in giving up all for love.” She sighed, produced a small vial and shook a little of its contents onto the palm of her hand. She dabbed liberally at her neck and bosom, filling the cabin with a strong scent of roses.
“I was a housekeeper, too,” Clarissa said, though she wondered whether they had indeed shared the same profession.
Mrs. Blight squinted at herself in the mirror and watched Clarissa lace the ribbon through her hair. “Better,” she said. “Why, you might pass for thirty if you’d use a little rouge.”
“I’m eight-and-twenty,” Clarissa said. “Thank you for the ribbon.”
She grabbed her spinster’s cap and placed it on her head, covering up the gaudy ribbon. Then she squeezed past Mrs. Blight and made her way onto the deck again.
· · ·
To her surprise she enjoyed dinner, which took place in the Captain’s state room, a relatively large space spanning the width of the ship, with the last of the afternoon light streaming in through many-paned windows on both sides. Captain Trent, a genial weather-beaten man in his forties, sat at the head of the table with Mr. Johnson, his first lieutenant, sharing the duties of host. Although Clarissa had heard Mr. Johnson bellow ferociously at the seamen on deck, he seemed struck dumb by the company of two women. He had taken some pains with his appearance; his hair was combed into a fashionable attempt at disorder, which was successful but for a wayward tuft at the back of his head.
The food was good—of course, at this stage in the long journey, everything was fresh—and the wine even better.
“Mr. Lemarchand enjoys his wine,” Captain Trent said with a wink. “’Tis a pity indeed only eleven of the dozen casks of claret we carry will arrive safely. Your health, ladies and gentlemen.”
Glasses clinked. Mrs. Blight shifted her considerable bosom onto the table and addressed Allen Pendale. “If I may be so bold, sir, what is your business with Lemarchand?”
Clarissa noticed he took a good look at the woman’s breasts before replying.
“I’m something of an interloper, ma’am. My chief business is with his neighbor, the Earl of Frensham.”
“An equally fine plantation, so I’ve heard,” the captain said.
“Soft on his Negroes,” Blight said, removing a piece of gristle from his mouth.
“Blight is Lemarchand’s overseer,” Mrs. Blight explained to Clarissa. “And to think he came all the way back to England to marry me.”
Pendale grinned. “You’re on your honeymoon?” He turned to Clarissa. “We shall have to allow the lovebirds some time alone, Miss Onslowe.”
“Indeed.” What appeared to her an appallingly crude comment merely seemed to entertain the Blights. She attempted to change the subject. “I am to serve as governess and companion to Miss Lemarchand.”
“Ah, yes. A pretty young miss, she is. We carry a pianoforte for her, and all sorts of things young ladies like: books and lengths of cloth and fashion papers.” The captain laughed. “He didn’t want to risk the pianoforte on one of his slavers. Besides, there wouldn’t have been room.”
“It would be a shame to take up a space that could hold twenty or so slaves with something so frivolous as a piano,” Clarissa commented.
“Quite so, ma’am.” The Captain gave her an agreeable smile, her irony lost on him.
“They’re not people, rightly speaking,” Blight said. “You don’t want to get sentimental over them, Miss Onslowe. You’ll see what savages they are when we get there.”
“Why, shame on you, Miss Onslowe, you speak like one of those abolitionists,” Mrs. Blight said. “We are all dependent on the trade, and on Mr. Lemarchand’s generosity. Besides, business is business, my dear.”
Clarissa bit her lip. “I’ve met Negroes in Bristol. They are not savages, sir. They are as civilized as you or me.”
Blight smirked. “You’ll change your mind, Miss Onslowe.” He ripped a wing off a chicken. “Lemarchand might be interested in knowing what sort of woman he’s hired to educate his daughter, that’s all.”
“And you will make it your business to let the gentleman know?”
Blight looked at her, his gaze stripping her naked. “It may be my duty.”
Allen Pendale leaned forward, elbows on the table, one large hand around his wineglass, plate pushed aside. “Blackmail is against the law, Blight. Besides, I doubt Lemarchand cares what a woman thinks.”
“And I am supposed to thank you for that astute observation, Mr. Pendale?”
“If you wish, Miss Onslowe.” He addressed Blight again. “Lemarchand is well aware of sentiments in England. Feelings run strong. Why, the rope makers of Liverpool, whose livelihood depend upon it, petition for the trade to end, and housewives boycott sugar, as well you know.”
“We bought only sugar from India, where I was housekeeper,” Clarissa said.
“So, if you have such scruples, Miss Onslowe, why are you here?” Blight tossed chicken bones onto his plate.
“That, sir, is my business.”
“Ladies, gentlemen.” Captain Trent shook his head. “We’ve several weeks ahead at close quarters. It’s best if we try to get along, for I assure you, things will be most uncomfortable if we do not. I believe you’ll find the island agreeable—Mr. Lemarchand lives like a king, the climate is like that of a fine English summer day, and so long as you do not get fever you’ll do well enough. There’s plenty of hunting and shooting to be had there, too.”
As the conversation turned to the topic of masculine pursuits, Clarissa studied Allen Pendale, who sat opposite her. He wasn’t handsome, but there was something about his face she liked—the gleam of mischief in those dark eyes, his broad cheekbones and his spill of fashionably unruly hair. He had, moreover, taken her side—somewhat— although she suspected it was because he enjoyed an argument, rather than caring about the subject itself.
Pendale cut a large slice of pie, oozing with blackberries, and deposited it onto her plate. He winked. “Here, Miss Onslowe. To sweeten you up.”
Her mouth watered.
With his own spoon he dug into the slice on her plate, and offered her the succulent, dripping mouthful as though he were feeding a baby.
Entranced, she parted her lips.
He whispered, “Full of sugar.”
Of course. She was seduced all the same.
· · ·
Miss Onslowe had had a little too much to drink, Allen thought. Well, they all had, thanks to his Lemarchand’s claret and a bottle of rum Captain Trent had produced at the end of the meal. She ambled onto the deck, a slight smile on her face, her white spinster’s cap glowing in the twilight. The garment aged her ten years and made her plainer than she was. He’d yet to see her with her head uncovered, but why he should want to was a mystery.
He stood still against the mast and lowered his cheroot to his side, so she wouldn’t notice him too soon.
She looked around carefully and removed the linen cap. To his surprise she wore a whorish sort of ribbon—red and silver—in her hair. She removed the ribbon and shook out her hair on to her shoulders, its brightness catching a spark of fire from the setting sun.
He clamped his cheroot between his teeth, sauntered forward and bowed. “Miss Onslowe.”
“Oh!” She grabbed a handful of hair and pulled the offending cap back onto her head. “Good evening, Mr. Pendale.”
“Your servant, ma’am. Would you care to take a turn on the deck with me?” He offered his arm.
Her look was suspicious. Of course: the reaction of an aging spinster faced with a rake, and she had every right to think ill of his morals. On the other hand, what did she think he could do? Ram her up against the mast?
Not a bad idea. Remember those ankles? And where did that come from? He must be insane.
“Thank you, no. Goodnight, sir.” She stepped away toward the hatch.
“Miss Onslowe, I must warn you. Mr. and Mrs. Blight are, er, in residence in one of the cabins for an hour or so. Blight asked, and I could not help but agree.”
“Of course. Which cabin is it?”
“I’m not quite sure,” he lied, quite liking the idea of keeping her on deck a little longer.
“Probably yours. Mrs. Blight said ours was smaller.” She marched over to the hatch, and disappeared into the ship.
Allen drew on his cheroot, oddly disappointed that she had left, and gazed upward at the gentle billow of the sail and the moon pale against the darkening sky. The gentle meandering of the day had taken them and their escort of small sailing vessels far enough to escape the Bristol smoke; they had passed through the river’s spectacular gorge some hours ago, and occasional small clusters of golden squares announced the location of farmhouses and villages.
He watched the lights move slowly out of sight and listened to the splash of water and the creak of the ship’s wheel, blew out a puff of rich smoke and wondered exactly how long it would take Blight to perform his marital duties.
· · ·
Despite her confidence, Clarissa listened carefully and tapped on the door of the cabin before entering. To her relief she found the cabin empty.
Mrs. Blight, she considered vulgar, pretty and, in her way, kind-hearted, although she tried far too hard to simulate gentility. Exactly what kind of a house had she kept? Mr. Blight, lean, with dirty blond hair tied back in a queue, was almost handsome, but there was something about him Clarissa disliked—the set of his mouth, the cynicism in his deep-set dark eyes. He was, she felt, a man who would carry a grudge.
Once in her narrow shelf of a bed—it was only just long enough for her and she wondered how a taller person would fare—she lay for a time in a pleasantly tipsy state. The small space was full of unfamiliar sounds: creaks of huge timbers flexing and pushing against the water, small rustles—the housekeeper in her tut-tutted at the blatant activities of mice and rats—and the slap of water against the outside of the ship, only a few feet away. The ship had seemed large at first, with its two towering masts, and then smaller in comparison to the clippers and barques on the Avon. She wondered how it would feel when they were out of sight of land and vulnerable on the vastness of the sea.
Warned by travelers’ tales, she had brought her own sheets and quilt and a plump feather pillow. She turned her face into the pillow and sniffed the faint odor of lavender; lavender she had picked, rubbing the wheat-like stems between her fingers for the pleasure of the rising scent. Did they grow lavender on the island?
The island—that was how they referred to their destination, as though it were the only one that mattered, giving it a mystique that reminded her of Prospero’s island in The Tempest.
She’d have to ask someone, Captain Trent, maybe, about the lavender.
Or Allen Pendale.
Not that he’d know, but they’d have to talk about something for the next few weeks; a polite botanical discussion that might last, oh, a few minutes.
She smiled and let herself think of what had been intruding on her thoughts for most of the day: Allen Pendale. The shock of finding herself beneath him, his warm heavy weight, his legs sprawled over hers. He had smelled of leather and wool, slightly dampened with sweat, beer and tobacco, and some sort of scent—citrus, mixed with something earthier and more pungent—clung to him. And that voice, rich and warm, his large hands—he used them quite a lot when he talked, she’d noticed—and here she was, in a pathetic flutter because a man who wasn’t at all interested in her had pushed her down, flat on her back, and landed on top of her.
A delicious shiver ran through her belly.
Because he thought his mistress’s husband was trying to kill him, she reminded herself. He’d probably come aboard ship directly from her bed.
Her shift rode up, whispered against her calves.
You’re a fool, Clarissa. The first time a man’s touched you in five years and you’re quivering like a silly virgin.
And here she was alone, with the luxury of being able to think and remember, and let her mind ramble where it would. First to her Uncle Thelling’s house, where she had picked the lavender on a warm summer’s day abuzz with bees, the scent of crushed marjoram and thyme rising from under her feet. She had been happy then—or at least, she’d had happiness of a sort; Lord Thelling’s housekeeper was respected by the servants, her past forgotten and forgiven by them, at least. She’d had the pleasure of running an efficient and contented household, and the run of a good library.
All that had changed when Thelling had decided not to get up from his bed one morning and was dead a week later. Her cousin, Josiah, who’d inherited the estate and title, took Thelling’s deathbed instruction to look after Clarissa by accepting, on her behalf, this job as governess. She appealed to her father for permission to come home—surely after five years he could forgive her? She received a cold, brief letter stating that she had made her bed and must lie on it. She was sure he had taken great pleasure in scratching out her name from the family Bible.
Whenever she wished she had had the moral courage to starve instead, she was glad that she had the good sense not to. But the shame lingered deep inside, pricked at her conscience, even though she knew this was her one chance at redemption.
She thought again about Mr. Pendale’s solidity, his breath on her hair, his weight, the thud of his heart. And his voice; that beautiful resonant voice that reminded her of cream and silver, the richness of ordinary luxuries.
Mr. Pendale: dark and vivid, and very much alive.
Back to Thelling’s house: old-fashioned, dim, and creaky like this ship. Haunted, some of the maids had said, until Clarissa had shamed them out of their giggling terror. The only person who’d haunted that house was its housekeeper, wandering sleepless, late at night, restless with longing and desire.
Desire. Once she’d thought it a blessing; now it was a curse.
She shifted, restless, and her nightgown twisted and slid around her, the creases and seams of the worn linen irritating her skin. She sat, pulled the garment over her head and tossed it aside, her breasts glimmering pale in the darkness. Such a waste, such a waste, she thought as she cupped them in her hands. Pretty breasts, or so she’d been told once: small, but shapely. Lovely to see them in the dark like this, glowing like mother of pearl, or opals, or some other precious substance.
If she half-closed her eyes, she could imagine herself back in Thelling’s house, the creaks and rustles of the ship transformed into the sounds of ancient wood and masonry, the sounds you only heard at night when you were alone.
She slid from the sheets and onto her quilt, the pieced fabric slightly scratchy under her buttocks and back. Her body stretched out startlingly white, except for the patch of hair between her thighs, and her nipples appeared dark and strange, as though she were a different, bolder woman.
A bolder woman would slip out of bed and walk barefoot through Thelling’s sleeping house, cold air brushing against her skin, caressing her breasts, her puckered nipples hard beneath her fingers. She might pause at the window and push back the tapestry curtain to receive a splash of moonlight on her belly. Here. And here, running her hand down her body, stroking, parting her thighs, the thatch of hair mysterious and dark, springy. And now, as her finger dipped into her cleft—this bolder, wanton Clarissa, haunting a house she had left forever, where was she? Drifting down passages hung with grave-eyed portraits, rush matting rough under her feet, and then a doorknob, smooth, shiny agate, turning in her hand.
The Blue Room, the pride of the household, where once kings had slept, and a great bed hung with embroidered satin stood. The slight creak of the door as it swung open and the smell of the room: beeswax, the scorch of ironed cotton, wood smoke, lavender and the faint hint of mildew in a room not often used. A log settled on the fire with a low crunch and the warm red glow, seen through the half-open bedchamber door, was a beacon leading her onward.
Would he be asleep? Or waiting for her, his eyes bright and watchful, hot with desire?
I have dreamed of you coming. That beautiful voice was low and husky with sleep, his skin glowed warm and enticing as he raised himself on one elbow, and held out a hand to her.
How could I resist? She slid into his bed, opening herself to his touch and taste and weight, letting his hands go where hers were now, doing anything he wanted with her and to her. His touch would be different, harder and rougher—she’d follow his rhythm and open her thighs wide, wide, knees raising, so—
Like this. Like this. A pulse beat beneath her fingertip, her whole body wrenched into heat and light and all things wonderful and joyous.
By the time Blight’s call came from below, Allen was heartily sick of his vigil on deck and regretted his spontaneous generosity. He blundered down the stairs in the dark, wondering when he would learn not to bash his head at every opportunity, and stumbled into the cabin. Blight lay snoring on the lower berth, already fast asleep, and the room stank of Mrs. Blight’s cheap rose perfume, sweat and the rankness of male and female secretions.
Allen opened the latch of the lantern, blew the candle out and promptly had it swing back onto his head in the pitch-darkness. With only another minor blow to his head, he undressed, climbed aloft, and settled into the linens his sister had insisted he take with him for the voyage.
Allen’s eyes, accustomed now to the darkness, picked out the small gray square of window. He thought about the day, the farewell to Bristol so rudely interrupted by Glenning and his idiotic behavior with Miss Onslowe.
Miss Onslowe. He had enjoyed the prospect of her confronting that fellow Blight and was almost sorry that the Captain had stepped in to soothe ruffled feathers. What a prickly, resentful sort of woman, an aging spinster who probably had missed the chance of marriage and now had to fend for herself—a gentlewoman who now had nothing to lose by giving way to a certain sarcasm and bluntness in her address, although her voice was low-pitched and attractive. The combination of a spinster’s cap and a whorish ribbon in her hair was interesting, too. He wondered if Mrs. Blight, who surely had a colorful past, had given the ribbon to her.
And what a fool he’d made of himself, knocking her to the deck within minutes of their first meeting, and how irate she’d been—quite rightly, too, with some boor of a fellow landing on top of her and squashing her hat. He remembered the way she’d squirmed against him, and then the glimpse of the woolen stocking sagging around her calf, those finely turned ankles…her lips parting, eyes on his, as she’d accepted his peace-offering—or whatever he’d meant by it—of blackberry pie.
Damnation, he was getting aroused, his cock prodding against the sheet; the stink in the cabin, an eloquent reminder of what had recently happened here, did not help at all.
Allen gave a loud cough and shifted to lie on his side with a thump.
Blight snored on.
There were distinct advantages to having a cabin-mate who slept as soundly as this. Allen turned onto his back with a thud and accompanying creaks.
Blight grunted, smacked his lips and resumed snoring.
Miss Onslowe. The image of her flashed into Allen’s mind like an artist’s sketch, of her scooting away from him, revealing her slender leg, the skirt lifting…and lifting… this time to her thighs. He was sure they were pale and slender, supple enough to wrap around him, strong enough to hold him while he arched and spurted. Soft skin on the insides: like velvet, fragrant, awaiting his tongue.
He imagined reaching to free her breasts into his palms and pinch her nipples. He guessed she had rather small breasts, but the Clarissa Onslowe of his imaginings had bigger breasts. And the rest of her body… he hoped that bright head of hair was reflected elsewhere, an invitation to lechery. And her mouth, those pretty lips parted for him—which should he choose?
Here, Miss Onslowe. To sweeten you up.
He had so many possibilities in the pages of his imagination and memory, and the power to summon and direct her as he chose. Why not? She was a vessel, a catalyst of his pleasure. Take me in your mouth. Now.
Her mouth…oh, yes, taking and teasing him to the limit, closing warm and wet on his cock, soft yet insistent. Her eyes were raised to his for approval, for permission, her hands stroking his thighs and balls while his hand on her head guided her. Yes, turn her, enter deep into her silky firmness, while she moaned and demanded more of him, twisting under him. That was how he wanted her, both of them greedy and fast, all tongues and hands and heat. And she’d welcome him with the tug and grip of her orgasm, her cry of delight as he spilled in a warmly glorious rush.
Yes. Like this. Like this.
· · ·
Clarissa was on deck early the next morning, woken by the ship’s bell, followed by shouts and the thud of sailors’ feet as they ran on deck overhead. Fairly soon, she was sure, she would learn the passage of the day and nights by such sounds but, for now, it was mysterious and faintly exotic. Her breath steamed in the frosty air. She stood aside as the crew jumped from the shrouds, a few touching their forelocks to her, and smiled a greeting to Mr. Johnson and Captain Trent, who stood poring over charts.
Apart from the man at the wheel, the crew had disappeared below. The odor of frying bacon, bread and coffee hung in the air from the galley, a wooden structure perched on the deck. The door opened and a crewman, swathed in a linen apron, came on deck and whisked a piece of canvas from atop a large wooden cage. A chorus of clucks arose. He saw her watching and touched his forelock. “Hens, ma’am. Brought aboard last night.”
She drew closer, interested to see how chickens fared aboard ship. A dozen plump bundles of silver and gray feathers rose from a thick layer of straw, fluffing themselves, wings flapping. The sailor unlatched the cover and tossed in a bowlful of table scraps.
“Are those Dorkings?” Clarissa asked.
“Yes, ma’am. Good layers, and when they stop laying, I’ll cook them. They won’t lay when the sea gets rough.”
He bent to rummage in the straw, looking for eggs, and Clarissa joined him. “You’re the cook? Dinner was very good last night.”
“Thank you, ma’am. They call me Lardy Jack, on account of my being so fat.”
The man was as thin as a rake, hair tied back in an old-fashioned queue. He held out the pottery bowl for the eggs Clarissa plucked from smooth hollows in the straw, still warm from the hens’ bodies.
“Breakfast with the Captain in twenty minutes, ma’am.” He left with the bowlful of eggs.
The air brightened and the mist lifted, revealing the Welsh mountains to the starboard side and the occasional thin trickle of smoke against a pearly sky. They were apparently making good time— Captain Trent had said it might be two or three days before they would reach the open sea.
Sailors appeared on deck and busied themselves scouring the boards and polishing brass fittings, while others seated themselves cross-legged like tailors and stitched diligently at huge piles of canvas under the direction of a grizzled, elderly man.
Allen Pendale, in shirtsleeves and breeches, hoisted himself from the hatch leading to the cabins. Scowling and rubbing at his curly black hair, he tossed his coat and waistcoat aside. He yawned and bent over one knee, hands on thigh, stretching the other leg behind him, heel pressed to the deck, then repeated the action with the opposite leg.
He launched into a one-sided duel with an invisible rapier, lunging and feinting, light on his feet for such a solid man, as agile and graceful as a dancer, darting forward and back on the deck. Clarissa watched in fascination as his breath puffed into the air and damp patches appeared on the back of his shirt, molding it to his body.
When he stopped, he saw her, started, and bowed to her. “Beg your pardon, ma’am. I’m hardly decent.”
She shook her head, embarrassed that he had caught her watching. “It’s a pity you don’t have an opponent. Doesn’t Mr. Blight know how to fence?”
Pendale shrugged. “He’s not a gentleman.”
A simple, contemptuous remark made at the moment that Blight stepped from the hatch. Clarissa saw his expression, one of fury and humiliation, and looked away, not wanting to embarrass him further.
Pendale, either oblivious or indifferent that his comment had been overheard, bent to retrieve his outer clothes, pulled a neck-cloth from a pocket and finished dressing. Clarissa noted that both men seemed to have shaved, and determined that if they could have hot water delivered to their cabin, then so could she and Mrs. Blight. She would talk to Lardy Jack about it, after what promised to be an excellent breakfast.
· · ·
That day and the next passed pleasantly, with a holiday-like atmosphere aboard. The ship’s boat made frequent trips ashore for fresh meat, milk and cream, joining the Daphne as she meandered slowly toward the sea, the scent of salt becoming stronger each day. In the evenings they gathered on deck in the chill air, warmly dressed, and danced to music provided by one of the seamen, who played the fiddle, and Mr. Johnson, who proved adept on the flute.
Miss Onslowe, to Allen’s surprise, thrived. She lost her look of wary cynicism and her skin and hair acquired a slight glow in the winter sunshine. She had befriended the cook—Allen met her once on deck, cradling a large bowl in the crook of one arm, and beating its contents. “Egg whites,” she explained. “They won’t thicken in the heat of the kitchen.”
Mr. Johnson seemed enchanted by her, escorting her around the ship and explaining how the rigging worked, with Allen tagging along behind, feeling like a resentful child. The sight of one slim, gloved hand tucked into Mr. Johnson’s arm annoyed him even more.
Any day now he would feel jealous of those damned hens she had taken charge of. She’d even persuaded one of the sailors going ashore to pull whatever he could find in the way of greenery, groundsel, late thistles and grass, to encourage the hens to lay even better. Sailors with nothing better to do now hung over the chicken pen, discussing possible names for them with Miss Onslowe and asking her advice about their sweethearts.
It infuriated him and he couldn’t work out why.
· · ·
Late that night, Captain Trent said, if the wind held, they would sail from the mouth of the estuary and into the open sea. He warned that they might find the movement of the ship a little livelier, but hoped no one would suffer ill effects. After a quantity of punch, the Blights excused themselves to go below, and Allen went on deck to stand vigil. Sure enough, there was a slight rock and dip to the ship’s barely perceptible forward momentum.
He had thought Miss Onslowe had gone below, but she was on deck, lurking around the henhouse, doubtless tucking the wretched birds into bed for the night. She wore, as usual, the unbecoming spinster’s cap and a long cloak. He drew his own cloak around himself, seeking a dark corner, and wondered if she had some sort of assignation with Johnson, who had gazed foolishly at her all through dinner.
She looked around cautiously and raised one hand to her head.
He burst from his hiding place, grabbed the cap from her head, and tossed it overboard.
“Why did you do that?” she shrieked, much as she’d done when he’d knocked her to the deck first within minutes of meeting her.
“Because it’s damned ugly and—”
The ship gave a decided lurch. She bumped up against him, grasped his coat for balance and shouted, “I wanted to do that!”
He burst into laughter. Together they watched the white cap bob on the waves—yes, definitely waves, here—and then sink from sight.
“Damn you, Pendale.” She bent forward to unlace her boots, kicked them off, and reached under her skirts.
“What—” he watched transfixed as her garters—pink ribbons—fell to the deck and those same dingy gray woolen stockings slid down her ankles.
She hopped on one foot and tugged one stocking off, then the other, with a swish of skirts, and maybe—or did he imagine it?—a flash of white thigh.
Barefoot, she tossed her stockings overboard, where they bobbed for a brief moment before disappearing from sight.
“Well!” She laid her hand on his sleeve for balance, grinning broadly.
He’d never seen her—or any woman, come to that—smile with so much abandon, her whole face lit up. She must be drunk—that was it. She’d had quite a few glasses of punch.
“I hated those stockings. I have been praying for them to wear out. I’m glad to see them go. Now I shall be forced to wear my silk ones, like a lady.”
“Miss Onslowe, do you imply you are not a lady?”
She ran her fingers through her loosened hair. “I do not wish to shock you, Pendale. You seem like a very respectable sort of gentleman.”
“Oh, please, Miss Onslowe, do shock me.” He grinned back. The atmosphere was becoming pleasantly erotic—a woman who, if not exactly pretty, was certainly interesting and had shown no shyness in stripping off her stockings, stood before him, her hips swaying with the motion of the ship.
The ship gave a sort of sideways swoop.
She lost her balance, laughed and fell against him, and they tumbled down against the hen coop, she with her legs splayed on either side of his.
He assessed the situation quickly. It was dark, although a nearby lantern threw enough light so he could see what he was doing. The helmsman was at the far end of the ship, facing the other way, and they were out of sight. If he could keep her quiet, and if a swarm of sailors didn’t rush onto the deck to do something with the sails—he should probably pray the wind kept steady—then he suspected the not-so-proper Miss Onslowe would let him do just about anything he wanted.
· · ·
Thank God. I would never have worked out how to seduce him.
The suddenness of his response alarmed and delighted her. He was under her skirts almost as soon as she landed—as she bumped against his erection, one hand gripped her bottom and the other snaked its way up the inside of her thigh, warm and rough and foreign.
“Miss Onslowe, Clarissa, you’re a miracle,” he said, his fingers probing. If he hadn’t been so enthusiastic about the wetness he encountered, she would have been horribly embarrassed by her condition. “I wanted to do this to you as soon as I saw you. I wish to God I had more hands.”
“So do I,” she said with a silly giggle she regretted. Didn’t men hate gigglers?
“Unbutton me. Show me your breasts. Take this damned scarf off.” His voice became muffled as he pushed the lawn scarf at her bodice aside with his lips and kissed her collarbone, wet and hot.
“Now I need more hands,” she said, honestly confused as to which he wanted her to do first.
“Be quiet, woman. Enough talking.” He reared up against her, the hand on her bottom leaving to grasp the back of her head and pull her head to him, kissing and kissing, his tongue doing things to hers as extraordinary and shocking as his fingers below—good God, what was he about, two fingers, three inside her, and his thumb, oh God his thumb, there, there, don’t stop, keep doing that, please, please.
He stopped, his mouth wet and puffy, eyes bright. “Christ, you have a big tickler.”
“A big what?”
“Your clitoris. It’s big. Hard. Shows you’re a lecherous woman. Insatiable. You like this, don’t you?”
“I—”
“Look,” he murmured, and tipped her back into the circle of one arm, pulling her skirts back with the other. He parted the folds of her quim. “Look, like coral. Hard as coral, too. Like a little cock. Pretty.”
Sure enough, there was enough light for her to see her clitoris erect and glistening between his thumb and forefinger. Her tickler. She’d never heard it called that before. But then, how often did she have conversations about her womanly parts?
He stroked her and laughed as she quivered. “You know why it’s so big, don’t you, Clarissa?”
“I’m sure you’re going to say something obscene.”
He put his mouth to her ear and licked, a lascivious slurp. “Playing with yourself, my love.”
“I don’t—” she said as her face heated.
“Liar,” he said with extreme cheerfulness. “I’ll show you something else big now.”
His hand dropped to the fall of his breeches and she tried not to show too much interest, but in reality she was intensely curious. Her only experience with an erect male member had been unsatisfactory: a glimpse of a white shirt distended by what lay underneath and then something surprisingly large and springy bumping against her in the dark. The ensuing tight shove and squeeze was surprising and disappointing at the same time, because the rest of it, the kissing and stroking, she’d very much enjoyed.
Oh, heavens. She regarded the blatant, dark red rearing thing with trepidation. Like the rest of him, it was broad and thick, powerful, rising blue-veined from a mass of tight black curls, a drop of liquid welling at the tip. She ran her tongue over her lips. “And how did that get to be so big? You must have been playing with it for years.”
He grinned, regarded his cock with pride, and gave it a friendly little shake. “Yes. And I’ve let others do so too. I’m a generous man. Touch it. It won’t bite.”
She ran a finger up its length and to her immense gratification saw him bite his lip and swallow.
“Very nice,” he murmured. “Now show me your breasts and I’ll frig you again. You’re going to come for me.”
Oh, God. She could swear her clitoris twitched at the thought. With shaking hands she undid the drawstring fastening of her gown, holding the neckline open as he fished her breasts out from her stays. Her nipples hardened in the cool air.
“Ah,” he groaned. “Very pretty. I couldn’t quite decide how they were to look the other night.”
“Which night?”
He lowered his mouth to her breast and sucked while she squirmed in shocked delight, her hands on his head, fingers buried in his hair.
“Now, pay attention, Miss Onslowe.” He shifted under her, returning one hand to her quim, the other to her aching nipples, twisting and pinching, a hair’s breadth from pain, while she gasped and heard herself make strange whimpering sounds. His fingers inside her did magic things, finding a spot that made her jump like a startled horse, while his thumb circled her clitoris, her tickler—oh, God, I can’t, I can’t—and then she could—oh, yes!—and he captured her mouth with his, while she shook and spasmed.
He laughed into her mouth as she moaned into his—why wasn’t it like this before? I’m not even in love with this man. I think he’s quite a dreadful rogue, and crude, too—and he stilled his hand and then his tongue. He kissed the side of her mouth.
“Oh,” she said.
“Oh,” he mimicked her, but taking the sting from his mockery by stroking the side of her face.
His hand, she couldn’t help noticing, was very wet—she had produced that, somehow, with his attentions—and she could smell it too. She drew back, startled, and he grinned at her, a mischievous grin, and touched his hand to her mouth.
“Taste it.”
“No!” She tried to sound outraged but another giggle spoiled it.
“Come, I expected better from the fearless woman who strips off her stockings for strangers.”
“Only for you, and you’re not a stranger.”
“What am I then?”
“I don’t know.” And she didn’t. He was someone she now knew intimately and yet not at all.
His damp finger stroked her lips. “I’m the sort of stranger who is going to make you come again. I’m going to make you scream, you can try to make me scream, and in short, I shall fuck you silly, Miss Onslowe.”
She giggled again. “We don’t want to disturb the chickens, Mr. Pendale.”
“God forbid. I’ll have to stop your mouth.”
Her lips parted and his finger slid inside her mouth, slow and foreign, tasting of her, strange and salty yet familiar, and he moaned. He liked having his finger sucked? How extraordinary.
She reached for his cock, wrapping her fingers around him, feeling the skin beneath slide smooth over the impossibly hard surface.
He sucked in his breath as if in pain, suddenly vulnerable.
He groaned again. “Don’t. Don’t make me…I’ll…” But he didn’t move, staring at her hand on his cock, his lips parted, legs flexing beneath hers. Then, as if a sudden decision had been made, he grasped her bottom again and slid her atop, first bumping against her, and then with one smooth, heart-stopping slide, inside her.
She gasped and grabbed his shoulder—too much, too fast, she’d forgotten—or had she ever known? All of this—his scent, his hands rough on her skin—and now he kissed her again, his mouth clever and searching against hers, and she was confused and dazed by the intensity, the shock of what they did. It was nothing like her first seduction, and even further from the elaborate fantasy she had choreographed last night. Mr. Pendale in the flesh—in her flesh, and she tried not to giggle aloud at the thought—was so much more vital and immediate, absorbing and consuming her. He was there. Here. Inside her.
“Oh.” You imbecile, Clarissa.
“Oh.” Only this time he wasn’t laughing at her; it was a long, drawn-out exclamation, half-sigh, half-groan, his eyes half-closed, as though making a discovery in a dream.
She moved her weight forward to brace her knee against the chicken coop, craving more of the wonderful slide and tug of his entry, as the ship rocked and swayed. He moved beneath her, thighs tense as he thrust, his hands at her breasts, then pulling her face to his as he groaned into her mouth.
So unashamed, so generous, so—and then he pulled out of her, panting.
“You’re not prepared.” His cock, wet and swollen, rubbed against her cunny, her thighs. He trembled.
Not prepared? Well, he was there, wasn’t he? How more prepared could she be?
“Clarissa!” He shook her arm. “I can’t come in you, can I?”
“I—I don’t…”
He swore, grasped her hand and wrapped it around his cock. His face had lost its innocent dreaminess; now he grimaced, fierce and frantic, cursing, arched his back and spilled warm over her hand and belly.
He sagged back against the henhouse with such sudden abandon she wondered for one dreadful moment if he was dead, until he opened his eyes and laughed.
She stared at him, confused.
He patted her on the bottom, looking lazy and pleased with himself. “My apologies, Miss Onslowe.”
“For what?”
“My excessive haste and the, ah, mess.”
She peered down at herself, at her sticky hand, his sticky hand, his cock slumped wet amidst a tangle of shirttail and petticoat. “No matter.”
He reached into his coat pocket, and produced a handkerchief, wiping her fingers with an easy practicality, and then pushed her back—gently, but a push nonetheless—from his lap.
She stood, straightened her skirts and petticoats, irritated with him, and with herself—well, what had she expected? A proposal or a passionate declaration of love?
He stood, too, and regarded her in silence for a moment. “I should congratulate you, ma’am.”
“What do you mean?”
“Miss Onslowe, you may choose to masquerade as—as some sort of virginal spinster. But you fuck like an emperor’s concubine. I don’t believe I’ve been so professionally seduced before in my life, and you certainly have the courtesan’s art of bringing a man off as fast as she can. Who the devil are you?”
· · ·
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Fly with a Rogue
by
Elena Greene
“We had been born to war, reared in war, and war was our trade; and what soldiers had to do in peace, was a problem yet to be resolved among us.”
—Sir John Kincaid, Adventures in the Rifle Brigade
Green Park, London
April, 1817
He was damned if he did, damned if he didn’t.
Gilbert Manning, late of the 95th Rifles, watched the blue and yellow striped envelope of his balloon, Alcyone, sway in the stiff breeze. She’d been a hell-cat to fill, tugging one way then another with each gust, practically lying on her side at one point. Now she strained against the efforts of four park keepers holding her mooring ropes and Gil’s regular crew holding down the car itself.
It would be one hell of an ascension. If he went through with it.
He glanced toward the mixed throng, some in open carriages, some on foot. Whether they’d purchased tickets for prime spots next to the enclosure or not, they’d be angry if he postponed. For now, they all seemed well entertained by the balloon’s gyrations and by his crew: ex-sergeant Lund, his eye-patch the final touch to a naturally villainous appearance, red-haired Birkin hobbling about on his wooden leg, and Sancha, dark and exotic in the traditional tight bodice and voluminous skirts of her native Extremadura.
His new man Reed, recently plucked out of the gutter but now mercifully sober, was the only one who did not draw attention to himself. But Gil didn’t like the frenzied look in his eyes.
“S-sir, are you quite certain you should go up? Is not the wind too strong?” Reed spoke politely, as befitted one who had once been an officer’s servant, but there was a squeak in his voice. The fellow seemed unnaturally anxious. Perhaps hiring him had been a mistake, but Gil had a soft spot for any soldier down on his luck.
“Capitán! You are mad to fly on such a day!” Sancha’s eyes flashed as she looked up from her place between Lund and Birkin.
“They don’t call ’im Mad Manning for nought,” said Lund, grinning as he looked up from his task.
“And you will go up with him? Madre de Dios! Do you wish to be killed too?”
“Don’t worry, love. The Captain knows what he’s about,” Lund replied.
“That he does,” Birkin corroborated.
“But I had a dream,” she insisted. “I saw great danger!”
“Ye’re just upset I won’t be there to warm yer bed tonight,” said Lund.
“Stubble it!” Gil commanded before anyone could continue. “There are ladies and children about.”
Silent but still grinning, the men continued to hold the balloon while Sancha began the process of loading.
Gil looked up at the sky. It was blue and clear, only the occasional cloud scudding southward. Down at ground level, gusts continued to buffet his vessel.
He stepped away and bowed, assessing the crowd as he did so. Their mood seemed festive, but that could change. Green Park still showed signs of the ravages of three years ago. Rioters had burned down the Temple of Concord when the Prince Regent failed to make an appearance during the celebration of the Centenary of the House of Brunswick. The illustrious James Sadler had taken up a balloon that day. The lucky devil had gotten off safely well before the crowd turned ugly. Gil hoped to do the same. There was good reason that the gas swelling Alcyone’s belly was called inflammable air; it would take no more than a smoking pipe thrown at her to turn the ascension into a disaster.
He circled the perimeter, stopping occasionally to bow and smile.
Several young ladies in a barouche coyly returned his smile. The wind molded their thin muslin gowns against their limbs and brought out the roses in their cheeks. Quite fetching, they were. Enough to remind him that he hadn’t had a proper tumble in a while. But he didn’t need the warning look from the chaperone sitting beside them to remind him that respectable young ladies were off limits.
A nice, round-heeled widow, that was the thing. Perhaps he’d meet one soon.
But now he’d a job to do. He made the ladies a deep bow and moved on, listening to snatches of conversation until one made him prick up his ears.
“If it were that young Sadler, he’d go up, wind or no,” said one of a trio of young dandies sitting in an open coach near the edge of the enclosure.
“Maybe he’d try, but no one’s better than Mad Manning! He’ll do the trick.”
Gil strolled casually closer to the group.
The third dandy, in a green coat with extravagantly padded shoulders and half-strangled by his high cravat, rolled his eyes. “There will be a put-off! Just look at that wind. Snatched the hat right off my head! Don’t know why we bothered to come. No one in his right mind would fly on such a day.”
“But I just might,” said Gil.
“It’s sheer lunacy!” The green-coated gentleman laughed. “Even if you manage to set off, you’ll find yourself stuck in a tree or smeared all over the countryside!” He shuddered delicately.
“You are certain of that, I suppose?” Gil asked.
“I’d bet a hundred Yellow Boys on it!”
“Tilly, you’re an idiot! He’ll win, I tell you!” said the youngest.
The one called Tilly gave his friend a pained glance and introduced himself to Gil. “Augustus Tillingham. I am prepared to wager you a hundred guineas that you won’t complete this flight and walk away to tell the tale.”
When one lived hand to mouth, it was tempting to pluck the occasional pigeon. This was a fat one, too. If Gil wasn’t mistaken, Tillingham was the son of a marquess with an allowance to match. He paused deliberately, as if weighing his chances.
“He won’t take it, he ain’t got the bottom!” said the first fop.
“If your friend is so certain of winning, he should offer me odds,” said Gil.
“Five to one, then,” Tillingham offered.
“You’re a ninnyhammer, Tilly!” said his young friend.
The other shook his head. “You’re sending a man to his death.”
“I’ll take it,” said Gil, suppressing a grin.
He pulled his flight journal along with a pencil out of the pocket of his coat. Within minutes, he’d scrawled the terms of the bet onto a blank page, he and Tillingham had signed it and the friends witnessed the agreement. He whistled softly as he strode back to Alcyone, waving his hat to the crowd as he went. Now all he had to do was take off safely and make sure he didn’t get himself smeared across the countryside.
“What have you been doing?” Sancha demanded.
“Making our fortunes. Five hundred guineas to be precise, if I complete the flight in one piece.”
“A cool monkey!” said Lund. “Ye’re bloody brilliant!”
“Estúpido! You will get yourself killed and my dearest Roberto along with you! You are all idiots. But I do not wish you to die!” Sancha stamped her foot.
A new gust blew up, causing Alcyone to tilt. Ladies shrieked and the crowd grew louder.
“I’m going up alone today,” Gil decided. “With less weight, she’ll rise quicker and I’ll have a better chance of getting off safely.”
“Damn it all, Captain, you promised me I’d go up!” Lund protested.
“Stop your poutin’, ye big baby!” said Birkin.
“Enough! Hold tight. I’m going in,” said Gil.
He climbed into the car of the balloon and eyed its contents. The barometer and compass would have to stay, as well as the cork jacket. It was light and who knew whether the winds might sweep him out over open water. The grappling iron would have to stay, fastened to its neatly coiled rope. He’d need it to anchor Alcyone on landing.
He made a few more mental calculations. “Take out all the sandbags but one.”
“Just one sandbag?” Birkin asked. He and Lund frowned. They knew as well as Gil the risks of flying with too little ballast on a day when the wind might make it difficult to control his landing. But for now, he needed to make sure he would clear the crowd and surrounding buildings.
“Just the one sandbag,” he said. Obediently, they removed the rest of them.
He picked up the basket of food and drink Sancha had packed and handed it out to her.
“Capitán, this is a very bad idea. I feel it, here!” She held the basket in one hand and pressed the other to her breast.
“Please, sir, I implore you, do not fly today!” said Reed frantically.
“Don’t fret,” said Gil, grinning. “God doesn’t want me and the devil will wait.”
All was ready, but a particularly strong gust of wind caused Alcyone to tilt again. “Let’s wait until this passes,” he commanded, as the keepers and his crew fought to hold the car steady.
After a moment the wind died down. “Release the mooring ropes!” he shouted.
The park keepers let loose the ropes that tethered Alcyone to the ground. She shifted again with another gust but Lund, Birkin and Reed managed to hold onto the car.
Gil waited until she settled again, then looked around to make sure no one was entangled in the mooring ropes. “All ready?”
“Aye,” the men said as one.
And he gave the final command. “Let go!”
The men released the car. Alcyone sprang upwards before a fresh gust of wind sent her sideways, over the heads of the spectators. Horses shied. Ladies screamed. The crowd roared. But an instant later Gil was wafting upward again, spinning and rising at an oblique angle. The screams became cheers. He pulled off his hat and waved it at the crowd.
Now was the moment he loved: the upturned smiling faces, the cheering. It was magic and it never failed.
But he was rising very quickly. Too quickly, now that he was clear of the buildings. The gas inside Alcyone was expanding faster than it could escape through her neck; he had to release it before the pressure grew too great. He tugged on the valve-rope. Nothing happened. Frowning, he tugged again. This time it worked and the balloon dropped back toward the park.
He soared over the oblong reservoir at the north end, catching the fleeting reflection of Alcyone in the wind-ruffled water. She floated swiftly over Mayfair. London’s parks spread out beneath him—Green Park, St. James’s, Hyde Park—luxuriant green patches in the fabric of London. In the streets, carriages moved along like toys. The serpentine curves of the Thames sparkled in the sun.
Examining the barometer, he saw that the balloon had leveled off. He was floating along in a steady southwestern current at a little over a thousand feet. No need to go higher today and waste precious ballast. He hoped the valve would give him no more trouble.
Soon he passed over the fringes of town and into the countryside, dotted with villages. Below him lay England: green with spring, serene and fertile, undulating with gentle hills like a woman’s body. Alcyone’s small, dark shadow passed over it like a swift caress. Serenity enfolded him; he’d worry about the landing later.
· · ·
Tom Hill was squirming in his seat again.
Emma Westfield left a knot of older students for the group of younger children whom she’d set to practicing their sums in their place near the window. She couldn’t blame them for fidgeting. It was a lovely day outside, bright and breezy. But surely they could get through a few more minutes.
“Tom, I see you have two more sums to complete,” she said.
His eyes remained glued to the window. “There’s something out there, Miss!”
“Two more sums and you will be free to go.”
“No, truly, Miss, there’s something there!”
The other children pricked up their ears. Emma went calmly to the window and peered out the dusty panes. There was something there. A dark speck in the distance, rather high for a bird and not moving like one either.
“Is it a balloon, Miss?” Tom joined her by the window.
The other children gathered around as she stared out at the object. It seemed a trifle larger already, with rounded contours.
“I think you are right,” she said.
“May we go out and watch it?” Tom asked.
“Yes, may we? Please…” pleaded a chorus of high-pitched voices.
Memories surfaced of the first and only time she’d watched a balloon ascension. Papa had taken her to London when she was ten. How splendid it had been, but how long ago it seemed! Now twelve pairs of eyes begged her indulgence. How could she deny them this treat, these children of villagers and farm laborers who sometimes missed school because they were picking stones or scaring birds from the fields to earn a few pennies for their families?
“Of course we may go outside,” she said. “We can see the balloon better from the pasture.”
“Hurrah! We’re going to see the balloon!” Tom shouted, starting a rush to the doorway.
“In order, please, not like a herd of cows!”
They slowed just enough to get through the doorway without trampling one another, while Emma snatched her bonnet from its peg and hurried after them. For a moment the sunlight dazzled her. The wind tugged her bonnet from her hand. Quickly she tied it on and followed the swarm of children down the lane toward the sheep pasture beyond the schoolhouse, keeping her eye on the approaching balloon. As she passed the low, thatched cottage that had been her home for the past two years, she thought of her brother. How Kit would love to see the balloon!
As if on cue, Becky, her maid of all work, poked her head out of the front window, eyes bright with curiosity. “What is it, Miss?”
“There’s a balloon coming. Take Kit into the garden so he can see it. Quickly!”
Becky nodded, curls bobbing beneath her cap, and disappeared back inside the cottage.
The fastest children had already reached the stile that led over the stone wall into the sheep pasture and were swarming over it like so many ants. Emma lifted her skirts and broke into a run to catch up. The older children were already over; she gave a hand to some of the smaller ones, smiling at their eagerness to see the balloon. Of course, at two and twenty she was too old to be excited about such things.
She hoped the children would not be disappointed. Balloons were subject to the vagaries of the wind. Wayward creations, not to be relied upon.
They stopped again at the high end of the long sloping pasture, which afforded the best view. Below them, at the other end, grazed a flock of sheep. As they watched, the balloon came closer, looking like a huge upended pear on the opposite side of the village. Emma cast about in her mind to recall everything she’d ever read on the subject. Papa had been a naturalist, but their library had included a variety of books on subjects of scientific interest.
“Do any of you know what makes a balloon ascend?” she asked the children.
A boy raised his hand.
“Bill?”
“Hot air, like what lifts ashes from a fire?”
“Well done! Some balloons are raised by heated air. However, they cannot carry fuel for a long flight, so now most balloons use a gas derived from a mixture of . . . vitriolic acid and iron,” she concluded, pleased she’d remembered. “It is called inflammable air.”
“What’s in-in-inflammable?” asked one of the girls.
“It means it can catch fire.”
“Will the balloon catch fire?” Tom asked, eyes wide.
“No, of course not.”
“It’s coming down!” Bill shouted.
“No, it’s not!”
“Yes, it is!”
“It’s going to land here!”
“Hurrah!”
A gust tugged at Emma’s bonnet again, almost lifting it from her head. She shivered. The hapless aeronauts would have their hands full trying to land on such a day. Unlike the children, who did not know the risks, she was not so sure she wished to see it.
· · ·
“What in hell . . .” Gil frowned up at Alcyone. Aiming for the meadow he saw beyond the village below him, he’d given the valve rope the slightest of tugs. But the valve had reacted sluggishly, releasing too much of the buoyant gas before it closed again. What was the matter with it?
He was plunging down toward thick woods this side of the village.
Quickly, he tossed his lone sandbag overboard. Alcyone slowed her descent, and not a moment too soon, passing about ten feet over the woods and then over a lane leading into the village. But he was still descending, heading over cottages toward an enormous horse-chestnut tree in the middle of the green, just before a stone church whose spire dominated the scene.
He cast the cork jacket over, then the barometer and his compass, not without a pang, for they’d be expensive to replace. He’d lightened the load and felt the change in the balloon. She was no longer dropping so fast. But he needed her to rise. Quickly.
Villagers were staring and shouting up at him, but he ignored them. Hastily he shrugged off his coat and flung it out along with his gloves and hat. Then he dropped to the floor of the car to pull off his shoes. He’d no sooner tossed them than he passed over the horse-chestnut. Its top branches crackled against the wooden bottom of Alcyone’s car. Below him was the churchyard; the spire was still some fifty feet away. He’d no time to guess whether he’d clear it. He’d only seconds to rip off his waistcoat, shirt and cravat like an impatient lover and send them fluttering down into the churchyard to land on the gravestones. A laugh rose in his throat. Pray it wasn’t an omen!
He held his breath as Alcyone approached the spire, then missed it by inches. He exhaled as she rose still higher and, like the daughter of the wind-god she was named for, soared lightly over the church.
She passed over a small wooded area before leveling out high over the meadow. A small flock of sheep, new lambs among them, scattered as he came close. He heard children shouting. Looking down, he saw a group of them, jumping up and down around the taller figure of a woman. He waved.
A new air current was drawing him onward; he’d have to look for another landing spot. He gazed out over the landscape and decided to make for a level field about a half mile away. He gave a cautious tug to the valve rope. But instead of a short whoosh of the gas, Alcyone began to emit a steady whistling sound. He gave the rope a few quick jerks, but still the valve failed to close.
“Hell and damnation,” he muttered.
He was out of ballast and Alcyone was plunging earthward. He started to unfasten the grappling iron, hoping to throw it overboard, but he was running out of time.
Perhaps the devil had decided to claim him, after all.
The children screamed.
Emma’s heart turned over.
The balloon plummeted towards the earth, its brilliant blue and yellow striped envelope thinning from a pear to a mushroom. A fierce whistling sound filled the air. A child cried; some of the little ones clung to Emma’s skirts. She couldn’t look away.
The aeronaut was struggling to do something; she could not tell what. A moment later the boat-shaped car hit the ground. It bounded up ten feet or so, flinging the aeronaut upwards as if he were a doll. It struck the ground again, this time landing on its side with a horrible cracking sound. She could not see where the aeronaut fell.
The whistling ceased as the balloon expelled its remaining gas and slowly collapsed. All that could be heard was the bleating of the sheep, huddling in a frightened mass near the shallow brook that bordered the meadow.
For a moment Emma stood staring. Then she saw the children looking at her in a mute plea for reassurance. She heard voices in the distance. People were coming from the village to see what had happened, but for now, she was the only adult present.
“Stay here!” she commanded, her voice shaking. “I will assist the aeronaut.”
She sped toward the fallen balloon, stumbling and slipping over the damp, uneven turf. She prayed the children wouldn’t follow, because she feared what might lie beneath the wreckage.
Hell. Damnation. Unladylike curses she’d never voiced aloud ran through her head. Let it not be a corpse.
She reached the balloon, now a pathetic mass of netting and striped fabric. Somewhere beneath lay the broken car and its passenger.
“Are you injured, sir?” she called out.
There was no reply.
She lifted the edge closest to her and peered under. “Can you hear me?”
She bent down and raised an edge of the heavy varnished canopy. Light filtered through, dim and blue, illuminating the upturned car of the balloon. Its wooden floor was cracked; wicker-work protruded from tears in the painted canvas covering the sides. She couldn’t see the aeronaut.
“Can you hear me? Are you hurt?” Her throat tightened with dread. She took a step forward, holding up the edge of the balloon, but stopped when she heard a low moan. He was alive!
There was a rustling, and a hand appeared atop the wreckage of the car. More rustling, a muttered curse, and she saw his face as he peered up at her over the ruined car. The odd light made it hard to see his coloring, but his hair was a bit longer than fashionable, framing a face with strong but handsome features. He blinked several times, as if struggling to bring her into focus. Then of all things, he grinned up at her. What fool smiled at such a moment?
Then she saw that his shoulders and neck were bare. He hauled himself up against the wickerwork. She could even see a faint trail of hair down his chest, his muscled contours, brown nipples… He was naked.
“Stay. Please.”
Something in his voice—a command? a plea?—rooted her to the spot. But she didn’t dare look back. Perhaps he was a madman.
He laughed softly. “You must pardon my improper state of dress. I had to lighten the load, else I’d be dangling off the church steeple.”
He had a pleasant voice, the voice of a gentleman. But why would a gentleman fly a balloon? Despite herself she looked at him again. He was holding a hand to his temple while using the other to lift the fabric above him.
“Are you injured?” she asked. “I really should fetch someone to…”
“No. Just help me and I’ll do.”
“I can’t possibly—oh!”
She turned away, cheeks burning, as he struggled to his feet.
“Don’t fear. It’s quite safe to look.”
Slowly, she turned back around and let out a sigh. His nether regions were decently covered in a pair of dark trousers.
He chuckled.
“How can you laugh at such a time? You were nearly killed!”
“But I was not. I consider myself the luckiest of men. Not only alive, but attended by the prettiest rescuer I could wish for.”
“Don’t be silly! How do you feel?” she asked.
“As if a cavalry charge had just passed over me!” His smile became a grimace as he tried to take a step towards her. “I think I’ve sprained my ankle.”
He staggered and tried to balance himself on the broken car. She heard the sound of cracking whicker, saw him stumble. Swiftly she went forward, raising her hands to fend off the canopy descending on them. The fold she’d lifted earlier fell behind her, leaving her and the aeronaut in something like a dimly lit tent. She had to step over what seemed like a snakes’ nest of ropes, but she reached him before he fell and put a steadying arm around him. The feel of hard, warm flesh under her hand brought the blood to her face. She drew a ragged breath.
Dear God, what had she gotten herself into?
· · ·
Gil felt the lady tremble as she helped him regain his balance. His ankle throbbed, his head ached even worse, and he was bruised all over. All in all, it was a vast improvement over what he’d expected in those final moments before Alcyone hit.
Besides the fact that a pretty woman had her arm around him. What a sight she’d been, peering cautiously under Alcyone’s canopy at him. Large, frightened eyes in a heart-shaped face. A trim figure silhouetted against the sunny meadow. What a vision to greet a man who thought Death had finally caught up with him!
“Thank you, ma’am,” he said. “Gilbert Manning, your most grateful servant.”
She didn’t look up; the brim of her bonnet hid her face. “I am—I am Miss Westfield.”
Not a round-heeled widow, then. And unquestionably a lady.
“Can you walk?” the lady asked.
“If you help me.” For five hundred guineas, he’d damn well manage it.
He put an arm around her shoulder and used the other hand to hold up Alcyone’s folds. He took a cautious step, trying not to wince as his ankle protested.
“Not… too heavy for you… am I?” he asked.
“Not at all.”
“Strong as well as pretty,” he murmured.
“Save your energy for walking, Mr. Manning,” she said sharply.
His head throbbed again and a faint buzzing started in his ears.
Miss Westfield lifted another fold of the balloon before them. “Once we are out, you must lie down while I fetch a surgeon.”
“Not yet. I must—” He wasn’t sure what it was he had to do, except keep moving. Slow march. One foot in front of the other.
The buzzing intensified, like the sound of a thousand bees. A few more steps. Don’t fall.
He thought he heard voices. The whole village would turn out to see the fun; they always did. Together, he and the lady lifted the last fold and emerged into the sunlit meadow. The bright light hurt his eyes. He blinked.
“Someone fetch Mr. Hollis!” Miss Westfield’s voice pierced the humming in his ears.
A sea of faces undulated before him. He tried to bow. He heard cheers, but the ground tilted beneath him.
“Help me, he’s fainting!” Miss Westfield shouted, tightening her hold on him.
“No, I’m not,” he retorted and planted his feet more widely.
An arm slipped around him from the other side. He heard more voices, loud yet indistinct. A young man said he’d fetch Mr. Hollis, whoever that was.
“Welcome to Tichbury,” a new voice said.
Gil struggled to bring the face before him into focus. Brown eyes in a wrinkled face surrounded by white hair. A gentle smile. Sober garb. A parson, he guessed.
“Tichbury?” he repeated. He’d just heard the name, hadn’t he? It was hard to think over the noise in his head.
“I am Mr. Grimshaw, the vicar,” the man said. “We have summoned a surgeon.”
“Gilbert… Manning.” He tried to smile at the vicar, though now there were two of the old gentleman. “Thank you.”
“You must lie down, Mr. Manning,” Miss Westfield insisted.
“Not yet.” He looked down at her. Two pairs of large blue-gray eyes stared anxiously up at him. Entrancing as the sight was, there was still something he had to do. He tried to think, despite the humming in his ears, the host of faces in front of him and ground that swayed like the deck of a ship in high seas.
Then he had it.
“Has my… coat been found?”
“Indeed, Mr. Manning, we retrieved a number of items of your clothing from the village.” The vicar’s voice mingled gentle reproof with a touch of humor.
“I found it necessary… to discharge some ballast,” he explained. “I think my coat fell in… a garden. My journal was in the pocket. I need it.”
“If it will ease your mind, it shall be found,” said the vicar soothingly. He raised his voice to address the throng. “Does anyone have Mr. Manning’s coat?”
“I’ve got it!” someone shouted. A villager came to the front, holding Gil’s coat out to the vicar.
“Please… bring it to me.”
“Why does it matter?” asked Miss Westfield. “You should lie down and await the surgeon.”
“My journal… and a pencil… are in the pocket. Mr. Grimshaw… if you please… record that you saw me walk away from the landing… and then witness it… I would be most obliged.”
“Good God, is it a wager?” said Miss Westfield.
He nodded. “Please… there’s a considerable sum… riding on it.”
“Very well, Mr. Manning,” said the vicar in a disapproving tone, but he accepted the journal from the villager.
Gil’s vision blurred as he watched the vicar record the landing.
“There, Mr. Manning. It is done,” said the vicar.
He thanked him, his head so thick he couldn’t tell if he shouted or whispered.
“And now will you lie down?” the lady—whatever her name was, somehow he’d forgotten it—insisted.
“Very well.” Gil nodded, which was a bad idea. The thrumming in his ears grew louder. The ground heaved again.
The lady cried out, and he knew no more.
· · ·
Emma staggered as the aeronaut sagged against her. Curse him! Why did men never listen?
The vicar’s manservant, on the other side, got a better hold on Manning. Between them, they let the aeronaut down gently onto the turf. She dropped down beside him but instantly the crowd pressed around them.
“Stand back!” she ordered, using her schoolmistress voice to good effect.
“Oh dear, what is to be done?” Mr. Grimshaw exclaimed.
Emma stared down at the aeronaut. His chest rose and fell steadily. He was still alive but the injury to his head must have been far worse than he’d admitted. She carefully felt his head and found a sizeable swelling on one side. Idiot! Instead of resting like a sensible person, he’d fretted until they’d signed his journal. All for some stupid bet! He was a rogue and a flirt. But lying there barefoot and half-naked, he looked more vulnerable than roguish.
A sudden grief welled up inside her.
She started to avert her gaze when something caught her eye: a round, healed scar over his ribs. There was another much like it near his shoulder. A long, pale scar slashed across one arm.
“Good God…” she murmured.
“Let us lay his coat over him!” Miss Grimshaw, the vicar’s sister, had edged her way through the crowd. The villager still holding the coat handed it to Emma. Miss Grimshaw bent down and helped her arrange it over Manning, who gave no sign of noticing. He looked so peaceful, almost as if he were…
“Let us try to revive him.” Miss Grimshaw, always practical, held out her vinaigrette.
Emma opened the small silver box and waved the grill under Manning’s nostrils, releasing the scent of lavender-infused vinegar.
“Wake up, Mr. Manning,” she said. Wake, damn you.
He did not even flutter an eyelid.
She repeated her efforts, to no avail.
“Ought we to move him?” Mr. Grimshaw asked.
“We should wait for Mr. Hollis,” Miss Grimshaw advised. “Do you not think so, Emma?”
“He took a blow to his head. I’m not sure—I think—”
“Make way! Make way, I say!” A masculine voice boomed from the back of the crowd. Emma looked up and saw Sir George Chesmore, the local squire, making his way through the crowd. Villagers parted to allow the fair-haired, stout gentleman to pass, followed by his wife and sister, both in fashionable bonnets and pelisses and agog with curiosity. Emma frowned. If she knew those two, they’d find a way to make a farce of this calamity.
The ladies’ eyes widened as they gazed down at Manning. Lydia Chesmore, seventeen, plump and fair-haired like her brother, let out a giggle. “He’s handsome! But look at his feet! And his arms! Is he na—”
“What happened?” Sir George interrupted, giving his sister a warning look.
Emma recounted the events as concisely as she could. “We have sent for Mr. Hollis,” she concluded.
“Oh, the poor man!” said Lady Chesmore, her dark, bird-like eyes taking in every detail of the aeronaut. “Do we know who he is?”
“He introduced himself as Mr. Gilbert Manning,” supplied the vicar. “Odd, he spoke like a gentleman.”
“I think he is a soldier,” said Miss Grimshaw.
“Perhaps he is an officer!” said Lydia. “His coat seems rather fine, does it not?”
“It appears the foolish young man undertook this flight on a bet,” said Mr. Grimshaw.
Lydia gazed at Manning. “He will not die, will he?”
“Of course he will not die, Lyddy,” said Lady Chesmore. “We shall take him up to the Manor so he may be nursed properly.”
“Yes, we must,” said Lydia, her crimped curls bobbing as she nodded. “Our carriage is right there, in the lane, for we were just returning from a visit to the Hartleys.”
Emma couldn’t remain silent. “But it is nearly two miles by road! A blow to the head is a serious matter. To jolt him over such a distance might aggravate his injury.”
“Our carriage is very well-sprung,” said Lydia.
Sir George looked first to his wife, then his sister. “I don’t know if we should—”
“We must help him, George!” insisted Lydia. “He is a gentleman, I am certain of it.”
“I think it unwise to move him,” said Emma, braving frowns from the two ladies. Not that the aeronaut was any of her business.
“Ahem,” said the vicar. “I fancy Miss Westfield knows more of nursing than any of us.”
“Surely you do not intend to keep him lying here like this.” Lady Chesmore pouted. “Who knows how long it will take for Mr. Hollis to arrive!”
Emma stared back down at Manning, who lay oblivious to the struggle raging over him. What did she care? Let them take him away, make a pet of him over at Chesmore Manor. That is, if he survived the trip. Damn him, the last thing she needed was another charge on her hands. But she’d helped him and now she felt bound by something—honor, perhaps—to continue doing so.
She straightened her shoulders. “Let him be taken to Meadowcross Cottage then.”
The Chesmores all stared at her. The surrounding villagers watched, curious at this turn of events.
“You cannot take him to your home. It would be most improper!” said Lady Chesmore.
“We could take much better care of him at the Manor!” cried Lydia.
Sir George frowned, unwilling to argue with the ladies.
Emma bit back the urge to scream at them. She didn’t want the aeronaut in her care. She didn’t want him to die, either. But she’d not considered the possibility of scandal, or how she was going to find time to care for him.
“You cannot have a man in your cottage!” insisted Lady Chesmore.
“She can if I come to stay as well,” said Miss Grimshaw.
“An excellent notion, my dear!” said the vicar said to his sister. “You may help Miss Westfield care for the unfortunate man. While you are present as chaperone, there can be no impropriety.”
“Well then, it is settled,” said Sir George.
“Let us hope he revives,” said Lady Chesmore, as if she doubted Emma’s care would prove sufficient. “You shall keep us apprised of his progress.” Head held high, she flounced away. Lydia followed, with a lingering backward glance at Manning.
Sir George shifted his feet for a moment before addressing himself to Emma. “Have Mr. Hollis send the reckoning to us. And don’t hesitate to let us know if there’s aught you need.”
Emma murmured her thanks. As Sir George turned to follow his ladies, she looked down at her new charge. What had she just done?
Under her orders, several villagers picked Manning up. His head lolled helplessly against one bearer’s chest. She warned them to be careful, then looked around. The children had all found their parents; no one seemed inclined to leave. It was no surprise. There hadn’t been such excitement since Sir George’s prize bull got loose.
The vicar and his sister were perusing Manning’s journal to discover his address. They would catch up later, she supposed. It was time for her to go to the cottage and prepare to receive the injured aeronaut.
She set off at a run, her senses all in a whirl. That laugh, the sensation of a man leaning against her. The unmistakable air of a military man. Those wounds…
But it was time to be practical. They’d never get Manning up the stairs. The only choice was to put him on the sofa. But her desk was in the parlor, along with her manuscript, all her papers… Somehow she’d have to manage. She’d give Miss Grimshaw her own bed and set up a cot in the same room, so as not to disturb Kit.
Kit… He must have seen the accident. He would be frightened. She quickened her pace. By the time she reached the cottage she had a stitch in her side.
Becky stood in the doorway, eyes wide. At least she hadn’t deserted her post.
“The aeronaut is”—Emma gasped—“injured. They are bringing him… here. How is… Kit?”
“He’s nervous but well enough, Miss.”
“Still in the garden?”
“Yes, Miss.”
“Good. I’ll go tell him… what happened.” She drew another deep breath. “Fetch the spare bedding and make up the sofa.”
Becky bustled up the stairs while Emma hurried through their small parlor, through the kitchen and into the garden. Kit sat in his wheeled chair under the large plane tree. As she rushed down the gravel path toward him, she nearly tripped over their gray cat, Pandora, who let out a yowl in protest.
Kit looked up, his shadowed eyes like holes in a face too pale and thin for a boy of eight years. There was a book in his lap, but she doubted he’d been reading.
“Dearest, there’s been an accident,” she called out. “The aeronaut is alive but he is injured. They are going to bring him here in a few minutes.”
“Will he be all right?” he asked as she came up to him.
She leaned down to kiss his forehead. It felt cool and dry. “I am sure he will,” she said, hoping it was true. “But he will have to stay with us for a bit.”
Kit brightened. “May I meet him?”
Something inside her ached at his eager expression. She thought of the physician’s warnings and hesitated.
Before she could reply, he burst out, “You won’t let me, will you? You’ll say it is too exciting!”
She clenched her hands. “Perhaps once he is well… but I doubt he will stay long. Now I must go and help Becky. Do you need anything?”
Kit shook his head sullenly. She hurried back to the cottage, hoping Manning’s presence there would not overexcite her brother.
But a meeting between the two was the least of her worries.
· · ·
“Forgive me, but I think it best that you ladies be prepared,” said Mr. Hollis in a low voice, though they were in the kitchen and Manning now lay on the sofa in the parlor, dressed in a nightshirt borrowed from the vicar and attended by Mr. Grimshaw’s manservant. “He has sustained a very severe blow. It is a bad sign that he has remained insensible.”
“Heavens, what do you mean?” asked Miss Grimshaw.
Emma kept her eyes on the surgeon, an honest man with a reputation for knowing his business.
“What I mean is that if he awakens, he may no longer be in possession of his faculties, in which case do not hesitate to send for help. Or he may…”
“Go on,” said Miss Grimshaw.
“He may slip away in the night.”
Emma stared down at a knot in the oak table. So he might wake up a madman or an idiot. Or not at all. She was right to keep Kit away.
“But do not despair,” the surgeon continued. “He may come to with a bad headache and recover fully. He appears to have a strong constitution. Strong indeed, to have survived the old wounds I saw when I examined him. A soldier, is he?”
“We think so,” said Miss Grimshaw.
Emma lifted her eyes. “What can we do for him?”
“Apply cold compresses of water and vinegar to his head and ankle. After he wakes, send for me. If he is in pain, you may give him fifteen to twenty drops of laudanum. For now I recommend that you take it in turns to sit up with him.”
She and Miss Grimshaw nodded.
“Does he have family?” Mr. Hollis asked. “They ought to be notified.”
“My brother found a direction in his journal,” said Miss Grimshaw. “For a gentleman living somewhere near Richmond. We will write to him.”
“Good.” Mr. Hollis rose from the table and gathered up his bag. “I shall return tomorrow morning. Do not hesitate to send for me if there is any change, for good or ill.”
· · ·
“Emma. Emma,” a voice whispered. A hand touched Emma’s shoulder. She started up from an uneasy slumber. Miss Grimshaw stood by the cot, holding a candle that shadowed the lines in her face.
“What is it?” Emma asked. “Oh yes, I remember… Has there been any change?”
Miss Grimshaw shook her head. “I am afraid not.”
Manning hadn’t roused all evening and now he’d slept half the night. He’d wake by morning, Emma thought fiercely. He had to. She pushed herself up, swung her legs over the side of the cot and grimaced as her feet hit the cold floor. She dressed quickly, leaving her hair in its thick nighttime braid, tossed on an old shawl, thrust her feet into slippers and left while Miss Grimshaw was still readying herself for bed.
Emma tiptoed past Kit’s room and down the stairs, avoiding the creaky spots out of habit. She reached the landing and rounded the screen they’d set up between the parlor and the entry.
The clock on the mantel showed four o’clock in the morning. Manning lay in shadows, flat on his back, illumined only by the light of her candle. He was so still he reminded her of the effigies of Sir George of Tichbury and his wife that lay in the village church. She moved quietly toward the sofa. When she saw the slow but steady rise and fall of his chest, she let out a small sigh.
He was not gone. Not yet.
She sat down in the wing chair in the corner, setting her candle on the small table nearby. Manning slumbered on. For a moment she stared, in the grip of the feeling that she was seeing someone else. But that was a different time and place. She’d go mad if she continued. She eyed the papers on her desk but couldn’t muster the resolution to deal with them. She had to do something. Her sewing basket stood close by. She pulled out one of Papa’s old shirts she was making over for Kit and began to work. After a few moments she caught herself looking back towards the sofa. She gave herself a mental shake, but she hadn’t set five more stitches before the urge to gaze at Manning seized her again. She gave up the struggle, poked her needle into the shirt and tucked it back into the basket.
She might as well study him, so she could move past the superficial resemblance that plagued her. It was time to convince herself that he was indeed a stranger and not the embodiment of a memory.
She tiptoed toward the sofa and then knelt on the carpet beside it. Shivering, she smoothed her dressing gown around her legs and feet. Now that she was close to him, she hesitated. But she forced herself to look, to take note of every detail of his face and form. He was slightly taller and leaner than the image from her memory, but well made. Her throat tightened; she held back tears and forced herself to continue. His hair was a shade darker: a medium brown, wavy and in need of trimming. Lydia hadn’t exaggerated when she’d called him handsome. His features were regular. He had a long, smooth forehead, now partly hidden under a damp compress, a longish nose, an angular chin. Manly, stronger features than… She closed her eyes to recall the color of this stranger’s eyes: blue tinged with green, fitting for someone who moved between earth and sky. Eyes that laughed along with the rest of him.
He was a flirt and a daredevil, there was no doubt of that. A gambler. A gentleman, perhaps an officer sold out since Waterloo. She wondered if he’d known… but how likely was that? Yet how could she not think about it? She’d seen the scars, the result of bullets and swords piercing his flesh. Scars that did not obscure the beauty of a healthy male body.
She blinked away a tear. Lud! She hadn’t cried in ages. What was the matter with her now?
She knew what was the matter.
It was the look of childlike innocence Manning wore in sleep, as he might in death. Had Charles looked so when he died? Had he thought of her? Perhaps, regretted…?
Charles… my love…
She caught herself whispering the words aloud. Now she was going mad.
But Manning did not wake. Perhaps his spirit was already beyond reach. Did he have a wife or a sweetheart who would mourn him?
Tears blurred her vision as she leaned over him. His mouth was surely made for smiling. For laughing. For kissing. Grief welled up along with the feeling that he might never do any of those things again.
She closed her eyes and pressed her lips to his. They were cool and unresponsive.
Then they parted.
She jerked back, saw his eyes flutter open.
“Don’t stop now,” he whispered.
· · ·
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With Wellington’s Army in Spain, June 1811
“Aiee! Madre de Dios, it hurts!”
Will knelt on a coarse wool blanket beside his best friend’s woman, gripping her hands. “Not much longer, Juana,” he murmured. “Everything is going well.”
He hoped he spoke the truth, but he didn’t rightly know. His boyhood experience with lambing on his brother-in-law’s farm hardly made him a midwife. He was a Rifle sergeant, an eleven-year veteran who had known no life but a soldier’s since he was sixteen. He’d been trained to usher men out of the world, not babies into it.
Juana’s birth pang ended, and she released his hands. Will flexed his fingers to get the blood flowing again. Her grip had turned so fierce he wondered if he’d be able to manage his rifle the next day.
Somewhere nearby there had to be better help for a laboring woman. He could still hear tramping feet and creaking oxcart wheels on the road, just a few yards away from the grove of cork trees where they had sought shelter when Juana’s pains grew too strong for her to continue on the march. Their own regiment marched far ahead with the vanguard, but the main body of the army hadn’t yet passed them by.
He allowed himself a brief daydream of seeking out Lord Wellington to tell the general exactly what he thought of him for ordering a march today of all brutally hot days. It wasn’t as if they were going to or from battle. They hadn’t seen action in weeks, and if camp gossip was to be believed, that was unlikely to change soon. Today they marched to improve their position relative to the French, many miles distant, or maybe simply to avoid exhausting the countryside’s food and water and the goodwill of their Spanish hosts. They could just as well have waited a few days in hopes of the heat breaking, and Juana could’ve given birth in a settled camp.
Will shook off his insubordinate fancies and turned his mind to reality. He fixed the third occupant of the grove with a glare that would’ve made any private leap to obey. “Damn it, Dan, you must go for help.”
Dan, however, was no private. He was the other sergeant of Will’s company—not to mention Juana’s lover and the father of her child.
“No,” he said. “I’m not leaving her. Not this time.” His jaw was set, his eyes haunted.
Will shook his head. Two years before, Dan had lost his wife in childbirth after being forced to leave her behind on the retreat to Corunna, so he had made up his mind that he could keep Juana safe by keeping her in sight. But he was useless, pacing the edge of the grove in a nervous panic. He could not take Will’s place, freeing him to seek help, so somehow they had to manage. But Juana needed more. She needed a woman.
All of them tensed as a rustling in the grove heralded the approach of an animal, then relaxed as the intruder came into sight. As if in answer to Will’s prayers, a beautiful woman rode toward them on a donkey, trailed by a local girl on foot. He could have kissed her. Granted, she wasn’t quite what he’d had in mind. He would’ve preferred a stout matron who’d borne half a dozen children and attended the births of ten times that number. In short, his mother.
This one was too young—younger than he was, probably not yet five-and-twenty. She was also too much of a lady. With her servant, donkey, and fine dress and bonnet, she was unmistakably an officer’s wife. Her Spanish maid was still in her teens, and she was trying to hide behind the donkey. But at least they were female.
The beauty took in their situation at a glance—a dismayed glance, Will thought—and slid down from her mount’s back.
She met Will’s eyes. “I heard a scream, just now. May I offer any assistance…” Her voice trailed off as her gaze darted to the neat stack of gear at one corner of the blanket. “…Sergeant?”
His uniform jacket, with its sergeant’s stripes, lay atop his gear. He felt a moment’s embarrassment at being caught in a state of undress by such an elegant lady. But if she’d been following the drum for any time at all, this couldn’t be the first time she’d seen a strange man in his shirtsleeves.
“Thank you, ma’am,” he said fervently. “Anything you can do, we’d be grateful for.”
She bit her lip, then turned to the girl. “Here, Beatriz, tether the donkey,” she said in quick, fluent Spanish.
As the girl obeyed, the lady hurried to Juana’s side and sank to her knees opposite him. Just then another pain hit. This time Juana didn’t scream, but writhed and moaned low in her throat.
“What’s her name?” the lady asked, peeling off her gloves to reveal small, slim-fingered hands ornamented only by a plain, gold wedding ring.
“Juana, ma’am.”
“Juana, you must breathe better,” she murmured in Spanish, grasping Juana’s hands. “It will pass. Breathe.”
Juana looked up at her in relief and complied. Will frowned. He’d said much the same thing. Did it sound that much better coming from a woman? He supposed it must, and he was glad the lady had the compassion to stop and offer to help. Many an officer’s lady would have considered Juana beneath her notice.
Her husband was a lucky man to have a wife so lovely and generous of spirit willing to go to war at his side. Though any officer who could afford it was free to bring along a wife, few ladies accompanied their husbands on campaign. Most stayed in England, while some rented rooms in Lisbon to be within easy reach if their men became ill or wounded. Only the bravest and most devoted followed the drum.
At present the lady’s dark, arched eyebrows were drawn together in a worried frown, and her hand shook as she reached up to push a stray lock of curly black hair away from her face. She couldn’t possibly be an expert at this. Will doubted her governess had taught her how to deliver babies between her dancing and embroidery lessons. But at least she was female, and with any luck she had children of her own, entrusted to another servant with the baggage wagons or safe with her family back home.
The pain passed, and Juana lay back, exhausted. After a moment, she opened her eyes and looked up at her new benefactress. “Thank you, señora.”
“De nada. And you speak English.”
“Sí. If I did not, I could not stay with that one.” She tilted her head toward Dan, who stood sentry some five yards away, darting fearful glances at them. “He will not learn Spanish. He tries, but it is no good.”
The lady looked from Will to Dan and back in confusion. “Oh! He’s…but I thought…”
Juana managed a smile. “You thought the father was the handsome young one here.”
Will blinked. He’d never thought of himself as especially handsome, and he could hardly believe a woman in the throes of labor and an elegant officer’s lady were discussing his merits with him so close he couldn’t help but hear it.
“Well, yes. I did think so.” Her expression was demure, but mischief danced in her clear green eyes.
“Will is too stubborn,” Juana said.
The lady laughed, revealing a pair of dimples. Before she could speak, another pain struck Juana, and the lady’s face grew serious. “I think we should help her sit up,” she said. She suited actions to words, pulling Juana up and offering her shoulder for her to lean against. As Will supported Juana’s other side, he admired how strong the lady was for her size—she couldn’t be much more than five feet tall.
When the pain passed, the lady looked nervously from Juana to Will. “I must confess that I’m no midwife. I was with my cousin’s wife when her youngest was born, and all I know is what I remember from that day.”
Too bad, but Will hadn’t expected much more. “Well, ma’am, I’ve helped with lambing. Maybe between the two of us, we’ll know what to do.”
Juana looked dubious, and he couldn’t blame her.
“I beg your pardon,” the lady said, “but weren’t there any other women with you?”
He shook his head. “We haven’t many women in our company, ma’am. I’ve tried to send Dan—Sergeant Reynolds, that is—for help, but he won’t go.”
“I’m not leaving,” Dan said, though his back was to them.
“I know. You’ve said as much at least a dozen times,” Will replied.
Another pain struck, and they encouraged Juana through it. Will realized he still didn’t know the lady’s name.
The donkey brayed, and again came the rustling that signaled they were about to have company. This time Will recognized the snorting and plunging of a restive horse. As Juana’s birth pang ended, a rangy black stallion burst into the clearing, ridden by a blond dragoon officer who surveyed them with contempt. Will wondered how the man kept himself so spotless. He was dusty, but otherwise looked like he belonged on parade in London—no stubble on his face, no patches or frayed braid on his uniform.
The lady went rigid. In an instant the warm, compassionate woman became a pale pillar of ice. She stood and shook out her skirts, her chin held high.
Dan snapped to attention and saluted smartly. Will couldn’t do the same, supporting Juana as he was, but he managed a gesture he hoped was recognizable as a salute.
“Mrs. Arrington,” the officer said, his voice as cold as her expression.
Well, now Will knew her name.
“Captain Arrington,” she replied.
And that must be her husband.
“What are you doing here?” the captain asked.
“I should think that would be obvious.” Each syllable was as sharp as a new bayonet.
There was no love lost between these two. Or, maybe there was, but Will didn’t think they’d find it anytime soon. Slowly he lowered his hand, since the captain clearly had no intention of acknowledging him. Dan crouched beside him and Juana, and they watched the couple in amazed silence. The maid Beatriz, who had yet to leave the donkey’s side, hid her face against the beast’s neck.
The captain frowned, blond brows drawing together over pale blue eyes. “All that’s obvious is that you’re meddling where you don’t belong again.”
“I heard a woman in pain, I offered my help, and it was accepted. I hardly consider that meddling.”
“I fail to see how your assistance could be of any use.” He cast another disdainful glance at Juana and the two sergeants as he tugged at his reins, fighting to control his dancing, snorting mount. “I cannot imagine that there is a woman in the army with less expertise in childbearing than yourself, madam.”
Mrs. Arrington winced. “Yet I am here,” she said with careful dignity. “If you would be so kind as to find Helen and María, I would be delighted to step aside for someone with greater experience.”
“I haven’t the time to act as your messenger boy. I only sought you out to do you the courtesy of informing you that my company is ordered forward to scout. If I don’t hurry, I shall miss the rendezvous. Now, come away from here at once.”
She took a deep breath and swallowed hard. “No.”
The captain drew back on the reins, and the stallion reared and plunged. “No? You would defy me?”
She held her head higher, though her hands, clenched in fists at her side, were shaking. “I would, and I am.”
“Well, then. I suppose I cannot be surprised to find you so lost to decency as to choose the company of the common rabble of the army above the wishes of your husband.”
When Mrs. Arrington replied, her voice was brittle and bitter. “I daresay you cannot. However, I confess that I am surprised to find you so lost to all courtesy as to quarrel with your wife in public.”
Captain Arrington sneered. “I hardly consider a pair of sergeants and a whore the public.”
Dan’s face reddened. “She’s no whore, sir.”
“Why, you insolent—” The captain raised his whip hand.
“Sebastian!” Mrs. Arrington cried. He hesitated.
Just then, Juana screamed as another spasm struck. Mrs. Arrington shot her husband a look of pure contempt before hurrying back to her side.
Captain Arrington rode straight toward the women. “Anna, you will come away from there.”
Will sprang to his feet and ran forward. He no longer saw a superior officer, but only a vicious man on a brute of a horse, bent on riding down two women. He caught the stallion by the bridle and hung on as the beast fought and reared.
“You insolent cur!” Captain Arrington’s face glowed red, and he raised his whip hand again. “Release my horse.”
“No, sir,” Will said through gritted teeth, bracing himself against the stallion’s efforts to pull free. Let the captain use his whip. Will didn’t care. He wasn’t letting him near the women. “Besides, shouldn’t you worry about being late for your mission rather than us rabble? Sir.” Will had never confronted a superior so directly in his life, but he would’ve done the same if the captain had been a general.
“Insolent and insubordinate!” the captain sputtered, though his horse began to settle down. “I shall speak to your commanding officer and have you both flogged.”
Will knew he had won when the threat changed from a present whipping to a future flogging. He grinned and released the horse’s bridle. “By all means do so, sir. My name is Atkins, and his is Reynolds. Third Company, First Battalion, the Ninety-Fifth. But for now, sir, your mission awaits you.”
“Just go, Sebastian.” His wife’s voice was weary.
“Very well, madam. But we will speak of this again.” He wheeled his horse about and cantered out of the grove, his posture ramrod-stiff.
Juana’s pain had passed, and she stared up at Mrs. Arrington with pity. “¿Su esposo, señora?”
“Sí. My husband.” She closed her eyes, and her lip quivered. After a moment she took a deep breath and met Will’s eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said.
He shook his head. “No, ma’am, I’m sorry.”
They stared at each other for a long moment, a disobedient wife and an insubordinate sergeant.
“We’ll say no more about it, ma’am,” he said gently. Dan and Juana exchanged glances and nodded.
“Thank you. Only—I’ll speak to your captain. You shouldn’t be flogged for this.”
“I wouldn’t worry about that, ma’am,” Will said.
“My husband can be most insistent.”
Will grinned. “The more he insists, the less heed Captain Matheson will pay him. He’s a stubborn man.” He winked at Juana. “Not always a bad thing to be.” His amusement didn’t last, for he remembered Captain Arrington’s upraised whip hand. “Will he beat you, ma’am?”
“No! Of course not.” She hesitated, and her expression grew uncertain. “I don’t think so. He never has before.”
“You’ve angered him enough on our account already. Don’t speak up for us. Ten to one our captain won’t listen to him. And if he does, better us flogged than you beaten.”
“No. It isn’t. Don’t act the chivalrous idiot over me.”
Chivalrous idiot, was he? Will smiled at her. “But if I don’t, then when will I get the chance to play the knight? I don’t meet fair ladies every day.”
· · ·
For the second time in five minutes, Anna Arrington had to choke back tears. Poor Juana had another birth pang at that moment, giving her an excuse to look away from the terrible compassion in Sergeant Atkins’ amber-brown eyes. He’d attempted to make a joke of it, but she wasn’t fooled.
She didn’t think Sebastian would beat her. Only once had he ever struck her, when presented with what he believed was proof of her faithlessness and betrayal. Until that dreadful night, Anna had believed herself and Sebastian deeply in love. Swept off her feet by a dignified, grave young cavalry officer, so different from the gentlemen who had courted her during her London Seasons, she had married in haste but also in good faith. She had looked forward to the new adventures awaiting her as an officer’s lady, and she had intended to be his devoted helpmeet. But then one dreadful night she had discovered she had not known her new husband at all.
Two years later, Sebastian still thought her guilty—she had no proof of her innocence, and no amount of chaste, modest behavior would convince him he had misjudged her. But their unhappiness had settled into cold civility rather than heated quarrels. Sebastian had his ways of insulting her, but she had learned to numb her pain and ignore his continual jabs as best she could.
Yet Anna had broken their uneasy truce a fortnight ago, and over Beatriz, of all things. The newly orphaned girl had been left without any family or friends, and Anna had hired her out of pity. It didn’t matter that Beatriz lacked the skills of a lady’s maid. She would learn them soon enough.
But Sebastian hadn’t approved of her hiring a new servant and adding to their expenses without consulting him. He’d ordered her to dismiss Beatriz, saying the girl was a waste of money. Anna had refused and pointed out a fact she had scrupulously avoided mentioning from the beginning of their courtship until that day: every penny he possessed came from the vast fortune her father had left her.
Now their marriage was an open war. Anna knew that if she hadn’t hired Beatriz, something else would’ve set it off soon enough. She’d had enough of letting Sebastian control her, and she loathed the nervous, mousy person she was becoming almost as much as she had grown to despise her husband. If no amount of obedient, decorous behavior would placate him, why continue the pretense?
But for now there was a baby to deliver, and Juana needed better help than she and the two sergeants could offer.
“Beatriz,” she said, “you must take the donkey and ride forward for Señora Gordon and María.”
Beatriz shrank back, wide-eyed. “Go alone? Oh, no, señora.”
Anna sighed. The girl was still so young, barely sixteen, and frightened of her strange new life with a foreign army. “You must, Beatriz. Imagine if it were you or I. Would you not want the best help that could be had? They cannot be far ahead. On the donkey you can go quickly and be safe.”
Beatriz swallowed and nodded. “Sí, señora. I will do it.” She untied the donkey and rode away.
“Gracias,” Juana called after her.
In awkward silence they awaited the next labor pain. Anna searched for something to say that couldn’t lead back to the scene Sebastian had created.
Sergeant Atkins, bless him, stepped into the breach. “You’re from Scotland, aren’t you, ma’am?” he asked, sounding for all the world like a new acquaintance at a dinner or a ball.
She blinked. Not many people noticed her subtle accent so quickly. “You’ve a good ear.”
He shrugged. “You speak rather like our captain, and he’s from near Inverness.”
She relaxed. Talking of her childhood was safe. “I’m only half-Scottish. My father was from Gloucestershire, and my brother lives there still. But Father died when I was little, so I was sent to my aunt and uncle in the Highlands. I pay my brother a visit every year—or, I did before I came here—but Dunmalcolm Castle is home.”
“You grew up in a castle.” Sergeant Atkins drew back.
Sergeant Reynolds and Juana also stared at her in awe. Anna didn’t want them looking at her like that.
“It’s not such a very big castle,” she said. “Really, it’s smaller than my brother’s house. Only it’s quite old, and dreadfully drafty in the winter, and was once fortified…” She blushed as she realized how foolish she must sound. “So it’s a castle,” she finished lamely.
Sergeant Atkins raised one eyebrow. “Really, ma’am?” he said. “Next will you tell us your uncle isn’t such a very big duke?”
She grinned, liking him very much indeed. “Nothing of the sort. But he is very short for an earl.”
They laughed together, ease restored.
From then on Juana’s birth pains came regularly. She was too spent to talk, and Sergeant Reynolds resumed his pacing. Anna and Sergeant Atkins attended to Juana, occasionally conversing when her situation allowed it.
“And where do you come from?” she asked as she raised to her lips the canteen he offered her. The afternoon was growing even hotter, and she took several gulps of the water despite its brackish warmth.
“Shropshire.” His eyes grew distant.
“And you grew up on a farm and helped with the lambing?” She splashed a little water onto her handkerchief and laid it across Juana’s brow. It couldn’t be very cooling, but surely it was better than nothing.
“Not exactly,” he said. “The farm was my brother-in-law’s, and I was an apprentice of sorts. My father has an inn, but it’s to go to my brother Tim, so my family meant to set me up as a farmer.”
His people sounded too prosperous for him to have been driven to enlist out of poverty. “Then why are you here? If it’s not too impertinent of me to ask.”
He brushed an unruly lock of chestnut hair out of his eyes. “Not at all, ma’am. It’s a simple story. The recruiters came to town when I was sixteen and restless.”
“And now here you are.”
“Yes. After a few adventures along the way.”
That must be an understatement. At some point before she had arrived, he’d shed his regiment’s distinctive green jacket and the black stock he ought to have worn at his throat. With him in his rolled-up shirtsleeves, she could see two scars, one on his left forearm and a second at his collarbone. Both were long, thin lines of the type made by a saber. She wondered how many more marks of battle were hidden from her view.
Soon Juana’s labor grew more strenuous, and she screamed through each pain. Terrified, Anna wondered what was taking Beatriz so long. Helen and María shouldn’t have been that far ahead. If they didn’t arrive soon, she and Sergeant Atkins would have to deliver this baby themselves. She tried to remember what the midwife had done for Helen when Charlie was born, but her mind was a blank.
During her next pain, Juana looked at them, her eyes wild. “I think it’s coming,” she said in Spanish. English had deserted her.
“What now?” Sergeant Atkins asked.
“I wish I knew! My cousin had a birthing chair. Maybe she should squat.”
“Hands and knees.” They stared at Sergeant Reynolds in surprise. “I saw it done so, once before.”
Sergeant Atkins looked at her questioningly, and she shrugged assent. Between the pains the three of them helped Juana shift into the new position. Sergeant Reynolds searched through a bundle of gear, finding a small cache of clean linen cloths, while Anna helped Sergeant Atkins ease Juana’s skirts out of the way. If anyone had told her that morning she’d be doing such a service for a woman she’d never met before, she’d have thought them mad. Yet one did what one must. Such was life following the drum.
“It’s coming, right enough,” Sergeant Atkins said. “See the head?”
She cast aside the remnants of her modesty and looked. “Soon, Juana,” she said. “And your baby will not be bald.”
Juana screamed, and the head began to emerge. Anna’s heart climbed to her throat, and Sergeant Atkins’s calm amazed her as he caught the wet, blue-tinged head in his big, dexterous hands. But then she noticed the tightness of his jaw and the way the muscles by his ear twitched. He was as frightened as she was—he simply hid it better.
After another few pushes, the baby slid into his hands. For a long, breathless moment they waited until the silence was broken by a sputtering cry.
Sergeant Atkins gaped at the squirming baby in his hands and laughed aloud. “We did it.”
Anna too laughed in relief. “We did.”
“Boy or girl?” Juana asked between panting breaths.
“A girl,” Sergeant Atkins said.
“A beautiful girl,” Anna added, and it was true. Angry red face and misshapen head notwithstanding, the baby was a beauty. The head would settle back to normal soon enough—Anna’s cousin’s son had looked worse, but had turned into a fine handsome child in due course.
“A girl,” Sergeant Reynolds repeated. “I have a daughter.”
“Gracias a Dios,” Juana said. She slumped down onto the blanket, and Sergeant Reynolds knelt beside her, cradling her head on his lap.
What had the midwife done after Charlie was born? “Shouldn’t we cut the cord?” Anna asked.
Sergeant Atkins frowned. “I think so.”
“I believe you’re supposed to tie it off first,” she added.
“Yes. That sounds right. Here, ma’am, you hold her.”
Without ceremony he wrapped the squirming creature in a strip of linen and passed it into her arms. She trembled lest she drop it. The little thing, so strong and vigorous for so new a life, wailed fitfully and stared up at her through dark, unfocused eyes. Never would she hold a child of her own like this, for surely if she were capable of conceiving she would have done so by now. Usually she thought it best that a marriage as unhappy as hers bear no fruit, but she couldn’t hold a baby without pangs of regret. Silent tears trickled down her face.
Through blurred eyes she watched Sergeant Atkins rinse his hands with water from his canteen and dig through his equipment for a bit of string. He raised an eyebrow at his friend. “Give me your sword, Dan.”
Sergeant Reynolds grinned, unsheathed his rifle’s sword-bayonet and passed it to his friend.
When Sergeant Atkins came to cut the cord he saw that Anna wept. “It’s all right, ma’am,” he said. “It’s over now.”
She shook her head and tried not to cry harder. He didn’t understand—how could he?—and she would not explain it.
His face grew troubled, his golden brown eyes boundlessly compassionate. With his free hand he stroked her cheek, brushing away her tears with his callused fingers. She leaned into his touch, accepting its comfort.
The touch lasted only a second or two before they both jerked apart.
“I—I’m sorry, ma’am.”
She shook her head. “Think nothing of it.” That was the only thing to do—pretend it hadn’t happened.
He gave her a startled stare and bent to his work, inspecting the cord. “I’ve used these bayonets to cut firewood,” he said, “and they make fine spits for roasting a rabbit, but I never thought I’d use it for this.”
He spoke hurriedly, and Anna knew he was covering his share of their confusion and embarrassment. Resolutely she focused her attention on the baby. The child had calmed and was blinking at the world in bewilderment. Once the cord was cut, Anna must find a way to wash her and give her to her mother so she could nurse. Surely there was some water left in one of the canteens.
“There.” His task done, Sergeant Atkins sat back.
Anna heard a rustling at the edge of the grove, and at last Beatriz rode in, followed by Helen and her servant, María, on their own donkeys.
“I see I’m too late,” Helen said. “But it looks as though you managed. Has the afterbirth come yet?”
Anna shook her head. At that, Helen and María nudged her and Sergeant Atkins aside and took charge of the mother and baby.
“I could hardly credit it when Beatriz found us,” Helen said as she inspected the infant. “Our Anna, delivering a baby!”
“Sergeant Atkins really did it,” she said.
He shook his head. “I couldn’t have done it without your help, ma’am.”
She doubted it. She only hoped she hadn’t done more harm than good by bringing Sebastian’s wrath down upon them.
“Did she say your Christian name was Anna, señora?” Juana asked.
“Yes.”
“Then we shall call this one Anna—Anita.” She looked to Sergeant Reynolds for confirmation, and he nodded.
Anna smiled her appreciation of the honor, though it amused her to think how appalled Sebastian would be if he ever found out.
She and Sergeant Atkins were superfluous as Helen and María worked to deliver the afterbirth and wash and swaddle the baby. They stood a little apart from the others, maintaining a careful, correct distance between them. He shrugged his jacket back on but left it unbuttoned.
“All’s well that ends well,” he said.
“Yes, she’s a beautiful baby.”
The corner of his mouth quirked up. “I think she’ll resemble Juana more than Dan, which is a blessing.”
Before she could reply, she heard a horse entering the grove. Oh, no. Not Sebastian again.
But this was a smaller, dark-haired man on a dappled gray. Cousin Alec. Shouldn’t he be on patrol with Sebastian?
“Why, darling!” Helen said. “Were you looking for me?”
He shook his head and dismounted. “Not exactly,” he said. “I came to get all of you—Anna especially. Our billet is ready, and—well, I think you should get there as soon as you possibly can. It’s Sebastian, and…”
Anna’s heart thudded, and she stepped forward—away from Sergeant Atkins and his solid, protective presence. “He’s injured?” She was surprised how steady her voice sounded. Some part of her hoped that Alec was going to say they had clashed with a French patrol and Sebastian was dead, though she despised herself for wanting to buy her freedom at the price of her husband’s life.
Alec shook his head, coming forward to take her by the elbow. “No, lass, it’s nothing like that,” he said in a low voice. “It was the most routine and dull patrol that ever was. But all Sebastian did was complain about this—” with a sweeping glance he indicated the grove, the sergeants, and the new mother and baby, “—and from the threats he made, it would be well for them, in particular, if you didn’t linger here.”
She sighed. “Very well.”
“I ordered him to stay behind for now, but he was grumbling that I wasn’t the commanding officer of his marriage, and there’s no one to keep him from riding after us. I don’t like this, but I don’t want a quarrel between regiments.”
“I see. Well, then we’ll have to be quick.” She stepped away and brushed at her dusty skirts.
“Anna.” Alec was weary and covered in dust, and his dark blue eyes looked troubled.
“Yes?”
“We won’t let him hurt you.”
“Oh, he won’t hurt me.” If her defiance over Beatriz hadn’t pushed him to strike her, surely the small act of helping a woman in labor would not either. “But I won’t see them suffer for it.”
With a determined toss of her head, she turned to Sergeant Atkins, who she suspected had overheard almost everything. “We must go,” she said, “but I want Juana to have my donkey for the evening. She shouldn’t have to walk so far yet, and Helen or I can ride double with Alec. You may send it to the Sixteenth’s officers’ billet in the morning, though it might be best if you or Sergeant Reynolds didn’t come yourself.”
He frowned. “Don’t worry about us, ma’am.”
“I cannot help it.”
“There’s no need. And thank you for the donkey. It’s most kind of you—and I will return her myself tomorrow. I won’t trouble you, but—”
He bit back whatever he was about to say, and she shook her head in fierce negation. “Don’t worry about me, Sergeant.”
“I can’t help it.” His voice was barely more than a whisper.
Their eyes met and held for a long moment. Anna would never see him again, would never know how Juana and the baby named after her fared, but so it must be. She suffered enough herself over Sebastian and their misbegotten marriage, and she would not allow that misery to spread any further. “Goodbye, Sergeant,” she said.
Without waiting for a reply, she turned and hurried away.
Once Mrs. Arrington and her family and servants had left, Will and Dan packed their gear and bundled Juana and the baby onto the donkey. Will hardly spoke to the others as they slowly made their way to their regiment’s camp. His friends were lost in admiration of their newborn daughter, as well they should be. For his part, Will couldn’t stop worrying over Mrs. Arrington. Trapped in marriage to that brute—and Will didn’t trust her cousin’s assurances that they wouldn’t let her husband hurt her. If they were so determined to protect her, they wouldn’t be hurrying her back to Captain Arrington with him in a vicious temper and looking for someone to flog for it.
They found the Rifles camped in an olive grove on the other side of the village that was the army’s headquarters for the night. When they arrived, a group of soldiers crowded around to admire the baby. Will left them and went ahead to seek shaded shelter. Men were scattered about, dozing beneath trees, cleaning equipment, mending shirts—the usual activities of a regiment at rest. Some had rigged tents from their blankets, but most would sleep under the stars. In June it was no hardship.
As Will scouted out the ground, he heard his captain call his name. Will spotted Captain Matheson seated in a camp chair beside a folding table just outside his tent, along with the company’s newest officer. Lieutenant Montmorency had been with the regiment for less than a fortnight and had yet to get his first taste of battle.
Will strolled over and saluted both officers. Captain Matheson, a slightly built blond man with a deceptively mild face, indicated a third chair. “Please sit down, Atkins. And have some coffee.”
In his restless mood Will had no desire to sit and sip coffee. So he took the chair with a sigh, stretching out his legs as best he could.
“Pour the sergeant some coffee, Lieutenant,” Matheson said.
Montmorency blinked and frowned, as if he resented being asked to perform even so small a service for an enlisted man. But he had been ordered to serve coffee as surely as Will had been ordered to drink it, so he silently poured the steaming brew from a tin pot into a tin mug and passed it to Will.
He thanked him politely and took a careful sip. It was strong. Though Captain Matheson was not a wealthy man, he could afford the little luxuries that made an officer’s life more comfortable. He owned a spacious tent, this table and these chairs, a fine horse—and enough coffee that he needn’t brew it weak.
Montmorency, however, seemed hardly richer than Will himself. He hadn’t joined the regiment laden with expensive, impractical gear; he had only a small tent, and he marched on foot like the men.
Captain Matheson cleared his throat. “The birth went well, I trust?”
Will nodded and took another sip of his coffee. “Yes, sir. A healthy girl.”
“I’m delighted to hear it. Perhaps you’ll become a man-midwife when this war is over.”
Will grinned. “William Atkins, Accoucheur. Has a ring to it.”
“Accoucheur.” Montmorency corrected his pronunciation. Apparently the “ch” sounded like a “sh.”
Will glanced at Matheson, whose eyes had narrowed, but he didn’t need the captain to defend him from a young puppy of a lieutenant. “That’s the worst of being a reading man, sir,” he said easily. “You learn words without ever hearing them said, and sometimes you guess wrong.”
“You’re a reading man, Sergeant?” The lieutenant’s calf-brown eyes widened.
“All our NCO’s can read, Lieutenant. You should know that by now.” Captain Matheson leaned back in his chair, rebuke no longer concealed.
Montmorency flushed. “I remember, sir. But being able to read and being a reading man aren’t quite the same, are they?”
“Fair enough,” the captain allowed. “But Atkins here is as well-read as many an officer. More so than some I could name.”
“Maybe in English, sir,” Will said. “It’s not as though I know Greek or Latin, or more French than it takes to accept their surrender.”
“Atkins is a man of many talents,” Matheson said. “To which he must now add midwifery.”
Will smiled as he swallowed more of the coffee, which had at last cooled enough not to scald his tongue. “I wouldn’t say that, sir. I had help—two ladies of the Sixteenth and their servants. I daresay you know them, since they’re both Scottish. Mrs. Arrington and Mrs. Gordon.”
Captain Matheson laughed. “I know them, aye, but you haven’t quite got the right of it, Sergeant. Helen Gordon is an Englishwoman who had the wisdom to marry a Scotsman, while Anna Arrington is a Highlander who was foolish enough to marry an Englishman. No offense meant to the present company, of course.” His blue eyes twinkled as he inclined his head to his English companions.
“The Englishman she married is a fool, that much is certain,” Will said.
“Ah, so you met Captain Arrington as well, then.”
“I did.” If Lieutenant Montmorency had not been there, Will would’ve said, I had that displeasure, but he kept his tone as neutral as he could as he briefly described Arrington’s attempt to ride down Mrs. Arrington and Juana, and the actions Will had taken to protect them.
Captain Matheson listened coolly, then turned to the young lieutenant. “What do you think, Montmorency?”
The lieutenant’s eyes widened as if he would have preferred to avoid the question, but he answered readily enough. “Why, that all were in the wrong. The other captain should not have offered injury to women, but that cannot justify insubordination.”
“Can it not? If you came upon a senior officer about to commit murder, would it be insubordinate to prevent him?”
“I—I suppose not.”
“Exactly. You did well, Sergeant, and if he comes to me, I’ll tell him what I think of a man who’d seek to have another man flogged for protecting women. In any case, you’ll be many miles beyond his reach soon enough.”
“Sir?” Will had heard nothing about any pending movements of the army that would separate the Ninety-Fifth from the Sixteenth.
“Convoy duty, I’m sorry to say,” Captain Matheson said. “There’s a wounded convoy leaving for Lisbon in about a week, and the company is to escort it. I won’t be going—I’ve been detached to General Craufurd’s staff until you return. O’Brian will be in command. It’s tedious work, but it should prove a valuable opportunity for you, Montmorency. Look to O’Brian and the sergeants, and you’ll learn how to go on.”
“Yes, sir,” Montmorency said.
Will hid a sigh. Convoy duty was a bore and would be the more so with a new officer to train. But perhaps once he was halfway to Lisbon, he would accept that he could do nothing for Mrs. Arrington and stop worrying over her fate.
“And, Atkins,” the captain said, “I was hoping you could execute a few commissions for me in Lisbon.”
“Of course, sir.”
Captain Matheson leaned down to reach into a satchel at his feet. He pulled out a slim volume and offered it to Will. “Perhaps this will relieve the tedium of the journey.”
Will took it and opened it to the title page. “Shakespeare’s sonnets,” he read. “Thank you, sir.”
“I thought I should lend you something edifying to make up for that last book.”
Will grinned. He and Captain Matheson were as good friends as their disparity in rank allowed, largely because of their shared interest in books, any books, no matter how high or low their subject matter. “On the contrary, sir,” he said, “I found Aristotle’s Master-Piece most educational.”
Montmorency frowned. “Aristotle? But I thought you didn’t know Greek.”
“Oh, it’s in English, sir.” Will kept his face sober, though he was just petty enough to enjoy the lad’s ignorance after the “accoucheur” matter.
“And if Aristotle had anything to do with its contents, I’ll eat my hat,” Captain Matheson added dryly. At Montmorency’s continued bafflement he offered a brief explanation. “’Tis a manual containing, among other things, advice on the most intimate matters between man and woman.”
“Some of which is even sound,” Will added. “Though I have my doubts that an adulterous woman could hide the evidence of her crimes by thinking of her husband’s face and form at the critical moment, to make any offspring conceived look like the husband instead of the lover.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Matheson agreed. “And if the lady in question wanted to think of her husband at such moments, why, she wouldn’t make a cuckold of him, would she?”
Will and the captain chuckled while Montmorency smiled thinly. That lad was much too serious. If he was to survive in the army, he needed to learn to have a proper laugh.
“You should go to your mess, Atkins,” the captain said. “Bailey shot a hare and gave it to the sergeants in Juana’s honor. You won’t want to miss your share.”
He set down his half-finished coffee. “No indeed. That will be a feast.”
· · ·
George Montmorency found himself, yet again, alone. After Atkins had left, Captain Matheson had dismissed George as well. Now he wandered around the edge of the olive grove avoiding contact with anyone until dinner at the officers’ mess. He wished he were home. He had never wanted an army career, and at two-and-twenty he felt absurdly old to begin one. Many of his fellow junior lieutenants and ensigns were mere boys. And if the choice of regiment had been his own, he never would have selected the Rifles. They were respected for their daring on the battlefield, but George would have preferred a more genteel regiment. Yet he needed to rise quickly for the sake of his mother and sisters. And the easiest way to do that was to join a regiment that saw a great deal of the fighting and hope one was lucky enough to fill a vacancy made by combat rather than create one.
Deciding he should wear a fresh shirt for dinner, George crawled into his tent. He frowned to discover he had only one clean shirt left. Normally he took his laundry to Juana Martínez, but that was impossible with her just that day delivered of a child. How long did it take women of her sort to recover? Perhaps a woman who had given birth along the roadside and then made it to camp before sundown needed no respite from her usual tasks. He would ask Lieutenant O’Brian at dinner.
George wished the Rifles had been assigned a place in the village that formed the center of the army’s encampment. Then the officers would’ve been billeted in a house. He hated sleeping in this shabby tent, hardly better than the soldiers’ makeshift shelters, but he could not afford a better tent or a horse. He alone of Third Company’s officers had to march alongside the men. Even rough-hewn, barely genteel Lieutenant O’Brian had a sturdy little Spanish horse.
But George must endure to save Mama and his dear sisters from poverty and degradation. He wished any path other than the army had been open to him. It wasn’t that he feared combat. He heartily disliked campaign life, marching through dust and heat, sleeping in the open air and being forced to sip coffee with a man who would have been beneath his notice in England.
· · ·
Dan appeared at Will’s elbow before he could find the sergeants’ mess on his own.
“Where’s Juana?” Will asked.
“Under the best shade tree in the camp, being treated like a queen. I came to find you. Bailey gave us a hare.”
“Captain Matheson mentioned it.”
They began walking. “Speaking of captains,” Dan said. “Did you tell him about Captain Arrington?”
“I did, and he said I did exactly right.”
“Of course, but did you need to be so…flashy about it?”
Will clenched his hand into a fist. “What was I to do? Let him ride Juana down?”
“Were you protecting Juana or Mrs. Arrington?”
“Both of them,” Will admitted.
“You had no business stepping between a man and his wife.”
Dan was right. The law gave a husband such absolute power over his wife that Will had no more right to prevent Captain Arrington from dragging his wife away than he would’ve had to countermand an officer’s orders. But as a man who had been brought up from the cradle to respect and honor women, Will had only contempt for men who ordered their wives about like slaves.
“He doesn’t deserve her,” Will said.
“Maybe not, but it’s still no business of yours.”
“He doesn’t deserve her,” Will repeated. “If I had a wife like her, I’d—”
“You’d what? Worship at her feet?”
He ignored his friend’s sarcasm. “No. But I’d be sure to give her the consideration she deserved, and every day I’d let her know how much I valued her.”
“I’m sure you would, Will. I’m sure you would.”
· · ·
The village where the army had stopped for the night was too small to house the entire force, but the Sixteenth had managed to commandeer a decent shopkeeper’s cottage for its officers’ billet. Those officers who were unmarried or whose wives didn’t follow the drum were piled in several to a room, sharing beds or preparing to sleep wrapped in blankets on the floor, but Anna and Sebastian had been given a small garret bedroom to themselves.
He was seated on the narrow bed, waiting for her when she arrived. It was a tiny, spartan room, with no furniture but the bed, an olive-wood chest, their own small traveling trunks, and a rickety washstand with a chipped porcelain ewer atop it. When Sebastian stood, his head almost brushed the ceiling, and he seemed to swell to fill the entire space. Anna looked at him and the bed they would share with loathing, but she squared her shoulders and stepped across the threshold.
“Good evening, Sebastian,” she said coolly. “Lieutenant-Colonel Kent invited us to dine with him in half an hour’s time, so I must change my dress.”
“You must never again defy me as you did today, madam.” Each syllable cut like the lash of a whip. “I will not have it.”
This wasn’t quite the Sebastian whom Anna had endured for the past two years. That man had been cold, distant, only occasionally overt in his anger. The new Sebastian frightened her, but she was so tired of trying to please a man who could not be appeased, so she pushed her fear aside and embraced her anger.
“Will you not?” She tipped her head back to meet his cold, pale eyes. “I fear you are doomed to disappointment, for if I see someone in need of my help, I must do all in my power to aid them.”
“The common rabble of the army do not need your help.”
“Unless you propose to fight a war with nothing but officers,” she said, “the common rabble, as you call them, are necessary to the campaign and therefore, even aside from the demands of humanity itself, they are worthy of our attention.”
“Perhaps. But their whores are not.”
“She is not a whore! And even if she was, if a woman had no choice but to enter such a state, she would still be deserving of compassion.”
“Of course you would have sympathy with whores, madam.”
“I have never played you false, Sebastian, as you ought well to know by now.”
“I know what I saw.”
Anna gritted her teeth. This was the old argument, their oldest, and it was useless to fight it again, so she changed her tack. “Helen helped deliver the baby, too, and Alec thinks she did right.”
“If your cousin chooses to allow his wife to help birth some Spanish whore’s mongrel whelp, that is his affair, but you shall comport yourself respectably in the future.”
Mongrel whelp? He called that beautiful baby she’d cradled in her arms today a mongrel whelp?
“Damn you,” she said, swept up in a current of anger stronger than she had ever experienced. “I’m glad I’m barren, since the world is thereby spared any more of your misbegotten spawn.”
Sebastian turned bright red. “Bitch.” Lightning-fast, his right hand flew up and he slapped her hard across the face.
Anna staggered backward under the force of the blow and stumbled into the washstand. The ewer fell to the floor and shattered in a noisy crash. Water splashed the hem of her dress and broken pieces crunched beneath her booted feet as Sebastian seized her by the shoulders and shoved her against the wall.
Alec appeared in the doorway.
“Arrington, get out,” he said.
“This isn’t your concern,” Sebastian spat, digging his fingers harder into Anna’s shoulders.
“My cousin will always be my concern.”
“A cousin is far less to a woman than her husband.”
“That depends upon the husband. I am also your commanding officer, and your behavior while we are guests in someone’s home is indubitably my concern,” Alec added with a pointed glance at the porcelain shards scattered across the floor. “So you will leave this house until you are prepared to comport yourself as a gentleman within it.”
Sebastian’s face still blazed red with fury, but he was not one to disobey a direct order. He unclenched his hands from Anna’s shoulders and stalked from the room without another word.
Anna’s knees wobbled and her eyes burned, but she would not let herself weep or faint. She took a deep breath and tried to speak, but no words came out.
Alec hurried to her side. “Are you badly hurt, lass?”
She shook her head. “No, no. It’s nothing.”
“Nothing!”
He lifted a hand as if to touch her sore cheek, and Anna turned her face aside.
“What are we to do with you?” Alec asked.
“I’m sorry,” she said.
“You’ve nothing to apologize for. I rue the day you met Arrington, that’s all.”
“So do I,” she said. “So do I.”
“Come along, lass. You won’t stay here tonight. You’ll sleep with Helen and the children, and I’ll guard the door.”
“Surely that isn’t necessary,” she said, though she obediently followed him out of the room and down the corridor to the slightly larger chamber where he and Helen were quartered.
“Better safe than sorry.”
An anxious Helen awaited them at the door, and Anna was obliged to submit to her embrace and to accept a cool, damp cloth to press against her stinging cheek. “Where are the children?” She strove for normalcy.
“María took them downstairs to have a bath, so they didn’t hear any of that, thank God.”
“But everyone else did,” Anna said gloomily.
“Not exactly what was said, but we couldn’t help hearing that you were quarreling.”
“It’s more than quarreling if it ends with you bruised and shoved against a wall.” Alec stalked to the window and stared out at the dusty street. “You can’t go on like this, lass.”
Anna sighed and removed the cloth from her cheek as Helen led her to a chair and urged her to sit. “I know. But what am I to do?”
“Go home with the next courier or convoy,” Alec said, “and seek a separation. All the family will support you. You must know that.”
“I do. But it feels like giving up. I—I wanted to have a normal marriage, and I thought if I just kept trying…” Now she couldn’t hold back the tears, and Alec and Helen sat on either side of her, patting her shoulders and soothing her. She wished she could push them away. If only she could be alone, but solitude was so rare with the army as to be almost nonexistent.
“You did try,” Alec said. “None of this is your fault.”
“Of course it isn’t,” Helen said stoutly. “And once you’re gone, if we can just catch Sebastian with another woman, we’ll testify of his adultery and cruelty toward you, and you can get a divorce and be free to marry again.”
Anna laughed shakily. “If only it were so simple.” If Parliament granted every woman with an unfaithful husband who’d slapped or shaken her a divorce, it would actually be a common state.
“With your money and your family, it can be.”
“I didn’t want this to happen,” Anna said.
“We know,” Helen said. “But you need to go home, for your own safety. Alec is right. You can’t go on like this.”
Anna’s cheek still smarted, and she couldn’t think. “I don’t know.”
“Well,” Helen said kindly. “You need to eat, and rest. We can talk of it in the morning.”
Thankfully, no one expected Anna to dine at Lieutenant-Colonel Kent’s table that night. She and Helen had their dinner in the bedroom with Alec and Helen’s children, four-your-old Nell and toddling Charlie. Nell, naturally, asked about Anna’s reddened cheek, though she seemed to accept Helen’s explanation that Anna had been sunburned on just that side of her face. After that the girl monopolized the dinner conversation, telling them of all the remarkable things she had seen that day—a dog with only three legs, a cavalry remount galloping loose, a little Spanish girl who’d run out of her house wearing no clothes at all, chased by a shouting woman—and for once Helen made no effort to restrain her daughter’s chatter.
They went to bed at twilight, since full darkness came so late on these midsummer nights. Crowded together with Helen and the children, with Nell in particular a sweaty bundle nestled against her back, Anna lay awake. She supposed Alec and Helen were right, and her marriage had at last passed beyond any hope of redemption. But she dreaded the shame of returning home alone, marked as a failure, an object of pity. Despite Alec and Helen’s reassurances, some part of her wondered if she was truly blameless in the failure of her marriage. If she had been different somehow, more yielding, more what Sebastian had expected in a wife, then surely he might have been the man he had seemed to be during their courtship—grave, courteous, and gentle.
A little after midnight, as Anna finally drifted toward sleep, she was jerked back to full wakefulness by a commotion in the village street below—a woman’s scream and angry men’s voices shouting.
The children slumbered on—Helen always said Nell and Charlie could sleep through a cannonade—but Helen sat up in bed, rubbing her eyes. “What on earth?”
“Nothing good, by the sound of it,” Anna whispered.
“Well, we’re safe.” Helen sank back onto her pillow, but Anna could tell she remained wide awake, listening to the shouts below. Anna tried, but she couldn’t sort out the jumble of Spanish and English piled on top of each other. She was sure they would hear the tale in the morning, if it was as bad as it sounded.
Had Sebastian returned yet? Anna hadn’t heard him, but perhaps he had been chastened by Alec’s rebuke and chosen not to make a stir when he found their room empty. Perhaps tomorrow he would revert to the cold and cruel, but bearable, Sebastian she knew so well and they would go on as before.
The noise in the street shifted, growing in volume, and Anna realized that some of the shouting men had come into the very house where they lay. She and Helen both sat up, all pretense of sleep abandoned, and clutched each other’s hands.
Now Alec’s voice sounded outside the thick door, questioning and exclaiming, and then came a knock at the door. Alec stepped inside, just recognizable in the faint moonlight from the single window. “Anna?”
“What is it?” And why was he speaking to her and not to his wife?
“That noise—I’m sure you heard—there’s no easy way to say this, lass. It was about Sebastian. He’s dead.”
· · ·
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Running From Scandal
by
Ammanda McCabe
England, 1814
Emma Bancroft was very good at holding up walls. She grew more adept at it every time she went to a party, which was not very often. She was getting a great deal of practice at it tonight.
She pressed her back against the wall of the village assembly room and sipped at a glass of watery punch as she surveyed the gathering. It was a surprisingly large one considering the chilly, damp night outside. Emma would have thought most people would want to stay sensibly at home by their fires, not get dressed in their muslin and silk finery and go traipsing about in search of dance partners. Yet the long and narrow room was crowded with laughing, chattering groups dressed up in their finery.
Emma rather wished she was home by the fire. Not that she entirely minded a social evening. People were always so very fascinating. She loved nothing better than to find a superb vantage point by a convenient wall and settle down to listen to conversations. It was such fun to devise her own stories about that those conversations were really about, what secret lives everyone might be living behind their smiles and mundane chatter. It was like a good book.
But tonight she had left behind an actual good book at home in the library of Barton Park, along with her new puppy Murray. Recently she had discovered the fascinations of botany, which had quite replaced her previous passions for Elizabethan architecture and the cultivation of tea in India. Emma often found new topics of education that fascinated her, and plants were a new one. Her father's dusty old library, mostly unexplored since his death so long ago, was full of wonders waiting to be discovered.
And tonight, with a cold rain blowing against the windows, seemed a perfect one for curling up with a pot of tea and her studies, Murray at her feet. But her sister Jane, usually all too ready for a quiet, solitary evening at home, had insisted they come to the assembly. Jane even brought out some of her fine London gowns for them to wear.
“I am a terrible sister for letting you live here like a hermit, Emma,” Emma remembered Jane saying as she held up a pale blue silk gown. “You are only sixteen, and so pretty. You need to be dancing, and flirting, and—well, doing what young, pretty ladies enjoy doing.”
“I enjoy staying here and reading,” Emma had protested, even as she had to admit the dress was very nice. Definitely prettier than her usual faded muslins, aprons, and sturdy boots, though it would never do for digging up botanical specimens. Jane even let her wear their mother's pearl pendant tonight. But she could still be reading at home.
Or hunting for the lost, legendary Barton Park treasure, as their father had spent his life doing. But Jane didn't have to know about that. Her sister had too many other worries.
“I know you enjoy it, and that is the problem,” Jane had said, as she searched for a needle and thread to take the dress in. “But you are growing up. We can't go on as we have here at Barton Park forever.”
“Why not?” Emma argued. “I love it here, just the two of us in out family home. We can do as we please here, and not worry about…”
About horrid schools, where stuck-up girls laughed and gossiped, and the music master grabbed at Emma in the corridor. Where she had felt so, so alone. She was sent there when their mother died and Jane married the Earl of Ramsay, and Emma had never wanted her sweet sister to know what happened there. She never wanted anyone to know. Especially not about her foolish feelings for the handsome music teacher, that vile man who had taken advantage of her girlish feelings to kiss her in the dark—and tried so much more before Emma could get away. He had quite put her off men forever.
Emma saw the flash of worry in Jane's hazel eyes before she bent her head over the needle, and Emma took her other hand with a quick smile.
“Of course we must have a night out, Jane, you are quite right,” she'd said, making herself laugh. “You must be so bored here with just me and my books after your grand London life. We shall go to the assembly and have fun.”
Jane laughed, too, but Emma heard the sadness in it. The sadness had lingered ever since Jane brought Emma back to Barton Park almost three years before, when Jane's husband the earl hadn't appeared in many months. Emma didn't know what happened between them in London, and she didn't want to pry, but nor did she want to add to her sister's worry.
“My London life was not all that grand,” Jane said, “and I am not sorry it's behind me. But soon it will be your time to go out in the world, Emma. The village doesn't have a wide society, true, but it's a start.”
And that was what Emma feared—that soon it would be her turn to step out into the world and she would make horrid mistakes. She was too impulsive by half, and even though she knew it she had no idea how to stop it.
So she stood by the wall, watching, sipping her punch, trying not to tear Jane's pretty dress. For an instant before they left Barton and Emma glimpsed herself in the mirror, she hadn't believed it was really her. Jane had put her blonde, curling hair up in a twisted bandeau of ribbons and let her wear their mother's pearl necklace, and even Emma had to admit the effect was much prettier than the everyday braid and apron.
The local young men seemed to agree as well. She noticed a group of them over by the windows, bluff, hearty, red-faced country lads dressed in their finest Town evening coats and cravats, watching her and whispering. Which was exactly what she did not want. Not after Mr. Milne, the passionate school music master. She turned away and tried to pretend to be studiously observing something edifying across the room.
She saw Jane standing next to the refreshment table with a tall gentleman in a somber dark blue coat who had his back to Emma. Even though Emma was not having the very best of evenings, the smile on her sister's face made her glad they had ventured out after all.
Jane so seldom mentioned her estranged husband or their life in London, though Emma had always followed Jane's social activities in the newspapers while she was at school and knew it must have been very glamorous. Barton Park was not in the least glamorous, and even though Jane insisted she was most content, Emma wondered and worried.
Tonight, Jane was smiling, even laughing, her dark hair glossy in the candlelight and her lilac muslin and lace gown soft and pretty. She shook her head at something the tall gentleman said and gestured toward Emma with a smile. Emma stood up straighter as they both turned to look at her.
“Blast it all,” she whispered, and quickly smiled when an elderly lady nearby gave her a disapproving glance. But she couldn't help cursing just a little. For it was Sir David Marton who was talking to her sister.
Sir David—who had been visiting at Barton more often of late than Emma could like. He always came with his sister, Miss Louisa Marton, very proper and everything since his estate at Rose Hill was almost their nearest neighbor. But still. Jane was married, even though Lord Ramsay never came to Barton, and Sir David was too handsome by half. Handsome, and far too serious. She doubted he ever laughed at all.
She studied him across the room, trying not to frown. He nodded at whatever Jane was saying, watching Emma solemnly from behind his spectacles. She was glad he wasn't near enough for her to see his eyes. They were a strange, piercing pale gray color, and whenever he looked at her so steadily with them he seemed to see far too much.
Emma unconsciously smoothed her skirt, feeling young and fidgety and silly. Which was the very last thing she ever wanted to be in front of Sir David.
He nodded again at Jane and gave her a gentle smile. He always spoke so gently, so respectfully to Jane, with a unique spark of humor in those extraordinary eyes when he looked at her. He never had that gentle humor when he looked at Emma. Then he was solemn and watchful.
Emma had never felt jealous of Jane before. How could she be, when Jane was the best of sisters, and had such unhappiness hidden in her heart? But when Sir David Marton was around, Emma almost—almost—did feel jealous.
And she could not fathom why. Sir David was not at all the sort of man she was sure she could admire. He was too quiet, too serious. Too—conventional. Emma couldn't read him at all.
And now—oh, blast it all again! Now they were coming the room toward her.
Emma nearly wished she had agreed to dance with one of the country squires after all. She never knew what to say to Sir David that wouldn't make her feel so young and foolish around him. That might make him smile at her.
“Emma dear, I was just talking to Sir David about your new interest in botany,” Jane said as they reached Emma's side.
Emma glanced up at Sir David, who was watching her with that inscrutable, solemn look. The smile he had given Jane was quite gone. It made her feel so very tongue-tied, as if words flew into her head only to fly right back out again. She hadn't felt so very nervous, so unsure, since she left school, and she did not like that feeling at all.
“Were you indeed?” Emma said softly, looking away from him.
“My sister mentioned that she drove past you on the lane a few days ago,” Sir David said, his tone just as calm and serious as he looked. “She said when she offered you a ride home you declared you had to finish your work. As it was rather a muddy day, Louisa found that a bit—interesting.”
Against her will, Emma's feelings pricked just a bit. She had never wanted to care what anyone thought of her, not after Mr. Milne. Miss Louisa Marton was a silly gossip, and there was no knowing what exactly she had told her brother or what he thought of Emma now. Did he think her ridiculous for her studies? For her unladylike interests such a grubbing around in the dirt?
“I am quite the beginner in my studies,” Emma said. “Finding plant specimens to study is an important part of it all. When the ground is damp can be the best time to collect some of them. But it was very kind of your sister to stop for me.”
“I fear Emma has little scope for her interests since she left school to come live here with me,” Jane said. “I am no teacher myself.”
“Oh, no, Jane!” Emma cried, her shyness disappearing at her sister's sad, rueful tone. “I love living at Barton. Mr. Lorne at the bookshop here in the village keeps me well-supplied. I have learned much more here than I ever did at that silly school. But perhaps Sir David finds my efforts dull.”
“Not at all, Miss Bancroft,” he said, and to her surprise she heard a smile in his voice. She glanced up at him to find that there was indeed a hint of a curve to his lips. There was even a flash of a ridiculously attractive dimple in his cheek.
And she also realized she should not have looked at him. Up close he really was absurdly handsome, with a face as lean and carefully chiseled as a classical statue. His gleaming mahogany-brown hair, which he usually ruthlessly combed down, betrayed a thick, soft wave in the damp air, tempting to touch. She wondered whimsically if he wore those spectacles in a vain attempt to keep ladies from fainting at his feet.
“You do not find them dull, Sir David?” Emma said, feeling foolish that she could find nothing even slightly more clever to say.
“Not at all. Everyone, male or female, needs interests in life to keep their minds sharp,” he said. “I was fortunate enough to grow up living near an uncle who boasts a library of over five thousand volumes. Perhaps you have heard of him? Mr. Charles Sansom at Sansom House.”
“Five thousand books!” Emma cried, much louder than she intended. “That must be a truly amazing sight. Has he any special interests?”
“Greek and Roman antiquities are a favorite of his, but he has a selection on nearly every topic. Including, I would imagine, botany,” he said, his smile growing. Emma had never seen him look so young and open before, and she unconsciously swayed closer to him. “He always let us read whatever we liked when we visited him, though I fear my sister seldom took him up on the offer.”
Emma glanced across the room toward Miss Louisa Marton, who was easy to spot in her elaborately feathered turban. She was talking with her bosom bow, Miss Maude Cole, the beauty of the neighborhood with her red-gold curls, sky-blue eyes, and fine gowns. They in turn were looking back at Emma and whispering behind their fans.
Just like all those silly girls at school had done.
“I would imagine not,” Emma murmured. She had never heard Miss Marton or Miss Cole talk of anything but hats or the weather. “Does your uncle still live nearby, Sir David? I should so love to meet him one day.”
“He does, Miss Bancroft, though I fear he has become quite reclusive in his advancing age. She still sometimes purchases volumes at Mr. Lorne's shop, though, so perhaps you will encounter him there one day. He would find you most interesting.”
Before Emma could answer, the orchestra, a local group of musicians more noted for their enthusiasm than their talent, launched into the opening strains of a mazurka.
“Oh, I do love such a lively dance,” Jane said. Emma saw that he sister looked toward the forming set with a wistful look on her face. “A mazurka was the first dance I…”
Suddenly Jane broke off with a strange little laugh, and Emma wondered if she had often danced a mazurka with her husband in London. Surely even though she never mentioned her husband she had to think of him often.
“Jane…” Emma began.
Sir David turned to Jane with one of his gentle smiles. “Perhaps you would care to dance, Lady Ramsay? My skills at the mazurka are quite rusty, but I would be honored if you would be my partner.”
For a second, Jane seemed to hesitate, a flash of what looked like temptation in her eyes, and Emma felt an unwelcome pang of jealousy. Jealousy—of Jane! Loathing herself for that feeling, she pushed it away and made herself smile.
“Oh, no, I fear my dancing days are quite behind me,” Jane said. “But books are not the only thing Emma studied at school. They also had a fine dancing master.”
A horrid dancing master. Emma didn't like him intruding on every moment of her life like this. Would she ever forget him?
“Then perhaps Miss Bancroft would do me the honor,” Sir David said politely. He turned to Emma and half-held out his hand.
And she suddenly longed so much to know what it felt like to have his hand on hers. To be close to him as he led her in the turns and whirls of the dance. Surely he would be strong and steady, never letting her fall, so warm and safe. Maybe he would even smile at her again, and those beautiful gray eyes would gleam with admiration as he looked at her. She wanted all those things so very much.
She hadn't felt such romantic yearnings since—since Mr. Milne first arrived at her school. And look at what disasters that led to. No, she couldn't trust her feelings, her impulsive emotions, ever again.
She fell back a step, shaking her head, and Sir David's hand dropped back to his side. His smile faded, and he looked solemn and inscrutable again.
“I—I don't care to dance tonight,” Emma stammered, confused by old memories and new emotions she didn't understand. She had made a mistake with Mr. Milne, a mistake in trusting him and her feelings. She needed to learn how to be cautious and calm, like Jane. Like Sir David.
“Of course not, Miss Bancroft,” Sir David said quietly. “I quite understand.”
“David, dear,” Miss Louisa Marton said. Emma spun around to find that Miss Marton and Miss Cole had suddenly appeared beside from them from the midst of the crowd. She'd been so distracted she hadn't even noticed them approach. Miss Cole watched them with a coolly amused smile on her beautiful face, making Emma feel even more flustered.
“David, dear,” Louisa said again. “Do you not remember that Miss Cole promised you the mazurka? You were quite adament that she save it for you, and I know how much both of you have looked forward to it.”
Sir David gave Emma one more quizzical glance before he turned away to offer his hand to Miss Cole instead. “Of course. Most delighted, Miss Cole.”
Emma watched him walk away, Miss Cole laughing and sparkling up at him with an easy flirtatiousness Emma knew she herself could never match. She felt suddenly cold in the crowded, over-heated room, and she rubbed at her bare arms.
“I know you think Sir David is rather dull, Emma,” Jane said quietly, “but truly he is quite nice. You should have danced with him.”
“I am a terrible dancer,” Emma said, trying to sound light and uncaring. “No doubt I would trod on his toes and he would feel the need to lecture me on decorum.”
Jane shook her head, but Emma knew she couldn't really put into words her true feelings, her fears of what might happen if she got too close to the handsome, intriguing Sir David Marton. She didn't even know herself what those true feelings were. She only knew David Marton wasn't the sort of man for her.
· · ·
Emma Bancroft was a most unusual young lady.
David tried to catch a glimpse of her over the heads of the other dancers gathered around him, but the bright glow of her golden hair had vanished. He almost laughed at himself for the sharp pang of disappointment at her disappearance. He was too old, too responsible, to think about a flighty, pretty girl like Miss Bancroft. A girl who obviously didn't much like him in the bargain.
Yet the disappointment was there, unmistakeable. When she was near, he was always intrigued by her. What was she thinking when she studied the world around her so closely? Her sister said she studied botany, among other interests, and David found himself most curious to know what those interests were. He wanted to know far too much about her and that couldn't be.
He had no place for someone like Emma Bancroft in his life now, and she had no room for him. She seemed to be in search of far more excitement than he could ever give her. After watching his seemingly quiet father's secret temper tantrums when he was a boy, he had vowed to keep control over his life at all times. It had almost been a disaster for his family and their home when he did briefly lose control. Once, he had spent too much time in London, running with a wild crowd, gambling and drinking too much, being attracted to the wrong sort of female, thinking he could forget his life in such pursuits. Until he saw how his actions hurt other people, and he knew he had to change.
As David listened to the opening bars of the dance music and waited for his turn to lead his partner down the line, he caught a glimpse of his sister watching him with an avid gleam in her eyes. Ever since their parents died and he became fully responsible for their family estate at Rose Hill and for Louisa herself, she had been determined to find him a wife. “A proper wife,” she often declared, by which she meant one of her own friends. A young lady from a family they knew well, one Louisa liked spending time with and who would make few changes to their household.
Not a girl like Miss Bancroft, who Louisa had expressed disapproval of more than once. “I cannot fathom her,” Louisa had mused after encountering Miss Bancroft on the road. “She is always running about the countryside, her hems all muddy, with that horrid dog. No propriety at all. And her sister! Where is Lady Ramsay's husband, I should like to know? How can the earl just let the two of them ramble about at Barton Park like that? The house is hardly fit to be lived in. Though we must be nice to them, I suppose. They are our neighbors.”
David suddenly glimpsed Lady Ramsay as she moved around the edge of the dance floor, seeming to look for someone. Her sister perhaps? Miss Bancroft was nowhere to be seen. David had to agree that the Bancroft sisters' situation was an odd one, and not one his own highly respectable parents would have understood. The two women lived alone in that ramshackle old house, seldom going out into neighborhood society, and Lord Ramsay was never seen. Lady Ramsay often seemed sad and distant, and Miss Bancroft very protective of her, which was most admirable.
David thought they also seemed brave, and obviously devoted to each other. Another thing about Miss Bancroft that was unusual—and intriguing.
Suddenly he felt a nudging touch to his hand, and glanced down in surprise to find he still stood on the crowded dance floor. And what was more, it was his turn in the figures as the music ran on around him.
Miss Cole smiled up at him, a quick, dazzling smile of flirtatious encouragement, and he led her down the line of dancers in the quick, leaping steps of the dance. She spun under his arm, light and quick, the jewels in her twists of red-gold hair flashing.
“Very well done, Sir David,” she whispered.
Miss Cole, unlike Miss Bancroft, was exactly the sort of young lady his sister wanted to see him marry. The daughter of a local, imminently respectable squire, and friends with Louisa for a long time, pretty and accomplished, sparkling in local society, well-dowered. The kind of wife who would surely run her house well and fit seamlessly into his carefully built life. And she seemed to like him.
Miss Bancroft was assuredly not for him. She was too young, too eccentric, for them to ever suit. His whole life had been so carefully planned by his family and by himself. He almost threw it all away once. He couldn't let all that down now. Not for some strange fascination.
Miss Cole, or a lady like her, would make him a fine wife. Why could he not quit searching the room for a glimpse of Emma Bancroft?
· · ·
From the diary of Arabella Bancroft—1663
I have at last arrived at Barton Park. It was not a long journey, but it feels as if I have ventured to a different world. Aunt Mary's house in London, the endless hours of sewing while she bemoaned all that was lost to her in the wars between the king and Parliament, the filth in the streets—here where everything is green and fresh and new, all that is almost forgotten.
I know I must be grateful to be brought here to my cousin's beautiful new manor, this gift to him from the new king. I am a poor orphan of seventeen and must live as I can. Yet I cannot understand why I am here. My cousin's wife has enough maids. I have nothing yet to do but settle into my new chamber (my very own, not shared! Heaven), and explore the lovely gardens.
But my chambermaid has told me the most intriguing tale—it seems that during the wars one of King Charles's men hid a great treasure near here. And it has never been found.
I do love a puzzle.
Six Years Later
Barton Park.
Emma could hardly believe she was there again, after so much time. It felt as if she had been swept up in a whirlwind from one world and dropped into another, it was all so strange.
She stood at the rise of a hill, staring down along the gray ribbon of road to the gates of Barton. The stood slightly open, as if waiting to welcome her home, but Barton no longer felt like home. There was no longer anyplace that felt like home now. She was just a little piece of gossamer flotsam, blown back to these gates.
She gathered her black skirts in one hand to keep them from tossing around her in the wind. The carriage waited for her patiently on the road below, halted on its uneventful journey from London to here when she insisted on getting out to look around. Her brother-in-law's driver and footmen waited quietly, no doubt fully informed by downstairs gossip about the unpredictable ways of Lady Ramsay's prodigal sister.
Emma knew she should hurry inside. The wind was brisk and the pale gray clouds overhead threatened rain. Her old dog Murray whined a bit and nudged with his cold nose at her gloved hand, but he wouldn't leave her side. Murray, at least, had never changed.
Yet she couldn't quite bring herself to go to the house just yet.
She'd left Barton five years ago as Miss Emma Bancroft, full of hopes and fears for her first London Season. She came back now Mrs. Carrington, young widow, penniless, shadowed by gossip and scandal. The fears still lingered, but the hope was quite, quite gone.
She held up her hand to shield her eyes from the gray glare of the light and studied the red brick chimneys of Barton rising through the swaying banks of trees. Spring was on the way, she could see it in the fresh, pale green buds on the branches, could smell the damp-flower scent of it on the wind. Once she had loved spring at Barton. A time of new beginnings, new dreams.
Emma wanted to feel that way again, she wanted it so desperately. Once she had been so eager to run out and discover everything life had to offer. But that led only to disaster, over and over. It ended in a life with Henry Carrington.
Emma closed her eyes against a sudden spasm of pain that rippled through her. Henry. So handsome, so charming, so dazzling to her entire senses. He was like a whirlwind too, and he swept her along with him, giddy and full of raw, romantic joy.
Until that giddiness turned to madness, and led them on a downward spiral through Continental spa towns where there was plenty of gambling to be had. Henry was always so sure their fortunes would turn around soon, on the turn of the next card, at the bottom of the next bottle. It only led them to shabbier and shabbier lodgings on shadier streets and uncertain friends.
It led Henry to death at the wrong end of a dueling pistol, wielded by the husband of a woman he claimed to have fallen in love with at Vichy. And it took Emma back here to Barton, when she found the scandal had blocked her escape anywhere else.
“Let me help you,” Henry's cousin Philip had said, grasping her hand tightly in his when he gave her the news of the fatal duel. “Henry would have wanted it that way. And you know how very much I have always admired you. Dearest Emma.”
Philip had indeed always been Henry's friend, a friend who caroused with him but also loaned him money, made sure he made it home, visited Emma when she was alone and frightened in strange rooms with no knowledge of when Henry might return. She appreciated Philip's kindness, even in moments when his attentions seemed to ease over a line of propriety.
In that moment, with Henry so newly dead and the shock so cold around her, she was almost tempted to let Philip “take care of her.” To give in to the loneliness and fear. But then she looked into his eyes, and saw something there that frightened her even more. A gleam of possessive passion she saw once in Mr. Milne the dancing master, and in that villain who had once kidnapped her in the rainstorm at Barton.
The same look they had just before they violently attacked her.
So she sent Philip away, swallowed her pride, and wrote to her sister. Jane had warned her against Henry when Emma wanted to marry him, had even threatened to make Emma wait a year before she would even agree to an engagement, which led to Emma eloping and causing the first of many great scandals. And then Henry found out that Jane and her husband tied Emma's dowry and small inheritance from her mother up so tightly he could never touch them, and some of his passion died.
While Emma wandered the Continent in Henry's wake, Jane wrote sometimes, and they even saw each other once when the Ramsays were touring Italy. They were not completely estranged, but Jane would never give in when it came to the money. “That is yours, Emma, when you need it,” she insisted, and Henry cut Emma off from the Ramsays.
But when Emma wrote after Henry's death, Jane immediately sent money and servants to fetch her home, since Jane herself was too pregnant to travel. Jane would never abandon her, Emma knew that. Only her own embarrassment and shame had kept her away from Barton until now, had kept her from leaving Henry and seeking the shelter of her childhood home. She wondered what she would find beyond those gates.
Murray whined louder and leaned against her. Emma laughed and patted his head with her black-gloved hand.
“I'm sorry, old friend,” she said. “I know it's cold out here. We'll go inside now.”
He trotted behind her down the hill and climbed back into the carriage at her side. For some months, Murray had seemed to be getting older, with rheumatic joints and a graying muzzle, but he wagged his plumy tale eagerly as they bounced past the gates. He seemed to realize they were almost home.
The drive to Barton was a long, picturesquely winding one, meandering gently between groves of trees, old statues, and teasing glimpses of chimneys and walls. In the distance, Emma could see the old maze, the white, peaked rooftops of the rebuilt summerhouse at its center peeking up above the hedges. In the other direction was the fields and meadows of Rose Hill, the Marton estate, and its picturesque ruins of the old medieval castle, which she had long wanted to explore.
Then the carriage came to a vee in the drive. One way led to a cluster of old cottages, once used for retired estate retainers, and old orchards. The other way led to the house itself.
Emma leaned out the window next to Murray and watched as Barton itself came into view. Built soon after the return of Charles II for one of his royalist supporters, Emma's ancestor, its red brick walls trimmed with white stonework and softened by skeins of climbing ivy, were warm and welcoming.
When Emma and Jane lived there before Jane reconciled with Hayden, the walls had been slowly crumbling and the gardens overgrown. Now everything was fresh and pretty, the flowerbeds just turning green, the low hedge borders neatly trimmed, new statures brought from Italy gleaming white. Emma glimpsed gardeners on the pathways at the side of the house, busy with their trowels and shears.
So much had changed. So much was the same.
As the carriage rolled to a halt, the front door to the house flew open just as a footman hurried to help Emma alight. Jane came hurrying out, as quickly as she could with her pregnant belly impeding her usual graceful speed. Her hazel eyes sparkled and she was laughing as she clapped her hands.
“Emma, my darling! Here you are at last,” Jane cried. As soon as Emma's half-boots touched the graveled drive, Jane swept her into her her arms and kissed her cheek. “Welcome home.”
Home. As Emma hugged her sister back, felt her warmth and breathed in the soft, flowery scent of her lilac perfume, she could almost feel at home again. In sanctuary. Safe.
But wandering anchorless around Europe, seeing the dark depths all sorts of people were capable of, had taught her there was really no place safe. And even as she wanted to hold tight to Jane now, the guilty memory of how she had hurt her sister by eloping, of Jane's disappointment, still stung.
Emma stepped back and made herself give a bright smile as Jane examined her closely. She had learned the art of hiding her true feelings with Henry, but still it was difficult to do. “Barton is looking splendid. And so are you, Jane. Positively blooming.”
Jane laughed ruefully as she gently smoothed her hand over her belly. “I'm big as a barouche now, I fear, and twice as lumbering. But I've felt much better this time than I did with the twins, hardly any morning sickness at all. I'll feel all the better now with you here, Emma. I've missed you so much.”
“And I've missed you.” More even than Emma had realized all those lonely months. “And Barton.”
Jane took her arm and led her into the foyer. Emma saw the changes to Barton were not just on the outside. The old, scarred parquet floor was replaced with fashionable black and white marble tiles. A newly re-gilded balustrade curved up along the staircase, which was laid with a thick blue and gold carpet runner. A marble-topped table held a large arrangement of hothouse roses, and blue satin chairs lined up along the silk striped walls.
But Emma didn't have much time to examine the refurbishments.
“Is that our Aunt Emma?” a tiny, fluting voice called out, echoing down the stairs. Emma glanced up to find two little faces peering down at her from the landing, two matched sets of hazel eyes and mops of blond curls.
“I am your Aunt Emma,” she said, her heart feeling as if it would burst at this sight of the twins, who she hadn't seen in so very long. “You must be William and Eleanor. You are much bigger than when I last saw you. Back then you were about as large as a loaf of bread.”
The two of them giggled, and quickly came dashing and tumbling down the stairs to land at her feet. They peered up at her with curiosity shining from their eyes, eyes that were so much like their mother's.
“You're much younger than we imagined,” William said.
“And thinner,” Eleanor added. “You should eat some cream cakes.”
“Children!” Jane admonished. “Manners, please.”
They curtsied and bowed with murmured “How do you do”s before Jane sent them off to find tea in the drawing room.
“I am so sorry, Emma,” Jane said as they turned to follow the children. “Hayden and I, and their nannies, work so hard to teach them how to be a viscount and a lady, but they are at such an outspoken age.”
Emma laughed. “Rather like we were back then? Though I fear I have not quite outgrown it, whereas you are the perfect countess.” Suddenly she glimpsed a pile of travel trunks near the drawing room doors. “Are you going someplace?”
“We were planning to go to London for my confinement,” Jane said. “Hayden thinks I should be near the doctors there. But now that you are here…”
“You must still go,” Emma said firmly, a bit relieved she might have a few days to find her feet without Jane worrying over her as well as the new baby. “Your health comes first. You can't worry about me now.”
“But you can't rattle around Barton all alone! You could come with us to London.”
London was the last place Emma wanted to be. All those watching eyes and gossiping tongues, all too ready to stir up the old scandal-broth of her elopement and disastrous marriage. “Actually, I was thinking I could use one of the old cottages. They are so small and cozy, a perfect place for me to decide what I should do next.”
“Live in one of the cottages,” Jane exclaimed. “Oh, Emma dear, no. This is your house.”
“But you said yourself, it is too big for one person. And I can't go to London now. Not yet. You wrote that Hayden was seeing about releasing my small inheritance from Mama to me soon, I can make do on that in the cottage.”
“But…” Jane looked all set for an argument, but she was luckily distracted by the twins calling for her. “We will talk about this later, Emma,” she said as they hurried into the drawing room.
Emma was sure there would be a long talk later, yet she was set. A small cottage, where she could be alone and think, would be perfect for her now. She would be out of Jane's way, and she could decipher how not to make such foolish mistakes again.
The twins were already settling in next to a lavishly appointed tea table near the windows that looked out on the gardens. Light gleamed on their grandmother's silver tea service and platters of sandwiches and cakes, all cut into pretty shapes and arranged in artistic pyramids.
The children eyed the display avidly, but sat quietly with hands innocently folded in their laps.
“All this for me?” Emma said with a laugh.
“Hannah missed you, too,” Jane said, mentioning the woman who had been their maid for many years. In poorer times she was their only maid, but now she was housekeeper of Barton.
“Here, Aunt Emma, you must have this cake,” Eleanor said, passing her a pink-frosted confection.
“Thank you very much, Eleanor dear,” Emma said, sure her niece was most serious now about fattening her up. As they sipped at their tea, she studied the gardens outside. The terraces of flowerbeds sloped gently down to the maze, and she was sure when summer came it would be a glorious riot of color. “What has been happening in the neighborhood of late? Anything interesting?”
“Oh, yes, a great deal,” Jane said enthusiastically. “There is a new vicar, an excellent gentleman by the name of Mr. Crawford. He is Lady Wheelington's son from her first marriage. I am sure you must remember my friend Lady Wheelington? She is newly home from abroad herself. Mr. Crawford is sadly yet unmarried, but I am sure that will soon be remedied. His mother has hinted of a young lady from Brighton. And old Lady Firth finally won the flower show last year! It was long past time. And Sir David Marton has come back to Rose Hill at last.”
“Sir David Marton?” Emma said, startled by the name. She feared the words came out much sharper than she intended, and she quickly turned away to nibble at her cake. “I hadn't realized he ever left. He didn't seem the adventuring sort.”
“So you do remember Sir David?” Jane said.
Of course Emma remembered him. How very handsome he was. The way he seemed to admire Jane's sweet ways so much. The way he would look at Emma, so carefully, so close and calm, until she feared he could see her every secret.
How would he look at her now, after everything that had happened? Would he even speak to her at all?
Somehow the thought of Sir David's disapproval made her heart sink just a bit.
“I do remember him,” she said.
“Yes. He was quite kind to us when things looked rather bleak, wasn't he? And he was such a help that night of the fire.”
He had been kind to Jane, always. “Yet you say he left the neighborhood?”
“Yes. He married Miss Maude Cole. Do you remember her as well?”
Miss Cole, who Sir David had danced with at that long-ago assembly. Pretty, vivacious Miss Cole. The perfect wife for a man like him. “Of course. She was quite lovely, and good friends with his sister as I recall, so such a match makes sense.”
Jane arched her brow. “So everyone thought.”
“Was it not a good match after all?”
“No one knows for sure. Lady Marton preferred Town life, so soon after the wedding they went off to London and rarely came back here. Hayden and I have mostly been at Ramsay House or here at Barton, but we heard she was quite the toast.”
“Was?”
“Sadly, Lady Marton died last year, and Sir David has come back to Rose Hill with his little daughter. We haven't seen them very much, but the poor child does seem very quiet.”
“She must miss her mother,” Emma said quietly. Surely Sir David also missed his pretty wife. She was sure he would never have allowed his marital life to grow messy and discordant as hers had. The poor little girl, how she must feel the terrible loss.
“Miss Louisa Marton, who is now Mrs. Smythe, is said to be most earnestly searching for a new sister-in-law,” Jane said.
“She must surely be disappointed at the lack of scope for matchmaking in the neighborhood,” Emma said, making her tone light. She didn't want to talk or think about Sir David any longer. It only reminded her of how very different things were now from when she last met with him. “Tell me, William and Eleanor, do you like to play blindman's buff? It was your mama's favorite game when we were children, though you may not believe me now. Perhaps we could play a round later…”
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