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            Chapter 1

          

          Chelsea, England, March 1849

        

      

    

    
      A wrenching cry of anguish pierced the darkness of Gabriel’s mind, as a cold sweat broke out along his skin and tension pooled within his gut. Instinctively, he reached for his sword, only to grasp a fistful of rough cotton sheeting where his scabbard should be.

      Hell.

      With great reluctance, his clenched fingers relaxed and released the coarse fabric, before settling once again by his side. Allowing his hazy vision to adjust to the dim light, he swallowed dryly and waited for the heartbeat pounding in his ears to fade away.

      How many nights would he endure such torment?

      Another, albeit softer, groan echoed from the bed next to his. Upon the tangled covers, a restless creature writhed within the flickering shadows, as if the devil himself had possessed the poor soul.

      Jenkins was the man’s name, if he wasn’t mistaken. Though calling the soldier, who was surely no older than a schoolboy, a ‘man’ was farcical if not tragic. How in God’s name had such a youth been admitted into the army?

      But, he already knew the answer to his own question. The lure of a position, even as an infantry soldier, without purchase would have been too irresistible to refuse. A pang of guilt surfaced, but he pushed it back down. He hadn’t wanted a captaincy, but with his family’s rank and fortune he was certain the commander of the regiment saw an opportunity to profit from his joining the dragoons.

      Except, the money for his colors hadn’t come from his father. No. After all, why should the Earl of Etford squander over three thousand pounds on nothing more than a second son?

      A hint of a smile curled his lips, as he gazed into the amber light from a dirty oil lamp on the small table between the beds. A half empty glass of murky water also sat there, evidence of his dislike for the foul taste of laudanum. He winced each time the acrid smell of opiate floated upon the musty night air. No matter how bad the pain had become, he’d refused to ingest the vile liquid.

      Yet despite his steadfast resolve, he could just imagine what his father would think of him laying here, his thigh having been run through with an enemy’s sword.

      The man would no doubt believe he’d deserved it.

      Jenkins tossed about, causing the woolen blankets to tumble to the floor. The young foot soldier had been brought into the infirmary just two days before, and it appeared a fever from infection had already taken hold. Few survived such complications.

      Perhaps…perhaps it was for the best.

      Rising anger and pity filled his chest when he glanced at the man’s bed to where the sheets were blotted with fresh stains of crimson.

      If it were he who’d lost both legs, would he wish to continue? ‘Captain. Captain Holsworthy, sir? Is that you?’

      Startled, he looked up and met the wide-eyed gaze of the feverish soldier. How long had the boy been watching him?

      ‘Jenkins. I hadn’t realized you were awake. Stay still now and I’ll get the nurse.’

      ‘There’s no need, sir.’ Jenkins licked his pale lips, struggled onto his side and reached under his pillow. ‘I don’t want to be a burden, sir.’

      ‘For heaven’s sake, man, you’re no burden.’ Ignoring the stabbing pains of protest from his wound, he pushed back his covers and attempted to move his legs to the side of the bed. Dull moonlight filtered into the makeshift ward, casting an eerie gloom on an already dismal scene. Besides the dozens of beds lined closely together, there didn’t appear to be any hospital staff within sight. The sudden, overwhelming fog of decay surrounded him, suffocated him, in a room that reeked of neglect. Impatience and frustration exploded within, fuelling his efforts to stand, throbbing leg threatening to send him to the floor. ‘Where in hell are the nurses? You need medicine, something for the fever.’

      ‘Please, sir. I have a favor to ask.’ Jenkins held out a small crumpled note in his shaky hand. ‘I know it’s not my place to request such a thing, Captain, but I was told you have lands in Kent.’

      He stared at the paper, suspecting the information it contained and hoped refusing it would also deny the terrible fate the young man had obviously accepted.

      Damn it all.

      ‘Yes.’ Despite his desire not to, he reached forward and gently removed the letter from the soldiers failing grasp. ‘My family’s ancestral home is in Kent.’

      Jenkins lay on his back, his chest rising and falling hard. ‘It’s a letter for my granny, sir. One of the other men wrote it for me. I can’t write, you see.’

      He folded the tattered parchment carefully and forced a smile that made his face ache. ‘But why trust it to a stranger like me? After all, it won’t be long before you’ll be home, yes?’

      ‘Begging your pardon, Captain, but I don’t think I will be able to…go home, that is. I have some money put aside, from my wages, you see. I wouldn’t trust just anyone, but everyone who knows you, respects you, Captain. I know you’d make sure she got the money. It’s not much, but she doesn’t have anyone else, sir.’

      Bloody hell.

      He could lie to the boy; tell him he’d be seeing his grandmother again soon. But somehow, the words failed him. If nothing else, the young man deserved to have his mind put at ease.

      And though he’d never admit it, he found an odd sense of comfort in the fact a total stranger would entrust him with such an important request, when his own family wouldn’t give him the time of day.

      He gave a curt nod, reached over and placed his hand upon the wounded man’s shoulder. ‘You have my word, Jenkins. I will see to it your grandmother is taken care of, until your safe return.’

      Jenkins sagged against the mattress and exhaled a deep breath, his expression the epitome of relief.

      ‘Thank you, sir. You don’t know what your kindness means to me.’

      A wry smile crept to his lips. ‘You flatter me. I have been called a great many things, Jenkins, but never kind.’ He placed the letter within the coat that hung upon a rough hook beside his bed then mustered his remaining strength to haul himself back upon the lumpy mattress. ‘Now, get some rest, soldier.’

      ‘Yes, sir. Good night to you, sir.’

      Certain the young man’s conscience had been eased, he lay his head upon the coarse pillow, closed his eyes and let out a sigh of pure exhaustion. Every muscle and sinew in his thirty-year-old body cried out, aching all at once.

      Never had he felt so bone weary.

      Yet, even as he ignored the pain and tried to get back to sleep, the thought entered his mind of those far worse off than him – many waiting for a bed in the infirmary. He should return to his old life. With his money, he could afford to be treated by his own doctor, and in the comfort of his bachelor apartments in London. He’d been given his orders that morning, releasing him from duty. He could leave the hospital whenever he chose to. Just why he felt ill at ease by the notion of leaving, he didn’t know.

      Or, perhaps he simply didn’t wish to acknowledge how much he’d miss the feeling of camaraderie and purpose he had with these men. Though he’d only been in the military a short time, it had given him a sense of family he’d never known. Men, like Jenkins, had relied upon him, looked up to him. And, in return, he’d done his damndest to help keep them alive.

      Nothing awaited him in London but an empty room and sycophantic friends he’d little in common with now more than ever. Yet, somehow even that notion was more agreeable than returning to Etford Park. He’d no real desire to see his father, and his brother he could meet up with later at one of their clubs.

      Henry was never one given to affection, very much like their father, but he did treat him well enough. His brother would often take the time to read him a book as a child or help him with his studies. In short, Henry never ignored him.

      For that fact alone, he held his brother in high esteem - the closest emotion to love he could give.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He awoke with a start, his hands ready to strike out at an unseen enemy.

      But there was no one there, just as there wasn’t the day before, and the day before that. How he wished he could just wake up like any other bloody normal person.

      He rolled onto his back, raised his hands and rubbed his eyes. Bright light glowed through squinting eyelids and the familiar odor of damp sheets and stale blood assailed his senses, grimly assuring him he was still in the ward. Lord, what time was it?

      ‘Careful, clumsy. Yyou don’t want to be waking the captain.’ A familiar female voice rasped from somewhere next to him.

      He grimaced. Nurse Colbrook, no doubt. The stout, no-nonsense woman could have been a general in the dragoons if she’d been a man.

      He slowly opened his eyes and blinked his vision into focus. After his decision last night to return to London, he was now eager at the prospect of a hot bath, good food and clean sheets.

      In fact, he was certain Jenkins would be too.

      Why hadn’t he thought of that earlier? He would take the young man to London. His physician was one of the best in England. Surely the man could help the boy.

      Filled with a surge of renewed energy he turned to face Jenkins, but instead found an empty bed, its covers stripped down to the threadbare mattress.

      A heavy, cold sensation balled in his stomach.

      ‘Good morning, Captain. Or, should I say, good afternoon.’ Nurse Colbrook’s greeting echoed in his ears as he tried to make sense of the situation.

      ‘Afternoon? What time is it?’

      ‘A little bit after two o’clock, sir. You’ve been sound asleep all morning. Must have done you a world of good though, I must say. The color has returned to your cheeks.’

      His cheeks? What in the name of the devil…how had he slept so long? ‘I should have been woken. Now, where is Jenkins?’

      The smile fell from the woman’s face as she turned to the small side table and began adjusting the position of the lamp as if it was the most important task in the world.

      ‘There’s no need to worry now. Didn’t realize the young man wasn’t an officer. He shouldn’t have been in here with you.’

      ‘I don’t care if he wasn’t an officer. Where is he?’

      ‘He passed on through the night, sir, in his sleep it seems. One of the nurses discovered him on her rounds early this morning.’

      His throat tightened. Hell, and damnation, he’d wanted to help the boy. He glanced up at his coat and thought about the note within. He’d keep his promise. Once in London he would have his secretary deliver the money to the elder Mrs Jenkins. And, if the funds were not enough to last, then he would ensure she would not do without until the end of her days.

      ‘Nurse. I wish you to send word to my lodgings in Grosvenor Square, London. Contact my valet, Reynolds, and tell him to arrange for my carriage. I wish to return as soon as possible.’

      ‘Yes. Yes, sir. Of course. I’ll have a courier sent right away.’

      At his harsh tone, the woman turned and near ran from the room. Guilt nudged his conscience. Blast it all. He hadn’t meant to sound so cold, but he was in no mood for idle pleasantries.

      Two younger nurses approached Jenkins’s bed and began restoring it ready for a new occupant. They turned the bloodstained mattress over then covered it with the same scratchy linen covering his. When they were done, no one would ever have known Jenkins had existed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Speckles Wood, Kent, November, 1849

        

      

    

    
      ‘This is nothing personal, you must understand. But I’m afraid you have an overdue appointment with Mrs Jenkins’s boiler pot.’ Lily Bowden lunged forward, her grasp narrowly missing the squawking tangle of reddish-brown feathers.

      Abominable creature.

      Frustrated, she wiped her forehead with the back of her hand, ruefully noting the sting from bright red scratches scored across her fingers. Before moving to Kent, she never would have taken chickens for being such vicious little beasts.

      Not that there was much flesh upon the scrawny old foul. And, no doubt it would prove to be about as tender as her old leather boots, but she understood all too well the need to take food where you could find it.

      Old and frail, Mrs Jenkins had very little to sustain her as it was. With the woman’s grandson off fighting in the military, none were left to tend the failing little farm, and almost no money to buy bread and meat.

      Once a week she would bring the lady some vegetables and a little butter on behalf of her uncle’s church, at other times she’d manage some jam and even biscuits when she could procure them under her aunt’s watchful eye.

      But, despite being the vicar’s wife, Henrietta Talbot was not someone given to being generous outside of her public role. If her aunt knew of her efforts to help Mrs Jenkins, she would most certainly be punished.

      In fact, at that very moment she was supposed to be running an errand for her aunt, not chasing insolent chickens around a yard. The muddy stains on her skirts alone would take some explaining.

      She’d noticed several hens wandering around the derelict farm for some time now. Obviously past their prime for laying, she saw no point in wasting what could be a nourishing meal for the old woman.

      An icy wind whipped up and sliced through her thin layers of calico and woolen cloth, sending goose bumps rippling along her skin. She pulled her shawl tight around her and shivered.

      How she hated the cold. But there was little time to waste in dreading the inevitable. The first snows were falling early this year, and heaven knew the dear lady may not see out another winter unless she could put some weight on those bones.

      Very well. Time to take another tactic.

      She reached into her coat pocket and produced a small handful of dried grain before walking slowly toward the animal as it pecked at the withering grass next to the stable. ‘Come along now, don’t be so difficult. We both know this is for the best.’

      As she got closer, the chicken appeared to ignore her as it continued to scratch at the ground. This time she would catch it, and if she was fortunate she could have it plucked and hung in time to be prepared for Mrs Jenkins’s supper.

      Just a few feet from the fowl, she crouched down and tossed out some of the feed. The hungry creature began pecking greedily at the food, obviously more eager to eat than consider the impending danger.

      ‘That’s it.’ The whisper left her dry throat as she leaned forward, mere inches from her goal. ‘Steady now. Steady…’

      ‘Excuse me, madam.’

      ‘Oh!’ The startled chicken flapped its wings in her face and jumped at her head before knocking off her bonnet and embedding its claws within her thick auburn hair.

      ‘Ow, get off me!’ She swatted at the creature, her scalp alive with pain as though her hair was being pulled out from the roots. ‘Get off.’

      ‘Hold still, madam.’

      With watering eyes, she squinted through the rain of feathers and hair, and caught sight of a dark blue coat and buff breeches shortly before two hands moved hers aside.

      ‘Who are you? What are you doing?’

      ‘If you will hold still, madam, I can remove the fowl unless, of course, you wish it to remain there permanently.’

      Her face blushed at his arrogant remark. ‘How gracious, considering it is your fault the creature is there in the first place. Ow. Don’t pull so hard.’ But the words had no sooner left her lips, than her head was free of the wretched beast.

      ‘Madam, if you had merely captured the chicken instead of trying to talk it into submission, you wouldn’t be in this predicament.’

      Her mouth popped open at his affront. Good Lord. Of all the impertinent things to say.

      She brushed a clump of matted hair away from her face, rubbed at the scratches on her scalp and stared in disbelief as her quarry dashed from the yard and into the frost-covered bramble hedge beyond. She’d never catch the little beast now. All that effort for nothing.

      Anger, frustration and acute embarrassment swirled within and bubbled into a volatile brew that took every ounce of her restraint to withhold. Arrogant sod. She was sorely tempted to muddy the shine on his highly polished hessian boots.

      Refusing to meet his eye she brushed down her skirts, dusted her hands and gathered her hair, tying it into a loose knot at her neck. ‘Thank you for such sage advice, sir. You obviously have vast experience in catching chickens. Perhaps I should call upon your expertise next time? Good day to you.’

      She turned on her heel to leave but was stopped by the sudden grip upon her arm.

      ‘Wait, madam.’

      Damn it. She took in a deep breath, painted on a sunny smile and turned to face the person responsible for Mrs Jenkins having to endure yet another night of gruel. ‘I believe I have already thanked you, sir. Surely you do not require more?’ She met his gaze and her breath caught in her chest, every drop of moisture evaporating from her mouth, making coherent speech near impossible. Never had she seen such a magnificent hue as the deep blue within the two eyes fixed upon her. Tousled hair, the color of midnight, framed a masculine face beset with an aquiline nose and a proud, arrogant chin.

      Arrogant. Oh, yes. He certainly was that.

      Composing her scattered thoughts, she glanced down at his brutish grasp then back at him. ‘It was one matter assisting me to fend off an outraged fowl, but whom do I call upon to help remove you?

      He released his hold upon her and frowned.

      ‘Are you always this courteous toward strangers?’ She raised an eyebrow at his remark. ‘Yes.’

      ‘I see.’ He shifted his stance and adjusted his gloves. ‘Then I shall endeavor not to press upon your good humor much longer, madam. I take it you are not the elder Mrs Jenkins?’

      She crossed her arms, bristling at lofty manner. ‘No. Nor am I the younger. There is only one Mrs Jenkins here. Why do you ask?’

      ‘Are you related to her?’ ‘Well, no, but I…’

      ‘Then I shall bid you good day, madam.’ With a brush of his hand, he dismissed her and walked toward the old thatched cottage.

      Stunned, she considered calling out after him, but she didn’t even know the ingrates name. ‘Wait. Sir. You just can’t go barging in there unannounced.’

      Though her friend didn’t frighten easily, it didn’t seem proper to allow a stranger to visit her alone. She started after him but stopped when he ceased walking and turned to her.

      ‘Thank you for your advice, madam. But I rarely barge in anywhere.’ ‘Regardless, I may not be her family, but I am Mrs Jenkins’s friend and I shall see to it she knows you are here.’

      ‘Thank you.’ A rueful smile touched his lips. ‘You are all that is good and gracious, madam. However, I believe I can manage. Besides, my business with Mrs Jenkins is a private matter and doesn’t require your interference.’

      ‘I am not intending to interfere. And, she will be expecting me to at least say goodbye.’

      ‘Have no fear. I shall give her your regards, madam.’

      ‘But, how can you give her my regards when you don’t even know…my… name?’

      Her shoulders sagged, and a sigh escaped her, as he touched the edge of his hat, inclined his head then continued on his path, walking stick in hand.

      Wretched man. Honestly, she had encountered men with better manners at the local tavern – not that she’d ventured into the Red Lion very often.

      Frustrated, she brushed the damp grass from her skirts and began pacing the ground. She should go after him. But, the last thing she wanted to do was give the wretch the satisfaction of thinking she was being nosey or overbearing. Mrs Jenkins may fret if she didn’t say goodbye, despite his reassurances. Unsure of what to do, she let out a soft groan, placed her bonnet back on her head then hastily tied up the ribbons.

      The sad fact was her curiosity was starting to get the better of her.

      ‘Blast it all.’ She turned on her heel and began striding hard toward the village as tiny white snowflakes fluttered down from the heavy grey sky. Stupid man. Taking up all her time, when she could have been preparing supper for her friend. Her aunt was going to have her head as it was for being late.

      Guilt nudged her conscience as she thought about leaving her friend, but she couldn’t simply force her way into the cottage like some mad fool. Perhaps it really was a private matter and Mrs Jenkins would be upset by her presence there?

      Very well. She would get up early and call by to see the old lady in the morning. Mrs Jenkins will understand her not saying goodbye once she explained what happened. Tripping over a stone buried beneath the slurry of ice and mud, she cursed under her breath but kept on walking as her cold toes throbbed with pain.

      Mark her words, if she ever met the horrid man again she was going to give him a sound dressing down about manners, courtesy and interfering with the apprehension of a rogue chicken.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel paused before the large, carved library doors, closed his eyes and inhaled a deep breath. The air was cool but tainted with a familiar stale odor from the many ancient tapestries adorning the walls, bringing with it a lifetime of memories.

      Unfortunately, few of them were good.

      In fact, the last time he stood within the marble lined corridors of Etford Park, the very foundations shook from the shouting rage between him and his brother Henry.

      He glanced along the hallway leading to the Green Room, half expecting his elder brother to appear at any moment and continue their quarrel. But such a moment would never happen.

      Henry was dead.

      Only a few days before, he’d been breakfasting in his London apartment when he’d received the letter from his father’s solicitor. Many who did not know him personally would have been shocked that his father hadn’t taken the time to write him directly, but it didn’t surprise him in the least.

      When he’d fought with Henry his father had made it very clear he was no longer welcome at Etford. Deep inside he’d often wondered if his father had been seeking a way to make him leave the family, and by fighting with Henry, he had handed him the key.

      But, as he’d already learned on many occasions, fate had other ideas.

      A wry smile twisted one corner of his mouth. His presence at Etford must be the bitterest pill his father has ever swallowed. He was certain his lordship would never have imagined his precious first born to be anything but immortal.

      And now, left with little choice, he was being summoned to wear boots he could never hope to fill.

      He reached out and held one of the cool brass handles in his hand. Their butler, Thompson, had wanted to announce him, but he’d insisted to do it himself. Not to make his arrival a surprise, but his father took every opportunity to admonish him in front of the staff. He’d not give him the opportunity – at least not this once.

      He gripped the second handle, twisted them then pushed forward. The doors opened on a soft sigh, the same faint cry he’d heard all his life. As a child the sound reminded of someone sad, such was his imagination. Though glancing around at the staid dark curtains, poor light and suffocating atmosphere there was very little in the room to recommend it for being cheery. More often than not, a visit to the library meant he was in some kind of trouble and severe punishments would be dealt out.

      All of a sudden, he felt ten years old.

      ‘I suppose you think it clever keeping your father waiting.’

      He froze a moment and stared at the back of the immense winged-back chair sitting by the hearth. The chair’s rich dark leather, studded with brass tacks, gleamed softly in the firelight.

      ‘My apologies, sir. I had intended on being here earlier, however, there was an urgent errand I had to attend to.’

      ‘Hmph. Naturally. Always something more important than your own family.’

      He bit back his retort, refusing to be baited by the man within five minutes of returning home. He removed his hat and gloves, tossed them onto a nearby settee then approached the mantel.

      ‘Again, my apologies, my lord. If I have kept you waiting…’

      ‘Kept me waiting? Do you think I simply spend my time waiting on others? If so, then you obviously have the wrong person. If you were anyone else, I’d put your tardiness down to a lack of breeding, however, this would reflect poorly on myself. And, considering how well your brother turned out, I am confident my skills at raising you are not to blame.’

      Under the weight of his father’s critical barrage, he stood there, taking a moment to survey the man sitting in the chair, his knees covered with a fur rug.

      Barnabas Holsworthy had aged.

      It shocked him to see the deep lines etched over what was once considered a proud, handsome face. Though his father was in his late fifties, he still exuded the strong, masculine features his brother Henry had inherited. Both had deep golden hair, refined nose and a lean, graceful build. He, on the other hand, was tall with black hair, heavier build and harsher features. If it weren’t for the fact he had his father’s eyes, he could easily be accused of not being his lordship’s son.

      Next to Henry, he truly was the dark horse. ‘Lost your tongue as well as the use of your leg?’

      His fingers clenched around the silver top of his cane. ‘I haven’t lost the use of my leg, sir. However, it may take a while for the wound to heal. I understand having an invalid son would be most inconvenient for you.’

      ‘Impertinent, sir!’

      Never would he admit to the burning pain and soul wrenching ache he endured from the injury. So many nights he’d spent with brandy in hand, the nightmares of battle keeping him company until the sun broke through the dawn sky. So severe had been the wound, the surgeon had said a mere inch or so more and the blade would have severed major tendons in his thigh. He was fortunate to be walking at all.

      ‘Forgive me. I presume having me return as heir to Etford in Henry’s stead must be painful for you, my lord. Please believe me when I tell you it would give me no small measure of happiness to see my brother alive.’

      ‘Hah. Indeed. I very much doubt you have the slightest inclinations about my feelings, considering it has taken you nearly eight months to show your face again since returning to England. However, the fact remains you are here now. And as my only heir, I must tolerate your presence.’

      Welcome home.
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      Annabelle was waiting for her by the back gate of the vicarage.

      Peering through the kitchen window, she smiled as her sleepy-eyed friend raised a gloved hand to her mouth and stifled an unladylike yawn. Annabelle never did care for rising early but had insisted on accompanying her to check in on Mrs Jenkins – especially after she had mentioned the handsome stranger to her during last night’s choir practice.

      Handsome?

      An odd little rush of warmth tingled at her cheeks as she recalled the gentleman’s riveting blue gaze. She glanced down to where he’d gripped her arm, and although he really hadn’t hurt her it was as if she could still feel him there. Though complete strangers, his brief hold on her had seemed almost possessive. And, even through his fine black leather gloves and the sleeve of her coat, her skin had warmed to the heat of his touch, his power and strength making her heart race.

      Good lord. Surprised to find her mouth open, she moistened her dry lips and cleared her throat. What nonsense, dwelling over some ill-mannered man who didn’t care to introduce himself. Well, whoever the wretch was she doubted she would ever see him again, and for the best. Men like him were clearly the result of an unrefined upbringing.

      Banishing all thoughts of blue eyes and strong hands to the back of her mind, she carefully opened the kitchen door, the house quiet as her aunt and uncle slept soundly. Her mother had risen with her before the sunrise, packing the old wooden cart with goods for the market. Twice a week Mama ventured to the neighboring village in the hope of selling some of the jams, relishes and preserves she’d made with the permission of her aunt, Henrietta Talbot.

      But there were strict conditions attached to her aunt’s ‘generosity’.

      Firstly, her mama could only use the bruised fruits and unwanted vegetables from the garden plot. Secondly, mama had to reimburse her aunt any money for sugar or salt used to make the preserves. And thirdly, in the name of room and board, Henrietta demanded half the money earned from the sale of the goods.

      Although she never dared ask her mother how much she earned, and lost to Henrietta, her mama seemed content to take whatever she could.

      As she ventured out into the frosty morning air, anger warmed her blood at the thought of how much work her young sister, Stephaney, put into the vegetable patch. She had to admit, her sibling was a natural at gardening and had a special way with animals – talents Henrietta recognized immediately and exploited to their fullest.

      Though only twelve, Stephaney would be up early every day helping care for the two mangy horses her uncle used to pull his hackney and work cart. The rest of the day, she would be in the gardens, tending the chickens and rabbits. Only three times a week would Henrietta allow their mother to teach her sister some school lessons.

      Oh, to one day earn enough to allow her mama to rest! Somehow, she would find a way. She adjusted her gloves, grabbed the basket of vegetables for Mrs Jenkins from the back stoop and made her way to the cottage gate.

      If she was fortunate, Henrietta wouldn’t see her depart, lest her aunt find more chores for her to do. Honestly, the woman’s list was endless. In the eleven months since she’d arrive in Speckles Wood, she must have polished her aunt’s armoire almost daily.

      The moment Henrietta spied a speck of dust on any of the furniture she would be summoned to polish every piece in the room.

      But this morning she had more pressing concerns.

      As she gripped the basket’s handle, a deep sense of anxiousness flooded her chest. She should have stayed behind yesterday to make certain Mrs Jenkins was in no harm. What on earth could that stranger have wanted with her old friend? And, Lord forgive her for not getting the wretched man’s name!

      Her stomach began tying itself in knots. The sooner she got to the cottage the better.

      ‘Lily. Good morning.’

      The sight of Annabelle Smythe brought back a much-needed smile to her face. From the very first day she’d moved to Speckles Wood, Annabelle had never failed to cheer her up.

      Oh, how she envied her friend. Annabelle had been blessed with a softly rounded figure, ample bosom, golden hair and cornflower blue eyes.

      Next to Annabelle, she may as well be one of her uncle’s horses.

      She stood nearly a full head taller than Annabelle, her long legs the bane of her existence. Then of course was her red hair and green eyes to complete a less than desirable effect.

      Her saving grace was the fact the freckles which had plagued the better part of her childhood had mostly faded, leaving just a fine trail over the bridge of her nose.

      ‘Good morning, Annabelle. How are your ears today?’

      Annabelle rolled her eyes. ‘Still ringing with all that dreadful noise, I’m afraid. Honestly, this has to be the worst Christmas choir yet. The children will never learn all the words in time. Mr Peterson can’t keep in time to the music, and Mrs Longridge clearly refuses to do anything but screech her solo so loud it could be heard in the next village.’

      ‘And, I suppose it doesn’t help having my aunt disrupt rehearsals?’

      ‘Disrupt? After her tenth ‘suggestion’, I was ready to hand the whole mess over to her.’

      Poor Annabelle. This had been the third year her aunt had conscripted her friend into being the choir mistress. This, in itself, wasn’t a task Annabelle disliked. In fact, her friend was well known for her talent in music. But when Henrietta decided to get involved, there was little chance on anyone else getting a word in.

      ‘Don’t fret, Anna. It will all come together before Christmas. You’ll see.’

      ‘I have my doubts, Lily. Which reminds me, I still could use an extra voice. Are you certain you won’t change your mind and sing with us?’

      She shook her head, her chest suddenly heavy. ‘I’m sorry. I have a terrible voice. Believe me when I say that I’m doing you a great favor by not singing.’

      But, in truth, her voice wasn’t considered that poor. She just couldn’t bring herself to get involved with anything closely connected to Christmas. It would soon be a year since her beloved papa died, and celebrating was the last thing she wanted to do.

      Her friend’s exasperated expression told her a change of subject was in order. ‘What a lovely coat. Is it new? You always did look pretty in lavender.’

      Increasing the pace of her stride, Annabelle had to dash after her. ‘Oh, thank you. My, you are in a hurry today.’

      ‘Yes. I have much to do at my aunt’s house.’ She could never bear to call it home. No. Home was a place where all the people loved and cared for each other. ‘And, I thought it best to get an early start and visit Mrs Jenkins first. You know how my aunt is. If I am late with her chores, I’ll never hear the end of it.’

      ‘Speaking of hearing from someone. Has Mrs Jenkins heard any news from her grandson as yet?’

      ‘No. He appears to be missing, but she hopes he has merely become lost amongst the confusion of the military.’

      ‘Yes. I do hope that is the case.’

      So, did she.

      Mrs Jenkins had told her on many occasions that she wouldn’t know what to do without her grandson to help support her. He simply had to be all right.

      She shot her friend a bright smile but kept walking. ‘I’m sure he is fine. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if she is reading a letter from him this very instant. And, speaking of young men, I couldn’t help but notice a certain gentleman watching you in rehearsals yesterday.’ She laughed as Annabelle’s cheeks flamed crimson.

      William Drummond was the village carpenter’s son, and quite the catch. At twenty-eight he was as handsome as he was sweet tempered and well-mannered unlike the devil of a man she’d met yesterday.

      But, best of all, William only had eyes for Annabelle. ‘You noticed, then?’ Annabelle glanced at her shyly.

      ‘How could I not? His countenance speaks his heart, poor man.’ She laughed, drawing a broad smile from her friend.

      ‘But, Lily, if he truly has any kind of feelings for me then why hasn’t he approached me? Apart from the odd good wishes as we pass by, he says nothing.’

      ‘Hmm, let me see. Perhaps it may have something to do with you being the youngest of eight children and the only girl. I can’t imagine how the poor man must feel when every time he gets anywhere near you, you instantly become surrounded by your own personal stone wall.’

      Annabelle let out a sigh and dabbed her forehead with the back of hand. ‘I suppose you are right. But my brothers mean well. And since Papa died, they have taken it upon themselves to protect me.’

      ‘No one I know is more protected.’

      ‘Suffocated more like. Honestly, Lily, if they keep it up, they’ll protect me all the way to spinsterhood.’

      She laughed, but the smile faded from her mouth as she turned into the laneway where Mrs Jenkins cottage stood. All manner of dreadful ideas suddenly filled her head. No matter how much she’d tried to shake the feeling of foreboding that had kept her sleepless all night, a cold trickle ran through her veins.

      No. Mrs Jenkins was perfectly fine. In fact, the lady was probably sitting in her kitchen, kettle bubbling merrily over the fire in readiness for a nice hot cup of tea when she got there. Having had little more than a crust of bread with a scrape of butter for breakfast, she could do with a good strong cup.

      The sight of Mrs Jenkins cottage roof lifted her spirits. At last. In a few moments she’ll be able to put her fears to rest.

      ‘Come now, Annabelle, that’s nonsense. You are barely nineteen. Besides, I’m certain it must be lovely to have so many siblings to care for you.’

      ‘I do appreciate them, I do. But enough is too much. Only three of them are married, and the rest are truly incorrigible. Don’t you recall the Wyndham’s dance last month? Poor Benjamin Marsh couldn’t get within two feet of me. I swear the man was going to swoon.’

      She laughed and copped a sharp look from her friend.

      ‘On the other hand.’ Annabelle smiled sweetly. ‘If there were less of them to pester me, William might stand a chance. Now, if only I could get another one of them married?’

      ‘Oh, no. Do not give me that look. We have been through this before. As much as I adore your brothers, I am not interested in any of them and they me. I’m like another sister. In fact, I am not inclined to marriage in any regard.’

      ‘But, you admit you like them. Let me see. You are two and twenty, and Jacob has just turned five and twenty. He would be the perfect age for you.’

      ‘Jacob? Hardly. We have nothing in common.’ Having no dowry didn’t help her prospects either. ‘Besides, I believe he has his eye on Millicent Croft.’

      Annabelle wrinkled up her nose. ‘Millicent Croft? I don’t think they would deal very well together at all.’

      ‘Oh, so now who is being the over protective one?’

      Annabelle raised her chin. ‘That is hardly the point.’

      She smiled as she adjusted the basket and made her way along the weed ridden path to Mrs Jenkins’s door. The frosts had killed off what few flowers she’d planted in the old woman’s front garden in an attempt to brighten up the cottage. Oh well. She’d try again in the spring.

      As always, she gave a short rap with the rusty iron hanger and waited for the reply. Odd. Not a sound. She knocked again and tried turning the handle. Locked.

      ‘Very odd.’

      Annabelle stood next to her. ‘Hmm? What is the matter?’

      ‘Nellie’s door is locked.’

      ‘Perhaps she isn’t home?’

      Her brow furrowed. ‘Perhaps. But surely, she knew I would be calling this morning. It’s unlike her to be away, especially in this weather.’ She glanced around the small landing in the hope of finding a note. ‘And not a word it seems.’

      ‘She may have forgotten. I know when my grandmother became old she would forget what she was doing or where she put things. Once she put a live chicken in the pantry and it made a horrible mess. Mama was not at all pleased. Nellie may have just gone on an errand.’

      ‘Yes, she may have. But I shall check the back garden just to be sure.’

      ‘I didn’t know she had a garden.’

      ‘Well. I have been trying to plant something of a vegetable plot for her, but I’m afraid I’m not much of a gardener.’

      And wasn’t that the truth. Her carrots had resembled pale withered parsnips and the spinach had gotten eaten by snails before she could harvest a single leaf. Stephaney had offered to help her, but she couldn’t ask her sister to work more than she already did.

      As she made her way around to the back of the cottage, a sharp squawk made her drop the basket. What on earth? There, fluffing its feathers in the morning gloom beside the barn was her nemesis.

      Wretched chicken.

      Absentmindedly, she reached up and touched the tender marks the creature had etched upon her scalp. But, as tempted as she was to reattempt the birds capture, she needed to find Nellie Jenkins first.

      She turned to the back door and gave the handle a firm tug, but the door didn’t budge. Rubbing her fingers, she tried again, but to no avail.

      Something was definitely amiss.

      ‘It’s no use, Annabelle. This door appears to be locked as well.’ Her friend smiled brightly then reached down and picked up the basket of vegetables.

      ‘That settles it then. We should return to the village and see if Mrs Jenkins is there. Or, perhaps we could return tomorrow? I’m sure there is some reasonable explanation for her not being here.’

      ‘I suppose.’ Not entirely convinced of her friends reasoning, she glanced once more at the door then spied a small window a little further along the wall. It was open. ‘Wait. I think I may have found a way inside.’

      ‘Lily, no. You can’t be seriously considering climbing in there.’

      Ignoring her friend’s pleas, she reached up and opened the window wide. Yes, she could fit in there. A little snug perhaps, but windows were hardly built for comfort.

      ‘Wait here, I shan’t be too long.’

      Annabelle shook her head and gripped the basket handle so hard her knuckles turned white. ‘I don’t think this is a very good idea, Lily. What if someone came along? How on earth would we explain what we are doing?’

      ‘Come now, who besides us ever visits Nellie? And if per chance someone did come along, then we could simply explain our concern. What if Nellie hasn’t gone out? What if she has had some kind of accident and is laying on the floor inside unable to call out for help?’

      Her friend bit her bottom lip and the color drained from her face. ‘Oh, dear. You don’t think she may be dead, do you?’

      ‘Naturally I don’t, but we can’t take any chances.’

      Spying an old wooden bucket, she grabbed it and turned it upside down. Hoisting her skirts, she leaned into the window, grasped the edges of the sill with her hands and tried to push herself through. The icy breeze raced along her legs and she shivered. Lord, it was cold!

      But, instead of gently edging her way inside she simply swayed back and forth like some fool. She was stuck. ‘Annabelle, quickly, come push me in. I think my skirts are caught.’

      ‘Of course.’

      A sudden shove from behind sent her reeling into the darkened room and she landed on the floorboards with a painful thump.

      ‘Ergh. Thank you.’

      ‘You’re welcome. Can you see her?’

      With her petticoats up over her head, she grimaced. ‘I can’t see much of anything yet.’

      She pushed down her skirts, coughed and slowly got to her feet. There would be bruises in the morning. ‘Nellie? Nellie, are you there? It’s Lily.’

      It took a few moments for her eyesight to adjust to the dim light as she made her way from the small kitchen into the hallway. She reached the small parlor only to find the room empty.

      The hearth looked dark and cold, so her friend had either left very early or hadn’t been there since yesterday.

      ‘Nellie. Please answer if you can hear me.’ She opened the door to the bedroom and gasped. ‘Oh, dear Lord.’

      Her heart jumped as she surveyed the scene. The old bed was made, but the various items scattered upon the floor suggested someone had either put up a struggle or left in quite a hurry. An open armoire displayed empty shelves and hanging rack, only a tattered woolen stocking lay curled up upon the floor.

      Nellie Jenkins was gone.
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      ‘Mr Dunford.’ Lily dropped the flour-coated rolling pin in shock as the large figure of a man appeared in the vicarage kitchen doorway. The wooden rod rattled across the stone floor and came to a stop against the man’s boot. ‘I…I didn’t see you there. What are you doing here?’

      A wide grin split his lips, revealing two missing teeth, the rest stained yellow from tobacco. Her stomached turned. Just his breath alone made her ill. That and his pungent body odor. Didn’t the man ever bathe?

      He reached up and rested his hand upon the door jamb.

      ‘Now, love, how many times ‘ave I asked you to call me Gilbert?’

      She wiped her dusty hands on her apron, grabbed a mixing bowl and maneuvered her way to the other side of the old wooden table. ‘Come now, Mr Dunford. You know that is hardly appropriate. And neither is you being here at the moment. Besides, as you can see I have much to do, what with Christmas so close and all.’

      How was it Gilbert Dunford always managed to catch her home alone? If she didn’t know any better, she wouldn’t put it past her aunt to arrange such opportunities.

      For near six months now, Dunford has been pressing his suit for marriage and although she had nothing against marrying a hard-working pig farmer, she did object when the man was often filthier than his livestock.

      Then there was the small matter of him being twice her age and having already buried three wives over the past twenty years. She refused to become the next ‘late Mrs Dunford’.

      He wiped some spittle from his whisker-covered chin with the back of his hand then pushed himself away from the doorway.

      ‘Come along, my girl. I just stopped by for a friendly chat.’

      ‘I’m sure that’s very nice of you. I know you are such a busy man.’ She glanced down at the heavy rolling pin and wondered how fast she could pick it up if she had to. The events at Nellie’s cottage three days ago had left her wary and the last thing she needed was the wretched man forcing himself upon her. There’d be little chance fending him off by herself. Lord. Didn’t the man have some hams to cure or something? ‘However, as there is no one else at home, I’m certain you will forgive me if I ask you to leave.’

      He moved closer and rested his hands down on the table, the smile on his blasted face becoming wider, if that were possible. Oh dear. Panic filled her breast. The stupid oaf has taken her objection as some kind of challenge.

      ‘Well then, I’ll just say what I came to then I’ll be off. Don’t want you fretting and getting all upset on my account.’

      Thank goodness. But, the sudden sense of relief was replaced with suspicion. ‘And exactly what was it you wished to say?’ Oh please, don’t propose again.

      ‘I’d like it if you’d accompany me to the village fair next week. Got my prize pigs on show. Wouldn’t be surprised if I take the blue ribbon again this year. Just think how lucky you’d be, walking around on the arm of the first prize winner.’

      Him or the pig?

      ‘That is a very tempting offer, Mr Dunford, however I really should ask my mother and uncle’s permission before I accept. You do understand of course?’

      The smile slid away for a brief moment then an odd spark lit his eyes and he grinned again, his tongue sliding over his cracked lips.

      Ergh. Charming.

      ‘’Course I do. Have to be proper now, don’t we?’ He gave a wink then pushed himself from the table. ‘Very well, I’ll see you at church Sunday. Might just have a chat to your uncle about putting in a good word with your mother, eh?’

      Dear lord, no.

      She forced a smile. ‘I suppose so. I’ll see you Sunday then. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really must get the rest of these tarts in the oven before my aunt gets home.’

      She swore she could almost see his mouth salivating as he eyed the cooling cakes.

      ‘What more could a man ask for, eh? Pretty and can cook. Tarts are my favorite.’

      ‘Is that so?’ Perhaps if he tried one and realized they had the texture of gritty stone and tasted like bog peat he’d soon change his mind about her. No matter how much she tried, she never could cook properly. Once she’d made scones for her family, but when she’d served them up, they were so hard no one could eat them. Father had even tried soaking one in his hot tea, but it was of no use.

      Yet despite this fact, Henrietta still insisted she do the bulk of the cooking. Only three times a week and on special occasions would her aunt allow Elsie, the widow of a local farmer, to cook. Not that she, her sister or mother would ever be invited to join her uncle and aunt on such ‘occasions’, but Elsie would always save a tray for them to eat upstairs.

      The last guest was two months ago when a church official had come to see her uncle. Elsie had cooked up roast beef and Yorkshire puddings with gravy. Meanwhile, she and her family were made to hide upstairs as if they didn’t exist.

      Dunford reached out to take a pastry from the cooling rack, but she smacked his hand away before smiling. Not that she wouldn’t relish the look on his face if he tried one, but if she let him eat, it would be an invitation to stay for tea. And she wanted him to leave – now!

      ‘Now, now, you wouldn’t have me in trouble with my aunt.’ Come on. Think of a reason. ‘She was very particular about how many tarts she wanted for her guests of the church flower committee.’ Good enough.

      A frown creased his lips. Excellent. Perhaps something she’d said finally sunk in to his thick head.

      She began edging him toward the back door. ‘In fact, she is due back any time now and I don’t think your being here would make a very good impression. If anything, I’d probably be punished by not attending the fair.’

      ‘Aww right.’ He didn’t look entirely convinced. ‘But I’ll still be seeing you in church then?’

      At last, he was going.

      ‘Yes. I’m certain you will. Good day to you.’

      With a distinct grunt, he turned and walked out the back door, leaving muddy boot tracks in his wake. Grubby wretch.

      A deep sigh escaped her. ‘Oh, thank goodness.’

      ‘And, don’t forget.’ Her head snapped up to find Dunford reappeared in the door way. Bloody hell. ‘I’ll be expecting you to accept my invitation.’

      She grabbed the edge of the door and began slowly closing it. ‘That will depend on what my uncle has to say. Good day.’

      Without waiting for a reply, she quickly latched the door, turned around and rested her back against it.

      Sunday. She was doomed.

      There would be little to no chance of not attending service. She could have five different ailments, including the plague, and Henrietta would still insist she attend the boring liturgy.

      On several occasions she could have sworn she heard snoring coming from somewhere in the back pews. She had her suspicions the culprit was one of the haughty women who belonged to Henrietta’s ladies’ group.

      The fact remained, however, though dedicated her uncle may be, his sermons were nothing less than lack-luster to say the least.

      But that was how her uncle approached everything in life. Unlike his overbearing wife who reveled in the latest gossip and being involved in every village event, he appeared to seek as little attention as possible. More often than not, he could be found hidden away in the church’s tiny office, his head buried within some enormous tome. In all the time she’d spent at the vicarage, he must have said no more than a dozen words directly to her.

      When she’d first thought Mrs Jenkins missing, she’d insisted he accompany her to investigate the disappearance, but he refused claiming the old woman was entitled to do as she wished without his interference. More likely he didn’t want to invoke Henrietta’s displeasure by assisting her with any task.

      Instead, he suggested she do more chores at the church instead of wasting time with the elderly who couldn’t be bothered attending his service.

      She pushed away from the door and took in a deep breath. But what to do about Mr Dunford?

      The loud rapping at the door forced a groan from her, as she turned around and wrenched on the handle. Enough was too much. Dunford would get a piece of her mind. ‘Sir, you have tried my patience today for the last time.’

      Her eyes widen, mouth popped open as the stranger she’d met at Nellie’s stood before her. ‘You’re not Mr Dunford.’

      ‘No. I’m afraid not. Sorry to disappoint.’

      The tall figure removed his hat, ducked under the doorway and stood inside the kitchen. Good heavens. His large frame seemed to swallow up the room. Icy flecks from his greatcoat littered the stone floor, where they melted into dozens of tiny grey water drops. His riding boots were streaked with mud and his breeches were stained from the saddle and rain.

      The wintery outdoors scent of leather, horse and warm damp wool floated in the air and tickled her nose. A strange combination, but one she found oddly appealing.

      Why had he come?

      ‘I…I apologize for my behavior now. I thought you were someone else.’ She slowly backed away, hoping to put some distance between them in case she had to flee, but bumped up against the kitchen table. Bother. ‘Might I ask what you are doing at my back door?’ And what did you do with Mrs Jenkins?

      Though she wasn’t one to be flighty, Annabelle had filled her mind with all sorts of terrible notions about what may have happened to Nellie.

      ‘In fact, I had knocked several times at the front door, but to no avail. I thought I heard voices, and it would seem I was correct.’

      ‘Mr Dunford just left.’ She glanced over her shoulder, ready to run. ‘But, that does not explain what you are doing here, mister…’

      ‘My apologies, madam. I have only just realized that I had failed to introduce myself the other day when I visited Mrs Jenkins.’

      ‘Yes, you did.’ She shook her head. ‘I mean, you didn’t.’ Why wasn’t she running?

      He inclined his head and bowed with little pomp or ceremony. As he looked up, a sweep of raven hair fanned across his forehead drawing her attention to those incredible blue eyes.

      Could someone with such angelic eyes be capable of harming an old woman? Nonsense. She really must stop listening to Annabelle. But curiosity begged her to enquire about her missing friend.

      ‘And, did you find Mrs Jenkins well?’ To her horror, every syllable dripped with accusation.

      He tilted his head, his fervent gaze scrutinizing her every move. ‘As well as can be expected, under the circumstances. However, if you are trying to determine the reason for my visit, that still remains confidential.’

      Bristling with embarrassment, she reached up and tucked a loose lock of hair behind an ear. ‘I wasn’t prying. I am merely concerned for my friend’s welfare.’

      ‘Naturally.’ The blue in his eyes deepened to ebony. ‘Perhaps it will put you at ease if I introduce myself. Captain Gabriel Holsworthy. At your service.’

      Her eyes narrowed. Service, indeed. If he had truly wanted to be of use, he could have at least held onto the blasted chicken for her.

      Wait. Holsworthy? Oh dear.

      A cold trickle of uncertainty rippled along her spine as she took proper stock of the man before her. Oh no. No. It can’t be. As she noted the sudden familiarities of the man’s stature, build and profile the trickle she’d felt moments before turned into a raging torrent of dread.

      Her aunt was going to have her head. He was a Holsworthy!

      She swallowed hard, her face warming. Never more had she wanted to trade places with that chicken. At least then her end might prove swift and merciful. Henrietta on the other hand had the regrettable ability of inventing new and unique ways of punishing someone.

      She dropped a small, wobbly curtsey. ‘I do beg your pardon, Captain. I had no idea who you were.’

      His expression was unreadable, but he held her gaze with an intensity that frightened her in a way she couldn’t explain.

      ‘Would it have mattered?’

      ‘No. I don’t suppose it would have.’ She swore the hint of a smile curled the edges of his mouth but was gone as quickly as it appeared.

      He replaced his hat and nodded. ‘I didn’t think so. I am here to speak with the vicar. Is he your husband?’

      She coughed, near choked on her shock. ‘No! I mean, no. He is in fact my uncle.’

      ‘I see. So, you aren’t Mrs Jenkins. And you are not the vicars’ wife. Now, as you know who I am, would you be kind enough to tell me who you are?’

      She struggled to string two words together as he deftly tugged at the fingers on his right glove then removed it from his hand. Such large, powerful hands.

      ‘Lily. Lily Bowden, sir.’ He reached out, clasped her hand – which lamentably still hung like a wet blanket by her side - and raised it to his lips.

      He paused, glanced down at her then placed a soft kiss upon the back of her hand.

      Oh my. His touch scorched her skin, and under the weight of his stare, a strange awareness made her skin prickle and her feet go to lead. Never had she felt so awkward, so utterly powerless.

      She pulled away from his touch and gestured for him to enter. ‘Please, won’t you come in, my lord? I’ll go to the church to fetch my uncle.’

      ‘I am already inside. Are you feeling quite well, madam?’

      Of course, he was already inside. Idiot. She nodded, reached behind her and fought with the ribbon ties of her apron. But her fingers were all thumbs until she nearly tore the bow apart.

      For goodness sake.

      ‘If you would like to remain here. I shall go fetch my uncle at once, my lord.’

      ‘If you have no objections, I shall go with you. And, there is no need to address me as ‘my lord’. I am not the earl, madam. That would be my father.’

      ‘Of course, my apologies, sir.’ She groaned inwardly at her mistake. Even if he was a condescending wretch, his family owned the entire region, including Speckles Wood. In fact, her uncle was employed by Lord Etford. Perfect. More reason for her aunt to murder her slowly and painfully. Not only had she neglected her baking duties by fending off Mr Dunford, she’d ruined her clothes with jam and offended the very man who would eventually be their landlord and master. All in all, it had been quite a day.
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      ‘No apologies are needed. You may address me as captain, if you wish.’ The sudden flush of pink in her cheeks bespoke the woman wasn’t quite the hoyden who’d confronted him over a chicken a few days past. Yet, his instinct warned him she wasn’t a compliant miss either.

      The possible combination intrigued him.

      ‘Thank you, Captain. One moment please, whilst I collect my hat and coat then I will take you to the church.’

      He held the door open for her as she removed a small flower trimmed bonnet and a well-worn pale green pelisse from a wooden peg on the wall then dropped a brief curtsey and walked past him. The long, faded dress she wore did little to disguise the gentle curve of her hip and swell of a modest bosom.

      As she placed the bonnet on her head, he couldn’t help but notice the long wisps of auburn curls that caressed her ivory neck but admonished himself for his keen observation. All well, said and done. Too bad his traitorous body had already decided she was attractive, when he himself was yet to even consider such a notion.

      Getting involved with a village maid was the last thing he needed, though he admitted to himself it had been a long time since he’d been with a woman. Not since he’d returned from India.

      Tying the frayed blue hat ribbons, she offered him a meek smile.

      ‘If I may, Captain, please accept my condolences on your brother’s recent death. It must be the most dreadful time for you.’

      His feet turned to clay, as his hand gripped the top of his cane.

      Her sudden remark took him aback. Not so much as she’d dared comment on his family’s tragic events, but more so that this headstrong female had been the first person to actually offer their sympathies. Not even his own father had thought to console him.

      It shouldn’t have bothered him, but it did.

      Collecting his emotions, he shook off her comments and moved to walk alongside her as she headed out along the stone path. What was wrong with him? He was making far too much of her actions. He’d never much cared for anyone’s thoughts about his family and he wasn’t about to start now.

      ‘You speak as if you knew my brother well.’ Seeing her suddenly in a different light, he scrutinized the young woman from the tip of her disheveled hair to the well-worn boots on her feet. Interesting. Certainly not the type his late brother usually favored. Had they been intimate? Lover’s perhaps?

      An odd sensation twisted in his gut as he pictured her lithe frame in Henry’s embrace. Then his mind filled with images of her bare shoulders, his imagination creating long slender legs, curved hips and a bosom round and ripe like summer fruit.

      ‘I did not mean to be forward, sir. In fact, I had only met Mr Holsworthy several times in the village and at church when he would attend.’ His curiosity piqued as her cheeks flushed crimson. What was she hiding? ‘But I could not say that I knew him at all well.’

      Undefined tension rose from within him and seemed to leach from his very skin, surrounding him like some invisible barrier meant to keep all at arm’s reach. And, from the awkward manner in which she glanced at him, he sensed she could feel it too.

      Suddenly uncomfortable in her presence, he moved his stony gaze to the muddy path before him and picked up his pace. His leg ached with the sudden demand. The sooner this conversation was over the better. ‘You say you didn’t know him well, and yet you feel moved enough to give condolences?’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘Why?’ He delivered the word with a harshness that surprised him, but he didn’t show it. Since when had he sounded like his father?

      ‘I feel for anyone who suffers loss, especially that of a family member. So, pray forgive me if you consider my sentiments to be inappropriate. I am often chastised for speaking my mind.’

      ‘A word of advice.’ He paused by the moss-covered headstones of the old church yard and met her watchful gaze. There was something in those emerald green depths that beckoned to him, an intelligence he suspected lay just beneath her feisty veneer. But he’d trusted in such eyes once before – a terrible folly indeed. ‘I believe your sentiment came from the heart, madam, not your head. Not a condemnable offense perhaps, but I advise you not to reveal your sympathetic nature to anyone.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘Such notions can equate themselves to pity, and I assure you few people will want or ask for your pity - especially me.’

      Her chest rose and fell in rapid succession. ‘I do not pity you, I was merely offering…’

      Lips parted, she halted beneath his burning glare.

      Offering what? Affection? A caress? A warm body to take that one might lose themselves from the misery of the world for a few precious hours? No? Then what good were wishes and condolences when neither can heal nor fill the void left behind? He stared at her arched mouth, heart pounding with unexpected need.

      He pulled his gaze away and swallowed hard. ‘Never mind.’ He gripped his cane, turned and continued toward the old stone chapel. Fog billowed out of his mouth and his leg ached with the sudden change of weather. Dark grey clouds had covered what had promised to be a reasonably fair day. Though, the pending storm suited his mood to perfection.

      Damn his temper. Where was his reserve? Refusing to look back, he gritted his teeth and struggled not to limp. Grasping the cane tighter, he hoped she didn’t follow, fearful perhaps she had somehow read his thoughts, or worse – captured a glimpse into his soul.

      And what would she have seen?

      A cold, heartless wretch who didn’t give a fig for family or the sycophantic society he’d been weaned upon from birth?

      Hell. He barely recognized himself these days. He could never claim to be open or care free, but since his return from the war something dark had taken hold of him and damned if he knew how to let it go.

      Or, perhaps in truth, he didn’t want to.
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      Lily paused at the edge of the cemetery gate, her gloved hand resting on the weather worn wooden pickets. White mist steamed from her nose, the cold air somehow more frigid since the captain had stormed away, leaving her to follow in his turbulent wake.

      Inconsiderate, disagreeable man.

      Yes. He may be the heir apparent, but that didn’t give him the right to treat her with the same regard as something odious he’d stepped in.

      She let out a deep breath, slammed the rusted gate and headed toward the church door. Her chest ached with the effort not to show her hurt feelings. Hurt? She refused to acknowledge how her throat had tightened, her eyes misted. Since when would she have allowed such a man to wound her so?

      Yet, the fact remained he had stunned her with his condescending remarks. Such anger and bitterness she’d never seen. Who was he to condemn her for trying to offer a modicum of compassion? Compassion. Indeed! He’d probably never heard of the word.

      No wonder his eyes were so blue, they merely reflected the solid ice he was made of inside.

      Nothing like his belated brother. From the few times she’d met Henry Holsworthy, she thought him a refined gentleman with an accommodating smile and dry sense of humor. The two brothers couldn’t have been more different.

      She paused by the old ornate church entrance and stamped the clumps of dirt from her boots. Her aunt despised dirty shoes inside. Every Sunday, parishioners could be seen scraping their boots upon the grass or the heavy iron-based brush mat Henrietta had placed outside the church door. If someone dared muddy the aisles, they could be assured of being ‘persuaded’ to linger after the sermon to clean the entire church floor.

      She brushed the light snow from her pelisse and bit her bottom lip as she gazed into the darkened corridor just off the main entrance that lead toward her uncle’s office.

      Perhaps there was no real need for her to go inside? The captain had left her abruptly, obviously content to pursue her uncle himself. Well, perhaps not content, but definitely determined. Yes. She had done her best by seeing him to the church, and therefore he could think no worse of her returning to her tasks in the vicarage kitchen.

      She turned to leave but stopped. With shoulders sagged, she glanced over her shoulder and sighed.

      Lord. Surely matters can’t be as bad as they seem, can they?

      Perhaps the fates would smile upon her and she never need see the wretched man again after today? After all she’d only been to Etford Park on two previous occasions, her uncle usually going to visit his lordship on his own.

      The first time she’d been there was when she and her sister had first arrived in Speckles Wood. Her uncle must have made mention of their arrival, as they were summoned to meet Lord Etford the very next week.

      It had been a visit she’d sooner forget.

      Poor Stephaney. Her little sister had been wracked with grief over the loss of their father barely a week before. Stephaney had just stood there next to her in the middle of a massive green colored room, numb to everything around her, while the elderly lord spoke to their uncle.

      Oh, Papa.

      Her heart ached at the memory of her last shopping trip in London. It was two days before Christmas last year, and she and Stephaney had been buying some last-minute gifts. Papa was always a difficult person to buy for, as he never seemed to want for anything. But Stephaney had refused to give up and searched every store until she’d found the most perfect tobacco pouch in soft brown calf’s leather.

      Mama was fond of needlework, and so she had bought a lovely sewing kit, complete with very fine silver-plated scissors. Though since they had moved to Speckles Wood, she’d never seen her mama sew anything not related to darning Henrietta’s endless repairs.

      The snow had just begun to fall, and she and her sister had spent their last pennies on a special box of sugar-plums as a treat for Christmas dinner. But, as they rushed along the crowded street toward their home, they were greeted by the ashen face of their mother standing in the doorway of the townhouse. They would never set foot in the house or see their beloved Papa again.

      Cholera, the doctor had said. ‘Lily!’

      She spun around, near tripping over her own feet. ‘Aunt Henrietta!’

      Near the shadowy vestibule doorway her aunt, Henrietta Talbot, stood perched like a raven ready to swoop on its prey.

      A tiny lump rose in her throat.

      She pasted on a smile and removed the tattered shawl from her shoulders. ‘Good afternoon, Aunt Henrietta.’

      ‘Why good afternoon, Miss Lily. And shall we reflect on the fact it is indeed now ‘afternoon’. I had returned early from my ladies meeting just now, fully expecting the days baking to be done and what do I find? Nothing but an empty kitchen and little more for morning tea than a few jam tarts. Fortunately, however, I made do with yesterday’s dry scones. Though I don’t know what my ladies will think. They are due at the vicarage any moment for a meeting about how we shall decorate the church for the Christmas service.’

      Oh dear. Her scones were dry even when they were fresh.

      ‘Well, yes, you see I can explain what happened. In fact, you must have only just missed me leaving the cottage.’

      Henrietta crossed her arms over her generous bosom and stepped toward her. The woman’s grey-streaked black hair had been pulled back into a severe bun at the base of her neck, giving her a gaunt, yet austere expression.

      ‘I’m sure you can. In fact, I am yet to find you without an excuse for your tardiness and lack of consideration. However, before you regale me with your most recent exploits, don’t you feel it best that your dear Mama join us?’ The woman’s eyes near glittered with anticipation at the prospect of her bringing shame upon her mother. ‘Follow me.’

      Her arms stiffened by her sides and hands clenched into tiny balls as she trailed behind her aunt toward an exit at the rear of the church. One day. One day she would find a way to help support her poor mother and sister, and they’d be away from this terrible place.

      ‘Caroline.’ Outside, Henrietta stared up at the ancient, wooden rooms built for storage at the side of the church. ‘My dear Caroline, would you please join me in the courtyard for a moment?’

      She cringed as the rickety old staircase creaked under the weight of her mother descending. Not that her mama was portly, rather the opposite in fact, but the stairs were weak and dangerous. Her aunt and uncle refused to spend a single penny on fixing them despite the fact many sections of wooden support beams had shied away from the stonework.

      ‘Yes, Henrietta, what is it?’ Her mother’s weary tone reflected the countless hours of hard work she did for Henrietta. Never once had her aunt bothered to utter a single ‘thank you’.

      She swallowed hard at the sight of her mama’s swollen finger tips, near raw from being pricked with the darning needle. Their only thimble, a silver one which had been a gift from her papa to Mama, had gone missing months ago and her aunt refused to buy her mother a new one.

      And, not only did Henrietta insist her mama do all the sewing for the vicarage, but often took in darning from those in the village more than able to do it themselves. Many of her aunt’s ladies’ group would stop by for tea and bring some tedious items they were too lazy to repair themselves. Then, come Sunday, it would be her aunt receiving flattery and praise for her mama’s hard work.

      Yet, as she met her mother’s tired gaze and soft smile, she caught the silent plea not to say a single word against Henrietta. For her mother’s sake, she suppressed the ball of rage that had swelled within her stomach.

      Henrietta sat down upon the worn wooden arbor seat, it’s climbing rose long dead, though the skeletal remains of it clung to the lattice work. The poor specimen was testimony to how much Henrietta hated working in the garden.

      With a sly smile, her aunt reached out and patted the vacant seat next to hers. ‘Come Caroline. Sit next to me whilst your daughter tells us another one of her charming tales.’

      Her mother’s jaw tightened, lips thinned as she slowly sat down next to Henrietta and placed a basket of mending upon the pebbly ground.

      ‘Henrietta. I’m certain Lily must have a very good reason as to why she is late.’ Bother. Why had that old witch called her mother down?

      She folded her hands in front of her and did her best to appear nonplussed. It wasn’t easy. ‘I had, in truth, stopped by Mrs Jenkins to pay her a short visit early this morning, but she still isn’t home.’

      ‘Aha! I knew it.’ Henrietta scowled at her. ‘And, I suppose that would explain where the jar of raspberry jam I was saving for the ladies meeting on Saturday had disappeared to.’

      Her mother’s face paled, but the tiny hint of a smile spread across her lips. ‘No, Aunt Henrietta, I had put that jar aside for the tarts I have been baking just now.’ Instead, she’d hidden Henrietta’s jar of plum jam and a nice bottle of cider for when her friend returned. ‘I was concerned about Mrs Jenkins and had only intended to stay but a moment. After all, I know how much the health and wellbeing of the congregation means to you and Uncle Linus.’

      Her aunt’s lips pursed tightly together before she nodded very slowly.

      ‘Yes, naturally. However, when I charge you with a specific duty, I expect my orders to be followed to the letter. Do you understand me?’

      ‘Yes, Aunt Henrietta.’

      ‘So, you say.’ The exasperating woman threw her hands up. ‘And yet you obviously do not. Honestly, Caroline, I do believe that you have been far too relaxed with your daughters over the years. They shun discipline and do exactly as they please. If you are not very careful, Stephaney will turn out no better than this poor example here or worse in fact.’

      Her mother frowned at the woman’s complaint. ‘Yes, Henrietta. I will speak to Lily after supper this evening.’

      ‘I have decided she won’t be having supper. Caroline, she must be punished for her insubordination.’

      Mama reached out and clutched Henrietta’s arm. ‘Please, do not punish her. She meant well. You cannot make her go without food.’

      Heat rushed through her veins like liquid wildfire. She couldn’t bear the sight of her mother begging on her behalf. She’d rather starve than have her mama belittle herself so.

      Forcing down her growing ire, she stepped forward. ‘I had a very good reason for not being at the vicarage, Aunt Henrietta.’

      ‘Well, I have yet to hear it.’

      ‘As I was baking, Mr Dunford paid me a visit.’

      ‘Goodness. Are you all right?’ Her mama stood up.

      Henrietta glanced away as if she had no knowledge of the man’s intentions. ‘Don’t fear, Caroline, I’m sure Mr Dunford conducted himself appropriately.’

      She crossed her arms. ‘Quite. However, after I finally managed to persuade him to leave, another gentleman paid a call at the kitchen.’

      ‘And, you let him in? Oh, of all the ill breeding.’ Henrietta rested a hand upon her chest. ‘And I suppose, without so much as an introduction, spoke to this stranger?’

      ‘Yes, of course. I could hardly ignore the man.’

      A smirk touched her aunt’s lips. ‘And, did this stranger have a name?’

      ‘Naturally.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘He introduced himself as Captain Holsworthy.’

      Henrietta’s mouth gaped then flapped silently like a fish gulping air. Never had she seen her aunt in such a state.

      Her mother started to laugh and covered her mouth with her hand. ‘Oh, my.’

      Henrietta shot her mother a burning glare so hot it could have scalded milk.

      ‘Caroline! This is in no way humorous.’ Her aunt got to her feet, hitched her hands upon her broad hips and took a step closer to her. ‘Are you telling me, that Lord Etford’s son has returned to the village and you didn’t bother to inform me?’

      ‘I am telling you…now.’

      Henrietta clasped her hands together and teetered on her feet. ‘His lordship, in the village. I must see your uncle immediately.’

      She raised her hand slightly, in the hope of getting her aunts attention. ‘He’s not ‘his lordship’.’

      ‘I beg your pardon?’

      ‘Captain Holsworthy. He said he was not a lord yet, and to address him as captain.’

      Henrietta appeared about to swoon. Lord, she hoped not. There was little chance of her catching the woman before she hit the ground.

      A smile itched at the corners of her mouth at the thought.

      ‘Oh, you impertinent girl. You had the audacity to hold a conversation with him? I must go, but when I return you will tell me everything that was said, do you understand me, my girl? You uncle holds a highly esteemed position on his lordship’s estate, and if I find that you have done anything, anything to insult the captain and jeopardize our future here, you shall feel my wrath make no mistake!’

      Her aunt dashed past her and disappeared through the church doorway like a pink and white striped whirlwind.

      She blinked and twisted her lips in thought. Perhaps she should have mentioned the captain was already inside with her uncle? Too late. She could only hope he doesn’t mention the chicken.
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      In the solace of the manor library, Gabriel stood by the window and poured himself a generous brandy. Not that he had much time to drink it.

      Already late afternoon, he would have to change his attire soon, else risk being late for dinner with his father – an undesirable situation to say the least. He’d been detained at the church far longer than he’d anticipated, the ordeal with the vicar giving him a blasted headache. Never had he met such a tedious person, with the exception of course, of the man’s wife.

      Loosening his cravat, he made his way to a chair by the fire and sat down.

      Now, what was the wretched woman’s name? Hanna? Helga? He couldn’t remember. Not that he wanted to meet her again anytime soon. He merely wanted to know her name as to avoid her wherever possible.

      How fortunate Miss Bowden didn’t appear to take after her aunt.

      Images of the feisty young woman filled his mind, drawing a strange sensation, akin to regret, from his conscience.

      Damn it all. He had behaved very badly.

      There had been no sound reason to reprimand her for her honesty and compassion. Perhaps he was merely unused to finding such qualities in a person, especially a woman.

      He could still see her there in the graveyard, near full to bursting with the need to give him back his due. A smile curled a corner of his mouth. Yes. He couldn’t mistake the flash of fire burning in those brilliant emerald eyes, a sure sign she would have given him a tongue lashing to within an inch of his life.

      But, why hadn’t she?

      He’d already a taste of her temper when they’d first met in Mrs Jenkins’s garden. Why hold back now? Perhaps he already knew the answer to that.

      Now, she knew who he was.

      He doubted he’d ever hear an honest comment or complaint from the girl again. Few felt comfortable giving any member of the aristocracy a dressing down. It was one of the things he missed about being in the army. Though his soldiers treated him with due respect to his rank, there had been many occasions where he could forget who he was and just be one of them.

      The library door opened with a slight creak, and Lady Cecily Stanton stepped inside the room.

      He raised his glass to his lips, took a long sip and winced as the aged brandy burned its way down his gullet. Despite it being so long since he’d seen her last, the rawness of his wounds surprised him. ‘I would ask you to come in, but you already have.’

      She closed the door behind her then leaned back upon it.

      ‘Since when have I needed an invitation?’ Her sultry tones swept over him like a familiar warm breeze, one he fought to ignore with every fiber of his being.

      ‘Perhaps since you chose my brother over me?’

      ‘Touché.’ With the fluid grace of a goddess, she approached the mantel, a wry smile tilting what he once considered the most beautiful mouth in the world. ‘I thought I might find you in here.’

      Against his own resolve, he looked up and met the cool azure gaze of the woman he wanted to hate but couldn’t. Despite everything Cecily had put him through; he couldn’t deny he had once loved something about her. And yet now, he couldn’t think of a single reason.

      Cecily was still quite magnificent, cultured, polished – a premium product of the ton. Any man with breath in his lungs and blood in his veins would gladly take her as his wife. Yet, as he looked at her, he unwillingly drew comparisons to the little baggage who had admonished him over a fowl.

      ‘Or, are you here? No. I do believe something, or someone, has captured your thoughts and taken them elsewhere.’ She ran her delicate fingers along a small bronze statue of a bull sent by Henry during his travels to the Continent. ‘I must admit, though as undeserving as I am, I feel somewhat jealous that I have to compete for just a little of your time. I know you have been avoiding me since your arrival, Gabriel. We have to talk.’

      ‘From what I understand, there is little left to discuss.’ Ignoring her signature scent of French perfume, he stood, made his way to the sideboard and poured himself another drink. ‘Unless you wish to set a date?’

      The words felt wooden on his tongue, and it was everything he could do not to crush the fragile crystal tumbler in his grasp. Once, he would have been filled with nothing but elation at the prospect of marrying Cecily, now he wished he were someone else.

      She turned toward him and crossed her arms, her gaze trailing off to somewhere beyond the terrace doors.

      ‘I see my mother has already been in contact with you.’

      ‘I received her letter yesterday. Though I am somewhat disappointed I had not heard from you personally. Though, perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised.’

      Her lovely mouth formed a scowl. ‘Please don’t be cruel, Gabriel. Do you honestly think it was easy for me to even allow my mother to tell you of my intimate details concerning your brother?’

      ‘I don’t see what was so difficult to explain. In fact, I’m very much surprised Henry managed to keep his hands off you until now. He certainly had no qualms about stealing you from me.’

      ‘Just because Henry and I were engaged, didn’t mean I gave myself freely.’ Her jaw stiffened, and she met his stony gaze. ‘I may be many things, but I am not a whore.’

      He gave the slightest shrug and looked away, desperate to disguise the gambit of emotions hurtling through him, each one, like a tiny knife, ripping at the countless fragile stitches holding his heart together. Never again would he allow her to see his weakness and use it to tear his soul apart. ‘If that is what you’ll have me believe. So be it.’

      At his comment, a deep sadness cast a shadow over her fair countenance, her eyes losing their usual violet-blue glimmer, only to be replaced by a lifeless grey.

      He’d hurt her with his slight, but he’d be damned if he’d take it back. If she had walked into this room twelve months ago he would have wanted to howl and roar and tear the very walls themselves down to show her just how much she’d destroyed him.

      Now…now, his cruelest weapon of all was indifference. Her eyes misted over, and she softly cleared her throat.

      ‘How very much like Henry you sound. Mores the pity. However, I suppose I should thank you for being so understanding.’ She walked toward him, reached out her hand to touch his arm, but he moved away. ‘I see. You’re still angry with me and you have every right to be. But I can’t pretend to enjoy the animosity between us now. So, tell me truthfully, Gabriel. If we were to marry, what kind of life would we have together?’

      Straight to the point. She always did have little tact.

      He took in a slow deep breath, suppressing every ounce of emotion clawing to get out, and prayed his chest wouldn’t explode. ‘If in fact you are breeding, you will have everything befitting the future Countess of Etford. And, as promised, I will accept Henry’s child as my own. You will both be cared for and provided for without question. You have my word. And, as long as you are discreet, I have no objections to you seeking out liaisons after a reasonable period after we are wed.’

      ‘I understand. So, what you are oh-so-delicately saying is that I will have everything…but you.’

      He lowered his glass and stared out the window into the snowy landscape. ‘I am sorry if the arrangement isn’t to your satisfaction, madam, but it is all I am prepared to offer.
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      ‘Next week?’ Lily turned to her mother and pleaded with her gaze. ‘But why?’

      ‘I don’t see why you are being so disagreeable.’ Henrietta raised a dainty porcelain cup to her mouth, slurped some tea and placed the cup upon its saucer. ‘I have spoken to your mother and your uncle at length, and we have all decided it is for the best that you give poor Mr Dunford your answer to his proposal.’

      ‘But, Mama…’

      ‘I am sorry, my dear, but you have left me little choice but to at least consider what your aunt and uncle have to say.’

      No. Not her mother too.

      ‘Consider? There is nothing to consider, Caroline. You see, Lily…’ Her aunt stuffed a small biscuit into her mouth and proceeded to speak whilst chewing. ‘… after your little episode with Captain Holsworthy yesterday, I feel there is little choice but to force you to make a life for yourself. You are two and twenty, well past marriageable age, and what do you do? You choose to live off those who can barely afford to sustain themselves, rather than make your way in the world.’

      Her throat constricted. ‘You threatened Mama, didn’t you?’

      ‘How dare you accuse me of such a thing? I had merely pointed out to your mama that our budget would no longer provide for so many. Unless, of course she was to pay me all of the profits from her stall sales, instead of half.’

      ‘I would, gladly.’ Her mother stood and glared at Henrietta, then turned to her. ‘However, your aunt is right about not letting the man wait for no good reason. Whatever you decide, my dearest, you should tell Mr Dunford of your intentions.’

      No. No. No!

      Never more had she wanted to scream, be anywhere but there.

      Then an idea came to mind. May Papa forgive her. ‘I cannot give him my answer yet.’

      ‘I beg your pardon?’ Crumbs peppered from her aunt’s mouth. ‘I don’t believe I was giving you a choice. It has been decided.’

      ‘But, I choose to be in mourning for a full year. Surely, you can respect that.’

      Her mother appeared relieved by her announcement and nodded quickly in agreement.

      ‘Yes, Henrietta. Paul has not been dead twelve months. It would be most disrespectful to marry Lily off until after a proper time.’

      Her aunt’s face flushed deep red. Oh dear.

      ‘I’m not asking Lily to marry right away. Surely the girl can become engaged?’

      ‘No.’ Her mother interrupted before she could do it herself. ‘I insist my daughter wait. Besides. This is our first real Christmas without my late husband. ‘It will be difficult enough without the added strain of planning a wedding.’

      Henrietta looked skyward and rolled her eyes. ‘Wedding aside, precisely how long must we wait for her answer then?

      She took in a deep breath. ‘I will give you my decision on Christmas Eve.’

      ‘What?’ Henrietta spilt some tea on her precious brocade armchair. ‘That’s a month away. You can’t expect to keep the man waiting so long.’

      Her mama crossed her arms, clearly standing her ground – a sight she very much enjoyed.

      ‘I believe my brother would agree with us, Henrietta. You know how Linus is about propriety. And, what would his lordship think? I know how important your standing is with him.’

      Henrietta stood, her face like thunder.

      ‘Very well. You have until Christmas Eve, Lily. And if you choose poorly, expect to be packed off London. I know many people who would be glad of your unique skills as a cook in their workhouse.’

      Her aunt swept past her then left the room. Relief was so swift, she felt giddy.

      ‘Well, my dear.’ Her mother squeezed her hand and smiled. ‘You have until Christmas Eve. Use the time wisely. And, whatever you choose to do, I’ll not judge you on your decision.’

      But the look in her mama’s eyes before she made her way to the door spoke her true feelings.

      There was no future for her there. She must leave Speckles Wood, forever.
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      'It was a rather somber service. Wouldn’t you agree, Cecily?’

      Along with the tapping of her fingernails upon glass, Lady Iris Stanton broke the awkward silence with her bland observation of that morning’s church commemoration for his brother.

      Henry had abhorred going to scripture of any kind, so it vaguely amused Gabriel to think of his brother’s spirit enduring three hours of endless psalms, out of tune hymns and the vicar’s wife looking almost jovial at the fact she had all of the remaining Holsworthy family in her little chapel. Not to mention there had been so many blasted flowers in the small church it was a wonder any of the mourners could fit inside.

      Then afterwards, it was all he could do not to be trapped into attending a luncheon the woman had obviously planned well in advance in order to impress her friends.

      And, though the gentleman in him reprimanded his poor social skills, he was in no mood to play the prize duck on show for all to peck at with their endless chatter and pointless questions.

      His father had retired to his room the moment they’d returned to the manor. Not one word had the old man uttered to him throughout the entire service, not that he’d expected any words of comfort.

      He glanced along the vast mahogany dining table to where Cecily sat, her hand clenching a fine linen napkin, her despondent gaze drilling a hole through the antique plate setting before her. Though the upper class were known for their emotional fortitude at such occasions, it had somewhat surprised him that through the entire service she hadn’t shed a single tear.

      She reached out, picked up her crystal goblet and took a long sip of the red wine, before resting the edge of the glass against her chin.

      ‘Indeed, Mama. Though perhaps we should be fortunate the vicar wasn’t performing the wedding instead.’

      ‘Cecily!’ Lady Stanton paled at her daughters’ comment. ‘I admit the man could have used a little more gravitas in his delivery, but you couldn’t expect him to be bright and cheerful. After all, it was Henry’s funeral.’

      ‘Really? I wasn’t aware.’ Cecily stood abruptly, and tossed her napkin onto her plate where a light serving of trout in aspic lay untouched. Without looking back, she headed for the doorway. ‘Now, if you will both excuse me, I need to lie down for a while.’

      The cold bitterness in her tone unsettled him though he would never admit it aloud. In all the time they were together, never once had she uttered a spiteful word. What had changed her?

      Clearly gob-smacked, Lady Stanton glared at him. She wiped the corners of her mouth with her napkin and cleared her throat.

      ‘Gabriel, you simply can’t let her leave like that. I must insist you go after her at once. She is upset, and in her condition, she is very delicate.’

      ‘Captain, if you don’t mind.’

      ‘I beg your pardon?’ Two deep amber eyes met his with a quizzical gaze. Although Cecily had gained her lovely blue eyes from her father, she’d inherited the rest of her slender figure from her mother.

      Lady Stanton had once been the toast of London. In her youth she had been called a diamond of the first water, with guinea-gold hair and a creamy complexion which was still evident despite her advanced years. She had married well, and despite her husband being a good twenty-five years her senior, managed to produce two daughters, but no heir. And, though Lord Stanton had been dead a good ten years now, Lady Stanton had yet to remarry. Not that she didn’t a have a bevy of suitors stalking her every attendance during the season.

      Some say she waits for love to strike again, while others suggest love was never a factor of her previous marriage and that she is more likely waiting for a rich enough suitor to come along. It was no secret amongst the ton that beside the trusts held for her daughters’ dowries, Lady Stanton was broke.

      Whatever her reasons, he knew for certain she would not give up her freedom so easily now she has it. And, by marrying Cecily off to his family, she wouldn’t have to worry about finding herself a husband. In short, her future would be a secure and comfortable one with her daughter paying the bills.

      He wiped the corners of his mouth with a linen napkin then placed it upon the table. ‘From now on, I’d prefer you address me as captain, or Captain Holsworthy, or sir. Whichever you see fit.’

      Always composed, it surprised him to see her suddenly so uncomfortable in his presence.

      ‘I see.’ She raised her fingers to her lips, cleared her throat. ‘I suppose I should expect that, considering the circumstances.’

      He rested his fork upon his plate and picked up his glass of burgundy.

      ‘Cecily is a grown woman, madam. Let her go. I think rest is the best thing for her at the moment.’

      ‘Well, yes, but shouldn’t you be the one to offer her some comfort? After all, you both will be married soon.’

      His fingers tightened around the fragile glass stem. ‘My brother is barely cold in the ground, yet you so freely discuss marriage as if he never existed. I applaud your rather short memory, my lady. However, please do not mistake my agreement to wed Cecily as an indication that you and I are on any kind of intimate ground. You may count on my being cordial in social circles, but that is as far as I am prepared to go.’

      ‘How can you talk to me this way? I have known you since you were a boy. Your mother and I was the dearest of friends.’

      He stood, glass in hand. ‘Would you have me recite the exact reasons?’

      She paled and shook her head. ‘No.’

      ‘I didn’t think so.’ Though he couldn’t blame her entirely for Cecily leaving him, he did recall she didn’t discourage her daughter either. After all, who would want a second son, when the heir was both willing and wanting? ‘And as for the child, your presence will be tolerated to a point. But be aware if I feel at any time your influence over Henry’s child is detrimental to its happiness or health then you will be banned from Etford forever. Do you understand, madam?’

      Lady Stanton fidgeted with her plate and kept her eyes downward. ‘I understand.’

      ‘Excellent. Then I will bid you good day, madam. I believe I need some air.’ He placed his goblet on the table and moved to make his way to the balcony, desperate to feel the sting of cold air on his face. He’d had enough suffocating company for one day.

      ‘Captain…If I may, there is one more matter I need speak to you about.’ He paused by the French doors and glanced back.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘My other daughter, Lydia, is unwell, so I must return to London tomorrow. Unfortunately, Cecily and I had only brought one lady’s maid with us, and it is imperative we procure one for her before I depart.’

      A tight smile curved his lips. ‘After everything that has transpired, you concern yourself with your daughter’s virtue?’

      ‘It is hardly the point. Would you deny her the care she needs, or at least the appearance of her honor? After all, nothing has been publicly announced as yet.’

      ‘Very well. I don’t have much experience in such matters, and I believe we don’t have anyone suitable at Etford. Our female staff consists only of a housekeeper, cook and scullery maid. As much as I dislike the notion, I will have a word with the vicar. I am certain his wife will enjoy the task of finding Cecily a suitable maid until your return.’

      ‘Thank you, Captain. That is very generous of you.’

      ‘I don’t want your thanks, Lady Stanton. I am not doing this for you.’
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      ‘Stephaney. Come away at once.’ Lily cringed as her little sister balanced precariously upon the high rafters inside the vicarage barn. Showers of dust and hay fell around her as she prayed her sibling didn’t do anything foolish.

      Blast Henrietta for making Stephaney work in the stables. ‘I’m fine, Lily. Please stop worrying. Just a few…more…Got it!’

      A huge brown bundle landed inches from her feet, sending a plume of dirt and muck all over her.

      She coughed and waved the dust away. ‘Stephaney, what on earth are you doing?’

      Two scrawny legs, covered in calico pantaloons, scurried down the wooden ladder, confirming her belief that her little sister really should have been a boy.

      Stephaney nodded toward the lump of leather and buckles. ‘It’s a saddle.’

      ‘Thank you, I can see that. In fact, I almost wore it. I’ll thank you to know the difference between me and Dobbin from now on.’

      Her breath caught, as for a brief moment she swore her sister smiled. Or, at least the very hint of one. Then her hope faded as a scowl formed on Stephaney’s mouth.

      Her sister hadn’t smiled once since their papa passed away.

      ‘If you look more closely, Lily, you’ll see it’s a side-saddle and blanket. Mr Gleeson said I might find one up there.’

      ‘What on earth will we do with it?’

      Stephaney grunted as she hauled the heavy object up against her and began dragging it out to the stable yard. ‘What do you think we shall do with it? Ride, of course, silly.’

      She raised an eyebrow at her sister’s impertinence but chose to ignore it. ‘But, you have not had enough lessons. You can’t ride properly yet.’

      ‘No.’ Stephaney dumped the saddle down upon the worn cobblestones and met her weary gaze. ‘But you can.’

      Suddenly, the thought of riding again sent a tiny thrill scurrying throughout her. It had been over a year since she’d ridden. Mama had always insisted the girls learn how to ride, and she would spend many Saturday mornings in Hyde Park taking lessons.

      ‘Oh, Lily. You must! How perfectly wonderful. You simply must go for a short ride at least.’ Dressed in a beautiful peach hooded cloak trimmed in fox fur, Annabelle had been waiting for her outside in the stable yard. Though, in truth, considering there were only two horses in residence you could hardly consider it a proper stable.

      Yet Mr Gleeson would come several times a week and donate his time to the vicarage by looking after Dobbin and Albert, the two aging workhorses.

      It amused her that her sister and the elderly gent got on famously, the man often mentioning how Stephaney was a natural with horses and most other animals they had in the yard.

      Some summer mornings she would come out for eggs, only to find her sister dozing in a sunny spot, a chicken nestled cozily on her lap.

      The girl was forever covered in dirt.

      ‘Good afternoon to you, Miss Lily.’ Mr Gleeson tipped his cap and began fitting the saddle as she smiled and stroked Dobbin’s neck.

      ‘Good afternoon. I see my sister intends for me to go riding, but I don’t think poor Dobbin would appreciate it.’

      ‘Oh, now don’t you worry about old Dobbin. He’s strong ‘orse, he is. If he can pull carts and a plough, taking you on ‘is back would be like carrying a sparrow.’

      ‘Go on, Lily.’ Annabelle placed down a small wicker basket and joined her to pat the horse. ‘I will wait here with Stephaney.’

      ‘But, we were supposed to be going into the village to look at books.’ One of the rare times Henrietta had actually given her a free afternoon – as long as she was home in time to start dinner. Seems her aunt was so enraptured with the way matters went with the funeral service that morning, she was inclined to spend the afternoon swimming in the praise of her ladies’ group.

      Though, in her opinion, the church decorations had been a bit over the top. Never had she seen so many flowers in one place, the church rivaling a busy London florist. Henrietta must have purchased every hothouse bloom between Speckles Wood and London. She could only imagine the hideous cost.

      She smiled to herself and stroked down along Dobbin’s nose. Well, if it cost the captain a pretty penny, he could certainly afford it. It was well known by all the local mothers with eligible daughters, that not only was the captain’s family rich, but he’d accumulated a vast personal fortune through his own business investments. Regardless, perhaps next time the captain will be more careful when he stated ‘spare no expense’.

      She sighed and stepped back from the animal. ‘No. No, I couldn’t possibly go out in this weather. Besides, I no longer have my riding habit.’ Or much of anything else. Their poor mama had been forced to sell off most of their possessions before she left London.

      Papa’s death taxes had been most cruel.

      And, from what she could ascertain, what savings her parents did have in the bank had been spent on several investments her papa had made just before he became ill. In short, they’d lost everything.

      Stephaney groaned and rolled her eyes. ‘You don’t need a habit. There is no one here to see you. We are in the middle of nowhere. It’s not as if you are a taking an afternoon canter in Hyde Park.’

      ‘Go on, Lily. Stephaney is right.’ Annabelle’s eyes sparkled with excitement. ‘If you head over to the hills behind the vicarage there is a lovely view of Etford Park. There will be no one about. And, when you return, we will still have time to look at books.’

      Mr Gleeson finished adjusting the saddle and glanced up at the grey sky. ‘I don’t think it’s going to snow until this evening, clouds don’t look right. So, if you hurry, miss, I think you can manage a nice ride. It’s going to be brisk though, make no mistake. Just take care around any thick patches of snow. You never know what’s lying beneath.’

      She smiled broadly and nodded. The temptation was too much. ‘Very well, then. But, just a short ride.’

      ‘Yes. Yes, come along. Up you go.’ Stephaney had dragged over a small wooden crate to help her mount up.

      But, no sooner had she positioned herself in the saddle, than she realized her awkward position.

      ‘Good, Lord. You can see my calves!’ Mr Gleeson blushed and looked away as she reached down and attempted to cover up her legs. ‘No, help me down, Stephaney. I can’t do this.’

      The sudden spark of mischief in her sister’s eyes was little warning as Stephaney smacked Dobbins rear, sending her and the wretched horse catapulting towards the open field.

      ‘Oh!’ She gripped the reigns tight as the animal bolted faster than she had ever assumed it could. So much for being a humble workhorse. Just wait until she got hold of her little sister.

      But, within a few minutes, familiarity set in and she found herself getting more comfortable with the horse. The chill afternoon air tingled her cheeks, cold wind rippled up through the layers of petticoats and dress, but the exhilaration of the ride soon warmed her blood.

      She’d almost forgotten how much she enjoyed it.

      As she came to the crest of a small hill, she pulled back on the reigns a little and brought Dobbin to a stop. Breathless, she reached forward and patted the horse’s neck. Fog billowed from the animal’s nose as she took in the magical view. ‘What do you think, Dobbin? It’s beautiful, isn’t it? Pity there are so few living there who appreciate it.’

      Like the majestic, ancient manors of old, Etford Park sat like a monument in the midst of a shallow valley, surrounded by glistening snow-covered gardens and orchards. She’d been to the manor twice since arriving in Speckles Wood and had to admit the grand house was just as magnificent inside.

      An icy breeze trickled around her legs and, despite Mr Gleeson’s weather prediction, the first flakes of fresh snow began falling around her.

      Forgetting about the increasing cold, she marveled at the powder-like flecks as they floated through the air and landed upon the horse’s mane, until they looked like tiny pearls woven through the long strands of grey hair.

      A fine layer of white dusted her green pelisse, making the worn fabric appear finely embroidered and trimmed with lace. She smiled, and for a brief moment, she imagined herself in a very different life – one where fathers didn’t die of disease, and families could stay together and live happily ever after.

      But she wasn’t some character in a fairytale. No. Her life was all too real and, somehow, she must learn to live with it.

      Fighting back the tears threatening to fall, she glanced up at the manor through the falling snow and gasped. Now, there was a true fairytale scene. She reached out with her gloved hand and cupped the tiny manor in her palm. ‘How wonderful it would be to capture this moment.’

      But, nothing lasts forever.

      She lowered her hand and brushed away the snow, her thoughts straying to what Captain Holsworthy might be doing at that exact moment. Not that she should care. No doubt he was glad the service was over, and he could return to whatever life he had before.

      She gazed at the manor once more and sighed.

      Indeed, the captain’s future would be changed forever with the passing of his brother. Now he was the heir to this grand estate. Surely, he would have to be around more to oversee its care.

      Oh dear. She hadn’t thought of that.

      Imagine him coming and going from the village as he pleased? Dropping in to the vicarage unannounced in the middle of the day then quite rudely scolding those who simply tried to help.

      ‘Miserable wretch.’ She unhooked her right leg from the lower pommel, stretched it and let out a deep breath.

      ‘No one I know, I hope?’

      ‘What?’ She turned sharply at the sound of the male voice, before slipping from her seat, her leg catching upon the head of the saddle. Frantic, she clutched onto the flap of the saddle, her head dangling a few feet from the ground as blood rushed to her head. ‘Bloody hell!’

      Her skirts billowed down around her waist and it became impossible to keep any shred of modesty without letting go of the leather stirrup and falling to the ground.

      ‘Good, God. I didn’t mean to startle you.’

      She looked up through a tangle of auburn hair to find the captain leaning over her. Somehow, this all seemed horribly familiar.

      ‘Yes, you did.’ She pushed away his hand, and struggled to pull herself up, but failed miserably. ‘I didn’t hear you approach. How long were you watching me?’

      ‘Long enough. You seemed rather preoccupied. Come now, don’t be difficult. Allow me to help you.’

      ‘It seems to me, each time you help, matters become worse.’ Despite her opposition, his strong arms reached around her shoulder and her thighs as he fairly lifted her from horse and lowered her gently to the ground.

      He held her at arms’ length, his critical gaze trailing down along her body, leaving an odd sensation in its wake. ‘Can you stand on your own?’

      ‘Since I was two years old.’

      He scowled and released her, though she did wobble for a few moments. ‘What in blazes are you doing up here in this weather? On your own? And without proper attire?’

      Perfect. Of all the people she hadn’t wished to meet.

      Annoyed by his arrogance, she brushed down her skirts, took a pin from her hair to restrain an offending lock and gave him a sunny smile. ‘I was riding, naturally.’

      His face grew dark, his blue eyes now the color of a stormy ocean. ‘You rode without a groom?’

      She bent down and retrieved Dobbins reins. ‘I thought we had already established that? I fear you are repeating yourself, Captain.’

      She groaned inwardly. Oh, please. Couldn’t she stop talking before she dug herself into a bigger hole? Though disappearing right now seemed most desirable.

      Her aunt was going to strangle her in her sleep for addressing him in such a way. But, blast it all, she couldn’t help it. There was something about the wretch that brought out her bad side.

      She looked up, expecting to find him ready to berate her, but instead found her feet nailed to the ground under the weight of his intense stare. The air seemed to rush from her lungs, her mind scrambling to thread two coherent thoughts together.

      He let out a soft sigh, tilted his head slightly and held her gaze in such a way that ignoring him wasn’t an option. ‘Are you always this difficult?’

      She swallowed then nodded as he stepped toward her. Suddenly, things about him she’d never noticed before stood out in striking detail.

      The way his coat hugged his broad shoulders. The fit of his buckskin breeches over his muscular thighs. And, his dark, tousled hair. Who would have thought windblown hair could be so appealing on a man?

      She cleared her throat, snapping her thoughts back to the matter at hand. And, just what was the matter at hand?

      Good heavens. What was wrong with her? But, now he was close. Why was he so close?

      He reached out and swept snowflakes from her shoulder. ‘Are you hurt?’

      ‘No.’ Only her pride. She would throttle her sister and Annabelle for insisting she go riding without a proper habit. ‘Well, perhaps a little bruising, but nothing serious. I’ll have Mrs Jenkins make me one of her herbal poultices.’ Her pulse quickened. She hadn’t meant to raise the subject of her missing friend.

      He gave her a quizzical look. ‘Poultice? Then when she returns, I must ask her what she would recommend for pain.’

      She swallowed hard. ‘You mean she’s coming back?’

      ‘I certainly hope so.’ He smiled and tilted his head a little. ‘I wouldn’t want anyone to think I’d done away with the poor woman.’

      ‘No. No, you wouldn’t.’ A blend of relief and guilt filled her chest, making her heart beat race. Idiot. So much for Annabelle’s speculation.

      ‘Are you all right? You look a little flushed?’

      She glanced up, nodding as words failed her.

      By now his body was so close she could swear she felt heat radiating from his skin. Then an unfamiliar, but oddly engaging scent flooded her senses. Though different from when she spoke with him in the vicarage kitchen, she was stunned a man could smell so…so inviting. The warm blend of leather, linen and what she could only assume was intimately ‘him’, was indeed a far cry from the sour stench that always remained whenever Mr Dunford came to visit.

      Her body shuddered at the thought.

      ‘Your horse appears to be uninjured, just a little shaken perhaps? Do you think you will be able to ride?

      ‘Of course.’ Thinking straight, however, may prove a bigger challenge. Never had she been so muddled headed. Perhaps the near fall did more damage than she’d realized? She stepped away from him and began fiddling aimlessly with the reins.

      ‘Very well then, let’s get you home before the weather turns bad. The snows can be treacherous this time of year and you’re not exactly dressed for the cold.’

      She glanced down at her well-worn leather gloves and grimaced. ‘Yes. It is getting late. I had promised my aunt I would be back in time to cook dinner. She doesn’t like it when I disobey her.’

      He nodded, though seemed captivated by her every move. His attentions made her strangely uncomfortable, but she couldn’t decide if that was a good or bad thing.

      He reached out and stroked Dobbins nose. ‘I didn’t see you at the service today. I thought perhaps you were angry with me for the way I treated you at Mrs Jenkins’s. I was a complete ass. I hope you can forgive me.’

      She looked away, his remark catching her off-guard. After their last disastrous encounter, she’d considered the subject of his brother taboo. Yet now he was offering her an apology?

      Why the change of heart?

      Unsure what to make of the situation, she turned her attention to a loose piece of leather strap on the bridle. ‘I had been there, though much earlier this morning. I had helped carry in the various flowers for the arrangements.’ More like a packhorse hauling in baskets. Even poor Mr Gleeson had to lend a hand.

      ‘Ah, so I have you to thank for that extraordinary exhibition of flora?’ A wry smile curved his lips and his eyes narrowed ever so slightly.

      She opened her mouth to retaliate but stopped. Why that miserable…the devil was baiting her!

      Instead, she fluttered her eyelashes and smiled. ‘Not at all. You may thank my aunt. She takes full credit for all the flower arrangements. I am certain she would adore a visit from you in person. She may even ask you for tea.’

      As if responding to some unspoken challenge, his smile widened a little as he stepped closer to her, only this time she made no effort to move away. Was she mad?

      ‘So, after all her efforts, it would be very inconsiderate of me to tell her that, as a child, Henry was quite allergic to most flowers. Every spring his nose would swell up and he’d suffer endless sneezing fits whenever fresh blooms were brought into the house. And, although by manhood he’d seemed to grow out of most of his allergies, he still refused to have flowers indoors.’

      She raised a hand to her mouth to stifle a giggle as she imagined the horror on Henrietta’s face at being told her flowers were the epitome of the late Mr Holsworthy’s  childhood suffering.

      ‘Oh. Oh, I do beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to laugh. At least, not at your poor brother’s misfortune.’

      ‘Why not? I certainly did as a child. I was a horrible little beast if ever there was one. Though Henry did give me my comeuppance.’ He reached up and touched his jaw. ‘He always did have a powerful left hook. Besides, I’d condone any subject that makes you reveal that smile. You should wear it more often.’

      The hue in his eyes had suddenly changed into a vibrant blue which near sparked with fire.

      Her throat constricted and every drop of moisture in her mouth evaporated like a shallow pond in summer.

      What was this? Humor? Wit? Charm? My God. He was human after all.

      Since meeting him at Nellie’s, she thought him many things, though none of them to be recommended. And certainly nothing she’d repeat out loud.

      Dobbin nudged her back, sending her into his ready embrace. Blasted horse. ‘Sorry.’ She pushed against his firm chest and pulled back, as heat flooded her cheeks, though he seemed unwilling to let her go. ‘I really should be going now.’ The smile faded from his face, but he didn’t appear angry, more disappointed.

      ‘Allow me to help you.’

      ‘Oh!’ Her legs were swept from under her before she could utter a single word of protest and she found herself resting once more against his chest. Only this time she could feel the sturdy beat of his heart, and how solid he was beneath that shirt and coat.

      Such strength. He was obviously not a man to be reckoned with.

      ‘Thank you.’ Her husky words were a whisper at best as he gently placed her onto the saddle.

      He took her left boot and placed it into the stirrup. ‘I will accompany you to the vicarage to make certain you get back safely.’

      ‘Oh, no. No. Please. I can manage.’

      Flustered by the prospect of being seen with him by her aunt, she reached down to shoo him from the saddle, but instead touched his hand with hers.

      The brief contact sent a surge of heat hurtling from her toes to her head, filling her with a dizziness she couldn’t explain. Stunned and confused by her reaction, she tried to look away but instead found his face mere inches from hers.

      Her heart was beating so hard she could hear it pounding in her ears and all she could do was focus upon his lips. Full and masculine, they were the most desirable lips she’d ever seen. And before she could think better of it, she let out a small sigh, closed her eyes and softly brushed her lips over his.

      Once, twice…then the very stars themselves collided.
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      ‘They require a lady’s maid at Etford Park?’ Lily reached out and steadied herself against the back of the kitchen chair then slowly sat down. Remnants of the evening’s baking lay strewn across the old wooden table. Of all her efforts in cooking, she considered her apple pie the most decent so far. Well, at least it was edible.

      And, in the coming weeks her futile skills would be pushed to their limits. Around the kitchen sat linen covered bowls filled with brandy soaked dried fruits waiting to be transformed into highly questionable Christmas cakes and puddings. Countless mince pies, gingerbread and other ‘treats’ would be turned out and no doubt devoured by her aunt’s various ladies’ groups and parishioners.

      At first, she thought her aunt would make her stop cooking altogether for it was truly terrible. But, after catering to the good people of Speckles Wood for nearly a year now, she’d come to the conclusion that when it came to free food, people were rarely choosy.

      Henrietta paced the floor, rubbing her pudgy hands together, as her beady little eyes gleamed with a type of greed she’d never seen before.

      True, her aunt had always demonstrated a want of money and the finer things, but this time there was something about the look on her aunt’s face that sent a disconcerting ripple along her skin.

      ‘Yes. Yes! Haven’t you been listening? Foolish girl. Captain Holsworthy has a guest who is without a lady’s maid and he asked me…me, to assist him in finding a suitable replacement. Well, truth be known he’d actually asked your uncle to consult me on his behalf, but it doesn’t signify. Oh, you have no idea what an incredible honor this is. He must have been so pleased by my efforts with the funeral flowers. Just imagine what my ladies committee will think of a Holsworthy needing my humble assistance.’

      ‘And, have you found someone?’ She regretted the question the moment the words left her mouth. She had a terrible feeling about what was to come.

      ‘Well, I did have to give the matter serious consideration, of course. After all there were so many suitable candidates. Mrs Edgley’s daughter, for one. What a lovely girl, and such pretty manners…’

      Sybil could also talk the wheel off a cart.

      ‘…And then there was Mrs Cranford’s niece, Hazel, who is most excellent at needlepoint. But, considering my position, and my dedication to home and charity, I have decided that you should go.’

      A cold ball of lead formed in her stomach. ‘No. No, I couldn’t.’

      Henrietta rounded on her so fast it made her jump.

      ‘Why not?’ Her aunt’s hands gripped her shoulders, fingers digging deep into the thin fabric until it grew so painful she swore her skin had been cut. ‘You are always complaining about your lot. And when a golden opportunity arises to make something of yourself, you refuse it!’

      She winced and tried to shift from her aunt’s tight grip, but to no avail. ‘Could I at least consider it?

      Henrietta let go and flung her arms skyward.

      ‘Stupid girl. Who do you think you are? Making the captain wait at your leisure.’

      ‘It is not at my leisure. I could answer him tomorrow. Though I think I must decline his offer. I don’t know the first thing about being a lady’s maid.’ Lord. If there wasn’t already a color red deeper than magenta, then Henrietta had just invented a new shade. The woman looked like she was about to have an apoplexy.

      ‘I shall not hear of such utter nonsense!’ She blinked as Henrietta’s shriek shook dust from the ceiling beams. ‘You have been far too spoilt for far too long. Just who do you think you are, my girl? You come here with little more than the clothes on your back. I take you in out of the goodness of my heart. I clothe you. Shelter you. Feed you and your ravenous family.’

      ‘Ravenous? A sparrow could barely survive on what you allow us. We get the table scraps and soup.’

      ‘Oh, so mighty and proud, are we? There is nothing wrong with what you are given, and all at my expense.’

      She crossed her arms. ‘Don’t you mean my uncle’s expense?’

      ‘Such brazen impertinence I have never seen. Our income comes from Lord Etford’s gracious mercy, an income that is barely enough to sustain two of us, yet we share without quarrel. If anything, you should be thanking his lordship on your hands and knees for the position and be grateful about it. Besides, there is little point in arguing. I have already informed the captain of your acceptance. Do you dare inform your uncle you choose otherwise?’

      Her mind began to spin, and she raised her fingers to her temples and rubbed them.

      Yes, she had long thought about leaving the wretched place, but not like this.

      She didn’t know the first thing about being a maid. Why couldn’t the captain have been in need of a governess instead?

      Henrietta’s complexion faded to pale pink as she examined the cooling apple pie on the windowsill.

      ‘I see you are thinking the notion over. While you are thinking, you may wish to consider your dear mother.’

      She looked up, brow furrowed. ‘What about?’

      Henrietta inhaled deeply, let out a sigh of satisfaction then picked off a piece of pastry crust from the pie and popped it into her mouth.

      ‘If you were to start earning an income, then perhaps you could help pay her share of your board.’ Her aunt licked the crumbs from the tips of her fingers then helped herself to another bit of crust. ‘Just think about how many more goods she could make and sell with her profits.’

      ‘Are you saying that you would take my money instead of my mother’s?’

      Henrietta fluttered her eyelashes. ‘Precisely. You see, by accepting the post, you would be doing the right thing for all concerned. You would be helping with your family’s keep, allowing your dear Mama to save some extra money, and even earn something for yourself. What isn’t there to appreciate about the opportunity, hmm? Not to mention you would be living in such a fine house. Imagine the quality food! You could not possibly want for more.’

      Except to stay as far away from the captain as possible.

      After their encounter earlier this afternoon, she didn’t think she could ever look him in the eye again. Hoyden. How could she have kissed him? Surely, he must detest her beyond measure. And, yet, he hadn’t rejected her aunt’s offer to have her serve as a maid. Perhaps he wishes to use the opportunity to take his retribution? Or worse, subject her to ridicule she no doubt deserved. Blast it all. Living under the same roof with him would be intolerable.

      Regardless, there was little choice.

      Henrietta was right. She would take the position and try her best. It was all she could do. And, at least while the job lasts, she would help her mother save a little money, and even put a few coins away herself. She would need money if she planned to leave Speckles Wood.

      Her stomach tightened, but she nodded all the same. ‘Very well. I shall take the post.’

      ‘Ah. Now you are seeing reason, and about time too.’ Henrietta had already helped herself to a large portion of the pie and was adding a generous dollop of fresh double cream. ‘I shall expect half of your wages every week.’

      ‘Half?’ But, she wouldn’t even be living here anymore.

      ‘Naturally.’ Her aunt nudged the kitchen door open with her hip and paused before entering the hall. ‘As I said, it takes a lot to run this household. Three extra mouths to feed and all. I’m sure you wouldn’t begrudge the extra for your mother and sister.’

      And, before she could reply she was left alone in the room. Sagging in the chair she let go a deep sigh.

      Perfect. A maid. Worse. A maid at Etford Park. She was trapped.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel sat in the seclusion the library, cognac in hand as he watched the last glowing embers of a dying fire. The mantel clock struck three times, its metallic chime echoing in the early morning silence.

      It wasn’t unusual to find him still awake at such an ungodly hour, quite the contrary. But this wasn’t London with its endless soirees, clubs and distractions. No. This was Etford Park.

      Yet, it wasn’t his ennui keeping him awake this time, nor was it the nightmares of battlefields and fallen soldiers. Lord knew the day had been one of the longest in his life, exhausting to say the least. After all, it wasn’t everyday day a man buried his only brother.

      Yet, still it was other thoughts keeping him from slumber. Thoughts of Lily Bowden and that blasted kiss.

      His body quivered, loins tightened at the memory of the most erotic experience he’d ever encountered. If he hadn’t been certain of her innocence, he could have easily hailed her as the most skilled courtesan in all of England.

      When he’d caught her riding along the hill, he suspected he glimpsed a side of her she kept well hidden from view. Her lovely countenance was fresh and untainted by powder or paint. Her eyes sparked with such intelligence and honesty he felt unwittingly obliged to reveal aspects of himself he hadn’t visited for a very long time.

      He was even shocked to find himself smiling in her presence.

      So long he’d thought to have conquered his own emotions, locking them away securely where they could never be toyed with again. And yet, here was this slip of a girl doing just that.

      When had he become so weak?

      And, now she would be working within the walls of his home. Why hadn’t he rejected Mrs Talbot’s suggestion to have Lily as Cecily’s maid? He clearly hadn’t been thinking straight at the time. Having Lily there would be too tempting, too hard not to take up where they’d left off this afternoon.

      Especially as he was due to marry Cecily soon.

      His former fianceé wasn’t naive enough to believe theirs was a love match. Far from it. They both knew where they stood and would have to accept that apart from their union in name only, they would forever lead separate lives.

      Another relationship, of any kind, had been the last thing he was looking for. But one thing struck true. He wasn’t prepared to share Lily with any other man.

      What could he offer? He’d already made up his mind to have her. And, if she agreed to be his mistress, he would give her everything she desired. Jewels. Clothes. Money. Not to mention a palatial townhouse in a fashionable part of London. Surely, if her kiss was any indication of the desire she felt for him, then she’d have no reason to refuse him. After all, she was a sensible, independent girl and certainly not the kind to expect something such as love.

      Yes. That’s what he’d do.

      As soon as Lady Stanton returned from visiting Lydia, he would take Lily away and set her up in London. Naturally, he would be very discreet until he’d been married a reasonable time. Or, at least until Cecily revealed her condition to society.

      Satisfied with his resolution, he stood, swallowed the remains of his brandy and decided to head up to bed.

      He could enjoy Lily without the emotional commitment he couldn’t give, and she would be content.

      Yes. An ideal solution.
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        * * *

      

      Idiot. That’s what she was.

      How could she have kissed him like that? In fact, how could she have kissed him at all!

      Dressed in her thin muslin nightgown, Lily sat up in bed, twisting her fingers together desperately seeking a solution to her latest debacle. Though, even in her books, she had gone and outdone herself this time.

      She pulled the covers up around her neck and shivered. Heavens, it was cold. But, all she could think about was Henrietta finding out and evicting her mother and sister from the house because of her disgrace. Being poor was one thing, but being poor and ruined, was quite another.

      She wouldn’t even be surprised if Mr Dunford decided he no longer desired to marry her. Though, perhaps that would be a blessing in disguise.

      Her only hope was the captain might choose not to say anything. After all, he was a gentleman. Or, maybe he considered her kiss unimportant and not worth remembering. Her chest suddenly ached at the thought.

      A loud snore erupted from the bundle of blankets piled up against her, and she smiled.

      Stephaney.

      At least someone was getting some sleep. Though Lord knows for how long. She stared at the small stub of the tallow candle as it began to burn low, estimating she may only have about an hour of candlelight remaining. Henrietta, of course, despised her need of one extra candle a week, but she refused to leave her sister to sleep in darkness.

      For despite the deep slumber in which Stephaney appeared to be in, she could awaken at any moment with terrible nightmares, each one more violent than the last. The poor girl had endured them since their father’s death.

      And, nothing she or Mama did seemed to make any difference.

      In fact, it may be her imagination, but as they steadily got closer to Christmas, the frequency of her sister’s nightmares seemed to increase. Many nights she’d held her tight after an episode, soothing her with soft words and familiar lullabies until the dawn sky began to glow outside the old attic window next to her bed.

      She tilted her head forward, burying her nose in the blanket.

      And although conditions in the attic were cramped and cold, they’d managed to split the area into two small spaces, separated by a thin wooden wall. They may have lost everything when Papa died, but she had insisted her mama still have at least a little privacy.

      Stephaney groaned and rolled over.

      She patted her sister’s back and tried once more to concentrate on her predicament. Yet, every time she imagined his face, all she wanted to do was relive that kiss. She raised her fingers to her mouth, gently brushed her lips and closed her eyes.

      Now, who was being foolish again?

      Their touch had been so brief, she supposed it couldn’t even be considered a real kiss. Not that she had many examples to compare it to. Her vast experience was narrowed down to a stolen peck here and there at various assemblies she’d attended in her first few seasons. But the awkward, slobbering attempts from equally awkward young men had held little appeal.

      She opened her eyes, bit her bottom lip and sighed.

      Oh well. Brief it may have been and, shocking as the notion was, even to her, she wouldn’t mind trying it again.

      ‘Papa, no! Please don’t go! It’s Christmas. Don’t leave me.’ An elbow struck her in the ribs, as Stephaney became frantic, kicking the blankets from her body. The poor dear. The nightmares had started again.

      Dodging a fist and other thrashing limbs, she grabbed her sister before she could tumble out of the bed, pulled her close and whispered in her ear. ‘Hush now. Everything will be all right. No one is going to leave you, I promise.’
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      Eyes ablaze with anger, Stephaney stood by the back kitchen door, her fists clenched tight by her side.

      ‘You horrible, horrible old witch! You can’t make my sister go!’ Lily’s heart shattered as her sister vehemently defied her aunt’s demands to be silent.

      ‘Please, Stephaney, calm down. Everything will be all right. It’s only for a short time, I promise.’

      Her sibling shot her an accusing glare. ‘You promised to never leave me!’

      Tears welled in her eyes. ‘But, this is different. I will only be a short distance away at the manor. I will visit you often.’

      ‘No. Once you are gone, you will never come back.’ Stephaney took a step toward Henrietta, causing her aunt to take a step back. Never before had she seen her aunt openly afraid of someone, let alone a child. ‘This is all your fault. You never wanted us here. And now you are doing whatever you can to get rid of us.’

      Henrietta paled then glared at her. ‘Lily, I demand you do something about your sister immediately, or I will!’

      She rushed over and tried to embrace her sibling, but Stephaney wouldn’t have it. She pushed away from her and fled out the doorway. Dropping to her knees, Lily let her tears flow freely. Never more had she felt so helpless, so angry.

      ‘Let the uncivil brat go. Foolish girl. It’s high time your sister faced reality.’

      Gritting her teeth, she slowly got to her feet and faced Henrietta, who had by now regained her haughty composure.

      ‘How can you be so cruel? She is only a child. I had wanted to wait until Mama returned from the markets before telling her the news. But you couldn’t wait, could you? You knew full well this would upset her. She has never healed from Papa’s death. He meant the world to her.’

      ‘Yes, Yes. But, he is gone. Is that not so? No point in babying the girl. She must accept her loss and be done with it.’

      Her tears evaporated at the woman’s callous words. Never again would she allow Henrietta see her cry. ‘I don’t understand you. I will never understand you. For a woman who claims to be all about charity and compassion, you are nothing but cold and unfeeling. You have no heart and I doubt if you even have a soul. You are to be pitied, madam.’

      Her aunt’s face darkened as she met her gaze and held it.

      ‘Your pity? How misguided you are, spoiled brat. I have tolerated you and your ungrateful family for too long, you may consider your portion of my charitable nature well used up.’ Henrietta turned leave but paused. ‘From this moment on, ours is strictly a business arrangement, and I will expect your share of the board on time. If not, terrible things can happen, nasty accidents, which never could have been foreseen. Do you understand me?

      She shuddered with a mixture of fear and heated loathing. ‘If you dare do anything to hurt my family…’

      ‘Why, Lily. I am shocked by your accusation.’ Her aunt slid her a sly smile that chilled her to the core. ‘Do shut the back door as you leave, won’t you, dear? We will see you in a week.’

      This was going to be the longest week of her life.
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        * * *

      

      Carrying only one bag of belongings, Lily headed along the laneway, kicking a rock along ahead of her. The captain had sent a carriage especially for her, but never more had she felt like walking.

      She would never forget the horror on Henrietta’s face when she requested the driver return to Etford Park without her. It was most definitely worth the subsequent tongue-lashing.

      But the look of utter devastation on Stephaney’s face would scar her heart forever.

      Her eyes misted over at the memory of her sister’s fury, but she held back the tears. Inside she knew it was her sibling’s fear of being alone that caused the violent outburst. The poor girl was terrified.

      Guilt saw her kick the rock harder. Torn between helping her mother, pleasing Henrietta, soothing Stephaney…blast it all, her head began to ache with the weight of so many demands. Short of splitting herself into several pieces there was nothing she could do but try to make the best of things and hope one day her sister would understand.

      ‘Lily, slow down! Wait for me.’ With a gloved hand holding onto her velvet bonnet, Annabelle came hurrying toward her and immediately she suspected something was amiss.

      Annabelle never ran for anything.

      ‘Hello, Annabelle.’ She forced a weak smile and ignored the cold dampness seeping into her boots. The soles had long since worn through in places, and despite her efforts to cover the holes with thick paper, the winter weather made it impossible for her feet to remain dry. ‘I’m sorry, dear. But I’m afraid I’m not very good company at present.’

      ‘Mama mentioned you are going to Etford Park. Is it true?

      She nodded and lifted her case as proof. ‘Yes. As, of all things, a lady’s maid.’

      ‘A maid? Good heavens. You loathe making your own bed.’

      She tilted her head and frowned. ‘Thank you for your confidence, Annabelle. I feel so much better.’

      Annabelle gave her a cheeky smile and dabbed her forehead with a snowy white handkerchief. ‘Come now, it wouldn’t do for us to begin lying to each other, would it? Unless of course the subject pertains to how much weight I may have gained during the summer.’

      She couldn’t help a small smile curling the corners of her mouth. ‘Annabelle Smythe, you are so vain.’

      ‘Yes. I am quite sometimes. How else shall I capture a husband?’ She opened a small fan and waved it before her face. ‘Maid or not, it’s not very polite to make you walk all the way to Etford Park. With all his wealth, one might have thought the captain would have sent a buggy for you.’

      ‘He did. A very fine carriage in fact. I think it was his personal landau as his family crest was embossed on the side.’

      Annabelle’s eyes widened. ‘So, why are you walking? What happened? Were you treated badly?’

      ‘Of course not. I have a lot on my mind, that’s all.’ She didn’t wish to relive the morning’s events. The pain was still too raw. At the mention of Stephaney being upset, Annabelle would no doubt begin to cry, and she would follow. No. As much as she treasured her dear friend, she didn’t need any more emotional upheaval today.

      ‘A lot on your mind? A private carriage, Lily!’

      Ignoring her friend’s blatant disbelief, kept her gaze ahead and walked a little faster. ‘Was there anything else you wished to tell me? Or were you just in the mood for a little exercise?’

      ‘Hmm? Oh, yes. Mrs Jenkins is back!’

      She dropped her bag. ‘She’s back?’

      Annabelle blinked and gave her a sunny smile. ‘Yes. I just said that.’

      She adjusted her gloves then picked up her bag. ‘When did she arrive?’

      ‘I’m not entirely sure, but I think it was last night. And this morning, there is smoke coming from her chimney. That’s why I hurried over here. I thought perhaps you would like to visit with her before you leave?’

      ‘Of course, I need to visit with her. I have been worried sick over what may have become of her. For a while there you had me almost thinking the captain was somehow responsible for her disappearance.’

      Annabelle sighed. ‘Well, you must admit he could have easily been a suspect. A tall, dark, mysterious stranger turns up to a village in search of his next victim…’

      ‘You read too many novels, Anna. Never mind. Come, we’ll go now and see her.’

      ‘But, won’t you be late arriving at the manor?’

      She shrugged and linked her arm around her friends as she steered them both from the laneway to the path leading to Nellie’s house. ‘I’m most probably a little late already, although I’m not exactly certain when I was expected. Besides, it will only be a short visit.’

      Annabelle babbled excitedly beside her as she hurried toward the cottage. Thank the heavens Nellie was home safe. But, where has she been? And why the sudden disappearance? Dozens of questions rolled into her head as she opened the rusty gate and near ran along the stone path to Nellie’s front door.

      Panting, she raised her hand to knock at the door and tried to catch her breath. A few, extraordinarily long moments seemed to drag by before the familiar squeal of metal sliding against metal sounded.

      The hinges creaked open and there stood a woman she barely recognized. ‘Nellie?’ Yes, it was her friend. But gone was the pale, tired face. In its place was a serene smile, sparkling eyes and rosy complexion.

      ‘Lily! Annabelle! My dears. Come in, come in. I have so much to tell you.’

      She entered the cottage and followed Nellie toward the kitchen. ‘I’m relieved you are back and in one piece. Annabelle and I have been so worried about you.’

      ‘There now, no need to fret. I’m perfectly fine, as you can see. Here, take a seat the pair of you. Sorry for not having a proper tea ready. Wasn’t expecting visitors so soon, but I’m very glad you’re both here. I don’t have any biscuits or cake I’m afraid, but the kettle is hot, so I’ll make you a nice cup of tea.’ Her friend lifted a steaming copper kettle from above the fire then poured boiling water into an old earthenware teapot. ‘And as for where I have been, I’ve been staying with my sister. She has a little cottage outside of Battersea.’

      ‘Oh, thank you.’ She reached out and accepted the cup and saucer offered by Nellie. ‘Battersea? I didn’t know you had a sister.’

      Nellie nodded, raised her own cup to her lips and took a sip of the brew. ‘Yes. My younger sister, Elsie. We had a terrible falling out many years ago, but over just what, neither of us could recall anymore. I’m pleased to say she was happy to see me, though I wasn’t sure she would be. Seems her husband’s been dead these past ten years and her only daughter had eloped with some unsuitable man a few years ago and she’s heard neither hide nor hair from them since. And so, after spending the day with Elsie, we both decided we didn’t like living alone anymore and she asked me to come live with her.’

      The cup slipped from her fingers and clattered into the saucer, spilling some of the tea. ‘You’re leaving?’

      ‘I am, my dear. But it’s all for the best. In fact, if it wasn’t for the captain, it never would have been possible.’

      ‘The captain?’

      ‘Yes, on your last visit here, he had called in after you returned home. He delivered some news.’ A grey shadow clouded Nellie’s eyes and her hand shook a little as she placed her cup upon the old chipped saucer, the once bright pattern of roses on the porcelain now faded and scratched. ‘You see, my dear grandson had died from wounds in battle.’

      Annabelle’s eyes watered. ‘Oh, I am so very sorry.’

      She fought to hold her own tears back, fearing they would be of no use to her friend. ‘My condolences, Nellie. He was a fine young man.’

      ‘Wasn’t he? Though in truth I hadn’t heard from him for so long, but in my heart, I feared he was gone.’

      ‘But why hadn’t you been told sooner?’

      ‘I’m not entirely certain.’ Nellie removed a tattered handkerchief from her apron pocket and dabbed at her eyes. ‘Though apparently it isn’t uncommon for the military to lose track of their casualties from time to time. I am only grateful Captain Holsworthy was kind enough to tell me in person, or I might never have known what happened to my dear Robert. The captain said Robbie was very brave and did me and his fellow soldiers proud. He even went as far to say it had been a personal honor to have known him.’ Tears of a different kind now swelled in her friend’s eyes - immense pride.

      Suddenly, all the horrible things she’d said and thought about the captain came back to haunt her, making her feel very contrite. ‘That was indeed kind of the captain.’

      ‘All I can say is thank goodness he wasn’t a murderer after all.’ Annabelle’s words rubbed a barrel of salt into her wounded pride, causing her to flinch at how foolish she had been to even consider him a killer.

      Nellie coughed, choking on a sip of tea.

      ‘Who was murdered? Lord in heaven, surely you both didn’t think…I dread to think what you’ve been putting the poor man through.’

      ‘Oh, we didn’t accuse him. At least, not directly.’ Annabelle’s sunny smile was almost too much to bear.

      ‘Well, at least that is a saving grace.’ Nellie patted her chest and smiled. ‘Did I mention he brought me a letter from Robbie? You see, he couldn’t read or write very well. He was never one for school, but the captain had penned a few words for him. Seems Robbie left me his wages, which is much more than I had expected from him being in the army such a short time. But I am certainly grateful. The captain said he wanted to make certain I got the money. Seems my clever boy had also invested a little in something or another and the captain told me the profits will provide me with a small pension for a very long time. And, he insisted he would act for the investment on my behalf.’

      An investment? She had only known Robert Jenkins a few short weeks before he left for the military, and though he was a likeable young man, he didn’t come across to her as the business-minded type. That, and the very fact he had been basically illiterate. ‘My, that is generous of the captain. You must have total confidence in him to manage your money.’

      Nellie tilted her head and gave her a look that spoke of lifelong experience in judging character.

      ‘Lily, the man came here, when he didn’t have to, and told me my only grandson had died. Then he offered to have me taken to Chelsea, so I could visit Robbie’s grave and even hired a carriage to take me. Thanks to him, although I’ve lost my boy, I have family again and a secure future. I think Robert would want me to trust him, don’t you?’

      Her throat constricted, and she nodded. ‘Yes. Yes, of course. So, I guess this is goodbye then?’

      A deep sigh came from Annabelle as she placed her cup and saucer up the table. ‘We shall miss you, Nellie. Lily and I did so enjoy our visits here.’

      ‘Oh, dear girls, I promise to come see you both again very soon. I have enough money now to allow me the odd treat. So, don’t think you’ll be getting rid of me so easily. And speaking of goodbyes, Lily, you look as if you are going on a voyage.’

      ‘Lily is to be a lady’s maid at Etford Park.’ Even Annabelle’s chirpy tone couldn’t make the news sound better.

      ‘Etford? What a wonderful opportunity.’ Nellie raised an eyebrow and met her uncertain gaze. ‘Though it would seem you don’t think so, my dear?’

      She pasted a smile on her lips. ‘Henrietta arranged it.’

      ‘I see. And you don’t wish to go?’

      ‘Oh, please don’t think me ungrateful. It’s clear the captain does have a benevolent side and would treat me fairly. And I can’t argue the income will help my family.’

      ‘But?’

      But…she kissed him! Her mind screamed what she longed to shout out loud to someone - if for no other reason than to clear the enormous weight of her conscience.

      She shook her head and placed her empty cup on the table. ‘But nothing. I need to accept whatever opportunities come my way. Yes? Now, enough of me. When do you leave?’

      ‘In a day or two. I just came back to collect my belongings and say a proper goodbye. The Holsworthy’s have always been kind to me. Even when Robbie left, they didn’t force me out of the farm. But I told the captain it was time it became productive again. There’s good fields’ out there just begging for crops to be sown. So, he has promised me to find a nice young family he’ll let the farm to. Lots of love and laughter, that’s what this old place needs. And a coat of paint wouldn’t go astray either.’

      Wonderful. Wonderful and miserable all at once. She never thought she could feel so confused. But she couldn’t deny she was elated that her friend had a happy, secure future ahead of her. Nellie deserved to be happy.

      She cleared her throat and stood up. ‘So, I’ll see you one day soon, then.’

      Nellie braced her hands on the table and slowly stood up. ‘I promise. Oh, and at Christmas too.’

      ‘Christmas? I would think you’d rather be with your family.’

      ‘There are more Christmas’s to come. Goodness me, I’d almost forgotten to tell you. The captain has invited me for a luncheon Christmas day at the manor.’

      ‘Oh my.’ Annabelle grinned.

      ‘Oh, and make sure you mention it to your aunt, won’t you, Lily?’ Nellie winked and began walking to the kitchen door.

      She couldn’t hold back the smile itching at her mouth at the thought Henrietta finding out Nellie had been invited to Etford Park for Christmas and she hadn’t.

      It was almost a pity she had to now wait a week to see her aunt – almost.
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      Gabriel pulled back on the reins and brought his horse to an abrupt stop at the edge of a crest then scanned the field below.

      ‘Blast it all. Where the hell is she?’

      For over two hours he’d been scouring the estate surrounding Etford Park, looking for a troublesome chit with green eyes and a sharp tongue – and a bruised backside soon too, if he had his way.

      Hadn’t it been enough to send his best carriage for her? It was more than most people would have expected. When his driver arrived back without a passenger, he’d first thought to let her walk as she had pleased. Was she baiting him? Trying to test his patience? If so, to what end?

      But after an hour of pacing in the damned library, he could contain his frustration no longer. The snow had begun falling in earnest and the notion she may have slipped and hurt herself or succumbed to the bitter cold weighed heavily on his mind.

      ‘Come, Hector.’ He nudged his mount then started down the slope and headed toward a thick area of forest near the east end of the village.

      What was unclear to him was exactly why he was frustrated. There was no doubt regarding its source, but he couldn’t ascertain if he was angrier over her tardiness for her new position or the fact he longed to see her.

      He could only hope it was the latter. For the idea he was becoming too attached to the wretched woman didn’t sit well with him.

      As for her new mistress, Cecily had been kind enough to wait until mid- morning before sending word that she was still awaiting the arrival of her new maid. And, now he was playing page and errand boy to two blasted unruly females.

      Damn it all, he refused to be managed.

      He brought Hector to a trot and headed along a forest path that would eventually lead to the edge of the village. He knew the worn track well, it having been he and his brother’s favorite way into the village during the fairs.

      Their father rarely granted them permission to leave Etford Park, but sometimes they would head to bed early then sneak out along the back servants’ stairs to the garden. Once outside, they’d run as fast as their legs would take them until they reached the safety of this little forest. Inside, they knew no prying eyes could find them.

      At times Henry would complain that he shouldn’t have come along, that he was too young and small to keep up with him. But he would ignore the jibes, determined to be as good as his elder brother.

      He recalled seeing Henry kiss some young girl for the first time at a harvest fair. His brother was only fourteen at the time, and somehow seeing the two of them press their lips together was the most revolting scene he’d ever witnessed in his short life. How could any self-respecting boy voluntarily touch a girl in that manner?

      A smile curved his lips as he thought about Lily’s kiss. Thank the heavens he grew up.
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        * * *

      

      Shivering with cold, Lily looked up at the enormous holly wreath, grasped the iron door knocker in the centre of it, before pulling it back and striking the white carved door three times.

      On the two occasions she had visited Etford Park she had been with her uncle and aunt. Each time she had stayed little more than an hour and whilst inside had been confined to the Green Parlor.

      It had been Christmas then as well. And, apart from a similar wreath hanging on the front door, inside the house there were no visible signs of the season. The austere hallways had been bare of decorations and festive ornaments and not one of the servants she’d met seemed the least bit jolly.

      She and her sister were never asked to sit down, nor was tea or refreshments offered to them. And in both instances, Lord Etford hadn’t addressed them directly once, which in her opinion was the epitome of bad manners.

      But, regardless of her thoughts she never once voiced them. No. Henrietta would have had her hide for daring to question his Lordship’s propriety – or lack of it.

      Good gracious. What was taking them so long to answer the door? She hopped from leg to leg, her feet freezing, and she couldn’t feel her poor nose anymore.

      She placed her bag on the step and took hold of the knocker once more. Perhaps no one had heard her the first time? She’d strike a little harder this time.

      She pulled back the iron ring adorned with a ram’s head and thrust forward, just as the door was opened.

      ‘Heavens!’ She lunged forward toppling over her bag, her hand still clinging to the knocker. A strong hand grasped under her elbow and assisted her to her feet. Flames of fire licked at her cheeks and she wished the ground would open up and swallow her whole. ‘I…I do beg your pardon.’

      Hardly the ideal impression to make on her first day.

      She straightened her skirts, looked up and met the stony expression of a familiar face. ‘Good morning. Thompson, isn’t it? Don’t you remember me? I’m Lily Bowden. My uncle is the vicar of Speckles Wood.’

      She smiled hopefully, but the solemn man’s only reaction was to raise an eyebrow.

      ‘No?’ Clearing her throat, she tried again. ‘I believe Captain Holsworthy is expecting me. I am the new lady’s maid.’

      He leaned forward a little and turned his head to her left. ‘You are to proceed to the servant’s entrance around the back, madam. There, Mrs Godfrey the housekeeper will see to you.’

      ‘Oh. Of course. How foolish of me. I didn’t realize…’ But before she could finish her apology, the butler closed the door in her face. How rude.

      She picked up her bag, turned and began walking in the direction the butler had indicated. As she passed through various snow-covered gardens, she imagined how beautiful they would be come spring. She couldn’t deny Etford Park had some of the most envied gardens in all of England.

      Henrietta could speak of little else.

      If her aunt had any true passion at all, then it would have to be flora – as the captain had quickly found out. But, even then, Henrietta never really appreciated the raw beauty of flowers; she merely enjoyed the praise they brought her.

      As she approached the back of the manor, a carriage came into view, along with stables, a barn, various other small buildings set back from the main house. Under the shelter of a small shingled roof, a blacksmith appeared to be fixing a horseshoe of one of the captain’s bay mares, whilst another was polishing the brass fittings of the landau – the very same landau she had refused earlier that morning.

      The driver looked up and gave her a heavy frown. ‘I see you finally made it then, miss.’

      Oh, dear. He didn’t look at all pleased.

      She began to shake, from the cold or because of him, she wasn’t sure. ‘Yes. Yes, thank you. I’m sorry you had to go to all that trouble. I really didn’t mind walking.’

      The scowling man wiped greasy polish from his hands and came closer. She gripped her bag and held it up against her as if it could possibly provide her with a modicum of protection should he strike her. Not that her frozen feet could carry her far either.

      ‘Cold, are you? Well, you deserve to be. Stupid girl. I’m glad you enjoyed your little walk, it near cost me my job. Not only did I fail in my duty to bring you here, I had allowed a lady to walk alone in the snow. I’ve never seen Captain Holsworthy so irate.’

      An older man, who looked like a stableman, gripped the carriage driver on the shoulder.

      ‘Come on Lester, leave the young lass be. I think she’s suffered enough by the looks of it, don’t you? I’m sure she dinna know what trouble she’d caused.’ A Scotsman?

      She shook her head then nodded. ‘No. I didn’t. I’m sorry.’

      Lester spat on the ground then eyed her with a burning glare. Her heartbeat pounded, and she swallowed hard. Lord. She prayed never to be left alone with such an odious man.

      ‘Take a bit of advice. Know your place, girl. It doesn’t do well to get on the wrong side of me. I may have to obey his lordship, but I’m not at your beck and call.’ He shrugged off the stableman’s hold then returned to his polishing.

      A deep sigh escaped her, and she found her grip on the bag so tight her knuckles began to ache.

      ‘Oh, never mind him, lass. Lester is like that to everyone, except when working for his lordship o’course. Come now, you must be chilled to the bone. So, let’s get you inside before you make any more friends.’ His easy smile made her loosen her grip on the bag and she managed to start walking again. Though the temptation to simply turn around and run as fast as she could had never been stronger, she refused to be a coward. It was bad enough swallowing her pride around her aunt, but she wouldn’t back down now.

      ‘Thank you, mister…’

      ‘Call me Donald. I’m nae one for formalities.’

      ‘You’re from Scotland, Donald?’ She blushed. Idiot. Foolish question.

      ‘Aye. Glasgow, in fact.’ He approached a wooden door, opened it and beckoned her inside with a sharp tilt of his head. ‘Off you go. I’d best be getting back to the stables. Just go inside and see Mrs Peel over there. She’s the cook. And a bonny lass at that.’ He winked at her as a short, plump woman with fading brown hair and rosy cheeks wiped her hands on her apron and walked towards them.

      ‘That’s enough of that cheek, Mr MacCallister. His lordship isn’t paying you to loiter around my kitchen all day flirting with the new staff, is he?’ The glint in the woman’s eye betrayed her real feelings about the man. She obviously enjoyed the roguish banter with the Scot.

      ‘Nae. But, what about the older staff?’

      The cook blushed deeply then dismissed him with a wave of her hand. ‘Go on. Off with you. Haven’t you got a stable to muck out or something?’

      Donald smiled, gave her a little bow and shut the door as he left.

      Left alone with only the cook, she put down her bag and sneezed loudly. Good gracious. Whilst she stood there shivering, a small puddle of water from melting snow and her drenched boots began forming beneath her. Cold, wet and bedraggled, she reminded herself of a cat she once owned in London. The poor thing hated taking a bath, yet she had insisted the creature be washed.

      She stared at the blazing hearth with a fierce sense of longing. Oh, to be warm.

      ‘You poor girl, what happened to you? Come over here and sit by the fire and I’ll make you something hot to drink.’ The woman’s words were like gospel to her ears.

      ‘Th…thank you.’

      Fighting the urge to shake, she slowly sat down and felt the burning prickle in her nose as her face began to thaw. Hopefully she would be dry enough soon to make herself presentable. She glanced down at her clothes and groaned. ‘Presentable’ may be asking too much.

      After accepting a steaming cup of tea from Mrs Peel, she began to survey her surroundings. The kitchen was huge. Row upon row of shiny copper pots hung orderly from largest to smallest along the vast stone wall. Two tidy, blackened hearths sat side by side, one fitted with roasting rods, the other with several iron arms for kettles and boilers.

      Even with such a well-fitted out kitchen, she doubted she could ever produce decent food. Fortunately for the Holsworthy household, she wasn’t there as the new cook.

      Mrs Peel offered her floury hand, which she took warmly and shook. ‘Hello, my dear. You must be Lily?’

      Finally. Someone who seemed happy to see her. She was beginning to think the entire arrangement was some farce designed by her aunt as a humiliating form of punishment.

      ‘Yes. I am. It’s nice to meet you, Mrs Peel. Thank you for your kindness. Such a grand kitchen you have here.’

      The woman beamed with obvious pride and sat herself down at an enormous wooden table.

      ‘It’s all a cook could ask for. Mind you, it hasn’t seen half the work these days as it used to.’

      She sipped on her tea and stretched out the sodden folds of her coat. ‘Is there just you here now?’

      ‘Me and the scullery maid, Polly. But when the lady of the house was here we would be cooking and cleaning from dawn until next dawn most days. His lordship and she would host the most glamorous house parties - especially Christmas. No expense was spared. Lovely lady she was too. So kind and generous to all the staff. Why I was just a scullery maid myself at the time, but we had three cooks, kitchen hands, a dozen footmen. Just feeding the household staff alone was a full-time job.’

      She edged her feet a little closer to the fire, shocked to see steam rising from her wet boots. ‘What happened?’

      The woman brushed some invisible lint from her sleeve and stood from the table.

      ‘When the mistress died his lordship retired from society. Most of the staff either left to find better work or were turned off. Nowadays there are just a handful of us to run the estate.’

      ‘And, you’ve had no celebrations since? Surely his lordship would have still celebrated his children’s birthdays and Christmas?’

      ‘I’m afraid not. The boys spent most of their holidays with the governess or stayed away at boarding school when they grew older.’

      A wave of sadness overwhelmed her at the terrible thought of having a parent, but never being involved in their lives. At least when her father died she slowly came to terms with the fact he was no longer there but was consoled by the knowledge he had loved her. How could anyone, any child, understand why a parent who was there could be so cold and distant?

      ‘I think you have said enough to our new maid, don’t you, Mrs Peel?’

      Startled, she looked up and met the cool assessing gaze of a woman in a black dress with a small white lace collar. Her dark grey hair was coiled back into a tight bun and her face was lined with age. A thick bundle of keys hung from a belt around the woman’s waist and the light glinted off her fine rimmed spectacles.

      Mrs Peel frowned and pretended to be busy with nothing at all. ‘I was just welcoming our new girl, Mrs Godfrey.’

      Two steel grey eyes remained trained upon her until she began to feel most uncomfortable.

      Had she done something wrong already?

      ‘Good, Mrs Peel. Then I can dispense with the pleasantries and get down to task. Lily Bowden?’

      She pushed back the chair a little then stood up. She felt like she was in the schoolroom but forced a smile. ‘Yes. You must be Mrs Godfrey? Thompson said that I should report to…’

      ‘You’re late.’ The woman finally released her from the torturous stare and opened a small leather-bound ledger she was carrying then reached down and picked up a small gold fob watch hanging from her belt. ‘The captain had informed me you would be arriving at nine o’clock. It is now precisely eleven forty-five.’

      Her stomach tensed, and her mouth went dry as she fumbled for words. ‘I apologize, Mrs Godfrey. I hadn’t realized what time I was expected.’

      The woman raised an eyebrow and pursed her lips.

      ‘Was there not a carriage sent on time to retrieve you from the vicarage and bring you here?’

      She nodded. ‘Yes. There was. But I had decided to walk.’

      Mrs Godfrey glance at her watch again, let out a sigh and shook her head slightly.

      ‘Unfortunately, I do not have time to lecture you on your tardiness. Let us just say that you would be well advised to be prompt and efficient in the future. You have kept Lady Cecily waiting all morning to the point where I had to substitute in your stead.’

      Oh dear.

      ‘Thank you, Mrs Godfrey. Again, I do apologize.’

      ‘Gather your belongings and follow me. You will be shown your room, which you shall keep neat and tidy at all times. No visitors of any kind are allowed in your room. I shall carry out weekly inspections and expect everything to be dusted, swept and in order. Do you understand?’

      ‘Yes, Mrs Godfrey.’

      She reached down, grabbed her bag and followed the housekeeper out the kitchen door, along a narrow hallway then up a shadowy staircase.

      ‘These are the servants’ back stairs. You are to use these at all times, unless otherwise directed by Lady Cecily or his lordship. With regards to Lord Etford, he is resting on doctor’s orders and is not to be disturbed. If for some reason you must contact him, you will see me. Mrs Peel will no doubt explain the servant’s meal times to you. We eat differently to the household to ensure we serve their fare on time.’

      As they climbed higher, her head began to spin with all the intricate details Mrs Godfrey explained, as if there were no end to the rules and regimen of Etford House.

      By the time they reached the very top of the stairs, she was more certain than ever her days as a maid were numbered. She hadn’t the foggiest notion of what was expected of her and it was obvious Mrs Godfrey knew it too.

      The housekeeper picked up the bundle of keys and selected a long block iron one before inserting it into keyhole and opening a narrow door.

      ‘This is your room. You may change the sheeting weekly, which of course will require you to launder them. You are permitted to light the fire, but only of an evening and after you have completed your chores. Polly will ensure it is set with dry kindling every day for you. However, you must fetch your own water for washing and remove your own chamber pot.’

      ‘Yes, Mrs Godfrey. I understand. Thank you.’ She slowly entered the room and was surprised to find it larger than she’d first thought. There was a small window with simple calico curtains, a chest of drawers, armoire, and wooden bed with a faded padded quilt.

      She smiled to herself. The room may not be fanciful but, tidy and reasonably warm, it was heaven compared to her aunt’s cold, cramped attic.

      A twinge of guilt nudged her conscience. Though mother would be watching over Stephaney at night, she couldn’t help but feel she’d somehow betrayed her sister.

      ‘Is there anything the matter, Miss Bowden? The room not to your liking?’

      She cleared her throat at the woman’s caustic tone, turned and gave her a sunny smile. ‘Just the opposite, Mrs Godfrey. I must thank the captain for such comfortable accommodation.’

      A faint scowl etched across the housekeeper’s mouth.

      ‘You have ten minutes to make yourself presentable for your interview with Lady Cecily. And, considering your current state, I suggest you make haste to change. You will find two dresses in the armoire. I believe they should fit you, but you can alter them during your free time. The grey one is your house dress and the brown one is for outings, should Lady Cecily choose to visit friends or journey into the village. In which case, you will be required to accompany her. I will advise her ladyship you are finally here and arrange with her to meet you in the Green Room. It is down the stairs at the end of the hall.’

      The Green Room? ‘Thank you. I believe I know where it is.’

      Mrs Godfrey snapped the lid on her fob watch closed and turned to leave before glancing back at her.

      ‘Then you will have no reason to be late this time, will you?’

      Once the woman was out of view, she put down her bag and went to work undoing her soggy bonnet.

      Good lord. She never thought to ever find someone more horrible than Henrietta, but Mrs Godfrey had come close.

      Then again, whereas she might expect such treatment from her superior, Henrietta was supposed to be family.

      She laid her hat on the bed, took off her gloves and coat then quickly removed the fastenings of her dress. Her corset and chemise were also damp, but she didn’t have time to fuss. Her feet had begun to warm up, but they were still wet, her boots soaked right through. She would have to make do. Before she went to bed tonight, she would fill the boots with paper and sit them by the hearth to dry.

      Perhaps Donald, Mr MacCallister, would be kind enough to find her a small patch of leather she could slide into her shoe instead of the paper card she’d been using?

      She opened the old armoire, reached in and removed the house dress Mrs Godfrey told her to wear. The grey woolen cloth was serviceable, though thankfully not scratchy. And, whoever had worn it before her had obviously taken good care of it. Best of all, as she did up the buttons, she found the gown incredibly warm.

      After dressing, she took stock of her appearance in the small mirror on top of the chest of drawers. Heavens. She really did need to straighten her hair, but she didn’t have time.

      Hopefully Lady Cecily wouldn’t mind?

      But what if the captain was in the Green Room as well? He would hardly approve of her disheveled appearance. She reached up and pinched her cheeks for some color, rubbed her lips together and let out a small sigh.

      It would have to do.
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      Is she here?’

      The familiar bellowing voice echoing from beyond the parlor door made the fine hairs on the back of Lily’s neck stand on end.

      The captain didn’t sound very pleased.

      The parlor doors near burst open as he strode into the room, riding crop in hand, and turned to face Lady Cecily, who was sitting serenely on a plush deep green sofa by the ornately draped window.

      ‘Isn’t it customary to knock before entering a room, Captain?’ Lady Cecily sipped her tea then glanced up at him, a shrewd gleam in her eye. ‘Indeed, you reminded me of that very fact just yesterday.’

      Oh my. What she wouldn’t give to be anywhere else. Even Aunt Henrietta’s kitchen seemed far preferable.

      All of a sudden, the captain seemed much larger than she’d remembered, every inch of him radiating tension she could feel to her bones, even from way across the room.

      ‘I hardly have time for games, Cecily. Your blasted maid has gone missing. Devil knows what has happened to her. I have searched the woods beyond the gardens and have sent Lester back into the village in search of her. She could be anywhere.’

      She winced and bit her bottom lip. Lester really was going to have her head on a platter, no doubt. Providing, of course, there was anything left after the captain got through with her.

      She should have taken the blasted carriage.

      ‘You really do know how to make an entrance, Gabriel. Why don’t you relax and leave matters with me now?’ Lady Cecily glanced at her and gave her a wry smile. ‘You seem to be taking her welfare very much to heart. She is simply a maid after all.’

      He ran a hand through his hair then removed his great coat and tossed it onto a nearby chair. Flecks of ice and snow shimmered against the numerous charcoal wool capes. How long had he been out there looking for her?

      ‘Maid or not, I assured that blasted vicar’s wife that Lily would be taken care of.’

      Lady Cecily’s mouth popped open. ‘Lily?’

      He tugged at his gloves, uncoiled a heavy scarf and added them to the growing pile of his clothes upon the chair. ‘Miss Bowden. Lily Bowden.’

      ‘Oh, I know what her name is. I was just surprised to hear you mention her with such familiarity.’

      She eyed the doorway with a new-found sense of longing. What were her chances of escaping the room without being noticed?

      ‘Damn it, Cecily. How I choose to address people is my own affair. I will not be lectured to in my home. Now, if you will excuse me, I had better change then pay a visit to the vicar and inform him his niece is missing.’

      ‘Or,’ Lady Cecily topped up her tea cup then paused. ‘Perhaps she is closer than you think?’

      He began pacing across the intricate Oriental rug then stopped as if he sensed something.

      No. Not something. Her.

      He turned his head and she shrank back a step.

      As she met his icy blue stare, a chill raced along her spine and her knees began to wobble, almost refusing her order to curtsey. Well, at least she remembered her propriety this once. ‘Good morning, my lord.’ Good grief. ‘I mean, Captain. Sir.’ Show no fear. He’s only a man. Albeit a tall, solid, intimidating man who seemed to have a hold on her she couldn’t explain – or was too scared to consider.

      Oh, who was she fooling?

      ‘Lily and I were just becoming acquainted. Weren’t we, Lily?’ Stirring her tea, Lady Cecily gave a broad smile and seemed to enjoy taunting him, making her wonder what their relationship was, or had been.

      Somehow, in the pit of her belly, the notion that the captain and Cecily were more than just acquaintances made her ill at ease. She understood Cecily had been betrothed to the late Henry Holsworthy, but something in Cecily’s candid manner towards him left her curious.

      Jealousy? Don’t be foolish.

      She inhaled a deep, steadying breath, but her throat tightened as his penetrating gaze did not waver for a moment.

      He straightened his posture and gestured toward the open door with his riding crop in hand. ‘Good to see you have made it to Etford at long last, Miss Bowden. I’m sure your mistress won’t mind if I have a word with you.’

      She swallowed dryly as Lady Cecily, appearing to ignore his request, picked up a sugar biscuit from a fine porcelain plate and nibbled at it daintily.

      Fighting her nerves, she twisted her hands together. ‘Actually, sir, I have much to do.’

      ‘Excellent. In my library at once if you please, madam.’ It wasn’t a suggestion. She knew an order when she heard one, and the captain used every ounce of his military prowess to make certain she didn’t question him.

      He began walking to the door and she exited the room before him as if a demon was in her wake. Perhaps one was. For the dark, thunderous expression on the captain’s face could have suited Beelzebub himself.

      She stood in the vast hallway and glanced around. Now, where was the blasted library?

      ‘Keep walking until you reach the first door on the right.’ His sudden reply stunned her. He could read her thoughts now?

      Maybe he really was the devil incarnate.
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        * * *

      

      The woman was in his home barely five minutes and already matters were not going to plan. He followed her into the library, closed and locked the doors behind him.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, pinched the bridge of his nose and let go a deep breath. ‘Do you have any idea how worried I was about you?’

      She spun around, her eyes wide with the clear knowledge they were alone together. ‘No, sir. That hadn’t been my intention.’

      ‘Intention or not, I’m not accustomed to gallivanting over the countryside in search of a headstrong female who should do as she is directed.’

      Her mouth opened as if to speak, but she closed it again. Silently she stood there, chin raised, as her cool green gaze and steadfast countenance shouted the defiance he longed to hear out loud.

      Long, fiery wisps of hair hung down from various points of her disheveled chignon, making him wonder just how those curly locks would look once let down and allowed to cascade over her bare shoulders.

      Suddenly, his cravat felt far too tight, his jacket stifling, despite having just returned from a cold ride in the icy sleet. ‘Have you nothing to say?’

      ‘No, Captain.’

      Devil take it. He couldn’t bear her cold restraint. He wanted fire. He wanted spark. He wanted the emerald blaze that burned within her eyes the first time he’d met her.

      The delicate, sultry pout of her pale pink lips caused his heartbeat to race.

      Damn it if he wasn’t letting his desires get the best of him. He wasn’t some green cub lusting after his first girl. But, as he gazed down along the soft curve of her bosom to the delicate dip of her waist, he couldn’t deny the familiar heat that rose from deep inside whenever Lily was near.

      He barely knew the woman. Surely, he was going mad.

      She folded her hands and rested them down against her skirts. ‘Will this take long, Captain? Lady Cecily said she wished to change for luncheon.’

      He moved towards her then passed close by, brushing her dress with his thigh as he headed toward his desk. The delicate aroma of rosewater soap and violets followed him, surrounding him with a scent that bespoke her innocence. Holding back from taking her there and then was almost too much to bear.

      ‘Lady Cecily can bloody well wait. First, I wish to clear up a few matters with her maid.’

      ‘Matters, sir?’

      ‘Enough. Let me make one thing perfectly clear, madam. Whilst you are alone with me, I shall have nothing but what is on your mind. Do you understand? If not, please allow me to elaborate. You are not to hold back your opinion, no matter how offensive you may think it is, and especially if it pertains to me. In short, I do not tolerate secrets or hidden agendas, madam. I will have the bare, honest truth from you at all times.’

      ‘Very well.’ Her eyes narrowed a little and tilted her head slightly. ‘What did you wish to discuss?’

      He rested his backside against his desk and crossed his arms. ‘We could start with you riding alone in the snow yesterday.’

      Her cheeks flushed deep rose, as she twisted her fingers together and glanced shyly away. ‘Oh, you mean the incident.’

      ‘Incident?’

      She nodded, an earnest smile creasing her lovely lips. ‘It was all quite a silly misunderstanding, really. After near falling from my horse, I mustn’t have been thinking straight. And later, when I reached down to adjust my stirrup, I had felt faint, disorientated. Yes. That’s it. And that’s how I came to accidently put my lips against yours. It should never have happened.’

      He pushed himself slowly from the desk and stalked over to her like some lion on the prowl. And, in many ways, perhaps he was. Devouring her would make a most delicious meal. ‘So, what you are trying to say, in the most convoluted way imaginable, is that you didn’t mean to kiss me?’

      She rested a hand upon her chest, her fingers fiddling aimlessly with the black buttons of her dress. ‘Kiss you? Oh, is that what you thought I had done?’

      He crept closer to her as she began walking backward. Where did she think she was going?

      ‘Yes, actually. I did have that impression.’

      She struggled for words as her back bumped up against the library doors. She gasped and looked up at him, her glittering emerald eyes like fine gems woven within spun gold lashes.

      Heated blood soared through his veins at the magnificent sight. How he longed to lose himself in those deep green depths.

      ‘Then it was wrong of me, Captain. That was not my intention.’

      He raised one hand and rested it on the door above her, then leaned in a little until her body was mere inches from his, her scent enveloping him once more. Intoxicating. Maddening.

      ‘I see. Once again, I have misconstrued your intentions, madam. So, not only had you not meant to kiss me, or more precisely, it wasn’t a kiss, but if you had it would have been wrong?’

      ‘Exactly.’ Good God.

      He fought the smile tugging at one corner of his mouth and inhaled her delectable fragrance, his body tightening at the subtle promise of warm, feminine skin. ‘Then I believe I’m entitled to at least clarify the issue, don’t you think?’

      Her brow creased a little. ‘I’m not quite certain I understand.’

      ‘You agreed to give me complete honesty with your feelings, yes? Then I must kiss you. If, as you say, your kiss was a meaningless mistake then my kiss should confirm this, don’t you agree?’

      ‘I suppose. But, why would you want to kiss me?’

      Where would he even begin? ‘Oh, I think that is my right, considering the circumstances. Don’t you?’

      She licked her lips slightly and nodded. ‘Yes. You are right. It’s the least I can do to make amends, however I fear you will only be disappointed.’

      ‘I doubt that very much.’ He wasn’t certain if she heard his husky whisper but smiled as she closed her eyes and pressed her mouth into a sweet little pout. Tempting, but he wasn’t about to let her go so easily.

      Spying the creamy stretch of her exposed nape, he leaned in, nearly losing himself in her delicious scent and the warmth of her body against his.

      Control was going to kill him.

      Then, with the edge of his cheek, he gently rasped the length of her neck and reveled in the exquisite softness of her silken skin. No precious fabric could be more appealing. And as he nuzzled below her ear, a breathless gasp from her sent a savage thrill hurtling through his taut body. A sudden urge to consume her entirely near took him over, but this wasn’t the moment. No. For now, he needed her to understand he wasn’t letting her go…and that she didn’t want him to.

      He nipped playfully at her earlobe and her jaw trembled whilst whimpering words he didn’t understand. So sweet, so unrehearsed. How he ached to be inside her, as she not only whimpered, but cried out his name with fulfillment and pleasure.

      She stilled as he held her lower back, as his other hand touched her hip, and she shivered beneath his touch. Yes, she wanted him.

      He reached around her, gently pulling her body harder against his. Her breathing quickened, her chest rising and falling.

      He dropped tiny kisses along the smooth edge of her jaw then brushed his cheek against hers, before pulling back just enough so he could see her eyes.

      The deepest green he’d ever witnessed.

      And now they sparked like emerald fire, ready to melt him, scorch his flesh and take him down in a blaze he could have only dreamt about.

      He cupped her chin, stared down at her lips then moistened his own. Then slowly, achingly so, he bent his head, grazed her bottom lip with the edge of his thumb and kissed her.

      Her frame trembled within his embrace as he deepened the kiss, tasting her mouth as though she were a rare wine, sweet and luscious. When she parted her lips on a soft sigh his tongue swept into her mouth and she gasped.

      She’d obviously never really been kissed before.

      The revelation excited him. She was whole and pure, and he would make her his.

      He pulled back, somewhat amused to find her eyes closed and a deliciously dazed expression covering her sweet face.

      ‘What is your conclusion, madam? Do you still believe our kiss wasn’t meant to be?’

      Her eyelids fluttered open and she nodded vacantly, her hands pressed flat against his chest.

      ‘No. I mean, yes. I…I have to get back to Lady Cecily.’ She ducked under his arm and fled toward the door, but he reached out and clasped her hand.

      She stopped her frantic flight and turned to him, her eyes filled with bewilderment, rosy lips puffy.

      He gently turned her hand over and kissed her exposed wrist. Her pulse beat rapidly beneath his touch. ‘You have nothing to fear from me, Lily. I would never hurt you.’

      Her tiny hand shook within his before she drew it back and turned away once more. The key clicked within the lock and she paused with her fingers upon the door handle.

      ‘It isn’t you I fear, Captain, but what my own future holds.’

      And with that she opened the door and rushed out into the hallway.

      He fought the urge to go after her, and for a few very long moments he remained staring at the ghost of her as she left the room time and time again.

      Did he really know what he was doing?

      He closed his eyes and breathed in her scent, beckoning him like the sirens of old. The painful cry of experience warned him to retreat now, else risk being dashed upon the jagged rocks once more.

      But, walking away wasn’t an option he entertained.

      He wanted this. He wanted her. And, he would have his desires fulfilled. He just wouldn’t fall in love.
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      Damn and blast. The wretched bell-pull was broken again. Or, more likely, the insolent staff were ignoring his commands. He should fire the bloody lot of them.

      Barnabas Holsworthy, Lord Etford, let go of the long velvet cord and lay back against his numerous pillows.

      ‘Thompson! If you value your post in this household, I recommend you come here immediately.’ His chest broke into a coughing fit, as he attempted to reach for some water he realized the glass was empty.

      Thompson would have to go!

      He was lord of this blasted house and he demanded to be treated as such. Show people an ounce of kindness and you’re opening the door to chaos. For all he knew, the entire household could have been helping themselves to his best cognac and the family silverware and he’d be the last to know of it.

      Not that his only remaining son would give a damn.

      Eight months! Eight blasted months it had taken the boy to come visit his family. And, under what circumstances? His heart ached as he pictured his beloved son, Henry, lying in state during the funeral service.

      Gabriel wasn’t worthy of his title. No. Henry had been the one. No one was smarter, braver or nobler than Henry. Hell, and damnation, his first born should have been the one to carry the Holsworthy name forward.

      But a simple riding accident had robbed him of his heir, robbed him of his son. He winced at the tears stinging his eyes. He’d be damned before he let them fall. And if he heard one more rumor around society that Henry had been foxed the day of his fall, he’d horsewhip the lot of them – aristocracy or not!

      A small crack of light rippled across his bed, and the soft groan of hinges in need of oiling drew his attention to the chamber doors.

      ‘At last. You took your time, my good man. A minute more and you’d be out on your ear, and without a reference!’

      He glanced up, expecting to see the aged face of Percival Thompson, his butler for the past twenty years. Before then, Percival’s father, George had been employed by the family. In fact, the Thompsons had worked for the Holsworthy’s for the past five generations.

      But, that was hardly the point. The man should come promptly when summoned.

      ‘Eh?’ He propped himself up on his elbows and leaned a little forward. Odd. The door was opened, but no one stood there. ‘Who’s there? Present yourself.’

      He’d never been a man to be frightened of anything, but something in that quiet moment sent a chill down his spine. Many times, he had wished for the blessed visit from the Reaper to come and put his wretched soul out of misery, but now the possibility was here, he suddenly wished for more time. But time to do what? Repent for his sins? He didn’t deny them, nor could he go back and change many of them.

      The soft shimmer of gold peeked out from above the base of his large bed. He squinted, trying to focus in the poor light. ‘What in the devil…who is there?’

      Slowly, the face of a young child appeared, two clear blue eyes fixed upon him with what he could only call a mixture of pity and fascination. Whatever it was, he could hardly say she was afraid of him.

      ‘I am here.’

      The voice took him aback. It wasn’t the screechy, high-pitched cry of most children he’d had the misfortune of meeting over the years. No. The tone seemed wrong, as if the voice belonged to someone far older, far worldlier than the girl before him.

      ‘Who are you? What are you doing in here? Is Thompson with you?’

      She stepped out from behind the bed and wandered over to the hearth. Her gold hair was loose, only a thin blue ribbon tying it around her head. A threadbare pale green coat, at least a size too small, clung to a frame which could only be described as thin at best. The chit couldn’t be more than eleven, twelve at most.

      And, for an uncomfortable moment, she reminded him of his sister, Elizabeth. She too had golden hair and blue eyes. A sweet thing, she had died of scarlet fever just days before her fourteenth birthday.

      The girl ran her hand over the back of a large leather chair, then met his eye. ‘Are you ill?’

      He snorted and raised an eyebrow. ‘Impertinent child. Of course, I am ill. How did you come to be in my chamber?’

      ‘You make an awful lot of noise for someone who is ill, sir. I was in the hallway and I heard you calling out.’

      He frowned at her curt reply. ‘You are very adept at evading my questions, child. Now, tell me what you were doing in the hallway.’

      His hands tensed as she reached up and touched a small figurine on the mantel. It was a sculpture of a hunting hound his late wife had given him as a wedding gift. A part of him wanted to yell at her, tell her not touch what wasn’t hers, but another part remained curious as to why the girl was still there.

      ‘Are you going to die?’

      He swallowed dryly then cleared his throat. ‘Of course. We all die eventually.’

      She nodded. ‘Do you wish to die?’

      The question caught him by surprise. When his elder son, Henry, had died in the hunting accident then, yes, he had wanted to die. His son, his heir, was gone.

      Having Gabriel return gave him little solace. Damn him for feeling the way he did about his second son. But Gabriel’s birth had left him a husk of a man, taken from him the very essence of what made his life worth living – his beloved wife, Sophia.

      He gazed into the glowing embers of the hearth desperately trying to forget Sophia’s radiant smile. ‘In many ways, I am already dead.’

      ‘You don’t look dead to me, nor dying.’ He glanced up, intrigued as to why her tone had become cold and accusing. He was nothing to her. ‘I think you should be ashamed, lying here waiting to die when so many others are never given the choice.’

      ‘Not dying, you say? And, is that your professional opinion, brat?’

      She shrugged, reached down and picked up a small book from a table near the hearth.

      ‘You cannot possibly be so ill as to be dying. You are far too mean and grumpy for anyone about to meet their maker.’

      He sank back into his pillows, his mouth open.

      Good God. He almost felt like smiling at her cutting remark. What a strange child.

      She placed the book down then moved to a small lacquered table next to his armchair, where a marble chess set was arranged on an ivory and ebony board – a present Gabriel had sent him from India.

      Though he’d never written in reply to his son’s letters or gifts, he’d hidden the handsome set in his room.

      She picked up a shiny white pawn and twirled it between her thumb and forefinger, before placing it carefully back into the board but in a different position.

      ‘Your move, sir.’

      With a frown, he glanced down at the board then back at the chit. She had commenced play?

      His brow furrowed, and a scowl met his lips. ‘You play chess?’

      ‘Of course. My papa taught me. Well? Do you wish to play, or are you afraid I may beat you?’

      Indignation rose in his chest. ‘Beat me? Indeed. Bring that board over here, girl. If it is a lesson in humility you seek, as well as chess, then I am only too happy to accommodate you.’

      Without the slightest hint of hesitation, the girl carefully picked up the board, carried it over and placed it next to his side.

      She looked up at him, her tranquil countenance the epitome of determination. ‘As you can see, it’s your move.’

      His curiosity piqued as grey shadows passed over her eyes. And that’s when he understood. For the moment he didn’t know what or why, but in some way, this young girl was suffering too.
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      Lily rushed along and scurried down the servant’s stairs. The scullery maid had sent word that Henrietta had come with an urgent message from her mama.

      Lord, she prayed everything was all right her sister and mother.

      She reached the hallway then made her way to the Rose Room, a smaller, more intimate parlor that had once been favored by the late Lady Etford. Mrs Peel had mentioned her ladyship would sit in there during confinement and embroider baby clothing, whilst looking out over her splendid rose bushes.

      Bracing herself to meet her aunt, she inhaled a deep breath, grasped the cool brass door handle, turned it then entered the room. She stopped just inside the doorway and took stock of the view before her.

      Oh, for goodness sake.

      On the petite floral chaise near the hearth sat Henrietta with such an arrogant air as to suggest she belonged there. About her upon the chair were various books on botany, with several opened at pages displaying water colored images of flowers.

      Her aunt had obviously made herself at home. ‘What a beautiful room, Lily. Wouldn’t you agree?’

      ‘Yes, yes, it is, I suppose.’ She rushed over and gathered up two books, before attempting to locate just where on the vast bookshelf they had come from. ‘I don’t think his lordship, or the captain, would approve of us touching their belongings, Aunt.’ Henrietta scowled then tossed the book she held to the floor and sighed. Wretched woman.

      ‘Speaking of Captain Holsworthy, I had quite expected him to greet me personally.’

      She bent down, scooped up the discarded volume on exotic plants and placed it on a nearby side table. ‘I don’t know what makes you believe the captain should make time for you. He is a very busy man.’

      So busy in fact, he hadn’t even made the time to say goodbye to her. She hadn’t seen him since their encounter in the library, him leaving Etford before dawn the very next day. That was five days ago. A familiar sinking feeling returned in force to her stomach.

      ‘Too busy to greet the very person responsible for what could be arguably called the finest funeral service this year?’

      ‘Yes.’ She groaned inwardly at the decorative box of glace fruits sitting next to the settee on a rosewood table. The lid was tilted to one side, obvious evidence of her aunt’s ‘curiosity’. She must get the woman out of there before Mrs Godfrey had her hide tanned, beaten and made into boots. ‘If you must know, the captain departed several days ago on a tour of his lordship’s estates. And, before you ask, I have no idea when he is due to return. I am merely a maid, if you recall, and not the man’s keeper.’

      Henrietta stood slowly and raised her chin with indignation.

      ‘My, my, aren’t we high above ourselves now? You quickly forget that it was I who placed you here, and this is the thanks I receive?’

      ‘I am honestly too tired and too busy to quibble with you, Aunt. Now, I must have Lady Cecily’s clothes set out before I’m required to help her change for dinner. Polly said you came bearing urgent news, so I would be thankful to hear it please.’

      ‘Not so much urgent as it is most inconvenient.’ Henrietta took a small handkerchief from her reticule and dabbed the edge of her nose. ‘It has been a most trying morning. That unruly sister of yours has no idea how to behave herself.’

      Oh dear. ‘What has she done?’

      Henrietta strolled over to the window, reached out and examined the rich brocade fabric drapes. Below the window sill sat a pink velvet chair, a delicate sewing compendium open on a marble table beside it. Tiny, tarnished silver scissors, needles and bobbins glistened in the filtered light. Why would such a beautiful set have been neglected, when the rest of the room was polished to perfection?

      A wave of sadness came over her as she stared at an unfinished hoop of embroidery, its faded stitches covered in a heavy layer of dust. Perhaps it belonged to the late Lady Etford?

      ‘Your sister appears to have run away.’

      ‘Appears?’ Her heart constricted in a way she’d never felt before. ‘Why? How long has she been missing? Do you have any idea where she might be?’

      ‘I don’t know why she is missing. And before you start blaming me, I can assure you I played no part in her horrible behavior. According to your mama, when she awoke just after dawn this morning, Stephaney was missing from her bed. The little chit hadn’t eaten her breakfast, nor had she been seen at the stable.’

      How could the woman be so casual? Her sister was missing!

      Lily began pacing the floor, twisting her fingers together as she desperately tried to think of where her sibling would have gone. It wasn’t like Stephaney. And not to say anything? Poor mama must be beside herself with worry.

      Blast it all, she felt so useless.

      ‘Has anyone started looking for her?’ She gasped in disbelief as Henrietta sashayed over to the fireplace, reached out and swiftly plucked a bonbon from a dainty satin box on the mantle. ‘Aunt, you can’t eat those.’

      ‘Hush, Lily. It was just one.’ Henrietta’s cheek bulged with the stolen sweet. ‘Besides, they’ll never know. And what do they expect? I came all this way, in that rickety old buggy, to tell you important news and no one has yet to offer me any refreshments. You would think, considering my recent assistance to the captain, that I would be favored a little.’

      In frustration, she shook her head and went to the parlor door. ‘You are too much, Henrietta. How can you eat when Stephaney is missing?’ Honestly. Did she really need her aunt to answer that? ‘Follow me. You can go to the kitchen. I will ask Mrs Peel, the cook, if she would be kind enough to make you some tea, but then you must leave.’ Would Lady Cecily allow her time to go look for her errant sister?

      Henrietta turned up her nose then eyed her thoughtfully. ‘Kitchen, you say? Perhaps this Mrs Peel might find it in her heart to also give me a scrap to eat…to sustain me during the journey back.’

      What nerve! The woman spoke as if she were returning to London, not a few miles back to the village.

      She ushered the woman out of the parlor, closed the doors then led the way to the kitchen. Glancing around the hallway, she prayed Mrs Godfrey wouldn’t suddenly appear. During her brief time at Etford, the blasted housekeeper seemed to materialize out of nowhere every time she made some kind of mistake.

      Thus far, she couldn’t put a foot right.

      ‘Aunt, have you forgotten why you came here? We must find Stephaney. Have you tried looking for her?’

      ‘Do you think I have time to simply drop everything and go after the foolish brat? I have two meetings with the ladies committee this afternoon.’ Henrietta took a small fan from her reticule, fluffed it open and fanned herself daintily.

      ‘Seems someone has spread the word of how well the funeral arrangements were received by his lordship, and now several very respectable families have come forward asking me to organize theirs. I only hope, however, that the persons in question decide to pass away after Christmas, when the new blooms for spring arrive. Heavens knows there are only so many hot-house flowers to be had this time of year. And, Lord Etford had used up most of the supply.’

      ‘Henrietta!’ She couldn’t believe it. Her sister was missing, and her aunt was more concerned about someone else’s funeral.

      ‘Don’t look at me that way. Mr Gleeson has been scouring the countryside near the vicarage, checking all her favorite haunts. At least the ones he is aware of. I’m certain if anyone can find her, it is him. Your mother has been enquiring throughout the village, and I merely came to tell you in case she tried coming here.’

      ‘She wouldn’t, surely…’

      ‘Who knows what the silly girl might do. Honestly, she does little enough as it is without taking up my precious time. Did I mention I may have two funerals to make floral arrangements for?’

      She opened the kitchen door and near pushed her aunt inside. ‘Yes. You did.’

      ‘Naturally, their generous donations will go toward out church’s upkeep.’ And no doubt line the woman’s pocket.

      She often wondered if her uncle knew where their money was going. Besides the allowance from Etford Park, he earned a respectable sum from the collection plate every week at service. But, according to Henrietta, they were poor.

      Come to think of it. ‘Is that a new dress, Aunt?’

      ‘Oh, this? No, not at all. It was an old thing I had altered. It may not be very fashionable at the moment, but we must do what we can.’

      The woman was lying. Had to be. The dress wasn’t faded, patched or unfashionable and must have cost a good amount.

      A figure emerged from the pantry, whistling a merry tune. A Christmas carol, if she wasn’t mistaken. Over the past few days, she’d noticed the cook preparing various puddings and cakes, brandied fruit mincemeats and, of all things – sugar plums.

      Her thoughts turned to the crumpled box of sugar plums she and Stephaney had bought last Christmas the day their Papa died. They were hidden away in her aunt’s attic, still uneaten.

      The old cook placed a huge ceramic bowl upon the table, looked up at her and smiled.

      ‘What’s the matter, dear?’

      Despite her melancholy thoughts, she smiled back. The woman’s joy and enthusiasm for the season was contagious. If everyone else at Etford Park ignored the fact Christmas was only weeks away, Mrs Peel made up for them tenfold. In fact, when she’d questioned the cook about how his lordship intended celebrating this year, the woman merely grinned, winked and carried on her tasks.

      ‘Mrs Peel. Allow me to introduce my aunt, Henrietta Talbot.’

      Mrs Peel nodded and held out her hand. ‘Oh, you’re the vicar’s wife? I’ve seen you out and about, but I don’t get time to go to church I’m afraid.’

      Henrietta gave a weak smile, ignored the cook’s friendly gesture and sat herself down at the kitchen table.

      She grimaced at her aunt. ‘I know you’re very busy, Mrs Peel, but would you be kind enough to make my aunt some tea before she returns to the vicarage? But, please don’t go to too much trouble.’

      The old cook eyed Henrietta thoughtfully and nodded as if able to sum up her aunt in a heartbeat.

      ‘Don’t you worry, dear. I’ll see to her.’

      She reached out, touched Mrs Peel on the arm and leaned in. ‘And would you please keep your eyes out for a young girl. My sister has gone missing. Her name is Stephaney. I must go attend to Lady Cecily now, but I’ll explain later.’ She paused and lowered her voice. ‘I don’t think Mrs Godfrey would be too pleased if she discovered my sister here somewhere.’

      The cook smiled and have gave her a knowing wink. ‘Now, don’t worry your head. If she shows up here, I’ll be sure to send Polly for you right away. Now, unless I’m mistaken, you’d better be getting her ladyship ready for afternoon tea. She will be taking it in the Rose room today.’

      The Rose room?

      She only hoped Lady Cecily didn’t eat bonbons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      At the approaching carriage, Gabriel slowed down his mount to a trot. The dark green and gold livery of the accompanying footmen looked familiar. Lord Hoxton, if he wasn’t mistaken. His lordship had a vast estate here in Maidstone, not far from a small house belonging to his father.

      Though his family rarely visited the old manor, it was necessary to keep a prudent eye on its upkeep. He’d spent the past few days inspecting farmers’ cottages and noting urgent repairs that needed to be done.

      As the icy wind picked up and blew hard against him his wounded thigh began to throb, aching down to the bone. Hell, and the devil. What he wouldn’t give for some brandy. Would he never be free of the pain? Gritting his teeth, he adjusted the collar of his coat and raised the edge of his scarf. For once he wished himself back in India.

      Despite the endless heat and humidity, he’d enjoyed sleeping under the stars as the exotic aromas of spices floated on the evening air. Within a few weeks of being stationed there, he’d developed a taste for the local cuisine and would regularly feast upon fiery curries and fragrant pilafs. He would trade bits of his kit for interesting souvenirs from traders and sit for hours at a time just watching the fascinating daily bustle of the marketplace. Once, he’d swapped his pocket watch for a beautiful carved chess set made from ebony and ivory. He’d sent the gift to his father, though lord knows if the man ever noticed it. But, he hadn’t cared. Never had he felt so at ease with the world…and himself.

      It had been as if he was given a second chance to find himself, find his soul. In India he was a Captain, a man, not merely a second son. But the sense of freedom and purpose he’d enjoyed had been cut short by the realities of war. In truth, he’d joined the military with the hope of losing himself in something more meaningful than the lies and betrayal he’d left behind at Etford Park.

      And, to some extent, he’d found what he was looking for. Except those memories too would now haunt him forever. He swallowed hard at the thought of those lying dead and dying on the battlefield, their wounded horses beside them. Indeed, when struck down he considered himself consigned to the devil. But, against his own wishes, he’d survived.

      Amongst the fading images of fellow soldiers echoing in his mind, Lily’s soft smile began to shine through, her beautiful face so vibrant, he could almost reach out and touch her sweet lips.

      Damn him for a fool. He clenched his hands around the reins and groaned with frustration. When had he become such a bloody coward? Fearful of his own emotions. Running from anything – or anyone – who threatened to breakdown the immense walls he’d built to protect himself from ever being hurt again.

      He hadn’t intended to leave Etford this side of Christmas, especially as the treacherous weather had set in early this year. Already they’d endured heavy snowfalls daily. But, the thought of being so close to Lily and not being able to have her had been too much to bear. Never had he felt so conflicted.

      He’d needed to clear his head.

      After their encounter in the library, he’d intended to cut short her time as maid and whisk her away to London the next day.

      After all, it had been his intention from the first time she’d kissed him, and even more so after he’d kissed her. But, something had bothered him.

      Why was Lily frightened of her own future?

      Had she suspected his intentions, and feared she would be ruined? If so, he would reassure her of his commitment to her comfort and wellbeing. He would take of her, and she would want for nothing.

      But, even as the thoughts entered his mind, something deep down knew what he was prepared to offer wasn’t what Lily desired. Nor, was it what she deserved. In fact, if he were brutally honest with himself, he would condemn such an arrangement as the unfeeling actions of a self-indulgent bastard.

      But seeing as it had been so long since he’d liked anything about himself, he found it strange doing battle with a conscience he thought dead and buried. Regret was a damn nuisance.

      ‘Blast it all. Steady, Hector.’ He reached forward and patted the neck of his horse as the carriage halted to a stop alongside of him. The last thing he wanted was company.

      To his dismay, a small window within the carriage door opened and a portly face with a ruddy nose peered out to greet him.

      ‘I say. You’re Etford’s younger son? Gabriel, isn’t it?’

      He touched the rim of his hat and inclined his head. ‘Lord Hoxton, Lady Hoxton. Miserable day for a country jaunt, isn’t it?’

      ‘It is quite.’ Lord Hoxton rubbed his nose whilst Lady Hoxton, who had to be at least thirty years his lordships junior, sat snuggled under a small mountain of fine furs, nodding her head in vacant agreement. ‘Terribly sorry to hear about Henry. Been meaning to send your father my condolences. Please do pass them along for me, won’t you? Yes, a most amicable fellow, your brother, if ever I knew one. Why, just last season, my darling Amelia here danced the waltz with him at the Feathersham’s ball. Didn’t you, my dear? In fact, several times we had the pleasure of his company during the opera and supper.’

      Lady Hoxton raised her gloved hand and tucked a lock of golden hair behind her ear. She seemed uncomfortable by her husband’s recollection and gazed out the opposite window.

      ‘Yes. My brother did enjoy the opera.’ A wry smile touched his lips. Henry abhorred the opera.

      ‘Indeed. Indeed. Oh, and I don’t believe you may know about the good news, but Lady Hoxton and I are expecting a child in February.’

      ‘Is that so?’ By now, Lady Hoxton had turned a deep shade of beet red. ‘Then allow me to convey my felicitations to you both. Perhaps you should get your good wife in out of the cold then? She looks a trifle flushed.’

      The man grinned at him and brushed his observation away with a wave of his gloved hand. A whiff of brandy and bad teeth floated on the icy air.

      ‘Oh, a touch of cold won’t hurt her. No, it’s this blasted epidemic that is most worrisome. We were going to stay in London this year for Christmas, but the cholera outbreak is affecting everyone. Why just last week, Lord Galston lost his youngest son to the blasted illness. Terrible thing too. Such a lively lad he was. So, we decided to make our way to Hoxton Hall before the roads became completely unmanageable.’

      Feeling the biting cold nipping at his own toes, he glanced around at the half dozen footmen who sat silently at their posts, barely able to disguise the way their bodies shook with cold. Although furnished with coats, the poor souls must surely have been frozen to the bone.

      ‘You have a point. So, I shan’t keep you from arriving at your destination, sir. The snow is getting heavier. I’m sure you’d rather be in front of a warm fire.’

      ‘Indeed, sir. In fact, why don’t you join us? I’ll even break out my finest cognac.’

      He grimaced under the covering of his scarf. Spend the evening with an obnoxious drunkard who had little consideration for the welfare of his men? He’d rather play charades with the vicar’s wife.

      ‘Thank you, but I must decline. I am merely here to check on Rosebury Cottage then I must return to Etford tomorrow.’

      The man laughed and shook his head.

      ‘Cottage? I dare say, the place has twenty-two rooms, doesn’t it? Though, I suppose it’s small in comparison to Etford Park. We must come visit your father one day. It’s been years since we’ve been to one of his famous house parties.’

      Ice, colder than the snow whipping his face, trickled into his veins. ‘As far as I am aware, sir, there have been no house parties at Etford since the death of my mother.’

      The old lord paled and appeared to swallow.

      ‘Yes. Yes, of course. My apologies. My memory isn’t what it used to be, I’m afraid. In fact, I was saying to Lady Stanton just yesterday, how time is passing with no regard for those of us travelling within it.’

      ‘Lady Stanton? How is her daughter?’

      ‘Oh, my boy.’ The man touched the side of his nose then took a swig from a tiny silver flask. ‘You should know, eh?’

      He bristled at the man’s insinuation. ‘I beg your pardon, sir?’

      ‘Why, your engagement to Cecily, of course. Now, I know I had promised Iris not to say anything just yet, but we are one of your family’s oldest friends. And, you can be assured of our complete confidentiality on the matter.’

      Through his heavy leather gloves, his hands clenched tight around the reins, wishing they were the blasted man’s throat.

      ‘She told you we were betrothed?’ Anger rose within him, thawing the frost that had settled in his veins until a river of molten lead warmed every fiber of his being like no amount of cognac could. The wretched woman had no right to spread such rumor when nothing had been confirmed. But, with Lord Hoxton in receipt of such news, he’d little doubt half of London would know by Christmas Eve.

      The man frowned at his biting tone.

      ‘Yes. Well, perhaps not in so many words. But I think it is very amiable of you to offer for your brother’s fiancé. Damn good ton, if you ask me.’

      ‘I didn’t ask you.’ His retort appeared to go unheard. Not that he cared in the least. He’d long passed the stage of worrying about his reputation. ‘Is Lady Stanton still in London?’

      ‘Haven’t the foggiest, I’m afraid. It’s been three days since we left our townhouse. Lady Hoxton gets rather ill from the carriage ride, you see, so we have to stop frequently. As for Lady Stanton, we didn’t meet her in London, happened upon her at Lord Petherbridge’s last night. Most kind of him to let us stay, don’t you think? Not good to be out in this blasted snow for too long.’

      But he no longer felt the cold. Instead, instinct told him he needed to return to Etford Park – now.
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        * * *

      

      Unhappy that no one was in the vicarage to answer the door for her, Henrietta placed her teacup into its saucer with a loud clang, brushed the scone crumbs from her skirts and stood up from her chair by the hearth.

      How inconsiderate. Didn’t she spend enough time serving the parish without having her few precious quiet moments disturbed? Whoever was at the door, they had better hope their news was of great importance else they’d face a rather blunt putdown.

      After all, it was well known throughout Speckles Wood she enjoyed some influence in high places.

      ‘Yes. Yes. Do be patient.’ She grasped the cold iron handle opened the door and was greeted by the pale, recalcitrant face of a women dressed in the most luxuriant fur coat she’d ever seen.

      The woman raised an eyebrow and issued her a piercing glare colder than the icy snow outside her door. ‘Is it customary for you to leave an important guest standing on your stoop in the cold wind?’

      ‘Gracious no. Do come in.’ She fumbled a swift courtesy then pulled at her skirts and reached up to touch her hair, hoping they were in good order. ‘What do I owe the honor of this visit, madam? I am Henrietta Talbot. Are you new to Speckles Wood? My husband is the vicar. Lord Etford’s vicar, to be precise. Were you in need of his services?’

      The woman glared at her as she stepped inside, tilting her head as not to strike it on the low door jamb.

      ‘Wait outside in the carriage, Annie. I shan’t be long.’ A young girl, most probably a maid, dipped a curtsey then scurried away as she was bid. Oh my. The lady was obviously of good ton. She always could tell quality and breeding – a skill her husband never did appreciate.

      ‘Please be seated, madam. May I offer you some tea?’ She cursed herself for allowing Lily to be at Etford. With Caroline at the market, she had no one else at home to serve them.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I am Lady Stanton.’ The faded chintz settee was far from inviting, yet Iris Stanton didn’t wish to stand on ceremony. She eyed the seat for any obvious stains that might transfer then gingerly sat down. ‘No tea, thank you. I shan’t be staying long. I am expected elsewhere.’

      ‘Lady Stanton? Of course! Do excuse me. How wonderful to meet you at last. I didn’t recognize you from the funeral service the other week. Though, I suppose one could put that down to the heavy black veil you were wearing at the time. Most proper, I must say. And, so elegant. It was a pity you had to leave directly after the final blessing.’

      Her teeth ground at the woman’s incessant babbling, but she forced a stern smile. ‘Allow me to be frank, Mrs Talbot. I have come here on a matter most grave.’

      The woman paled into silence. She almost smiled at the delightful change. ‘Oh, my lady. I sincerely hope no one in your family has passed away. However, if that were the case, I would be only too happy to arrange…’

      ‘On the contrary, Mrs Talbot. It is not a funeral I seek to arrange, but the timely intervention of us both before a horrendous mistake is made. And, your niece is at the centre of this potentially disastrous affair.’

      ‘Stephaney? Oh, you mean, Lily? What has she done?’

      ‘I have it on good authority that Miss Bowden has been paying far too much attention to Captain Holsworthy.’

      With a deep sense of satisfaction, she thought about the letters tucked away in her reticule, from her secret confidante within the village. Such loyalty would not go unrewarded.

      Mrs Talbot floundered. ‘Why…why I shall talk to her immediately. At least, I shall talk to her when she gets home. She is due for her first afternoon away from Etford Park tomorrow…’

      Good God. The woman looked about to swoon – something she detested entirely.

      ‘…I allowed her to work at Etford Park - at my sister-in-law’s great insistence and this is the thanks I get. I am shocked, deeply shocked, that Lily would be flirting in such a manner with his lordship’s son.’

      She blinked in disbelief. The woman’s speed was dizzying. In fact, she hadn’t even seen Mrs Talbot draw breath once.

      ‘I wouldn’t say flirting, Mrs Talbot, but as we are both women, you can understand how something even minor could be misconstrued.’

      ‘Oh, I do indeed, your ladyship. I should have known nothing but trouble would have come from her accepting that position. But, what is one to do?’ Mrs Talbot removed a small handkerchief from her sleeve and dabbed at her nose. ‘She is family, after all, and it is so unkind of her to risk ruining our good standing with his lordship.’

      She restrained the sudden urge to roll her eyes at the overwhelming outpour of emotion. Pity none of it could be considered genuine. The woman should have been on the stage.

      She forced a smile to her lips. ‘My dear, Mrs Talbot, may I call you Henrietta? I’m sure it was nothing that cannot be rectified at this point. However, it would be wrong of me to just sit idly by and allow Miss Bowden to set her cap at someone far above her reach.’

      ‘It would?’

      ‘Of course. After all, I am a mother as well, aren’t I?’ One who will be damned before she allows some social-climbing little chit to ruin her own daughter’s chance at a wealthy title. ‘It would be so unfair to the poor girl. Don’t you agree?’

      The woman clutched her hands over her heart, beady little eyes beaming.

      ‘Yes. Oh, how very kind, and thoughtful that you would spare the time to take an interest in us. If only the girl’s mother would learn from your example, my lady. Lily has always acted above her station, as a direct result of her mother’s lack-luster discipline. Come here with nothing they did, and we took them in, naturally. It was the charitable Christian thing to do, and of course we are family. In fact, just last week I was saying to Caroline, my husband’s sister, that it was high time Lily settled down with her own husband.’

      ‘Quite so.’ A grin snaked its way across her lips. ‘And, it is obvious that I made the right decision in coming to you. As the wife of the parish vicar, it does fall upon your shoulders to educate and lead such malleable young minds to the devout and proper path, does it not?’

      The foolish woman blushed.

      ‘Have no concern, your ladyship. I shall speak to my husband post haste about what is to be done. In fact, I’m certain he’ll insist to Caroline that Lily accept Mr Dunford’s proposal without further delay.’

      ‘Mr Dunford?’

      ‘He is Lily’s suitor, not that she gives the poor man a chance. He’s a fine, older man, just the sort to take a headstrong young woman in hand. He owns the largest piggery in the area and, such a generous soul. Why, every year he gives the vicarage a lovely piece of pickled pork. Just imagine what he might give us once related?’ Spittle dribbled down the edge of the woman’s mouth. ‘But, does Lily consider the welfare of those who provide for her? Not in the least. For the past six months Mr Dunford has made his intentions clear, but the fool girl has refused him each time.’

      ‘Then the situation definitely deserves your prudent guidance, my dear madam. It wouldn’t do to allow Lily to miss out on such a promising catch simply due to her youthful stubbornness. What if another quality suitor isn’t to be found? No, it is your duty to see the girl well settled and secure in her future. Why, it is nothing less than the dear girl deserves.’

      ‘Again, so kind, my lady. I shall see to it that Lily makes the right decision.’

      She nodded thoughtfully then stood; satisfied matters were now well in hand. ‘Oh, there is one other small detail. But, I don’t wish to be a bother.’

      ‘Yes. My lady?’ Heavens. It was like having an eager puppy on a chain. Too bad she had never cared for the horrid little beasts.

      ‘How would one go about removing your dear niece from Etford without causing too much fuss? We wouldn’t want her to think that I was trying to meddle and play the matchmaker now, would we? It would be far too embarrassing for the girl to have the need to thank me.’

      The woman’s dark eyes glittered with a steely determination she almost admired. ‘You may rely upon me, your ladyship, to see to it.

      She turned toward the door and waited patiently for it to be opened for her. Pausing on her way out, she issued her ridiculous hostess one last smile. ‘Thank you, Henrietta. I have every faith in you.’
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      ‘You’re cheating!’ Brow furrowed, Stephaney Bowden picked up her cards and frowned.

      ‘I beg your pardon, but lords do not cheat. If anything, I believe I should be banker next time. Your luck is far too excessive for my liking.’

      Lord Etford held his cards close to his chest and eyed his opponent with steely determination. The little brat had beaten him for the last five games of Faro, but he didn’t mind in the least. In fact, he’d let her win, but he could never allow her to know it. No. This was one intelligent young lady who would never allow someone to go easy on her. Though, in truth, it didn’t hurt that she didn’t know all the rules of the game.

      ‘Blast!’ He placed a card down on the makeshift gaming mat and tossed the rest onto a pile before the girl could see them. ‘It would appear you win again. It’s hardly fair.’

      ‘Your language, my lord.’ She gathered the small pile of tiny silvery coins and chestnuts and dragged them to her side of the table. ‘My aunt Henrietta would have you punished for cursing.’

      ‘Is that so? I would certainly enjoy seeing her try. Does she punish you very often?’ Since first meeting the girl, he’d been curious about this ‘aunt’ of hers. Seemed every time he mentioned the woman, Stephaney would bight her bottom lip and neatly change the subject.

      Oh, he’d met the Vicar Talbot’s wife on many occasions – in fact, too many for his liking – and though he couldn’t say he overly liked the woman, a spark of outrage filled his chest whenever he imagined her harming this poor girl.

      She shrugged and fiddled with a shiny silver sixpence. ‘Sometimes. But she says I deserve it.’

      He reached for his glass of tonic and winced as he ingested a large mouthful of the bitter brew. Good God. He didn’t care what that blasted cook said. The vile stuff couldn’t possibly be good for him. ‘Well, girl?’ He coughed and patted his chest. ‘Did you deserve it?’

      ‘No. I don’t think so.’

      He formed the closet thing he could to a smile and nodded sharply. ‘Good girl. Always stand up for what you believe is right.

      ‘I’d probably get into much more trouble if it wasn’t for my sister, Lily. Whenever Henrietta wants to scold me, Lily takes the blame and accepts the punishment.’

      ‘Your sister sounds like a valiant young woman.’

      She gathered up the cards and began sorting them into a neat pile. ‘Oh, she’s not young. She’s two and twenty. In fact, she fears she will be a spinster before too long.’

      ‘Good God! Two and twenty?’ He straightened himself in the armchair and tucked in the blanket around his legs.

      ‘Your language, my lord.’

      ‘I’ll have you know that two and twenty is not old at all. In fact, I was quite the young buck at that age. Why, I remember many a time I would…’ He glanced over at the perceptive young face then cleared his throat. ‘Well, never mind what I used to do. The point is, your sister is not old at all.’

      The girl exhaled a deep breath, her cheeks puffing out as she did so. ‘That is quite a relief, my lord. Considering I will be turning thirteen soon, I was afraid of growing old.’

      ‘My dear little brat. You are far from turning old. In fact, I shall be the one to tell you when you are considered old.’

      She pressed her forefinger into her chin and gave him a thoughtful stare. ‘Very well. But, can I trust you to always be there for me?’

      His chest ached suddenly, as her words dragged him back to a time he’d much rather forget.

      His beloved Sophia had been in labor for two days. So terrible was her pain, he couldn’t bear to witness it for too long and would instead wander aimlessly into the gardens, praying that she would deliver the baby and finally be at ease.

      But his precious angel couldn’t sustain the strength to carry on. On the third morning she finally gave birth to a boy. He’d held her delicate hand, wishing to the heavens to take him instead of her. Anything but her.

      But she’d just smiled at him and whispered that she loved him and would wait for him always. Then, with her dying breath she asked him to always be there for their children.

      Guilt, buried for decades, surfaced and pricked his conscience like a bear prodding a hive of bees. Soon he would no longer be able to avoid the painful sting of his past.

      ‘My lord? Are you all right?’

      He swallowed thickly and found it hard to meet the girl’s concerned gaze.

      ‘Yes, yes. I’m fine. I was just thinking that perhaps it was time for you to tell me how you came to be in Speckles Wood.’

      ‘So, now you wish to know? I had, in fact, come to see you nearly a year ago when Mama, Lily and I first came here. But, you weren’t very nice, I must say. Quite rude, in fact.’

      He shifted, uncomfortable beneath her critical gaze. Impertinent chit. Come to think of it, he had never once seen the little brat smile. ‘Well. I can’t change the past. But, for what it’s worth, you have my deepest apologies, madam.’

      She inclined her head with all the grace of a duchess. ‘Apology accepted.’

      ‘And?’ He issued her an expectant look.

      She put down the decks of cards and gathered up all the sixpences. ‘Here are your coins, my lord. Thank you for the game.’

      ‘Evading my questions again, I see?’ He gestured for her to keep the tokens. ‘Take them home to your mama.’

      ‘I couldn’t, sir. It’s too much money.’

      ‘Nonsense. It’s a pittance, I assure you.’

      She shook her head and allowed the coins to fall back to the table. ‘It’s more than my mama can earn from a month’s work at the markets. At least, more than what’s left after Aunt Henrietta takes half.’

      Damn him for a bloody old fool. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you, girl. And, I’m no good with tears, so there’s no point in crying.’

      She stood up from the table, her blue eyes glistening with pent-up emotion he knew lay just beneath the surface. At last, he’d managed to rile her. And, heaven help him for doing so, but he needed to force her to get angry.

      ‘I am not crying.’

      ‘Eh? Just as well. I can’t abide silly little girls who cry. Damn nuisance, bubbling away at the slightest harsh word.’

      ‘Your language, my lord! For your information, I do not bubble or cry or care a fig for what you like or don’t like.’

      ‘Your language, little brat. So, come on now. Just what do you give a fig about then?’

      Her hands began to tremble, bottom lip quivered. ‘I…I used to care about my papa.’

      The air seemed to rush from the room as the gravity of her softly spoken words reached his ears. Yes. Now he understood.

      She clenched her tiny hands into fists and shook her head slowly. ‘But, he never cared for me.’

      He hated the tears stinging his eyes as he fought to hold them back. Damn it all to blazes. He hadn’t even cried at Sophia’s funeral, yet here he was crumbling at the sorrowful plight of a girl he barely knew.

      ‘He did care for you, brat. He must have.’

      ‘How would you know? Do you care for your children? He was my father. And, one’s father shouldn’t abandon their daughters. He was supposed to always be there for me.’ Sobs racked her tiny frame and her words became more like gasps.

      But he couldn’t hold back now. She needed to scream and shout and let the heavens know how angry and hurt she was inside.

      ‘But, he’s not there anymore. Is that it?’

      Tiny droplets of water ran down along her cheek then dripped onto her calico smock. She inhaled a deep stuttered breath and gazed into the hearth. ‘No. He died.’

      ‘How did he die?’

      ‘Mama said it was cholera.’ Stumbling towards him, her body began to shake, and tears flowed freely from her swollen eyes. For the first time since his wife died, he felt his old heart breaking. ‘I never got to say goodbye. I never got to say how much I love him. He promised we would have Christmas together. We were to have a tree. Lily…Lily and I brought presents. But, he never got the chance to open them.’

      As she reached his chair, she stared off into the distance with heavy lidded eyes and began to sway. Good God. He pushed himself from the armchair, catching her listless frame as she collapsed into his arms.

      ‘Stephaney? For God’s sake, brat, do wake up.’ But the girl lay still against him, so complete her exhaustion. But, to be sure, he leaned down and paced his ear against her chest. A heartbeat. Thank the heavens. He was too bloody old for such frights.

      Exhausted, he rested his back against the base of his chair, held the girl and gently stroked her hair while she slept.

      ‘Sleep well, child. It’s a terrible demon you have faced, I’ll give you that. Not many are brave enough to confront what haunts their dreams. But it would appear you finally have.’

      As he stared into the glowing embers, his own terrible past came back to torture him. Despite his promise to Sophia, he had never been the father she wanted him to be to their children.

      How could he have been?

      Her death had gutted him, left a vast empty chasm where his heart used to be. Even the sight of his healthy boy had given little joy. Quite the opposite in fact. From birth, Gabriel looked so much like his mama.

      His throat constricted as he closed his eyes and breathed in the memory of her scent. Her beautiful long hair, the color of midnight, had smelled of orange blossoms, her porcelain skin of lilacs and rose. Never had she the need for rouge or powder. No. She was not only a diamond, but the most precious jewel he possessed.

      And, he had blamed his infant son for taking her away.

      His own hand began to shake as thirty years of poison leached from within his heart and flowed into his lungs, filling him with a black tide of rage so painful he gritted his teeth against the agony until he could bear it no more.

      His head tilted back, and he unleashed an ungodly howl that shook every fiber of his being to the core. Tears poured from his eyes, and he swore right then he would never stop them again.

      Then suddenly, the raging flood of emotion subsided, leaving him almost dizzy. He panted with the effort just to breathe.

      ‘Sophia. Oh, my love. I am so sorry. Forgive me.’
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      Six days had passed since her encounter with the captain in the library and never had Lily felt so lonely. Or at least she would have if her duties hadn’t kept her so busy. In many ways she was thankful for the constant distraction, anything not to dwell on the kiss she would never feel again.

      Had he done it just to punish her? Make her realize what a foolish thing she’d done by kissing him in the first place? Perhaps. Only now she found it near impossible to sleep through the night unless she worked herself to the point of pure exhaustion. If not, she would stare aimlessly up at the ceiling reliving over and over again the way in which Gabriel had touched her back, kissed her neck and near sent her to the floor when he nibbled on her ear. She let out a soft sigh then swallowed.

      And, since when had she began calling him Gabriel?

      The hint of a smile curled one side of her mouth as she glanced around to make sure no one had seen the blush of heat warming her cheeks. Well, they were her private thoughts, so she could call him what she pleased. Couldn’t she?

      Besides, soon she would be away from Etford Park - and from him.

      After talking to Mrs Peel, she had decided to seek employment at a milliners’ shop owned by the cook’s favorite niece, Penelope. According to Mrs Peel, the young woman had married a wealthy fabric merchant and was now one of the most sought-after milliners in all of London. Mrs Peel would give her a letter of introduction and also write to Penelope to ensure she’d be assisted in finding a reputable place to stay. In short, her future seemed set. Anyone else would be happy, excited. So why did she feel so miserable? Oh, don’t be so foolish. He was never meant for her in the first place.

      Shaking off her melancholy thoughts, she lifted the heavy wicker basket onto the old stone wall by the vicarage and caught her breath in the chilly morning air. Not that carrying the assortment of treats for her family was a burden. Courtesy of Mrs Peel and Polly were jams, marmalade, pickles and some of Mrs Peels’ ‘secret recipe’ fruit mincemeat.

      She brushed the lightly fallen snow from the red woolen cover cloth and smiled. Church bells pealed behind her signaling the end of the morning service. Eleven o’clock.

      Although there wasn’t enough time for her to attend the service, being Sunday, staff were permitted to have some free time after chores, as long as they were back before they were required. Lady Cecily wouldn’t need to be dressed for dinner until five o’clock. Although it would only be a few hours respite, she was grateful to visit with her sister and Mama.

      Lady Cecily was a reasonable woman in many regards but kept her in a constant swirl of dressing and undressing. Why on earth would anyone wish to change their attire four times a day? And if it wasn’t for the fact her ladyship had declined to go riding, she would have added another outfit to her daily attire.

      In many ways, the simplicity of only having one dress was a blessing.

      And although not overly fond of her uniform, she had to confess it was far warmer than anything she currently owned. After arriving at Etford with very little, it surprised her how Mrs Godfrey always made sure to provide her with whatever she needed. Yet the woman criticized everything she did – or more precisely, did wrong. But when the old housekeeper discovered she had no decent stockings, by the afternoon three new pairs had been delivered to the kitchen. She often wondered how the housekeeper knew. Never had she been so embarrassed, but exceedingly grateful. In fact, she resolved to be careful with two of the pair and save one set for Stephaney.

      The distinct sound of people yawning echoed along the quiet graveyard beside the church, as tired looking parishioners made their way out into the grey wintery day. Another one of her uncle’s riveting sermons, no doubt.

      Hopefully, Henrietta would still be inside, far too busy meeting with yet another committee – this one for the coming Christmas dance. Though her uncle never fully approved of such festivities, Henrietta seemed to revel in being the centre of attention no matter what the occasion. And from what Annabelle’s mother had told her, it appeared Henrietta hoped to press Lord Etford into hosting the dance at Etford Park this year.

      Shaking her head at her aunt’s grand designs, she wondered just how Henrietta intended to broach the subject to a man who would sooner swallow poison than do anything remotely related to Christmas.

      Two little children dashed past her, dragging a small wooden sled behind them. She smiled at their sparkling laughter. Well, at least there were some who knew how to enjoy themselves.

      Taking no chances on being conscripted into collecting prayer books or cleaning the church floor, she picked up her basket, and made her way to the kitchen door of the cottage before her aunt could spy her near the vicarage.

      Her mama will be so thrilled with the lovely treats, and there was enough to share with her aunt and uncle. She sighed and shook her head. Despite the way her aunt treated her family, she couldn’t bring herself not to be generous with her good fortune. Hopefully mama and Stephaney will make their selections before Henrietta elected to keep the lot.

      Pausing by the small kitchen window, she peered inside and smiled at the sight of her mama at the table, a teapot and cups set beside her.

      But the joy soon faded from her face. Her poor mama sat there laboring with a needle and thread. Was there no end to Henrietta’s constant demands?

      She reached into her pocket and made sure the coins Mrs Godfrey had given her were still there. If only her wages were more - anything to take them away to their own little cottage. But soon…soon she would be earning enough in London and be able to send for her family.

      Then a glint of shiny metal caught her eye.

      On the tip of her mother’s forefinger sat a tiny silver thimble. Papa’s thimble? Her mother had lost it months ago.

      She turned the door knob and pushed, as her mother looked up with eyes red and swollen. Her heart constricted at the sight.

      ‘Lily!’ A basket of mending toppled to the floor from her mother’s lap. She near dropped the hamper as she rushed to greet her dear mama.

      Tears swelled in the corner of her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. ‘Mama. What is it? Why are you crying? And your hands, they are so cold. Have you been outside all morning?’

      Her mother nodded sadly, reached out and gripped her arms tight as though they were all that stood between standing and collapsing to the floor. ‘Stephaney has gone missing again.’

      A chill ran through her body. After Henrietta’s visit a few days ago, she’d searched around the manor gardens with every free moment she could until her mama had sent a message to Etford later that night telling her that her sister had finally returned.

      Never had she been so relieved in her life.

      She swallowed and inhaled a deep breath, desperately trying to subdue her growing anxiety. It would do little good for her mother to see her upset as well.

      ‘It is only early in the day, Mama. Perhaps she is down by the lake on the far side of the village? You know she enjoys feeding the ducks.’

      Her mother gazed into the hearth and shook her head. ‘No, my dearest. This time she has been gone since last night.’

      Hands trembling, she raised them to her mouth. ‘Last night? My God. Are you certain?’

      ‘Yes. I have been out since before dawn looking for her. I had just come back a few minutes before your arrival. Last night, your uncle Linus and even Mr Gleeson tried to find her, but nothing. By midnight it was too cold, and they had to return.’

      Her mother’s drawn, pale countenance bespoke a sleepless night and terrible worry.

      She pulled out a chair from the table and gently lowered her mother’s quivering frame onto it. ‘Sit down, Mama. I will make you some hot tea. You look so tired. You need to rest, and I’ll go looking for Stephaney.’

      ‘No, I must continue to search for her.’

      ‘Mama, please. You can barely stand. Besides, what if she came back and no one was here for her?’ She deftly unpacked the basket, laying the jars of conserves, pickles and relishes on the table. ‘Here, I have brought you some jams from his lordship’s cook, Mrs Peel. It’s not much, but you need to eat something.’

      She dashed across to the bread crock on the sideboard, removed a heavy loaf of brown bread and brought it to the table.

      Her throat tightened, and she kept blinking tears back. She must find her sister, but her mama needed her as well. With an unsteady hand, she sliced two thick pieces of bread and placed them on a small plate.

      She reached over to one of the jars, opened it and scooped out a large portion of orange marmalade before spreading it across the bread. ‘Please, eat something, Mama.’

      ‘I cannot.’ Her mother stared down at the glistening orange confection and sighed as though her heart was breaking. ‘I am so sorry, my dear.’

      She glanced away, refusing the painful urge to cry. Not just for Stephaney, but for everything her family had endured over the past twelve months. Not once had she yelled and screamed, but Lord, did she want to. From the moment she’d arrived at Speckles Wood a torrent of raw emotion had whirled within her, held back only by the thick layer of determination she’d built to suppress it.

      But as she stood there, her mother’s soft sobbing echoing in the quiet kitchen, cracks began to split a once calm facade.

      She snatched up the jar of jam and hurled it at the kitchen wall, where it smashed into dozens of glittering fragments, marmalade oozing down the blackened stonework above the hearth.

      Blast it all! How could her papa die and leave them all alone? He shouldn’t have. Why did he have to go? It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right, and Lord forgive her, but she hated the world at times for making her family suffer so. Once she’d considered most people to have a kindness of spirit about them, but nevermore had she been proven wrong.

      Others simply wanted to take whatever they could from her, until there was nothing left to give. But she would tolerate it no more. Oh, how tired she was of pretending that everything would be all right, when it would never be so.

      She sniffed and inhaled a deep, stuttered breath. No. No more would she allow others to control her future and her chance at happiness. She would leave for London when Lady Stanton returned, take up the position at the millinery store and make a fresh start for her and her family.

      Filled with renewed determination, she turned around and regarded her mother with a steady gaze. ‘Please don’t be sorry, Mama. You are not to blame for Stephaney running away.’ Ignoring the sticky mess around her, she fetched the old kettle from the hearth, poured boiling water into a teapot and added a generous scoop of fragrant tea leaves. Henrietta would usually only let them use a scant teaspoon of leaves at most, but right now she didn’t give a fig for her aunt’s miserly ways.

      Her mother dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief then wiped her nose. ‘When your father passed away, I didn’t know what to do. He had always taken care of most things and I had been content to let him, such was my folly. But, I could never have imagined something so terrible happening to him…to us. I had always known your aunt to be a cold woman, but I never thought she would be so harsh on us. I don’t mind doing all of her tasks, but she shouldn’t be so hard on you girls, especially at this time of year.’

      She poured a strong cup of tea, put it before her poor mother and squatted down in front of her. ‘Stephaney knows you have done your best…we both do. And I don’t believe Henrietta is the problem, at least not all of it. Stephaney misses Papa dearly, though she has never spoken of it. This Christmas will be hard on all of us, Mama. I suppose Stephaney is trying to cope the best way she can.’

      ‘I do miss your papa too, Lily. I miss him dreadfully so.’

      A lump formed in her throat and her eyesight blurred. ‘I miss him too. Now, don’t worry, I’ll find my sister. I promise.’ She reached out and squeezed her mother’s hands then stood up. ‘And, I’m so glad to see that you have found Papa’s thimble. Your poor fingers were suffering terribly.’

      Her mama reached across the table and collected the tiny silver object. ‘It’s the oddest thing. This isn’t Papa’s thimble, though I confess I have looked everywhere for it.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ She reached out and gently took the thimble from her mother. The sides of it were carved with a beautifully intricate vine of ivy leaves. Odd. The pattern somehow seemed very familiar to her.

      Her mother grasped the cup and slowly sipped on the tea. ‘It was a gift. Well, more of a miracle really.’

      ‘Why a miracle?’

      ‘It was a gift from your aunt.’

      The thimble slipped from her fingers and rattled along the floor.

      ‘Oh, Lily. Do have a care. It may be from Henrietta, but it is a lovely little piece. And, I did so need a new one.’

      ‘Sorry, Mama.’ Why would her aunt give such an expensive gift to her mother after all this time? Surely the woman couldn’t have had a change of heart. No. People like her possessed no heart. ‘It is lovely. And you deserve to have something so pretty. I was just taken aback by your news.’

      ‘As was I. Perhaps the Christmas spirit has finally seeped into her after all this time?’

      ‘Then it truly would be a miracle.’ But why hadn’t Henrietta sent word about her sister? The wretched woman had visited her often enough at Etford, on the flimsiest of pretences. She reached up and secured her bonnet, still on her head from the moment she’d arrived. ‘Now, please get warm, Mama. I will see Mr Gleeson and continue looking for Stephaney. Don’t worry, I’ll find her.’
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel’s head ached from the cold, his throat sore and dry. After his horse, Hector had been made lame on the way back to Etford Park, he’d been stranded in the heavy snows late into last night, until he’d managed to get to an inn. Though the place couldn’t offer him a change of clothes, the modest fire in his room had at least allowed him the opportunity to get warm and dry out some of his belongings.

      Earlier in the day, he’d sent his groom ahead with the buggy before the roads become impassable, whilst he insisted on checking the last few derelict farmers’ cottages on the Rosebury estate. Yet, all the while the words of Lord Hoxton had plagued him.

      Why hadn’t Lady Stanton gone to London as she’d planned to?

      Home at last, he handed Hector over to Mr MacCallister, and made his way to the kitchen entrance, rather than walk the long path to the manor’s terrace doors. A slight shiver raced along his skin and his eyes began to burn as he approached the servants’ entrance.

      His boots were ruined, and his clothes had once more become drenched through from the drizzling rain. What he wouldn’t give for a dry shirt and some sleep.

      Peters, his valet, would no doubt have an apoplexy over the state of his attire, but it was getting dark and he was too tired to give a damn who saw him in his present condition.

      He opened the door and was greeted by the stunned silence of his cook and scullery maid, who had stopped mid-task and were staring at him. ‘Good evening, ladies. If you will excuse me.’

      He felt the weight of their disbelieving gazes upon him until he was safely out of the kitchen and into the hallway.

      From the shadows, Thompson alighted from the servant’s stairs, looked up and fumbled with the tray he was carrying. ‘Sir. What are you doing here?’

      ‘As it happens, I live here.’ He continued toward the main hallway, with Thompson following in his wake.

      ‘My apologies, of course, sir. You startled me. I had meant to ask where you have been. We had been expecting you yesterday. His lordship asks about you incessantly. Is everything all right?’

      His father asked about him? He paused and eyed his servant thoughtfully. Had he misheard? Perhaps. He was exhausted to the core.

      ‘Nothing a hot bath and a decent brandy can’t fix.’ Though in truth, his chest ached in a most disagreeable way and his eyesight had begun to blur. He cleared his throat and loosened his stained cravat. ‘Have Peters draw me a bath, will you? In the meantime, I’ll be in the library.’

      ‘Of course, sir. Right away.’

      His thoughts turned to Lily. ‘Where is Lady Cecily?’

      ‘I believe she is upstairs resting, sir. I will inform Mrs Peel that you will be joining her ladyship and his lordship for dinner.’

      ‘Yes. Thank you.’ Odd. His father had been too ill to leave his room since the first day he’d arrived and now the man was eating in the dining room? What on earth had been going on during his absence? He shook his head then regretted it immediately. Blasted headache. ‘And have you seen Miss Bowden at all? I wish to see her in the library.’

      The butler seemed to hesitate before replying. ‘I haven’t been able to locate Miss Bowden for the past four hours, sir. Her ladyship was also asking her whereabouts.’

      ‘Have you tried the servants’ quarters?

      ‘Yes, sir. According to Mrs Peel, she returned late afternoon, as expected, from a visit to her family. And, according to Polly, she seemed most distracted. Shortly after, she was nowhere to be seen, sir. If I may say so, Mrs Godfrey is at wits-end with the girl.’

      A ball of lead settled in his stomach as his mind flooded with gruesome possibilities of what could have happened to Lily. And, if Lady Stanton has had anything to do with her disappearance, he would make the wretched woman pay dearly.

      He let go his cravat, turned and headed toward the main stairs as a wave of dizziness made him reach for the banister. His head began to pound, and heat radiated from beneath his damp shirt. What in hell was wrong with him? Whatever it was, it would have to wait until he found Lily. In the meantime, he would need a dry coat and fresh boots. ‘Thompson. Have Lester bring around my carriage at once.’

      Something was wrong.
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      With soggy skirts clinging, Lily trudged forward through the deepening snow, her boot landing in a deep puddle of slush.

      Lord in heaven! If she had thought her feet cold before, she was gravely mistaken. Icy water splashed up her calf, then trickled into her boot and squelched between her toes. But she couldn’t stop now. Darkness encroached upon the frosty winter landscape, snow beginning to fall in earnest.

      After searching the hills behind the vicarage and most of the village green, she’d returned to Etford Park just long enough to change into her old clothes for fear of ruining her new work dress. Bad enough she would have to explain to Lady Cecily her extended absence, but she shuddered to think what Mrs Godfrey would do if she ruined her new clothes.

      She tightened the worn woolen shawl around her shoulders as the wind whipped up and sliced through the thin pelisse like a knife. Fog billowed from her mouth and her lungs ached with the effort to breathe.

      But none of this discomfort compared to the fear of losing her sister. Determination burned brightly inside, kept her warm enough to carry on.

      The string-tied parcel she carried felt as though it weighed five times heavier than when she first began searching. Inside the waxed paper bundle was a heavy blanket she took from the vicarage – just in case her sister needed warmth immediately.

      The strings had begun to cut through her fine gloves, biting into her skin along with the bitter cold.

      Odd she should find herself wishing for her hands to be colder, just so she couldn’t feel the pain anymore. Lord, she must be losing her mind.

      Perhaps if she just rested a few moments. Just until she caught her breath. But stopping meant running the risk of losing the last remaining light. Thoughts of her poor sister alone and out in the snow for another night was too much to bear. Who would hold her sibling when she had nightmares and sooth her back to sleep? No. She had to keep going.

      She swapped the parcel to her other hand and headed along the road near Etford Park, knowing of a forest glen near the estate Stephaney had explored some months ago. After searching around the village, it was the only other place she could think to look.

      She shuddered as a carriage passed by, its wheels spraying her with little darts of dirty sleet. Oh, couldn’t they see her so close to the road? She paused to wipe her face, only to realize she couldn’t feel her skin at all.

      Fighting the sudden tiredness threatening to overwhelm her, she dragged her near frozen feet through the muddy slush, moving once more to the very edge of the road as the thudding clop of horse hooves approached from somewhere behind her.

      She only hoped the driver would be more considerate than the last. She didn’t need to be sprayed with muck again.

      She glanced up at the team of bay mares trotting past her, heavy clouds of steam billowing from their noses like a powerful steam engine she’d once seen in an exhibition her papa had taken her to in London.

      Through the freezing cold, her chest ached with longing. How she missed her papa.

      ‘Miss Bowden?’

      ‘Yes, yes, I’m moving aside. But there really isn’t anywhere for me to go.’ She kept walking, wishing the carriage occupant to blazes for their impatience.

      ‘Miss Bowden. Lily. For God’s sake, madam, will you stop walking.’

      Captain Holsworthy? She stopped and turned, squinting through the falling snow at the figure coming out of the open carriage door.

      She shivered as icy water trickled down her neck. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I was just about to ask you the same.’

      Drenched and bedraggled, she turned and attempted to continue. Oh, why did he have to see her this way? She was torn between wanting to shout at him for leaving her alone and wanting him to hold her while she pounded against him and poured out her tired heart.

      But, the simple truth was – he had left her. And it hurt.

      Despite her exhaustion, something inside her ordered the command to flee. ‘I’m running an errand. I’m p…perfectly fine.’

      ‘I have never yet taken you for a simpleton, so please don’t force my opinion to alter.’ He reached out and took hold of her arm. ‘Damn, fool of a woman, cease walking at once.’

      She stopped, turned and glared at him. At least, she thought she glared at him. Either that or her eyelids had frozen open. And for the life of her she couldn’t stop her treacherous jaw from trembling. ‘Is…s that s…so? Some m… might think getting into your carriage alone would be foolish.’

      Before she could stutter another word of protest, he wrapped his arm around her waist and lifted her from the ground and into the waiting carriage.

      The soft warmth inside took her breath away and stung like fire against her cheeks.

      He followed behind her, near pushed her onto one of the seats. ‘Sit down.’

      As she ungracefully plonked onto one of the plush upholstered seats, she finally remembered to breathe, the cold air rushing from her lungs.

      ‘There, I’m sitting. Satisfied? But I…I cannot stay.’ Blasted cold making her stutter.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I told you. I have an urgent errand to run.’ She glanced anxiously out the window. The sun was nearly set. ‘Perhaps if you would be just kind enough to take me to where this road meets Heron Forest?’

      ‘You are going nowhere until you tell me what in blazes is going on.’

      ‘Well. If you had been here this past week, then maybe you would know.’

      ‘For God’s sake, know what? I come home after a wretched night in the snow, with a lame horse only to be informed that you had gone astray. Which, by the way, seems to be quite a habit of yours according to Mrs Godfrey.’

      ‘My little sister is missing!’ Anger and exhaustion made the words near choke in her throat. Damn it. She’d promised herself never to cry in front of him. She sniffed back the tears and tried to stand, but her legs cramped painfully, and she fell back down on the seat.

      The silence around her seemed to thicken until she could barely breathe. ‘Forgive me.’ His sincere gaze held hers and for a moment, she found an odd sense of comfort in their deep blue depths.

      She swallowed then cleared her throat. ‘Why apologize? You weren’t to know. In fact, it isn’t your responsibility to know.’ She leaned forward, picked up the parcel and placed it upon her lap. ‘Now, just let me out here, I will continue to look for her.’

      ‘No.’

      ‘But you can’t force me to stay here.’

      ‘We will return to Etford at once, where you will have a bath and change before you expire from the cold. I will take some of my men and we will scour the forest until we find your sister.’

      ‘No.’

      One of his eyebrows rose. ‘Are you always this stubborn when someone tries to help you?’

      ‘I didn’t ask for your help.’

      He reached up, tapped on a hatch within the roof and when it opened, instructed his driver to make haste for Etford Park.

      Catching Lester’s piercing glare just before the hatch closed, she shuddered and rubbed her hands along her arms.

      ‘Look at you.’ A deep sigh escaped him as plucked the gloves from his hands then leaned forward. ‘Give me your foot.’

      A command, not a request. ‘Why?’

      ‘Again, you test my opinion of your intelligence.’

      A severe reprimand died on her lips as his hand reached down beneath her sodden skirts, grasped her ankle and raised her left foot.

      Oh Lord. Her boot was filthy, and wet, and no! He was resting it upon his knee. His breeches would be ruined. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘What does it look like I’m doing?’ His fingers deftly went to work to untie her tattered laces as she tried in vain to remove her foot. ‘Stop your fidgeting for one minute and hold still. There is nothing more you can do for your sister at the moment, so you may as well do as you are told for once. I promise you, once we get to Etford I will not rest until she is found. Traipsing around Heron Forest alone in the dark is dangerous, if not foolish. You would be doing no favors to your sister’s welfare by getting injured or ill.’

      The carriage shunted and ground to a halt. The driver was shouting. Highwaymen? So close to Etford Park?

      Gabriel placed her foot down and reached for a pistol tucked with the satiny folds of the carriage lining.

      ‘Wait here.’

      He had no sooner stepped out than a familiar Scottish brogue sounded from somewhere outside. Mr MacCallister? What was he doing out here?

      Compelled to discover what was halting their return to Etford Park, she reached down to re-tie her laces but found her near frozen fingers unwilling to oblige. Bloody hell.

      She pushed herself up from the seat, wobbled for a moment then crouched forward as she prepared to open the door.

      ‘I told you, you aren’t going anywhere.’ Gabriel stepped inside, grasped her hand and gently nudged her back toward her seat. ‘And, before you attempt to flay me with that glare of yours, you may wish to know your sister has been found alive and well, it seems. Mr MacCallister is on his way to inform your mother and uncle.’ Overwhelmed with relief she fell back against the chair and burst into tears.

      A wry smile met his lips. ‘And, here was I thinking you’d be pleased by the news.’

      She threw the parcel at the wretch and gave him a weary smile. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘For what? I hadn’t the chance to do anything. It is Mr MacCallister you should thank. It appears he found your sister hiding in the manor stables. She’d slept by my favorite hunter, keeping warm in the straw. At this very moment she is in the kitchen eating a huge portion of Mrs Peel’s best jam pudding. Which, I might add, was to be my dessert this evening.’

      ‘Oh my.’ Through her tears she couldn’t help but smile at his remark, but Lord help her, Stephaney was going to get a lecture she wouldn’t readily forget. Her poor heart was yet to recover from the terrible fright. ‘I owe Mr MacCallister a great deal. But as you were prepared to risk your own safety to help her, I feel I owe you my thanks as well. If for nothing else, but the loss of your pudding.’

      ‘Alas, it is a sacrifice I’d be willing to make again, if just to see you smile.’

      Her breath caught, as he flashed a wicked grin then picked up her foot once more. Despite the cold, her body felt curiously warm.

      Damn the man. She’d considered him heartless, unfeeling for kissing her then abandoning her at Etford Park. Now, he was just like the day she’d met him whilst riding. Could she be wrong about him?

      Hope and fear filled her chest but dissipated within moments as he slid her boot off, along with it a tiny trickle of dirty water which ran out and splattered onto the carriage floor.

      Oh, why won’t the heavens open up and swallow her now? Henrietta would kill her at least five different ways when she found out about this.

      The situation could not become any worse.

      Then the site of her drenched woolen stocking landing on the floor confirmed that indeed, matters had become worse. But, the strange thing was, she hadn’t even felt him remove her sock, such as was the numbness of her foot.

      ‘Damn it, Lily. Your feet are like blocks of river ice, and your lips are blue.’

      But as he cradled her foot with his large hands, warmth rushed into the cold flesh of her cheeks instead, the skin there suddenly prickling with heat.

      She should tell him to stop, that what he was doing was inappropriate to say the least, but the words lodged in her throat, refusing to be released. Then for a blissful, decadent moment, she almost allowed herself to enjoy his gentle ministrations.

      ‘Now, you will tell me exactly why you were traipsing through the snow with nothing but that flimsy shawl and coat? You will catch your death of a cold. Didn’t Mrs Godfrey give you new clothes to wear?’

      Her throat tightened in indignation, as she attempted to adjust her pelisse. ‘This happens to be my best coat. I just hadn’t anticipated such a change in the weather this afternoon.’

      ‘It has been snowing heavily for two days, madam.’ Wretch.

      ‘Very well. I didn’t wish to ruin the new clothes you had issued me. I may not have much, but I do appreciate what I am given.’

      ‘So, I see.’ He ran his fingers down the length of her foot and smiled. ‘You have very slender feet, madam.’

      ‘Thank you. No one has ever really noticed before. I take after my mother, I suppose.’

      ‘Firstly, I’m somewhat relieved to hear your feet are not the talk of London. Secondly, your mother is to be congratulated on such exquisite work. And, thirdly, you will never be out in such weather again without good boots and proper attire. I don’t give a fig about the cost. Do you understand? In fact, you will not be walking in this weather again.’

      All she could manage was a short nod as his skillful fingers worked her icy toes, the tingling sensation prickly at first, but she didn’t complain.

      Then as he began to message her ankle and calf, she was filled with warmth of a very different kind. Her heartbeat skipped as his hands massaged further up her leg, his fingers tracing from a sensitive point behind her knee, down to her ankle. Oh, my. Never had she been touched like this - but his hands were trembling.

      Then she noticed him in the dim lamp light.

      ‘Captain?’ His face was pale, very pale. ‘You don’t look at all well.’

      ‘Nonsense. I’m the one assisting you, remember? I’m fine.’ But no sooner had the words left his lips than he began to cough.

      She removed her foot from his hold, leaned forward and touched his forehead with the back of her hand. A fearful chill gripped her body.

      ‘You have a fever, sir.’

      He took her hand, kissed it and smiled, but his eyes were glazed and he appeared to be perspiring. ‘I am merely tired. As I had said, I have been out all night and it has caught up with me.’ He began coughing, louder this time. ‘Though, I am looking forward to a hot bath. Preferably with you in it.’

      ‘Captain!’

      She would have blushed, but he’d passed out.
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      Lester unhitched the horses from the carriage and glanced up at the light-filled windows of the manor. Shadowy figures darted to and fro from floor to floor. No doubt tending to the captain’s ills.

      Damn fool. What had the man been thinking? Chasing after some worthless piece of muslin when he should have just let the baggage freeze. Would have served her right. After all, she did enjoy her ‘walks’.

      He spat on the ground then lead one of the mares over to the stable where that bastard Scot was waiting.

      Hold him back, will he? Well, the next time MacCallister interfered in his business he just might find the cold blade of his dagger between his shoulders.

      The thought of the Scotsman lying in a pool of blood against the white snow sent chills of anticipation hurtling through his veins.

      ‘How did they travel, Lester?’

      He shook off his thoughts and handed MacCallister the reins. ‘How do you bloody well think they travelled? I know my horseflesh. Do you doubt the way I can manage a team?’

      The man eyed him curiously then shook his head and smiled. ‘Nae. Of course not. I was just asking. You know I dinna like to keep the ladies out in the snow for too long.’

      ‘Well, then you might want to take that up with little Miss Bowden. Seems she likes nothing better than to have me running after her every whim. Only, one day, I won’t be able to save her pretty little arse from the cold.’

      He turned his back on the Scot and returned to cleaning down the carriage. Already late, he would be polishing and cleaning until the early hours for sure. Bloody bitch.

      And, now the captain was no better. The man had let himself be managed by some conniving female. Up until now he had been proud to serve a man returned from the war. In fact, he’d tried to enlist once, only to be turned down because he was missing two fingers, one from each hand – ‘souvenirs’ from a childhood spent pick-pocketing in the streets of London.

      Gin-soaked and vicious when riled, Meg didn’t like it when one of ‘her boys’ came back to the old loft empty-handed. On two occasions, he hadn’t been quick enough when she grabbed his hand and hacked at his fingers with a knife. But, only his little fingers, mind. She would never harm the digits that did all the work.
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        * * *

      

      Exhausted, Lily cursed beneath her breath as she stumbled at the top of the stairs.

      Her tired feet ached, and her body craved sleep. The narrow servant’s stairs were treacherous at times and if she wasn’t careful, she would fall and break her neck one day. But for now, her concerns lay with getting fresh sheets and small squares of linen to the captain’s valet, Peters.

      Donald, Thompson and Peters had carried the captain’s limp frame from the carriage and upstairs to his chambers. She’d followed the men as they laid him upon his bed, her stomach twisting as she prayed he was all right. Memories of her poor mother telling her of their father’s death surfaced, but she fought to push them to the back of her mind.

      Gabriel wasn’t dead yet. And she would consign herself to the devil before she’d mourn his passing before time.

      Mrs Godfrey had sent for the village doctor, but apparently the man was out of reach, delivering a baby some two hours from Speckles Wood.

      Once they had settled the captain into his bed, she’d expected the old housekeeper to reprimand her for leaving her post and go looking for Stephaney, but the woman hadn’t mentioned it once. Perhaps Mrs Godfrey had been too angry at the time, and would inform her of her punishment later?

      Without bothering to knock, she pushed against the slightly open door and entered the captain’s room. ‘Mr Peters?’

      Whilst waiting for a reply, she placed the linen on a nearby table and approached the bed. Her breath caught, eyes misted at the sight of the captain lying on the middle of the bed.

      Oh, Gabriel.

      His tousled dark hair contrasted sharply with the fine white sheets, the ruffled collar of his shirts cradling his neck. Sweat glistened on his brow, his face pale tense with the tremors of fever.

      Yet, the room was warm – hot, in fact. Peters had stoked the fire and Gabriel’s body was covered in layers of richly embroidered blankets. From each of the four corners of his bed rose an intricately carved mahogany pillar, connected at the top by long lengths of paler wood and secured by brass fittings. Why would a man who displayed such exquisite taste pretend to be so indifferent to everything around him?

      ‘He had it sent from India.’

      She spun around at the sound of Peters voice. ‘I beg your pardon?’

      ‘You seemed transfixed by the captain’s bed. He had it made for him and shipped back to Etford.’ The man glanced at her and smiled softly. ‘As you can see, he has an eye for beautiful things.’

      She didn’t quite know what to make of his comment, but heat rose to her cheeks. ‘I brought you the sheets you requested.’ She returned her gaze to the figure sleeping in the middle of the bed, her heart aching. His chest rose and fell as though a great weight had been placed upon it and before long she found her own breathing keeping pace. ‘How is he?’

      Peters offered her a meek smile and picked up one of the linen squares before soaking it in a basin of water. ‘I’m afraid it’s far too early to tell, madam. He is very restless but, since he’d returned from the war, he banned me from serving him laudanum to help him sleep. Mrs Peel, however, is brewing some willow bark tea for the fever. I only hope I can get him to swallow some. Other than that, I am not a doctor, and can only treat him to the best of my abilities. I pray it is enough.’

      Feeling useless, she nodded and glanced around the room for some chore to do. ‘I wish to help.’

      ‘There really is nothing much you can do tonight.’

      She reached out and clasped the man’s forearm, her gaze pleading for silent understanding. ‘I must help him. Please.’

      Eyes full of sympathy, Peters patted her hand then took it within both of his. ‘Very well. You may come back later tonight and sit with him for a time whilst I have a short rest.’

      She reached up, wiped a tear from the corner of her eye and nodded. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Now, if you will excuse me, I must change the captain’s clothes and sheeting. His perspiration has soaked these ones right through.’

      ‘Yes, Yes of course. Thank you, again. I will have Mrs Peel prepare a supper tray for you. It would seem no one wishes to attend the dining room this evening.’

      He sighed. ‘It’s as if the household is in the grip of mourning yet another loss. Even his lordship had ventured to ask his son’s condition. Most peculiar. And, if you will forgive my impertinence, he seemed gravely concerned. These past few days his lordship seemed to have taken a turn for the better. In fact, apart from attending dinner with Lady Cecily and sitting in his library instead of staying in bad, he has been almost well…pleasant.’ He placed the damp cloth upon Gabriel’s head. ‘In any event, I am not one to give up hope so easily. The captain is a very resilient man. Do try and get some rest, Miss Bowden. You look very tired, my dear.’

      Though she’d only met Peters on a few occasions, she appreciated his courteous manner and gentlemanly way. Never once had he threatened her, complained or spoken out of turn. What was more, she trusted him.

      Gabriel was in good hands.

      Out in the hall, she slumped against the wall and inhaled a deep breath. Exhausted. That’s what she was. Yet despite the events of late that afternoon, Mrs Godfrey had expected her to carry on with her duties as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

      She, on the other hand, desired nothing more than collapsing on her bed and sleeping until Christmas.

      Christmas! Lord. It was a week away and she hadn’t even begun to make Henrietta’s cakes and puddings. But, oddly enough, she no longer cared. The captain lay ill from fever, her sister needed her and here she was worrying about feeding a group of women who all had the etiquette of circus monkeys. No more. Come tomorrow, she would send word to her aunt that she no longer had the time to bake or polish or clean. Nothing else mattered than those she cared about. Every spare moment not tending to her duties would be spent tending to the care of…just what was he to her?

      Her lord? Her suitor? Her lover? Blast it all, she had no idea and was too tired to think. What she did know was from the moment he passed out in the carriage, she’d never felt so guilty in her life and would never forgive herself if he were to… no, she refused to think the worst. Not now. Not ever. She couldn’t bear losing someone she loved again.

      She gasped and placed her hand on her chest, the rapid beating of her heart pulsing beneath her fingertips.

      Good heavens. She loved him? What was she to do? Her mind spun with the revelation. How could she have allowed herself to fall for the man? Impossible. He was heir to a vast estate and she was nothing more than a penniless girl in servitude.

      She could never have someone like him. ‘Are you all right, Miss?’

      Polly appeared from the servant’s stairs, carrying a tray laden with food. She was an odd girl, possibly only one and twenty at most, but looked much older. Such, she supposed was the life of a scullery maid.

      She nodded and pushed herself from the wall, praying her countenance didn’t betray her thoughts. ‘Yes. I was just resting a moment. It’s been a very long day.’

      ‘Hasn’t it though. Not made easier by you disappearing all the time, I must say.’

      Made contrite by the woman’s valid comment, she swallowed and met her eye. ‘I am sorry, Polly. It wasn’t very fair of me, but there was nothing for it. My sister had gone missing. Haven’t you ever worried about a brother or sister?’

      ‘No. Don’t have any. At least, none that I know of. I was an orphan, you see. I came to work at Etford Park when I was just twelve.’

      ‘Oh, I’m so sorry.’

      The girl shrugged and adjusted the tray. ‘Don’t be. It’s a far cry better here than in the workhouse.’

      ‘Please. Let me take that for you. It’s the least I can do.’

      The girl smiled and handed over the heavy load. ‘That’s very good of you. I didn’t mean what I said just now.’

      ‘Say no more. Is this for Lady Cecily?’

      ‘Yes. Poor thing. She has barely touched a bite these past few weeks. Not good for a woman in her condition not to eat.’

      ‘Condition?’

      Polly appeared suddenly uncomfortable and lowered her voice. ‘I thought you knew? No? Lady Cecily is with child, at least that’s what I overheard Lady Stanton telling Mrs Godfrey. Poor Master Henry’s I’d say. That’s why the captain has offered to marry her. But, Lord, imagine losing two fiancées within a month? You’d begin to feel like you were cursed, wouldn’t you? But the captain, will pull through. He has to, eh? Not good for a woman of her station to be unmarried and carrying a babe.’

      A cold, numb sensation swept across her body at the news. ‘No. No, of course not.’

      A sudden tremor shook her jaw. Gabriel was to marry someone else.

      Her heart ached where there had been elation just moments before and her body began to shake. She must end her time at Etford Park. No longer would she be able to gaze upon Gabriel without fear of her heart breaking.

      ‘Here, you sure you’re all right? You look a bit pale, Miss.’

      She held the tray tight. ‘I’m fine. Just a little tired. You go back downstairs and have your supper and I’ll see Lady Cecily gets this tray.’

      Polly look relieved. ‘Thank you, miss. And good luck with it. I’ve already tried once, but her ladyship sent me away. And, you know Mrs Peel don’t like it when people won’t eat.’

      The scullery maid turned and disappeared down the shadowy hall toward the stairs.

      For what seemed like forever, she stood there, tray in hand, as she built the courage to face the very person who would be Gabriel’s wife. She wanted to be angry at the woman, furious for taking away what belonged to her. But he had never truly been hers.

      She closed her eyes and swallowed the urge to cry.

      Foolish girl. Only had herself to blame. She’d allowed herself a glimpse at what happiness could be, but instead fell in love when she had no right to.

      Miracles weren’t meant for people like her. Papa’s death had taught just how cruel life could be, but she hadn’t learned the lesson, until now.

      Blinking back the tears she slowly headed further down the hallway then stopped by the two large white carved doors that led to where Lady Cecily was staying. The apartments, furnished in various shades of rose and cream, had once belonged to Captain Holsworthy’s mother, Lady Etford.

      She tapped gently upon the door, turned the handle and pushed. ‘Lady Cecily?’

      In the dimly lit room, her mistress lay on the edge of the enormous bed, her back turned to her. She appeared to be crying.

      Slowly, she walked further into the room then paused near the armoire. ‘Is there anything I can do, my lady?’

      Her Ladyship shook her head and raised her hand to dismiss her. ‘No. Thank you. I am retiring early for the evening. I will see to getting changed myself, if you don’t mind.’

      Something was wrong.

      ‘Would you care for this supper tray?’

      ‘No.’ Her ladyship’s voice had turned harsh. ‘Now, would you please leave?’

      What had she done? ‘Yes, my lady.’

      She turned and slowly walked past a small table which had several very fine sewing items set out on it beside an ebony embroidery hoop and a blue velvet basket. A shiny pair of silver scissors caught her eye. They reminded her of the set in the Rose Parlor downstairs, only these were a little smaller, as if used for travelling.

      She stopped, heart in her throat.

      Ivy leaves. Each part of the sewing set was carved with tiny bands of Ivy leaves shaped into the letter ‘E’ – the Etford family design.

      Her mother. The thimble.

      Near shaking, she left the room, closed the door behind her and covered her mouth.

      Oh, Henrietta. What have you done?
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      Yawning, Lily paused by the small opening in the kitchen door and spied a familiar figure sitting at the kitchen table.

      Stephaney?

      Her eyes widened in disbelief. Lord no. If Mrs Godfrey found her sister here, the woman would have both their necks. After last night she was on dangerous ground already.

      She pushed open the door and walked in. A wooden spoon clattered on the polished tiled floor, echoing in the sudden silence. She didn’t know who appeared more shocked by her arrival – Stephaney or Mrs Peel.

      Resting her hands on her hips, she sighed and issued her sister a firm glare. ‘Stephaney. I am dearly running out of patience with you. You cannot keep doing this. Everyone has been fraught with worry. My poor feet are still half chilled from last night. Honestly, I have a mind to put you over my knee this instant. What on earth are you doing here?’

      Oblivious to her concern, her sister grinned, mouth trimmed with a glistening ring of treacle from the bun she was eating. How could the girl eat, when her own stomach was still tied in knots from the last fright she’d given her?

      Wait. Stephaney was smiling?

      She blinked in disbelief and approached the kitchen table. But she wasn’t seeing things. No. Stephaney really was smiling, her blue eyes sparkling with a type of mischief she hadn’t seen since their papa passed away. The revelation caused her knees to weaken and she slowly sat down in a chair opposite her sibling.

      Then as if she hadn’t a care in the world, her sister pushed a plate of cakes across the table toward her. Her fingers trembled as she reached out and touched the edge of the plate. Was she still asleep and dreaming this? She didn’t know and didn’t care. Her sister was happy for the first time in nearly a year.

      ‘Good morning, Lily. Would like some breakfast? Mrs Peel makes the best treacle buns and jam tarts.’ Her sister swallowed a large mouthful then glanced away, a little sheepish. ‘Not that I don’t like your cooking, of course.’

      Her eyes misted, but she couldn’t hold back a wide smile. ‘Little fibber. I’m an atrocious cook. But what are you doing here? You cannot simply come and go here as you please.’

      Stephaney nodded, picked up a glass of milk and drank near half. ‘Yes, I can.’

      ‘Oh, for goodness sake. You can’t. It was very kind of Mrs Peel to look after you last night, but you were supposed to return home – and stay there. Mama doesn’t need to be looking for you every minute of the day. Do you have any idea how much worry you caused everyone? Besides, Mrs Godfrey will have my hide if she finds you here.’

      Stephaney shrugged and continued devouring the sticky bun, talking between mouthfuls.

      She groaned but tried not to laugh. Maybe Henrietta was right in some ways. Her sister needed to refine her manners.

      ‘But, Lord Etford said I may come here any time I choose, and that I may stay for as long as I wish.’

      She rested her head against her hand and rubbed her forehead. ‘You are imagining things, my dear. Have you told Mama you were coming here? You can’t simply keep leaving the vicarage without telling her where you are going. You have had all of us sick with worry about you. And I think, since you are here now, we need to talk about something.’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘Dearest. I know since we arrived at the vicarage you have had trouble accepting our papa is gone.’

      Her sister put down her food and met her eye. She had fully expected Stephaney to try to flee from her or become upset, or worse…say nothing at all.

      But, no. Her sibling was paying her full attention.

      ‘I understand he is gone, Lily. I didn’t want to. I didn’t mean to cause so many problems. I just wanted him to come back.’ Stephaney’s eyes glistened, but she didn’t cry. ‘But, I know now that Papa didn’t want to leave me. He did love me, didn’t he?’

      Her eyes blurred, fingers trembled as she reached out and held her sister’s hand. ‘Oh, yes, he loved you so very much.’

      Stephaney smiled softly and nodded.

      ‘In fact, I recall the day you were born. Papa was so happy, wandering throughout the house whistling that little tune he loved. He said he had a wonderful surprise for me. And naturally, I thought he had bought me the puppy I had always wanted. But when he brought you into the parlor all wrapped up in mama’s best knitted shawl I thought you were a doll and told him so. You see I already had several dolls and was rather disappointed you weren’t the puppy.’

      Stephaney’s eyes brightened, and she let out a small giggle.

      The joyful sound sent goose bumps along her skin and filled her breast with incredible warmth. And heaven help her if she didn’t want to cry again. If she received nothing else this Christmas, her sister’s smile was present enough.

      Stephaney twisted her fingers together and bit her bottom lip, just as she did whenever she was worried or anxious. She had never noticed before.

      ‘Papa hadn’t been disappointed that I was a girl?’

      She waved her sisters remark away and grinned. ‘Hardly. And when you were old enough, you would sit on papa’s lap and look at the pictures in the newspapers he brought home. You had a fascination for anything mechanical or driven by steam, and papa would sit patiently explaining to you how the engines worked.’

      Stephaney wiped her nose and sighed but gone were the grey shadows that had haunted her sister’s eyes. ‘I miss Papa, Lily. I told Lord Etford so too.’

      Her brow furrowed. ‘You did?’

      Her sister reached out for hand. ‘Come. You must meet him.’ Oh, good Lord. Her sister hadn’t been joking with her.

      A knock at the back door had Mrs Peel rushing over to see who it was. As the door opened a familiar smile greeted her.

      ‘Mama!’ Stephaney near leapt from her chair and ran to their mother. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I might ask you the same, young lady. Or have I lost two girls to the charms of Captain Holsworthy?’

      Her cheeks blazed as Mrs Peel gave a hearty chuckle. Why did mothers have a talent for embarrassing their children? But her reaction had little to do with her mama’s tease. Inside she hurt with the knowledge that Gabriel will be wed soon, but she didn’t have the will to spoil her mother’s cheerful disposition by revealing her heartache.

      ‘You must be Mrs Bowden? Miss Stephaney has told me so much about you.’ Mrs Peel gestured her mother to sit down. ‘Do come in and sit awhile. I’ll put on a fresh pot of tea.’

      Her mother smiled but shook her head. ‘Thank you, but I must decline. My brother’s wife had sent me on an errand, and as Mr Gleeson was kind enough to take me in the buggy, I’d thought to collect my youngest daughter.’

      ‘You knew she was here?’ She gave her mother a tender hug.

      ‘I had suspected it for a while now. But after Mr MacCallister found her here last night, I knew she would come here again. And before you attempt to complain, Stephaney, being here isn’t appropriate in the least.’

      ‘But, Mama. I’m not intruding. Indeed, his lordship and I play cards and chess, though he is such a terrible cheat.’

      Her mother paled. ‘Stephaney. You can’t say that about him.’

      Stephaney licked a trace of treacle from her finger. ‘Oh, he doesn’t admit it, but he knows it’s true.’

      Mama rolled her eyes; no doubt wishing the earth to open and swallow her. ‘Regardless, you will come with me now. If Lord Etford wishes you to visit, then he should send you an invitation as is proper.’

      She stifled a giggle as her sister pulled a face and slowly stood by her mother’s side.

      The glint of her mama’s wedding band suddenly reminded her of what she’d seen in Lady Etford’s bedroom. ‘Mama, may I ask you something?’ She leaned in and lowered her voice a little. ‘Do you by chance have that silver thimble with you? The one Henrietta gave as a gift?’

      Her mother’s brow furrowed a little. ‘I do, in fact. After misplacing your father’s one, I have taken to carrying this one with me always. Why?’

      How could she tell her mama Henrietta was a thief who had put her family’s good name at risk? Not that the woman’s terrible actions were a far cry from everything else she’d done.

      ‘May I have it, please? I can’t explain right now but believe me when I tell you Henrietta did not buy it.’

      Her mother’s eyes widened on a gasp. ‘Wretched woman. How could she?’ She reached into her reticule and withdrew her hand closed tight. ‘Here, take it. But what are you going to do?’

      Ensuring no one had seen, she took the thimble from her mother then slipped it into her pocket.

      ‘Return it.’
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        * * *

      

      What a nightmare.

      Gabriel’s head ached, his body stiff and sore. Though certainly not the first time he’d suffered severe ailment, this time had been different. When he’d been wounded, his only concern had been his men. He had felt damned useless just lying there on the battlefield, his horse dead beside him.

      Almost every day since, he’d awaken each night, the horrific visions never once leaving him in peace.

      Except this time. No longer had he dreamed of death and destruction, of reliving the events he could never hope to change. This time he’d dreamed of Lily.

      Many times, he’d tried to wake up, only to feel as though he was on a ship in rough seas. He vaguely recalled opening his eyes once or twice, but the room had swayed, and he closed them again. A part of his fever? He wasn’t certain. Though he swore at one point he had seen Lily there sitting beside him, her sweet face lined with worry.

      She was holding his hand and talking to him. But damned if he could recall what she’d said. She looked as though she’d been crying. Whatever it was, it gave him a terrible feeling in his gut. Something was telling him she’d come to say goodbye.

      Had he merely imagined her there?

      Finally, he forced himself to blink his eyes open. Hell. The lamp light next to him felt like the Indian sun, the brightness sending shocking waves of pain hurtling through his mind. His mouth was incredibly dry, his rasping tongue a strange and foreign sensation. Where was he?

      He tried to view his surroundings, but hell if he couldn’t focus on any of the large dark blotches around him.

      ‘Gabriel. Can you hear me?’

      His brow furrowed. ‘Lily?’

      ‘No. I’m afraid not. It’s Cecily.’

      He nodded slowly and breathed through the aching pain as he attempted to sit up, his head now pounding with a headache worthy of his best brandy-filled night in London. ‘Water, please.’

      A glass was placed into his hand, which he then raised to his mouth and drank with an almost unquenchable thirst. When finished, he lowered his hand and licked his parched lips. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘You’re welcome. I was wondering when you’d wake up. You’ve had us all very worried for two days now.’

      He stared at Cecily until his blurry vision finally focused into place. ‘What happened? I recall being in the carriage, helping Miss Bowden find her young sister then, nothing.’

      ‘You had a terrible fever. At first, we had to make do without the village doctor, and the snow was too heavy to send to London. But he managed to come late last night. He felt perhaps you had already been through the worst of it, but he would check on you again today. I merely told him you were too stubborn let it get the better of you. He left you some laudanum should you need it, but he said all we could really do was wait.’

      ‘No…no laudanum. Can’t abide the stuff.’

      She smiled, but there was a distinct sadness in her eyes. ‘I don’t blame you. Makes me ill every time I take it.’

      He laid his head back against the pillow, sucked in a deep breath and tried to make sense of his situation. He recalled being in the carriage with Lily. They were smiling, laughing in fact – something he hadn’t done for a very long time.

      ‘What time is it?’

      Her figure swished past him and stopped by the window then he was blinded by glary light steaming into the room. Good God. He closed his eyes and groaned. Who’d have thought the grey-skied gloom of winter could be so bright?

      ‘I’m sorry. Too much light? I never did make a very good nurse. And, to answer your question, it’s almost ten o’clock in the morning. But, you might be more curious to know what day it is.’

      ‘Day?’

      ‘You have been unconscious for just over two days now. It’s December twenty-first.’

      ‘Yet I’m sure nothing has changed for lack of my presence.’

      ‘Oh Gabriel, why so harsh? You’d be surprised to learn your father has been asking about you.’

      He sat himself up higher in the bed and stifled a groan. ‘No doubt wondering where the hell I am.’

      ‘On the contrary. He seemed very concerned about you. Even last night he was sitting in the library til after midnight and spoke with the doctor personally. He demanded that if the fellow couldn’t help you, then he must find someone else who could.’

      His father was concerned about him? Why the sudden change of heart? ‘You hold me astounded, Cecily. What other news?’

      ‘My mama returned early from London last night. I’m so glad to see her.’

      London? He wondered if she really knew her dear mama was only a few hours ride away at Lord Petherbridge’s estate or had she believed the woman’s lies?

      ‘She is most fortunate, indeed. Considering most would have much difficulty in passing the roads during this weather.’

      ‘I suppose so.’ Her gazed faltered as she moved to the bed and sat down and the edge. His body near recoiled at her actions, not knowing what to do. ‘But, I’m afraid there is other news which I feel I must tell you.’

      Dressed in a familiar blue gown, Cecily gazed sorrowfully at him, her pale face etched with worry. All of a sudden it was if time had stood still and they were standing in the orangery of Etford Park, as she told him she was marrying his brother.

      He closed his eyes for a brief moment, overwhelmed as a gambit of emotions rushed back to greet him.

      ‘As I had mentioned, Mama had returned early and after dinner we had decided to retire to the Rose room to catch up on news. Mama had been walking ahead of me and when she entered the room she found your maid Polly most distressed.’

      ‘On what account?’

      ‘On account she’d caught Miss Bowden stealing from the house. Seems the girl had found Miss Bowden in possession of a silver thimble, one that had belonged to your late mother. Mama had also claimed to see the thimble in her hand as she entered the room.’

      ‘You’re lying.’ Sharp and meant to wound, his words bit hard.

      She gasped and took a step back.

      ‘Regardless of our past, I would never lie to you, Gabriel. As it turns out, Mrs Godfrey later discovered all sorts of items tucked away in Miss Bowden’s room. Naturally, at first Mama wanted the girl arrested for her crimes, then decided it best not to, knowing how much his lordship despises scandal.’

      ‘And who decided that your mother should make such a decision? Where was my father?’

      ‘I’m not certain. It was all hushed up very quickly. All I do know is that Mrs Godfrey had dismissed the girl at once without wages. I’m sorry, Gabriel. I didn’t tell you this to hurt you, but I suspect you have some feelings for this woman and felt you should know who she really is.’

      He pushed back the covers, ignoring the fact he was dressed in a long shirt and little else. Grunting as his sore muscles were put into use, he moved his legs to the side of the bed and waited for his balance to return. ‘My feelings, few as they are, are none of your affair, madam.’

      ‘I see.’ Her eyes misted over as she nodded and left his bedside. ‘Then, perhaps that knowledge helps to make what I have to say to you just that little bit easier.’

      His brow furrowed.

      ‘Gabriel, I’m not with child.’

      A hot ripple of sensation, half relief, half disappointment, ran the course of his body at her announcement. Though he no longer cared for Cecily, he would have welcomed the child of his late brother. But now that chance was gone.

      ‘Are you certain?’

      ‘Quite.’ She turned and approached his sideboard. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I think I shall have some of your cognac. Don’t get up, I’ll help myself.’ She reached for a glass, splashed a little of the liquor into it and sighed.

      Was she really telling him the truth? He’d been so deceived in the past, and found it difficult to believe her. Though, he couldn’t stop a small part of him feeling sad on her behalf.

      ‘I am sorry, Cecily. Your mama will be less than pleased when she finds out.’

      ‘To hell with Mama. She has caused enough complications in my life.’ She sipped on the brandy, mustered a stiff smile and rested her backside against the sideboard.

      He stretched his neck then flexed his hands. ‘Are you deeply upset with the news?’

      She touched her stomach softly and sighed. ‘In some ways, at first. But I suspect Nature knew I’m hardly mother material. Besides, if there had been a child, my marrying you would have utterly destroyed what little friendship we have left, and we would have both been miserable. Or perhaps more miserable than we already are.’ She raised her glass to him in salute then drank the remains of her brandy.

      ‘Cecily, despite our past, you know I would have stood by you and Henry’s baby.’

      She laughed, but her eyes glistened. ‘Oh, please don’t try to be noble. Not now. It wasn’t as if Henry ever loved me. And, I know what you’re thinking, but I’m not a complete fool. A child at least would have been something I could have loved and had love me back.’ She placed down her glass on the table, reached into her reticule and removed a small bundle of what appeared to be letters. ‘I was nothing more to him than a shiny bauble, a new toy that you had, and he desperately wanted.’

      Guilt pricked his conscience. ‘I should have fought harder for you.’

      She shook her head and slowly walked toward the bed. ‘No. You had risked everything for me, and I turned you away. I was undeserving of your love and allowed myself to be lead. For that I have no one to blame but myself. When I pushed your affection aside for your brother and everything he offered, I gave away my right to your heart forever. And, for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.’

      His heart suddenly ached, not with hate but the urge to let go some of the pain it held inside, and it took his breath away. He gazed into her eyes and saw the reflection of his own tortured soul. They had both been to hell, they had merely walked different paths getting there. ‘Well. For what it’s worth, I forgive you.’

      Her shoulders sagged a little, as if a tremendous weight had been lifted from them. ‘Thank you, Gabriel. Hearing that from you means so much to me.’ She reached out, gently took his hand and pressed the pile of papers into his palm.

      ‘And now that I am no longer attached to Henry in any way, I feel it best for me to leave Etford Park, don’t you? The weather is too harsh to go all the way to London, so I’m leaving for Lord Petherbridges estate in the morning with Mama. Please don’t think poorly of me, Gabriel. I wish you every happiness, I really do. All I ask is that you find someone worthy of you.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Need I be more explicit? Very well. I’m not blind. You have developed more than a mere tendre for Miss Bowden. I think you in love with her.’

      He bristled at the notion. ‘I told you, my affairs are none of your concern.’

      ‘Deny it if you wish. I still care for you as a friend, and I am only looking out for your welfare. The girl and her thieving family are beneath the heir to Etford. Find someone with proper breeding, with money and position, someone who will make you an acceptable wife.’

      A wry smile curled his lips. ‘I already tried that once.’ He picked up her hand, raised it to his lips and lightly kissed it before letting it go. ‘Good bye, Cecily.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      Alice Peel sat at the kitchen table, a frown where her smile should be. She was rarely sad for very long. Her mother had always taught her that life was too brief to dwell on misery. Not easy for some perhaps, but she’d had a hard life and it was that conviction alone that had seen her through some terrible times.

      When Mr Peel passed away, she’d only been a young girl - wed just two years. She’d never found out what had killed her beloved Thomas. She’d merely woken up one morning to find his body lying next to hers, cold and lifeless.

      She never did marry again. Oh, not that she didn’t want for company at times, but Tom had been her love and carrying his name made her happy.

      ‘Are ye all right, lass?’

      Lost deep in her thoughts, she hadn’t heard Donald come into the kitchen. She picked up her cup, sipped some tea then cleared her throat. ‘I still don’t believe Lily would steal from the captain.’

      It had been two days since Mrs Godfrey has dismissed Lily from service on the grounds she’d stolen from the house. Ridiculous! Yet, the poor girl didn’t deny the claim. In fact, she’d said nothing at all in her own defense.

      Mrs Godfrey had told them later that Lady Stanton had insisted that as the item had been recovered there would be no reason to report Lily as a thief. Better to keep the matter quiet to save his lordship any scandal.

      Maybe so, but the whole matter didn’t sit well with her at all.

      He pulled out a chair and sat down opposite her. ‘Aye. I dinna believe it myself. But, why would Polly lie about such a thing? And, Lady Stanton had been there as well.’

      ‘Are you saying you believe that uppity woman who wouldn’t know a smile if it bit her on her aristocratic backside?’ Riled, she stood from the table and crossed her arms.

      ‘Lady Stanton? Of course not. Come now, dinna worry yourself, lass. I’m just thinking out loud.’

      ‘Well you can just stuff those thoughts back into your foolish head.’

      ‘Alice. Think about it. According to Mrs Godfrey, they had both caught Lily alone in the Rose room with the thimble in her hand.’

      She shook her head, signed and slowly sat back down. ‘I know. But what if she was putting it back?’

      ‘Putting it back?’ He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. ‘But, if that were true, why had it gone missing in the first place? All the servants know Lady Etford’s belongings were to never be touched. If she had need of a thimble, there are plenty in the workroom. Why didn’t Lily say a word, when she was given the chance to explain?’

      ‘I wish I knew. Lord, I wish I knew.’

      He scratched his forehead and met her eye. ‘There’s one other thing. Lester claims Lily had taken something from the carriage the night Captain Holsworthy was brought in ill.’

      Gob-smacked, anger rose in the pit of her belly for the first time since, since she couldn’t recall. ‘Lester? The very same man who threatened the poor girl harm on her first day here? As if he’d be a reliable source. You yourself know there’s something not right about the man. The way he stares at a woman. Give me the willies, it does. He’s got the devil in him, make no mistake. Besides, whatever it was he claims Lily stole, he probably took it for himself and found someone else to take the blame.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Donald took a tiny object from his pocket, held it for a moment in his palm then returned it. ‘Aye, lass. You’re probably right.’

      ‘Of course, I’m right. And I don’t want to hear anything more about that wretched man. Lily is innocent and that’s all there is to it.’

      He’d wanted to tell Alice about the ring, but the distress in the sweet lass’s eyes told him she didn’t need any more heartache today.

      It seems Polly had given Lester the captain’s family ring to return. She’d claimed to have found it whilst cleaning Lily’s dress the morning after the carriage incident.

      At first, he’d insisted Lester return it himself, but the man refused to handle it as he felt he would be blamed for its theft and that the ‘stupid girl’ should be punished.

      Lester was nothing but a bloody coward.

      He stood, approached his dear friend and gave her a gentle hug. ‘I’m sure the truth will be found out, love.’

      Alice rested her head upon his chest and let out a deep sigh. ‘I hope so, Donald. I do hope so.’

      He released his hold as the back door opened and Polly came in from the snow, her arms struggling with an enormous basket of vegetables and goods from the village.

      ‘Come on, Alice. Give us a hand, won’t you? These things are so heavy. Hope his lordship is happy with those parsnips. Getting harder to get quality produce now. Too bloody cold. Though, I think we have bottled more than enough preserves to get us by if the weather should worsen.’ The woman paused and looked up. ‘What’s the matter? You never frown? Are you feeling all right?’

      ‘I’ll take that for you.’ He grasped the basket handle, lifted it and placed the vegetables upon the kitchen table. ‘I had better leave you ladies to it. I’m sure you both have much to do before tomorrow. Hard to imagine though, that his lordship had agreed to host a Christmas dance at Etford.’

      ‘I know. But isn’t it exciting?’ Polly beamed, her eyes glittering with an odd kind of anticipation.

      ‘Exciting is not the word I’d use at the moment.’ Alice shook her head at the girl.

      Polly grimaced. ‘Good heavens, Alice. You were the one always wishing that his lordship would hold another one of his famous parties. For years, since I’d started working here, you have mentioned little else. I thought you of all people would be pleased.’

      ‘I would be. I mean, I am. But I don’t think it was all his lordships’ idea. That busybody, Henrietta Talbot has been in his ear, you mark my words. Came here early this morning, the vicar trailing along behind her. Lucky for her, his lordship is an early riser. The cheek of it all. Then, as grand as you please, she sat in the Green Room grinning like a cat who’d got the mouse.’

      He rested his back against the kitchen door. ‘But, why would his lordship hold a party just to please that silly woman?’

      ‘Well, from what I understand, Mrs Talbot made a huge fuss over the effort her husband and their congregation had done in praying for the captain’s swift recovery. Then she hinted quite heavily that now the captain is indeed well, by holding the Christmas dance at Etford Park, his lordship would be generously bestowing his thanks to the church. How could the man say no?’

      Polly brushed away Alice’s comments with a flick of her hand. ‘I still think it’s a wonderful idea. Imagine. Music. Dancing. Pretty gowns.’

      Alice rolled her eyes. ‘And you’ll be in the kitchen with me. Cooking. Cleaning. Scrubbing pots.’

      Polly frowned then her smile returned. ‘Well, whatever you say, I think it’s almost like one of those Christmas miracles I read about in the gazette. You know, they print those short stories and something wonderful always in them this time of year. People should get what they’ve always hoped for, don’t you think? In any case, I haven’t helped with such a grand function before. Mrs Godfrey said we will be getting at least a dozen servants to help out.’

      Alice raised an eyebrow and began sorting through the various root vegetables in the basket. ‘And just where did his lordship intend to get help so close to Christmas? The roads to London will be two feet under snow by now.’

      Polly shrugged lightly. ‘Lester said that Lord Kingston’s housekeeper was pleased to loan us some of their staff, as his lordship was in Spain for the winter.’

      Alice sighed and wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. ‘Well then, I suppose we’d better get organized then. We’ve got a lot of baking to do.’

      Alice glanced up at him and he did his best to give her a reassuring smile before he opened the door and walked out into the freezing afternoon.

      He didn’t know what was going on, but instinct told him something just wasn’t right.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Another caked burnt?’ Henrietta prodded the singed fruit cake with the tip of her finger and grimaced. ‘I know what you are playing at, my girl and I will not stand for it.’

      Lily wiped sticky cake batter from her hand and surveyed the damage. The vicarage kitchen resembled a battle zone, the casualties all lined up along the side board.

      So far, she managed to burn three fruit cakes, put salt into the jam tarts instead of sugar and her gingerbread was so hard it could be used instead of a brush to scrub the kitchen floor.

      But she didn’t care.

      Most times, despite her lack of talent, she’d at least attempt to try her best, but her heart simply wasn’t in it. No. Her heart had also been burnt, the ashes scattered to the wind.

      Since her dismissal from Etford Park, her aunt had wasted little time in having her ensconced in the kitchen making up for ‘lost time’.

      ‘I didn’t intend to ruin it, aunt. The oven seems to bake much hotter at the back, and there’s not much room…’

      ‘Always excuses. I suppose we can just trim off the offending side and hope no one notices. Actually, mark that one for Mrs Henry. The dear has bad eyesight and won’t be able to tell…’

      Until the poor woman takes a bite.

      ‘…Now, do get those mince pies done soon, as I would like to take a tray to the Christmas dance tomorrow night. Oh, did I mention that Lord Etford has graciously offered to host the dance this year instead of Mr Wetherby?’

      ‘He has?’ The woman had to be lying. Either that or she’d been drinking Uncle Linus’s sherry again. Lord Etford detested Christmas.

      Henrietta gave her broadest grin, clearly unable to contain herself of the incredible news. ‘In truth, I wasn’t quite certain he would, but when your uncle and I paid a visit to the manor to check on the captain this morning I mentioned how wonderful it would be to celebrate the captain’s good health with a dance.’

      Her heart leapt. ‘The captain is well?’

      ‘Indeed. And I’m certain our parish prayers played a large part in it. I mentioned this to his lordship in passing, and he felt the dance a fitting way to thank the townsfolk for their heartfelt concern.’

      She slumped onto a chair, closed her eyes and let out a deep sigh of relief. Gabriel was alive and well. Thank the heavens. After the incident in the Rose room, she’d been dismissed immediately and hadn’t the opportunity to check on him one last time.

      But, she’d no right calling him Gabriel anymore. Now, he was the ‘captain’ again.

      ‘Honestly, girl. This is no time to sleep. Get up. There is much to be done.’ Henrietta turned to leave but paused. ‘You are aware naturally, that your presence at Etford Park for the dance will not be required…given the circumstances.’

      She nodded and swallowed hard.

      When she’d arrived back at the vicarage last night, bag in hand, she hadn’t quite known what to expect from Henrietta. For the longest time she’d stood there silent, whilst Henrietta sat in her armchair by the fire, reading a long letter from Mrs Godfrey. After which, the woman had merely sighed.

      She’d almost fainted just from the anticipation of her aunt’s tirade. But none had come. Despite the fact it had been her aunt who had ‘gifted’ poor mama the wretched thimble in the first place, Henrietta would have had ample opportunity to blame its theft on her somehow.

      But, she hadn’t. Just why, left her curious and quite uneasy.

      There had been little point in trying to explain the situation to Mrs Godfrey, considering Polly had discovered her with the thimble in hand. Besides, if she had tried to accuse her aunt, who would have believed her? A vicar’s wife, a pillar of the Speckles Wood community, stealing? Hardly.

      She stood up and tried to decide which recipe would be her next victim, when a knock at the back door took her attention. Well, the mince pies had been spared. At least for a short while.

      She approached the door, peered through the window and smiled. ‘Annabelle.’ She unlatched the bolt and opened the door. ‘Goodness. Come in. It’s freezing out there. What are you doing here?’

      Her friend hurried inside, her long red velvet cloak swishing around the door sending a flurry of white snowflakes floating to the floor. Within her grasp she held a big brown box tied up with string. ‘It’s snowing dreadfully, isn’t it? My brothers didn’t want me to go outside. But, honestly, we live but one house away from the vicarage. And, as for what I’m doing here, I simply had to see you.’

      ‘I admit I am happy to see you too. I’ve got a few things to tell you.’

      ‘Me first.’ Annabelle undid her lovely red woolen bonnet then paused and sniffed the air. ‘Is something burning?’

      She sighed and tried not to laugh. ‘I’ve been baking.’

      ‘Ah. Say no more.’ Her friend grinned and handed her the parcel. ‘Go on, open it. Merry Christmas.’

      She held it with shaking hands then placed it down upon the table. ‘I can’t accept anything from you, Anna. I don’t have anything. I mean I didn’t have time to make you a gift. Though, if I must be truthful, I hadn’t intended on giving any gifts this year. I suppose you must think ill of me?’

      Her friend reached out, clasped her hands and gave them a gentle squeeze. ‘I know you have every right not to celebrate Christmas, Lily. I too miss my papa, though it has been quite some time since he passed. I was younger than Stephaney. I know we have never spoken about it at length, but all I wish to say is that time will heal your wounds. I know at the present this sounds hard to believe, but it’s true. And now when I think of Papa, I imagine him on board one of his enormous sailing ships, bound for some exotic land, and that someday I will see him again…just not now.’ Annabelle smiled, but her eyes were glistening with tears. ‘Lord. Listen to me. I sound like Mama. And, as for gifts, I don’t mind at all if I never get a present from you in all my given days. But, do understand that I adore nothing more than giving. And little makes me happier than watching someone open a gift. That, and your friendship are my presents.’

      Lips trembling, she wiped away a few stray tear drops and nodded. ‘You are horrible, Annabelle.’

      ‘I know.’ Anna grinned then laughed. ‘Look at the pair of us. We’re soggier being inside than out. Now, hurry up and open the box.’

      She retrieved a kitchen knife from the bench, cut the strings then carefully removed the lid of the box. ‘Oh, Annabelle.’ Her throat tightened, and she fumbled for the right words to say.

      ‘Well?’ Annabelle’s eyes widened. ‘What do you think?’

      She reached inside and removed a dark brown woolen cloak, complete with a hood trimmed in fur. She’d never owned anything so exquisite. ‘Oh, Annabelle. I can’t. I couldn’t. It is too much.’

      ‘Nonsense. I have wanted to give you this for the longest time. Do you like it?’

      She held it up against her, the long length of heavy cloth draping along her frame to the floor. ‘I adore it.’

      ‘I’m so glad. And the color suits you so well.’ Annabelle patted her hands together with obvious delight. ‘Now you must wear it to the Christmas dance tomorrow night. I can’t wait to see you in it.’

      She folded the cloak over her arm then absently played with one of the tasseled tie cords. ‘I’m afraid I won’t be going to the dance.’

      ‘Not going? Nonsense. This is all your aunt’s doing, I suppose. Honestly, that woman needs a firm hand.’

      ‘It’s all right, Anna. I agreed not to go. I have no real desire to return to Etford Park. And there is so much for me to do here.’

      Her friend stared at her in clear disbelief. ‘Who are you, and what have you done with my friend?’

      She sighed. ‘Annabelle…’

      ‘You must come to the dance and that is final.’ Her friend glanced away, her cheeks beginning to blush. ‘You see, I have some wonderful news.’

      ‘What is it?’

      Annabelle smiled, her eyes shining like bright sapphires. ‘William has proposed.’

      Her mouth popped open. ‘We are talking about the same William who could never bring himself to say a word to you?’

      ‘The very same. It seems he was waiting until he’d considered he’d made enough money to make me a proper home, then he went directly to my eldest brother and asked his permission to marry me.’ Anna eyed the platter of gingerbread thoughtfully. ‘This cake looks quite nice. Any good?’

      ‘I wouldn’t eat it. So, you’re telling me William spoke to Garret and Garret let him leave with all his limbs intact?’

      Looking somewhat disappointed over the gingerbread, Annabelle turned to her and smiled.

      ‘In truth, I had expected some sort of outburst, but the two of them sat in the library for nearly two hours.’

      ‘What did they say?’

      Annabelle sighed. ‘I’m not entirely sure as they had the doors locked, and I could hear very little through the keyhole. But when they finally emerged, William just smiled at me, kissed my hand then left. Later, Garret asked me if I would have the man, and when I said I would, he agreed with no quarrel. Seems I was the only one in my house surprised by William’s proposal. And what is more, it appears my brothers have always liked him.’

      ‘Oh goodness. All your worry for nothing.’

      ‘I know. Men are such odd creatures. In any case, Garret is going to announce our betrothal at the dance. You simply must be there for me.’

      ‘I can’t Annabelle. I’m so sorry. I wish I could explain. I really do.’ Heaven help her. She wanted to tell her friend everything that had happened, but she realized getting angry over the situation wasn’t going to help her. The fact was she had been disgraced in the home of the man she loved – a man who would soon marry another. There was no going back. ‘I hope you can forgive me.’

      Annabelle scowled and gave her a knowing look. ‘That witch is making you marry Dunford, isn’t she?’

      She couldn’t meet her prying gaze. ‘Yes. I have agreed to marry him, but I haven’t told him yet.’ Henrietta had threatened to cast her family out once and for all if she didn’t marry the man and be done with it. She’d thought about leaving, but even if she managed to get to London and work with Mrs Peel’s niece, she had no money to support herself or her family in the meantime. It was hopeless. ‘I will tell him Christmas Eve and my uncle will announce our betrothal during Christmas morning service.’

      ‘I won’t allow it. You cannot marry that dreadful man. How can Henrietta be so cruel? You do realize both his late wives died in rather questionable circumstances?’

      She winced. ‘Thank you. Yes. I was aware. I’m sure it was just coincidence.’ Now she was lying to herself.

      ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake. Listen to yourself. You could be next, Lily’ Annabelle grabbed her bonnet and began pacing the floor. ‘I must speak with my brothers. There must be something we can do to help you. I know. I’ll have Jacob came and take you off to Gretna Green. Then you can marry him and Dunford won’t be able to bother you any longer.’

      She stared at her and smiled. ‘Gretna Green? Thank you, Annabelle. You are my dearest friend. And, I know you mean well. But I think it’s time I faced my future, instead of always running from it.’
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      Gabriel couldn’t sleep.

      He’d lay there for hours, staring up at the ceiling, wondering why Lily hadn’t answered his letter. Twice he’d gone to the vicarage to speak with her this morning, but she was nowhere to be found. Frustrated, he’d finally resorted to leaving her a letter. He only hoped that foolish woman, Mrs Talbot, ensured Lily received it.

      He pushed back the covers, moved his legs over the side of the bed then sat up. What time was it? Two? Three in the morning? The blue-grey moonlight shed an eerie glow into his room. Odd that it shone so clear for a winter’s night. But there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

      After an excruciating dinner in the company of Lady Stanton, he’d opted to retire early for the evening. His father had also retired back to his rooms, claiming illness.

      Though his body still ached from the residue of his illness, he’d recovered swiftly, much to his own surprise as everyone else’s and could credit it in part to Mrs Peel’s tonic. Not that he’d drank very much of it. The obnoxious potion was so vile, he’d felt better by just looking at the glass full of murky brown liquid, rather than ingesting it.

      He stood up, retrieved his robe from a nearby chair then headed out the door. Though he stocked an excellent supply of brandy in his room, he felt the need to walk - and think.

      When he’d first heard about Lily’s crime he was outraged. Cecily had to have been lying, jealous perhaps that he no longer felt any love toward her. But when Mrs Godfrey informed him the full details of Lily’s thievery he had been stunned. Her room had contained all manner of precious items, from cufflinks to silverware. Why would she abuse his trust of her? The woman he’d held in his arms and kissed couldn’t have used him. Could she?

      But Cecily had.

      The woman had lead him a merry chase until he thought he would shrivel and die if he didn’t have her as his wife. Both seemed to want only what his money could give, except Cecily realized Henry could offer more. Had Lily also found someone who could give her more?

      Voices, echoes from the past, reminded him of his folly in trusting a woman again. Damn it all. Doubting her caused a cold ball of lead to settle in his gut, but if Lily was innocent why hadn’t she explained herself. He’d wanted to believe her, needed to know it was some horrendous mistake. And devil take it, he didn’t give a damn about the bloody thimble. It could have been the crown jewels for all he cared, the fact remained, like Cecily, Lily had only wanted something from him.

      According to Thompson, his father had been given a heavy dose of laudanum on doctor’s orders and had slept through the incident with Lily and the thimble.

      Now the entire house seemed miserable since her departure.

      Lamp in hand he wandered down the vast staircase then along the chilly marble hallway. Nevermore had he noticed what a cold, empty place Etford Park really was. As he passed by the endless array of portraits adorning the walls, he could feel the weight of his ancestor’s critical gazes. Perhaps they too wished Henry back.

      But, they didn’t know his brother like he did.

      He paused as he approached the library. A soft light was glowing from beneath the doors. Had a fire been left burning in the hearth? He reached the door, pushed against the handle and opened it.

      ‘Couldn’t sleep either, eh?’ The voice had come from somewhere behind the large winged backed chair facing the fire.

      He stepped into the room and held the lamp a little higher. ‘My lord? What are you doing here, sir? It must be two in the morning.’

      ‘Three, actually. But who’s counting?’ His father’s face appeared at the side of the chair, an all-too familiar scowl etched upon it. ‘Well, just don’t stand there in your bare feet. You’re letting in a blasted draft. Close the door then help yourself to a brandy and sit down.’

      He stood there stunned as he tried to process the fact his father was indeed talking to him, instead of merely shouting. He couldn’t recall the last time – or anytime for that matter – that his father had invited him to join him in a drink.

      As directed, he approached the sideboard and poured himself a very generous cognac. Lord, he was certain to need it.

      ‘What keeps you awake, sir. Are you ill?’ He sat down opposite his father who was ensconced in his favorite chair by the hearth. ‘Do you wish me to send for a physician?’

      ‘Do I look like I’m dying?’

      The question took him aback. ‘You would be the best judge of that.’

      His father waved away his reply and shook his head. ‘Hmph. Apparently not. I have been informed that I am far too mean and grumpy to be recommended to the Lord as yet. What do you make of that?’

      He blinked and took a sip of his drink, the familiar burning sensation down his gullet reminding him he couldn’t possibly be still asleep and dreaming this rather odd conversation. ‘I honestly cannot say, sir. Has someone offended you?’

      ‘Often, of late. But nothing more than I deserve, I fear.’

      Suddenly uncomfortable, he was unprepared for the course matters were taking. His father had never been so candid with him before. Had Henry spoken with their father like this?

      ‘You have me at a loss sir. Who is this fearless individual?’

      The hint of a smile curved his lordship’s mouth. ‘A Miss Stephaney Bowden. Capricious little brat if ever I met one.’

      Stephaney? ‘Lily Bowden’s younger sister? The vicar’s niece?’

      ‘One in the same. However, I am informed that Lily is not old, though fears she may become a spinster before her time.’

      He sat back and took stock of the man before him. Good God, his father was going mad.

      ‘Don’t look at me like I’m going mad.’ His father scowled and waggled a finger at him. ‘The sad fact is, I miss the brat. I even told her once she reminded me of my dear sister Elizabeth. Did I ever tell you about your aunt?’

      Stunned by the intimate revelations, he merely shook his head. ‘No. Though I do know a little something of her. Uncle Merrick had mentioned her once.’

      ‘Remind me to tell you sometime. But as for the brat, she still owes me a considerable amount of chestnuts from our last game of Faro.’

      ‘You have been playing Faro…with a mere child?’

      ‘Yes. Yes. Faro, chess, backgammon. And she will have you know she is not a child as she will be turning thirteen soon.’

      He tried to hold back a wry smile. His father. The coldest man he had ever known had been thawed by an unruly tomboy with a penchant for running away.

      He didn’t quite know what to say.

      ‘I see.’ Actually, he didn’t. But for the first time he thought he saw a flicker of joy in the old man’s eyes whenever he mentioned Lily’s sister’s name. And for that, he stood amazed.

      ‘Do you? We shall see.’ His father shifted in his chair and stared at the fire. ‘So, what do you make of all this nonsense about the girl’s sister? Do you believe she stole some trinkets?’

      Did he? His heart was guarded as he looked down into his glass somehow hoping he’d find the answers there amongst the rich brown liquor. But experience had shown him no amount of drink could solve his problems indefinitely. ‘I can only rely upon the facts, sir.’

      ‘What kind of stupid reply is that? Evidence. Bah. Unfortunately, I had been asleep at the time and wasn’t consulted at all. Damn laudanum. Lady Stanton has much to answer for.’

      ‘Yes, I suppose she does.’ He glanced up and noticed a folded pile of papers tucked next to his father side.

      Cecily’s letters?

      He shot his father an incredulous look. ‘Where did you get those?’

      The old man’s hand reached down to the letters and pushed them down further. ‘It’s my damned library. And the drawer wasn’t locked.’

      Hell. Those letters contained correspondence between Henry and Lady Stanton. The morning he’d recovered from his fever, he’d read them at length, trying to decide how to proceed. It had appeared his brother and Lady Stanton had conspired to steal Cecily away from him. The worst of it had been his brother’s cruel and callous remarks about him and their father.

      Henry had painted them both as ridiculous heathens too stupid and too ignorant to know what was best for the family.

      At first, he’d refused to believe what he was reading, the hurt too painful to acknowledge. The brother he’d long held on a pedestal had hated him with a passion that was breathtaking. Taking Cecily had just been another way of Henry destroying every chance at happiness he had.

      The only question left unanswered in the letters, was why. Why had his only brother despised him so?

      But despite the power those letters held, the knowledge that could set him free of his regret and allow him the revenge against his father he’d deserved, he’d decided to burn them and hide the truth forever. Regardless of what was written, there had been little point in pretending matters would ever change between him and his father. But now the letters were in his father’s hands.

      ‘They weren’t meant for you, sir.’

      ‘I suppose not, though I doubt they were meant for you either. So why hadn’t you shown them to me? You could have you know. You could have used them to show me how my treasured eldest son was nothing but a bastard who thought himself a god. You could have used them to exact a revenge born out of thirty years of loathing me. But you didn’t. And I want to know why?’

      He sat there, expecting some torrent of long suppressed rage to flow from his soul and destroy the man before him. But nothing came. Perhaps…perhaps he was tired of fighting his pain anymore. The war. His brother. Cecily. And now, Lily.

      ‘In all honesty, sir, I’m not entirely sure. Perhaps I have finally decided to let the past stay in the past. There is enough ill will in the world without dragging more along behind you.’

      His father grimaced and nodded thoughtfully.

      ‘Very well, so what is it you’re now hoping to hear from me? An apology? A heartfelt admission that I have been a wretched old fool, too proud, ignorant and stubborn to have seen what his first born was really like…or to confess that when his wife died he cursed the very heavens and unfairly blamed an innocent child? Well, you shall hear no such confession from me.’

      His throat tightened at the sight of tears in his proud father’s eyes. The makings of a smile tilted his lips, but he daren’t let it show. ‘Nor would I expect one, sir.

      His father cleared his throat. ‘Right. So, what do you intend to do about the girl?’

      ‘Which girl?’

      ‘The spinster.’

      ‘Miss Bowden? There is nothing to be done, sir.’ He stood, downed his brandy and made to leave. ‘And, as much as I have truly enjoyed our conversation this evening, sir, I shall tend to my own matters.’

      ‘Stubborn fool.’ His father shook his head and sighed.

      Why did he have the suspicion everyone in the manor knew about his business? ‘There is something I wish to ask, sir. Just why did you allow a party to be held here? And by that dreadful woman, Mrs Talbot.’

      The old man shrugged. ‘I suppose that I too have to let go some of the past. It has nothing to recommend it, nothing but pain and sorrow there. The little brat showed me that. Lost their father, did you know? Poor girls. We are only on this earth for such a short time. And I have wasted so much of it living in the shadows. Besides, apart from your miraculous good health, courtesy of the vicar’s parish, I’m doing it in honor of your dear mother, God rest her sweet soul.’

      He was laid bare by his father’s sudden warmth. ‘I think she would have enjoyed it, sir.’

      His father’s sudden smile knocked the wind from his lungs. ‘Yes. I quite think she would.’
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        * * *

      

      Bloody cold.

      Lily huddled up hard against her sister and shivered. The icy wind rattled under the roof and whisked its way around her body. She had asked Henrietta to line the roof, but it had never been done. No money to spend, her aunt had claimed.

      She covered her sister’s head a little and pushed more of her blanket over. Despite having no more nightmares, Stephaney too found it difficult to sleep when it was so cold. She given her sister her spare nightgown to put over her own and put socks on her hands in the place of mittens she didn’t have.

      Laying there, she stared toward the small attic window next to the bed.

      The night outside was surprisingly clear after a day of heavy snows. The moonlight glistened against the iced-trimmed window pane and she couldn’t help thinking the scene just a little magical. Freezing, but magical none-the-less. She glanced away and bit her bottom lip.

      Oh, don’t be a fool. Christmas or not, wishes were just fairytales meant to keep up ones’ hopes. Then she looked down beside her and smiled. But, she supposed it wouldn’t hurt to make just a little wish for her mother and sister.

      She closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, made her wish and prayed Papa was listening.

      Her eyes opened as a cracking sound echo in the early morning quiet. What on earth? Another crack followed it.

      Something was hitting the window. A stone perhaps? Then a sinking feeling settled in her stomach and her eyes widened.

      Jacob? Oh Lord. Annabelle didn’t…Please don’t let it be one of her friend’s brothers come to take her away. She pushed back the covers and shivered as her stocking feet touched the icy floor. Her teeth began to chatter as she crossed her arms and approached the window sill. Oh, is she going to give her friend a good talking to. She couldn’t go to Gretna Green. Despite the fact the roads would be impassable, she had no clothes, no money and she didn’t want to marry Jacob!

      She looked out the window, straining to see in the moonlight. Her breath fogged the glass and she wiped it. No one was out there. Damn it. Had she imagined things? Blast it all, she couldn’t see.

      She would have to open the wretched window. But it was freezing outside. She paused then undid the latch. It wasn’t much warmer in there anyway. She opened the window slowly, only to be narrowly missed by a small black stone. ‘Bloody hell.’

      ‘Lily.’

      Someone was there, in the shadows next to the stable. But it didn’t sound like Jacob. Her heart began to race, and her hands shook, but not from the cold. Gabriel?

      ‘Lily. Answer me.’

      ‘Are you mad, sir? Go home at once. You have been ill.’

      ‘Yes. And if you leave me out here for much longer, you shall be responsible for my being ill again. Now come downstairs. I shall meet you at the kitchen door.’ And with that he disappeared from view.

      She closed the window, stunned for what to do. Surely, he had to be delusional, mad with fever to be at her house in the dead of night? But Henrietta said he had recovered. Should she go down there?

      Wretched man. She grabbed the cloak Annabelle had given her, wrapped it around her and quietly headed down stairs. Facing him was the last thing she desired but knew if she didn’t he was bound to wake the entire household.

      In the narrow hallway at the bottom of the attic stairs, she paused by her aunt’s bedroom and was relieved to hear the familiar sound of two people snoring like bears in hibernation. Many nights she’d been keep awake, the dreadful sound echoing into her room above.

      She entered the kitchen, somewhat pleased to find the room still a little warm, embers still glowing in the hearth.

      A dark shadow appeared at the back door.

      She froze, not knowing what to do. Why had he come? Her heart near burst with the sudden rush of emotions conflicting inside of her. She thought him cut from her life, yet here he was waiting to be let inside.

      She rushed to the door, slid back the heavy bolt and opened it. ‘Quickly, sir. But do be quiet, I beg you.’
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        * * *

      

      Ignoring the mud and ice on his boots, he stepped inside the kitchen then closed the door behind him.

      Lily. He took in a deep breath and gazed at the woman before him. In the soft light of an oil lamp and glowing embers in the hearth, she appeared almost ethereal. Her pale skin was luminescent, her eyes wide and glass like.

      On the journey from Etford Park he rehearsed what he’d intended to say at least a hundred times. But standing there before her now, his words deserted him like a retreating army.

      She crossed her arms, her gaze turned toward the hearth. ‘Why have you come?’

      He swallowed hard. ‘Why didn’t you reply to my letter?’

      She looked up and met his fervent gaze. Her eyes were a deep, dark green, like moss in a hidden valley. ‘I couldn’t.’

      ‘Or wouldn’t?’ He began to pace, his thigh aching with the movement. ‘Damn it, Lily. I needed to talk with you, yet you have avoided me. Have I done something so terrible?’

      ‘No. I have just realized that we all have our place in the world. Yours is to marry well, produce an heir and carry on your family title. Mine is to understand my place and accept it.’

      She’d known about Cecily?

      ‘Accept it by marrying this Dunford fellow? Don’t look so surprised. Your aunt kindly explained to my father during her visit this morning. When had you intended to tell me of your betrothal?’ A soaring urge of frustration fought to be released, but he clenched his hands and sighed heavily.

      ‘I had not yet made up my mind, sir, until today. Mr Dunford had proposed some time ago, and I promised my aunt to decide by tomorrow night, Christmas Eve. I saw no need to delay my decision until then.’ She relaxed her hands together against the long cloak she wore.

      Her calm demeanor chilled him to the bone.

      ‘But why are you marrying him? What can he give you?’

      ‘A home, perhaps. Security for my family and I.’ She sighed and continued to hold his gaze. ‘A name.’

      Unable to hold back, he gritted his teeth at her words. ‘You don’t need his bloody name. You need nothing from him.’

      He shunted a chair then turned toward the smoldering hearth. The fading embers glittered like tiny gems scattered against the dark ashes.

      ‘You hardly know what I need, sir. In fact, I doubt you even know what you need. You only understand what you want. And they are two very different things.’

      ‘Then tell me. What is it you desire, Lily? What can I not provide you that this fool, Dunford can?’

      She stepped toward him, chin raised, eyes ablaze with glistening emerald fire. ‘Do you think I care for money and clothes?’ She raised her hand, his letter crushed within her tight grip. ‘Or that my conscience can be bought for the price of an elegant townhouse? If that is so, then you know nothing about me, sir.’

      She threw his letter in the fire and he winced as though he too were burning.

      He’d written her of his forgiveness for her crimes and that he didn’t care about what she’d stolen. He wanted her all the same. Hell. Didn’t that show her he cared? He promised to take her away from her wretched existence at the vicarage and shower her with everything she’d ever dreamed about.

      But, she’d just thrown it all in his face.

      He stared into the hearth as the crumpled paper smoldered then burst into a ball of bright flames. ‘You have said quite enough.’

      ‘For God’s sake, look at me, Gabriel. Really look at me. For once, see who I am and not just who you want me to be. For who I am is nothing more a woman trying to make sense of a world that left her wandering in the dark twelve months ago. It’s so easy for you. So simple to just pick and choose and take whatever you want…whoever you want.’

      She raised her hands to her face and slowly shook her head as she turned toward the kitchen door. She was leaving him?

      His hands trembled as he considered letting her go. His chest ached with the need, the desire to show her just how much he hurt inside. His father. His brother. Cecily. Devil take him, he wanted to trust her, believe that she would not judge him.

      No. He didn’t want her to go.

      ‘I am not marrying Cecily. That’s why I hadn’t told you of our betrothal. There wasn’t one as such. We were only to be married if she was expecting my brother’s child.’

      She stopped, her hand on the door handle, but didn’t turn around.

      He approached her slowly and stood directly behind her. Even through the cold, he could feel the subtle heat radiating from her skin. Smell her sweet scent.

      He reached out and wrapped both arms around her waist, then gently rested his forehead against the back of her head. His whole body was shaking and for the first time he felt unsure of his own emotions.

      Dangerous ground indeed.

      She turned her head slightly. ‘You thought her with child?’

      ‘Yes. Lady Stanton had written to me explaining Cecily’s situation. And despite our past, I couldn’t allow shame to be brought against my brother’s name. But how little did I know my brother.’

      ‘Did you love her?’

      ‘Perhaps, once, I thought I had. But she chose Henry over me. I was almost engaged to Cecily. I had thought her the sun and the moon. Fool that I was, I had believed she’d felt the same for me.’

      Slowly, she turned around to face him, his hands still encircling her waist. ‘And yet you were willing to sacrifice your own future for that of your family’s honor?’

      He stared down at her lips, his hungry gaze tracing around their plump sweet shape. ‘You make it sound so noble. It was anything but.’

      ‘No. I do understand…more than you know.’

      He let out a deep breath. ‘Lily. I need you. And, I want you to come to London with me.’ Damn it. He had to make her go with him. Had to make her see she would be happy.

      Eyes glistening with unshed tears, she reached up, kissed him softly on the cheek then gently pushed him away. ‘I’m sorry, Gabriel. Good bye.’
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      Captain Holsworthy, sir. So good of you and Lord Etford to host our humble little celebration. After your terrible bout with fever we had feared the worst. But, my husband and I – indeed the whole congregation – prayed for your quick recovery. And, here you stand.’

      He groaned inwardly at the shrill grating tone of Mrs Talbot. Somehow though, he imagined the woman would have been even more pleased had he died, and she was given the task of providing the floral arrangements at his funeral.

      ‘Indeed. According to my father, we have divine intervention to thank for my swift recovery, and your good wishes, of course.’

      He bowed slightly, to her obvious pleasure.

      She fluffed open her fan and fluttered it about her face. ‘You flatter me, sir. And, Christmas is the season of miracles after all…’ She paused her prattling and looked toward the doorway of the ballroom where a steady stream of guests flowed in.

      Dozens of candlelit chandeliers shed a glittering effect upon the mirrored walls decorated with large wreathes made from ivy and holly. Tables adorned with gold-plated cornucopias overflowed with sugared treats, glistening pastries and silver punch bowls. Townsfolk chatted amongst themselves whilst drinking lemonade and supping on Mrs Peel’s various savories.

      Everything suited to a Christmas dance had been put in place. But, without Lily on his arm, the room may as well have been dark and bare.

      ‘…Um, perhaps you will allow me to introduce some of the ladies involved with my flower arranging committees, sir?’ Mrs Talbot waved her fan and signaled to a group of women who resembled a brightly colored gaggle of geese.

      A hasty escape was in order.

      ‘As charming as that sounds, madam, I would prefer to speak with your niece first. That is, of course, if you have no objections?’

      The woman paled and began fanning herself rapidly as she lowered her voice. ‘Objections? Of course not, sir. I just hadn’t thought you wish to ever speak with her again after the unfortunate episode. Not that I would blame you at all, Captain.’

      ‘I don’t wish to discuss such a delicate subject in the middle of Christmas festivities. Do you?’ His harsh gaze seemed to stem the woman’s ready reply.

      Instead, her beady little eyes darted about the room. ‘No. No, of course not, sir. Though, I’m not certain she is here at the moment, Captain. I asked her to come, naturally, but she felt inclined not to at the time. I do hope she hasn’t been imposing herself upon your good nature, sir. She doesn’t deserve a second chance. Lord knows she should be grateful for it regardless should you choose to forgive her. I just didn’t want you to get the wrong idea should she attempt to soften your opinion of her with her lies.’

      ‘Wrong idea?’

      ‘Well, yes. Though I have told her often enough that a young woman who is engaged to be married shouldn’t spend so much time in the company of other men. And as her fiancé couldn’t be here tonight, it was only appropriate she didn’t attend.’

      A cold sensation gripped his chest at the woman’s blatant lies, dripping from her tongue like cobra venom he’d seen in India. ‘I am quite aware your niece is to be married, Mrs Talbot. However, I am somewhat surprised she made no mention of it before.’

      The woman swallowed then produced an odd smile. ‘That’s because Lily had never thought herself worthy of Mr Dunford. But after she returned from Etford Park, she finally saw reason.’

      His hands balled into fists by his side. ‘I see. And who is the fortunate gentleman?’

      ‘Why, Mr Dunford, sir? He owns the largest piggery in the village. Such a generous man and a very good provider I must say. Lily will want for nothing, I’m sure. Every Christmas he sends one of his finest hams to his lordship at Etford Park. And I was just telling Lady Stanton the other day, he always donates some pickled pork for the vicarage.’

      He cut her a scathing glare. ‘You spoke to Lady Stanton? When?’

      She fumbled her fan, her cheeks flushed with color. ‘Um, well I…I don’t quite recall, sir. Oh. If you will excuse me, I believe I see Mrs Henry beckoning me to her side.’

      Frustration bubbled beneath his skin as he turned his back on the lying woman and made his way through the jovial crush and head toward the hallway. Everywhere he turned Christmas revelers drank wine, laughed and danced.

      The library called to him, where he could sit in peace and contemplate what to do next. For the first time in his life, he had no direction, no plan. And, he’d little desire to remain here, when his soul was standing on the edge of an abyss. Lily wanted so much more than he could give, yet when she’d said goodbye, there was something in her eyes he could have easily mistaken for love. She loved him?

      ‘Captain Holsworthy?’ Pulled from his thoughts, he turned and met the sparkling gaze of a young woman with guinea gold hair, blue eyes and a sweet face. Her gloved hand touched his arm. ‘May I speak with you, sir?’

      ‘I beg your pardon, madam. I didn’t see you there just now.’

      ‘Forgive my intrusion, sir. I understand we haven’t been properly introduced, but I trust you will understand under circumstances. I’m Annabelle Smythe.’ She leaned in over her fan and lowered her voice. ‘I am a dear friend of Lily Bowden.’

      His skin tingled with the sound of Lily’s name. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you Miss Smythe. I hope you are enjoying the evening.’ He smiled softly. ‘Would you by any chance have seen Miss Bowden this evening?’

      She nodded then glanced surreptitiously in the direction of Mrs Talbot who was eyeing them both above her fan with great intensity.

      The young lady smiled and fanned herself as though they were talking about the weather. ‘She was just here, sir. But her aunt wouldn’t allow her to attend. I was speaking with her by the hallway near the kitchen just moments ago.’ She continued smiling but met his eye with a determined look. ‘Lily isn’t a thief, Captain. You must believe that.’

      He took her hand raised it to his lips and issued a brief kiss. ‘I have never really thought that, madam, despite what she may believe. You are a good friend to her. And you have my thanks.’

      She beamed. ‘Now, if you hurry. You may catch her. She had just brought her sister along to see what a Christmas dance was like. Then they were heading back to the vicarage.’

      ‘On foot?’ Blasted woman. He bowed. ‘Then, if you will excuse me.’

      As he approached the ballroom doorway, Lady Stanton entered as though she were the queen herself. Dressed her finest gown, she’d obviously set out to teach the ‘country folk’ how the ton celebrates the Season. Yet, for all her jewels and finery, he considered her the foulest woman in all of England.

      ‘What are you doing here, madam? This gathering is for the villagers.’

      ‘So, I understand. Very accommodating of his lordship, I must say.’ She smiled, her critical gaze sweeping the room. Her lip curved with mild distain. ‘I was bored, sir. Surely you wouldn’t deny me a little entertainment?’

      The woman’s excursion to Lord Petherbridge’s estate had been delayed due to the heavy snow yesterday. She and Cecily were forced to remain at Etford Park until tomorrow morning.

      ‘Entertainment? I hardly think this is your sort of crowd, madam. However, if you wish to stay, I will not prevent you. In fact, you may wish to join Mrs Talbot over there.’

      She blinked innocently. ‘Mrs Talbot?’

      ‘Yes. The vicar’s wife. I’m certain the two of you have much to discuss.’

      Without waiting for her reply, he inclined his head then made for the kitchens. He must find Lily. In his haste he near crashed into several servants carry enormous trays of champagne – courtesy of his father’s new-found goodwill to all men.

      If his father wasn’t careful, Etford’s cellars would be drained in no time.

      He pushed the kitchen door open in time to see a figure leaving through the back door. His heart pounded with the effort to shift his feet, but he couldn’t seem to move fast enough. Ignoring the stares of disbelief, he dashed past Mrs Peel and several kitchen maids grasping the door just inches before it closed.

      ‘Come along. We have to get back before Henrietta sees us.’

      He paused at the familiar voice and gazed out into the darkness. Damn it all.

      ‘Lily. Please don’t walk so fast.”

      Without regard for his evening attire, he followed the sound of a young girl chatting. But the snow had begun falling in earnest, making it difficult to see. Where in blazes were they? He walked near the dimly lit stables, just as two figures began to disappear into the dark snowy night.

      Hell, if he’d let her run from him this time. His heart leapt as he headed out after the pair.

      ‘Lily!’

      The woman stopped but didn’t turn around. But the young girl did. ‘Lily, slow down. Stop. It’s the captain.’

      ‘Quiet, Stephaney. Now please keep walking.’

      He approached the pair, almost shaking with the need to hold Lily tight and tell her how much he missed her. She didn’t turn around.

      Fog billowed from his mouth as he caught his breath. ‘Am I that horrendous to look upon?’

      She shook her head. ‘You shouldn’t be here, Captain.’

      ‘I believe I can be wherever I choose, madam. This is my house. However, I detest talking to backs. Won’t you please turn around?’

      Slowly, she turned to face him. His heart crushed under the sight of her gaunt face and eyes, swollen and red, which had lost their spark.

      ‘As you wish, sir. Now, may we please go?’

      ‘No. You may bloody-well not. What in hell have they done to you? Was this your aunt? Lady Stanton? By God, I if they have hurt you…’

      ‘It is all of my own doing.’ She placed her hands over her sisters’ ears, much to the girl’s dislike. ‘After I spoke to you I stayed awake until dawn, trying to reason with myself. I thought perhaps I could be what you wanted me to be, but I couldn’t. As for my feelings, I can’t say I didn’t mean to kiss you that first time, because I surely did. And, I cannot claim to dislike the way you kissed me back, as it is something I will always treasure, Captain. But what I can no longer do is put aside my responsibilities. Your offer was meant in kindness. I see that now. But, it is time for me to think of my family and make a life for myself.’

      ‘With this Mr Dunstan, I presume?’

      ‘He…he is a good man. He will provide for me and my family. In fact, he has already promised that when we are wed, I can bring my mother and sister to come live with us on his farm.’

      He reached out and clasped her arms, relishing the touch of her even through her heavy cloak. ‘For God’s sake, Lily, that is your aunt talking.’

      ‘I don’t like Mr Dunford, Lily. He smells awful.’ Stephaney pulled her sisters hands away from her ears and looked up at her.

      Lily wiped a stray tear from her eye. ‘You weren’t supposed to be listening.’

      ‘I couldn’t help it. I am hardly deaf. Besides, I know you don’t want to marry him. I hear you talking to yourself late at night when you think I am asleep.’ The young girl turned to face him and grinned. ‘He’s the one you really want.’

      Lily raised a hand to her forehead. ‘Stephaney, please.’

      ‘And it’s obvious he likes you too or else he wouldn’t be here.’

      Gabriel smiled. ‘I think for such a young girl, your sister has a very mature mind.’

      Stephaney beamed. ‘Thank you. That’s exactly what his lordship says.’

      ‘So, I am led to believe.’ He frowned at the way Lily shivered in the night air. ‘Ladies. It is cold out here. I think it best if we continue this interesting discussion inside. Don’t you agree, Miss Stephaney? In fact, I’m certain if we ask very nicely, Mrs Peel might make you some of her delicious hot chocolate.’

      Lily’s defiant glare could have melted the snow around them. But he didn’t care. They would settle this blasted matter tonight. And he’d be damned before he let another man take her away from him.

      Lily crossed her arms and began following her sister who’d eagerly dashed back toward the kitchen door. ‘We have nothing to discuss, Captain. I believe I have made myself clear. Why can’t you just accept that?’

      He met her heated gaze and smiled with grim determination. ‘We shall discuss this, but inside, where it is warm.’

      He opened the door and allowed the two women to pass.

      ‘Mrs Peel!’ Stephaney dashed over to the cook and gave her a tender hug. ‘I’m back.’

      The old cook blushed, looking more than a little flustered. ‘Back? I didn’t know you were here.’ He raised an eyebrow at her remark. Not know? ‘But now that you are here, why don’t you just sit yourself down there at the table, and I’ll have some nice milk warmed up for you.’

      Almost like magic, the old cook produced a huge variety of cookies, cakes and treats and placed them before the young girl.

      Mrs Peel paused and looked up. ‘Would you and Miss Lily like anything, sir?’

      Lily glared at him. ‘Yes. I would like to go home.’

      He took Lily’s arm and began leading her from the kitchen. ‘No, thank you, Mrs Peel. We will be fine.’

      He near dragged her out into the hallway. ‘We will talk, madam.’

      ‘You have no right to command…wait…no!’

      He bent over, grasped her by the waist then slung her over his shoulder like a sack of wheat - albeit a warm sack of wheat that kicked and fussed like the chicken she’d once tried to capture.

      ‘For heaven’s sake. Put me down at once!’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Oh, you arrogant wretch! Someone might see.’

      ‘You do have a point.’ And with that he made for the servants’ stairs. ‘Stop wriggling or I might drop you.’ He wasn’t pretending. He climbed the stairs, his thigh shaking under the strain. Hell, and damnation. ‘Argh. You will not marry this Mr Dunford.’

      She poked him in the back. ‘It’s not your place to decide, Captain.’

      ‘Damn it, Lily. It is my place. I will not let another man have you.’

      He reached the top of the stairs, unwilling to stop and catch his breath in case his leg buckled beneath him. Reaching his bedroom, he pushed the doors open, stalked to the bed and gently tossed the little baggage upon the covers.

      ‘Ooh!’ She hurled a pillow at his back as he closed the doors. ‘I will not stand for this!’

      After securing the locks, he turned and rested his back against the door, as the pain in his leg slowly ebbed away to a dull ache. ‘I’m not asking you to stand, so sit!’

      Her mouth opened as if to say something, but she seemed fixated, her gaze trained upon his leg. Blast. He’d never liked to speak of his wound, but there seemed little point hiding the obvious from her.

      ‘My thigh was run through during my last battle in India.’ He pushed away from the door and struggled not to limp as he approached the bed. Damn, he hated not walking like he used to.

      She moved away from the side of the bed, allowing him enough room to sit beside her. ‘It pains you, doesn’t it?’

      He forced a wry smile to try and dispel the look of sorrow on her face. He didn’t want pity, especially hers. Bad enough feeling like less of a man when he couldn’t ride properly, run or even walk without limping. ‘It’s nothing.’

      ‘I didn’t realize. Is there a large scar?’

      He sighed and nodded. ‘Yes. Does that bother you?’

      ‘No. Why would it?’ Her answer was a mere whisper.

      ‘Then you are stronger than most. Many women would swoon at such a terrible sight.’

      ‘I never swoon. I should think you knew that by now.’ She crept to his side, a look of uncertainty washed over her face. ‘May I see it?’

      Good God. The woman was incredible.

      ‘You wish to see the scar?’ She nodded then sat back down.

      He thought about how she may react. Would she think him a monster? ‘As you wish.’ He began unfastening his breeches, unsure if she really knew what she was asking of him.

      She watched him intently. ‘And then you may also explain just why you have defied my every wish by bringing me here.’

      He stifled a groan as he removed his pants down to his knees, revealing a jagged red scar down one thigh.

      She stared at it for what felt like forever then looked at him. ‘It was a miracle you survived. I can’t bear to think how it must have pained you.’

      ‘No more than I have obviously pained you, madam.’ He covered his leg with part of a blanket. ‘I was a fool to leave you that letter, hoping that somehow I could convey my feelings accurately. My actions were as ineffective as they were foolish. And for that I am sorry.’ He reached out slowly and held her hand. He swallowed in relief when she didn’t pull away. ‘Please understand, I can offer you nothing more than I promised. My reality is that I shall never marry. In truth, I have no desire to carry on a line which has become nothing more than a hypocritical farce to everything it once held true. I’m quite certain I’d make an abominable husband and would never wish to subject a poor wife to a lifetime of misery.’

      He let go her hand then raised his fingers to her cheek and gently stroked along it. Heartbeat racing, he could barely keep his hand still as he touched her soft skin. ‘But I do care for you, deeply so. Perhaps even more than I dare admit. And, I never want you to be anyone but who you are. You’re all I could ever hope for. Come with me to London, Lily. Or anywhere else you choose to go. You once said to me that I didn’t know what I really needed, but I do. I need to take care of you. I need to hold you, my haven from the world outside. I need to see your smile, as it lights up my very existence. I need to feel your warmth, your breath, your body against mine. I know you deserve so much more than I can give, but I’m asking you regardless. Indeed, I am humbling myself before you.’

      Her eyes glistened with emerald fire. ‘Gabriel, I…’

      He gazed longingly at her mouth, placed a finger upon her lips then traced over them lightly. ‘Please, at least think about this before you answer.’

      Her eyes pleaded with him not to want her, but how could he not? He cupped her trembling chin, leaned in then kissed her.
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      Incredible heat rushed from her toes to her head as his gentle kiss deepened into something much more. She hadn’t planned for this to happen – any of it. But, there was something telling in the way he touched her this time. Not simply desire, but passion, pain and need all tumbling into a chaos of emotion that threatened to engulf her within its sheer force.

      Her lips parted on a gasp, and his tongue swept inside. Good heavens. Her mind was swimming and she began to find herself floating away on a current of pleasure she’d merely tasted before. Now she craved more.

      He released her mouth, only to wrap his arm around her middle and pull her across his lap. Trying to catch her breath, her hands braced against his chest then quickly melted into the delicious heat radiating from his skin. She reached up along his neck, her fingers entangling themselves within his dark hair.

      Gazing into Gabriel’s eyes, she saw everything she knew he was and everything he could be. And her heart hoped that somewhere within those deep blue depths, love lingered, and that one day she would claim it for her own.

      She moistened her lips, leaned in and gently brushed her lips across his.

      A deep growl resonated from his throat and she found herself tumbling to the covers. He was above her, his tousled hair framing his handsome face.

      He smiled, slow and seductive, sending shivers of anticipation rippling along her skin. ‘You are so beautiful, Lily.’

      A spark of hunger burned in his eyes and it made her body react in a way that shocked her. She began to move restlessly beneath him and she prayed silently for him to kiss her once more.

      He leaned in and brushed his cheek along hers. The tickle of his fine stubble caused her to giggle. It wasn’t a girlish laugh, but a strange purring sound from somewhere in her throat. What was happening to her? Everything she did and felt was new.

      She gasped as he began kissing her neck with a maddening slowness that made her body ache with a nameless need.

      ‘Gabriel…’ but her mind was robbed of coherent thought as his hand crept beneath her skirts, traced the curve under her thigh then he softly grasped the flesh within his hand. The air left her lungs and breathing became a challenge. ‘Heavens.’

      She should make him stop now. She had made up her mind not to be with him…hadn’t she? Now was definitely not the time to second-guess everything she thought she’d wanted. And, despite the war of reason waging within her head, one thing rang true. She wanted this. She wanted him.

      And regardless of what her future held, she wanted this night to keep for her very own.

      She pulled back a little and met his curious gaze. Her trembling fingers traced down along his neck and fumbled with the crumpled folds of his cravat. Then, as he held perfectly still above her, she carefully undid the fastenings on his shirt and reveled in the heat from his body.

      As she slid her hand inside his shirt, he reached up and held his hand over hers. ‘Lily, you have no idea how much I want you right now. But I refuse to let you give me something too precious to waste when you are still so undecided.’

      She took his hand, raised it to her lips and kissed it. His eyes closed at her touch and he began breathing hard.

      She rubbed her thumb along the back of his hand and smiled with a sense of longing she’d yet to understand. ‘Whatever I decide for my future, Gabriel, it will be my choice and my choice alone. But now, in this moment, I choose you.’

      He pulled her hand toward him and held it tight against his heart. She could feel the steady beat beneath her fingers, like a drum calling her to him.

      ‘Lily.’ His eyes sparked with such intensity she felt her blood would catch fire. Lord knew her every fiber in her being was rapidly melting into a pool of simmering desire, dragging her down along with it.

      But, instead of words, she leaned forward into his embrace and pulled his mouth down to hers in a move which seemed to startle and delight him.

      He responded with a deep, masculine growl as he sat up and removed his shirt with a few deft movements.

      A lump, about the size of a small walnut, formed in her throat. Good God. She’d seen a shirtless man before. The odd farmer in the field. Statues from Rome in the London Museum. But the man before her was nothing short of perfection as she knew it.

      The soft lamp light danced upon his skin, still bronzed from spending time in the hot Indian sun. He slowly backed off the bed and removed his breeches, before throwing them onto a chair.

      Her breath caught, and she found herself staring at him, despite every propriety screaming at her not to. ‘Oh dear.’ The Roman statues had been a lot more accurate than she given them credit for. Only he was more…well, more…oh dear. Heat blazed down the length of her body.

      Distracted by her thoughts, the soft rustle of fabric was little warning as her petticoats were swept down her legs, tugged from her feet and unceremoniously tossed to the floor. She tried to sit up further, so she could see just where her clothes were landing, but she laid back against the bed as he crawled toward her on all fours like a lion on the prowl.

      And she was his prey. The odd notion strangely excited her.

      His eyes, like ice on fire, smoldered as his hand slowly pushed up her skirt, exposing her longs legs.

      Stifling a groan, she winced at the sight of them. ‘I know they are not fashionable, my legs I mean.’

      He grinned as his fingers trailed lightly along the entire length of her legs, causing a wave of goose bumps to erupt in their wake. ‘You have magnificent legs. They are perfect.’

      She bit her lip then smiled shyly. ‘They are?’

      He kissed the top of her thigh and she shuddered in delight. ‘Oh yes. And, I will be only too pleased to demonstrate later, just how perfect they are.’

      Oddly relieved, she smiled and allowed herself to be taken away on the warm tide surrounding her once more. But the giddy, sensual calm was short-lived by the heat of his hand between her thighs.

      Her mouth went dry and she struggled to remember how to breathe. ‘Oh.’ His fingers toyed with the fine curls of hair that covered her womanhood, causing her hips to move beneath his touch, as if seeking something more. Just what, was beyond her comprehension.

      He pulled away, sat up and smiled at her. ‘Happy, my sweet?’

      Like a person who’d had too much champagne, she nodded and smiled back.

      ‘Good.’ He gently touched her nose then lips. ‘We have only just begun.’

      Thrilled by the prospect of more of this delicious torment, she watched as he slowly undid the buttons down the front of her dress, pushing the fabric apart to reveal her worn corset and chemise.

      With a skill that shocked and surprise her he loosened the front corset ties enough to reveal the sheer muslin cloth of her chemise and her bosoms that lay beneath. An awkward smile touched her lips. ‘I should make you my lady’s maid.’

      He growled playfully and began nipping along her bared shoulder. ‘Gladly, madam. If it means I get to undress you every night.’

      He leaned in and kissed her nipple through the fine fabric, causing her to buck with her hips. Spurred on by her response, he dragged the fabric down until her bosom was free, then took her nipple within his mouth, nipping it gently between his teeth.

      She fought to breathe, her mouth parched.

      ‘God, but you are sweet. You have no idea how you affect me, Lily. Your every touch scorches me with your fire, your passion. And together, we will go up in flames, I promise you.’

      His hand reached her womanhood once more, only to delve beyond the matt of auburn curls to the sensitive folds beyond. Oh my. The air rushed from her lungs as he stroked her intimate heat before he pushed deep within her. She gasped at an unfamiliar sensation, unsure of just what she was feeling.

      Whatever it was, she wanted him. Her body told her so as it began moving against the pressure of his hand, the burning hot sensation within her building to a peak beyond her sight.

      ‘Gabriel!’ Release was upon her, shimmering through her body like the first fall of snow. Delicate, beautiful and fleeting.

      Panting softly, she clung to him, not knowing where to look or what to do her greatest fear that she somehow shamed herself before him. After all, she’d never been with a man before. Was this how making love was supposed to be?

      ‘Look at me love.’ Damn him. She was a mess, yet he was so calm, assured.

      ‘Did I please you?’

      A devilish smile curved his mouth and sent tiny spurs of excitement to every part of her body. Deep inside, she ached for him now. Needed him in a way she couldn’t describe nor cared to.

      ‘Now, hold me, sweet. And when you feel me there, and it is too much to bear, hold me even tighter.’

      ‘Yes.’

      He leant forward and kissed her deeply, before parting her thighs with his knee. At first, she fought against his touch. She didn’t know why, but slowly she began to relax and allow him to lower himself between her legs.

      His manhood, hot and swollen, pulsed gently against the cool skin of her thigh. ‘Hold me, Lily. Hold me now.’

      He pushed forward, causing a tight, burning sensation to pierce through her womanhood. The sudden pain caught her breath and suddenly there was no air, only him, her anchor to the world outside. Finally, she let go a deep breath and tried to relax as he moved slowly within her.

      ‘Gabriel.’

      ‘I know, love. The worst of it is over now, I promise.’

      Tears welled in the corner of her eyes as she nodded and held him tight. But, they weren’t tears of sadness. No. For the first time since she’d moved to Kent, her soul soared with a joy unsurpassed. She was in the arms of the man she loved, and she was whole.

      He pulled back slightly and began moving at a steady rhythm. The pain she’d felt before seemed to dissipate with every gentle stroke he made.

      She licked her lips rested her head back against the bed and allowed her body to move in motion with his. Waves of glorious sensation rolled over like a warm ocean tide, before dragging her under into a blissful place.

      ‘I think it’s time to use those perfect legs of yours, my dear.’

      Through her sensual haze, she gazed up at him as he grasped her legs and moved them around behind his back.

      ‘Yes, my sweet. Wrap your legs around me, tight.’ Beads of moisture formed on his brow, his eyes closed as he thrust forward into with a new-found strength.

      ‘Yes, Gabriel. Oh…’

      Reaching under her, he grabbed at her buttock, kneaded it roughly and pulled her closer onto him until he appeared to be part of her.

      She lashed out and grasp fistfuls of bed sheets, clinging to them has his thrust became faster, deeper.

      His fierce, wild passion for her excited her beyond measure, sparking the simmering urge inside her, now demanding its release.

      Her lungs were aching with the effort to breath, and her hips moved harder against him as he surged forward one last time, sending her over the edge of the abyss.
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      For what seemed like blissful eternity, Lily lay there beside Gabriel, her head resting upon his chest. Below her ear, his heart beat slow and steady. She sighed, exhausted but somehow content within his arms.

      How she wished this moment could last. Just them and no problems, no demands, no one forcing her to choose a life she’d despised.

      But, what else could she do?

      Simple enough to want Gabriel for herself and become his mistress – wasn’t it? How wonderful it would be to wake up in his arms every morning, knowing he cared for her like no other man had.

      But, she had to be realistic.

      Henrietta would throw her mother and sister out onto the street if she disobeyed her and not married Mr Dunford. And what about her own pride? Yes, heaven help her she may not have much left in the world, but she did have at least a shred of pride.

      Never would she allow any man, including Gabriel, to pay for her keep in return for her intimate company. No. Her mama too had been through enough without that final insult.

      Tears stung her eyes as she tried to think of something else, anything else, other than walking away tonight and never being with Gabriel again.

      But giving herself to him was something she would never regret, nor would she forget.

      And, if she were with child? Dunford would never be the wiser. This special time would be something to carry inside her heart, locked away for her only – something her wretched aunt could never take away.

      His chest rose and fell heavily, and she smiled.

      How could he sleep after such a wondrous experience?

      Slowly, she sat up beside him and watched him as he slept. Never more had he looked so exquisitely handsome than he did now. His tousled hair was swept to one side, his eyes closed, eyelashes fanning out over the crest of his cheeks. He was perfect, like some statuesque god of ancient times.

      Her fingers twitched with the urge to reach out and brush an errant lock of hair away from his eyes, but she didn’t want him to wake up. No. It would be easier to leave this way.

      She raised her hand to her mouth and sniffed back her emotions. As she stood from the bed and began straightening her skirts, her legs started to tremble. She didn’t want to go. And with every movement she made to leave, her feet turned to clay and became unbearably heavy.

      She placed a hand on her heart and winced with pain. Why did she have to love him? It hurt too much.

      Her eyesight began to blur as she straightened her hair, adjusted her dress and picked up her cloak from the floor. Was she stalling? Every moment she dwelled, made it more difficult to break away.

      She removed the handkerchief from her reticule and placed it upon his coat then turned and rested her fingers on the door handle. Her brow furrowed, and she choked back a heart wrenching sob, shaking with the effort to do so. ‘Good bye, my love.’ Her whisper hung in the silence.

      Summoning her last shred of courage, she opened the door, stepped into the hallway then closed the door behind her.

      She closed her eyes and covered her mouth, the sound of her heart pounding like a drum in her ears. But she’d had her Christmas miracle, and now it was time to return to her place in the world.

      As she opened her eyes a blur of color streaked past before leaving her cheek stinging with pain.

      Stunned, she clasped her burning cheek and gazed upon the face of her attacker. ‘Lady Stanton?’

      The woman resembled every female villain she’d read about in novels - only worse. This woman was real and towering over her with murderous intent blazing in her amber eyes.

      ‘Whore. Vile little baggage.’ The woman bared her teeth like a canine about to attack then raised her hand to strike again.

      She grasped the woman’s wrist as her hand tried to lash out at her then held the wretch at bay. ‘You know nothing about me.’

      Lady Stanton pulled her hand away and clenched her fist. ‘Don’t I just? I know that you are nothing but a thieving little guttersnipe who thinks she has slept her way into Gabriel’s heart. Do you honestly believe he would give up someone like my daughter in favor of the likes of you?’

      Movement caught her eye and from behind Lady Stanton, Aunt Henrietta appeared.

      She glared at her traitorous aunt then back at Lady Stanton. ‘That is none of your business. Either of you.’

      The countess glared at her defiance. ‘It’s very much my business. What you don’t know is that Gabriel still loves Cecily.’

      Inside, she shrunk back a little, her heart aching with the accusation. But she refused to let the woman goad her. ‘He doesn’t love her. Not after what she did to him. He told me how Cecily left him for Henry. And, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn it was all your idea. You are no better than my aunt.’

      Henrietta looked as though to speak, but wisely kept her mouth closed.

      A sneer laced Lady Stanton’s mouth as she crossed her arms. ‘Oh, precious child, how little you know or understand. Did Gabriel tell you he loved you? No? By the look on your face I’d say not. That’s because he still loves Cecily. Yes, my daughter may have hurt him, but she has seen the error of her ways. And, if left alone, I have little doubt they will fall in love once more.’

      At the woman’s caustic words, the ground beneath her feet softened like a boggy marsh and she felt as if she were falling. ‘I don’t believe you.’

      The wretched creature slowly circled her and shrugged. ‘Believe what you wish, foolish girl. Why not question Gabriel yourself? Go ahead. Ask him if he loves you? But you won’t, will you. Because in your little black heart you know truth – that you are both from different worlds. At best, you could only ever hope to be his mistress.’ The woman raised an eyebrow and cut her an imperious stare. ‘He already asked you, didn’t he? I can see it in your eyes, he did! Rather fitting really that along with your talents as a thief you should become a prostitute as well.’

      Fists clenched by her side, she inhaled a deep breath and held her chin up. ‘At least I was not the one willing to sell my body to the highest bidder.’

      The light of triumph dimmed in the woman’s eyes as she frowned and tilted her head to one side. ‘Henrietta. I do believe it’s time your niece went home – for good.’

      Her aunt’s face paled, as if the woman frightened her. ‘Of course, your ladyship. I had naturally instructed Lily not to attend, but she never does listen. Don’t concern yourself. I will see to it she leaves immediately.’

      The countess rolled her eyes and turned sharply to face her aunt. ‘Cease your babbling, idiotic creature. You will also depart and see her home personally. Do you understand me?’

      Henrietta’s bottom lip trembled, eyes glistened. Good God. She’d never seen her aunt on the verge of tears before.

      ‘Yes. Yes, of course, your ladyship.’ Her aunt glared at her as if she’d stolen from the collection plate. ‘We are leaving, Lily. Now.’

      As her aunt nudged her arm to leave, she glanced at Gabriel’s door one last time and swallowed the lump in her throat. Regardless of Lady Stanton’s cruel claims, the heartbreaking fact remained she was leaving him forever. But she would love him – always.

      Head held high, she walked past the seething countess, a smile upon her face to disguise the agony of her heart turning into ashes, littering her shattered soul.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Outside the kitchen door of the manor, Henrietta paced before her, as snow fell heavily around them. But her aunt hadn’t seemed to notice the biting cold. No. The woman had her fury to keep her warm.

      ‘How could you do this, Lily? How could you? After everything I have done for you and your ungrateful little family.’

      She let out a deep sigh and met her aunt’s fiery gaze. ‘Henrietta. Do be quiet.’

      Her aunt’s mouth fell open, but she didn’t stop to admire the unusual sight for too long. Even if Henrietta didn’t mind the cold – not surprising considering the woman had the very best in winter attire – her feet had begun to chill to the bone. She needed to get back to the vicarage.

      Stephaney!

      She paused and was about to demand they return for her sister, but given the weather and her aunt’s foul mood, she thought it best to leave her sibling in the care of Mrs Peel for the night. At least at Etford, Stephaney would be warm, safe and extremely well fed.

      ‘We are going to catch our death out in this. Honestly. Your uncle won’t be here with the buggy for at least another two hours.’

      Wrapping her cloak around her she kept walking. ‘Then we had better keep moving, aunt. I’m getting rather used to the cold. It’s not much different to be in the attic really.’

      She ignored the grunting remarks of displeasure from somewhere behind here and walked past the coach house.

      ‘Bit late to be heading out into the snow, isn’t it, miss?’

      She stopped in her tracks as Lester appeared from the shadows of the doorway. She tried to force a smile, but it simply wouldn’t come. ‘Good evening,

      Lester. Don’t mind us, we were just going home. If we walk fast, it shouldn’t take us more than half an hour at most.’

      Lester glanced at Henrietta then stared at her and smiled in a way that sent chills down her spine.

      He turned back to Henrietta and tipped his hat. ‘Good evening, madam. You’re our esteemed vicar’s wife, are you not?’

      Henrietta stopped fussing long enough to hear the compliment and smile at Lester.

      ‘Why, yes I am indeed.’

      He clasped his hands together and beamed. ‘Then, it would be my honor to escort you ladies’ home to the vicarage. Can’t have you catching cold now, can we?’

      She grabbed her aunt’s armed and tried to pull her away, but she refused to budge.

      Henrietta dabbed her nose with a handkerchief. ‘That would be most gracious of you, sir. I’m sure the captain would also be most obliged.’

      ‘Actually, perhaps we should walk, aunt? There is much I need to discuss with you.’

      Henrietta shook off her hold and frowned. ‘Don’t be foolish. We will have more than enough time to discuss your behavior when we get back, safe and in the comfort of the captain’s carriage.’

      Lester slid her a strange glance that made her skin crawl.

      ‘You should listen to your aunt, Miss Bowden. She obviously knows what’s best for you. Besides, you wouldn’t want the captain finding out I let you walk home in the cold again? He’d have my job if he found out.’

      Guilt nudged her conscience but caution still prevailed. She didn’t like this man, nor did she trust him. However, as her aunt was with her, there seemed little chance for him to cause her any harm. And Henrietta was already inside the coach house, waiting by the carriage door.

      He walked ahead of her and opened the door for her aunt. Odd. Why would the man have Gabriel’s team harnessed unless he was expecting to go out tonight? ‘Lily! Will you please hurry up? We don’t wish to keep this poor man out for too long, now do we?’

      ‘I’m coming.’ She refused the offer of his hand as she gripped the side of the doorway and stepped up and into the carriage. The door closed firmly behind her as she slowly sat down and tried to recall where Gabriel had hidden his pistol last time.

      As the carriage began to move out into the dark murky weather, she searched the satiny folds of the lining for the gun. Nothing.
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      Gabriel woke with a start, his body covered in a fine sheen of moisture, heart racing. Lily? He reached out, only to grasp cold empty sheets where she had been. Where was she? He sat up, threw back the blankets and got out of bed. She must have returned home with her family.

      He had a nightmare. But it wasn’t of wars, men dying and the ghosts of his past. It was of Lily. She was hurt and cold – and alone. His stomach twisted at the thought.

      Not bothering to wake his valet, he dressed quickly, grabbed a coat and headed downstairs. Perhaps it had only been a dream. But it’d seemed so real, so terrible.

      How long had he slept? The house was quiet in the early dawn. Only the faint sounds of pots clanging echoed along the empty hallway. Mrs Peel? Surely, she of all people would know where Lily was.

      He entered the kitchen to find it stacked high with wooden crates of glasses, plates and serving ware. Damn. He’d forgotten all about the Christmas dance last night.

      A smile curved the edge of his mouth. No. He’d been with Lily. His Lily. A sudden surge of possessive pride rushed through his body like wildfire. She had given herself to him and he’d basked in her passionate glory. Never could he tire of such a magnificent creature. Her beauty and spirit had etched their mark on his soul forever.

      His heart swelled just at the thought of her smile. Good God.

      His breath caught as the ground beneath him seemed to give way. He was in love.

      ‘Good morning, Captain. Are you feeling all right? You seem a bit dazed.’ He smiled, a warm broad smile that came from deep inside him. ‘Coffee, Mrs Peel, if you please.’

      The old cook gave him an odd look, grinned then began bustling about the kitchen. ‘If you don’t mind me saying so, sir, but you’re up a might early. The rooster hasn’t even crowed yet.’

      ‘Yes. I thought I might go into the village early this morning. I have many errands to do.’ He wanted to get Lily a gift, something special. Though Lord knew he wasn’t very good at buying for women. And Lily wasn’t the type to laud over jewels and expensive trinkets. This close to Christmas and in a village so small, finding just the right present would certainly prove a challenge. He wandered over to the deep window sill where a small girl was curled up asleep beneath a blanket. ‘I see our visitor is still with us?’

      ‘Yes, Captain. Been up most the night I’m afraid.’

      ‘Too excited with the dance to sleep?’ The girl looked sweet lying there, and rather like her sister now he’d come to think about it.

      ‘I’m not sure, sir. She insisted she was waiting for Lily to return. I tried to move her into my room, but she refused. I hope you don’t mind, sir.’

      ‘Not at all. So, Lily had left her sister here last night? Doesn’t sound like something she would do.’

      ‘Ah, well.’ Mrs Peel put a cup of steaming hot coffee before him then wiped her hands on her apron. ‘She left here with that horrible aunt of hers, just before the end of the dance. They were outside the back door having a row. Poor thing, Lily. She’d obviously done something to anger Mrs Talbot again. The woman was dragging her off home in the cold. And without a buggy, mind you.’

      His chest tightened. ‘They walked home in the snow? Alone?’

      The back door opened, and his head stableman walked in, concern etched upon the man’s face. ‘Captain. I was coming to fetch you, sir. Forgive ma impertinence, but could I speak with you for a moment?’

      ‘What is it, Mr MacCallister?’

      ‘I’m concerned about Miss Bowden and her aunt, sir. I was helping out with the villager’s buggies at the front of the manor last night, due to the shortage in staff, when the vicar arrived to take the ladies’ home.’ The man glanced at the cook then back at him.

      ‘And? For God’s sake, man, are they all right?’

      ‘I dinna know, sir. Thompson had gone to fetch the pair, but Lady Stanton had informed him both left earlier, and on foot.’

      Lady Stanton. The vile woman would be out of his house and out of his life this very morning.

      ‘Mrs Peel. Kindly ask Mrs Godfrey to see our guests depart to Lord Petherbridge’s before breakfast. They are not to be here when I return.’ He picked up his coat. ‘Get two horses ready, MacCallister. We’re going to the village.’

      The stableman gave him a worried look. ‘There’s something else, sir. Lester isn’t in the coach house and your carriage is gone.’

      The clang of a saucepan hitting the floor echoed around them. Mrs Peel gasped. ‘Donald. You don’t think Lester would have…’

      ‘I’m sure they’re fine lass. Sir?’

      He nodded and followed his stableman out into the bleak winter’s morning, his body burning with determination to find Lily and make sure she was safe.

      As they reached the stable, he grabbed a saddle and blanket, not wanting to waste precious time by letting his man do it for him. He needed to find her.

      ‘When did you notice Lester and my carriage gone?’

      ‘It was early this morning, sir. At first, I thought perhaps he was on errand for you. But he’d usually ask me to harness the bays for him, rather than doing it himself. He was a lazy bastard like that.’

      He adjusted the stirrup strap, pulled it taut, then reached up to the saddle head and mounted his horse with one fluid motion. ‘Do you have a pistol, MacCallister?’

      ‘Aye, sir. Two, in fact.’ The man retrieved the guns, powder and shot from a chest against the stable wall then handed one to him. ‘The outriders often take them when travelling to London, for the carriages protection.’

      ‘Good. Let’s move out.’ He glanced over and met the Scotsman’s eye. ‘And, if by chance Lester has done the unthinkable, you will leave him to me. Do you understand?’

      MacCallister mounted his horse, picked up the reins and nodded sharply at him. ‘Aye, sir. I have nae quarrel with that.’

      He nudged his horse and headed out into the falling snow. As the sun tried to penetrate the heavy grey cloud he feared his heart would burst with worry over Lily. Never had he suffered such all-consuming fear. She must be all right. She had to be. He couldn’t bear to live on without her.

      What an idiot he’d been. This time when he got her in his arms, it would take the Devil himself to take her away again. He loved her.

      And, he would make her his wife.
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      Lily stared out the dirty window into the misty grey sky and tried not to yawn. It had to be early morning. Just how long had she been trapped in this wretch place?

      When Lester had driven through the village without stopping at the vicarage she knew they were in trouble.

      She’d tried to get Henrietta to listen to her concerns, but the stubborn woman panicked and became near hysterical. When the carriage finally halted, they were greeted by Mr Dunford at a small farmhouse. Henrietta immediately began to demand we be taken back until Lester struck her on the back of the head, knocking her to the ground.

      Never had she been so terrified, as a trickle of dark blood stained the snow beneath her aunt’s head.

      She tried to help her, but Dunford said to leave her to Lester and dragged her inside the house. She had no real way of telling the time, but that had to have been at least four hours ago. Dunford and Lester had barred the doors and windows making it impossible for her to leave.

      Unconscious, Henrietta had been placed on an old pallet bed on the kitchen floor. Her mouth had been gagged and her hands bound the same as hers. And despite all the horrible things her aunt had done to her, she couldn’t bear to see the woman hurt and treated so poorly.

      Exhausted, she walked the length of the room for what had to be the hundredth time and gazed into the dying embers of the hearth.

      She’d tried to find out just why Lester and Dunford had taken them, but neither man said a word. At first, she’d thought it a ploy by Henrietta to force her marriage to Dunford by ruining her. But that clearly wasn’t the case.

      Then Lady Stanton came to mind. But why would the wretched woman want her taken? Yes. The countess saw her as a threat, but Henrietta had obviously been the woman’s ally. Her head ached at the possibilities.

      At the sound of metal sliding against metal, she gasped and moved so her back was against the wall then held her breath as the cottage door opened. What she wouldn’t give for her hands to be free and to be holding that fire poker. Her eyes narrowed, and a scowl formed on her lips at the figure coming through the open doorway.

      The room was dimly lit by one oil lamp and a fire burned low in the hearth. A faint smell of animal dung wafted in the air. Not surprising, considering the person standing before her with an armful of cut logs. ‘I never considered you one for kidnap, Mr Dunford.’

      The man shrugged off her accusation, wandered over to the hearth and stoked the fire. ‘I’ve told you many times to call me Gilbert. Are you warm enough?’ He leaned down, placed the wood on the floor then stood and brushed his hands together. ‘Now, my girl. What are you doing over there? Just sit down on that nice chair by the fire and all will be well. Don’t tell me you’ve been on your feet for hours? My, but you’re a stubborn little thing. I had the old settee put beside the hearth just for you. Wanted to make you comfortable, I did.’

      She struggled with the rope binding her hands behind her back, but they were tight, biting into her skin. ‘Let us go, Mr Dunford. You know this isn’t right.’

      He glanced at her, his expression unreadable. ‘I can’t. Not until Christmas Eve.’

      She swallowed and looked at the window. ‘But it is already the morning of Christmas Eve. Can’t you let us go? My uncle will surely be wondering what became of us. Just return my aunt and I back to the vicarage and you have my word nothing will be said of the matter.’

      Ignoring her plea, he sat down on an old wooden chair by the only table in the room. ‘Just a few more hours. I promise no harm, will come to you. After all, why would I want to hurt my future wife, eh?’

      Frustrated, she kicked at the table leg and swore under her breath. ‘Then why are you doing this?’

      At her outburst, he stood up, and she met his stony gaze. It had suddenly changed from warm to cold and distant. Trickles of fear ran along her spine and pooled within her stomach. What had she done?

      ‘I’m a patient man. Many say a good man. I can tolerate many things, but I don’t tolerate any woman betraying me.’

      She swallowed and took a step back. ‘Betraying?’ Did he know about her night with Gabriel?

      He flexed his fists and walked over to the sideboard where he grabbed a mug then sat it on the table. ‘Lottie was my first wife, you know. Such a pretty thing and full of life, she was. Couldn’t cook though. Not like you, eh?’

      Her knees began to quiver. Lord. The man was insane.

      ‘What happened to her?’ She regretted the question the moment it left her lips, but something inside her just had to know.

      He opened a dark brown jug and poured some strong-smelling liquid into the mug. ‘I returned home early from market one day and found her with the butcher from the village.’

      Oh dear.

      He gazed into the fire, raised the cup to his lips, took a sip then sighed as if remembering the past. ‘Then there was Margaret. She was an older woman, one I thought would have settled down in her ways, but she loved nothing more than to flirt with any man who came within earshot.’ The mug shattered within his grasp.

      Her heartbeat pounded, and she couldn’t stop her body from shaking. She closed her eyes for a brief moment and wished Gabriel was there. ‘You…you killed them?’

      He shot her a heated glare then suddenly he smiled as if they were merely discussing the weather. ‘Not me. Oh, but I wanted to. Just couldn’t bring myself to do it.’ He picked up another mug, poured some ale into it then swallowed it down. ‘Lester always did say I was too soft, too much of a coward.’

      Breathing hard, her chest rose and fell as she struggled to comprehend what was happening.

      Lester? Gabriel’s driver had killed the women? Why?

      The creak of the back door made her spin around. The silhouette of a man stood there in the doorway, only the fine edge of a blade gleam in the soft light.

      Dunford frowned. ‘What you doing in here, Lester? Thought you were going back to the manor before anyone noticed you were gone.’

      ‘I’d stopped by the inn and had myself a couple of drinks. Nothing to worry your head over.’ Lester stepped into view and she took a step back. ‘Just thought I’d happen by and make sure she wasn’t giving you any trouble.’

      ‘Now, she won’t want to do that. Will you, love?’

      She shook her head, but could hardly breathe, terror stealing with air from her lungs. When she accepted the carriage to return to the vicarage she worried Lester may have tried to strike her but could never have imagined him to kidnap her.

      Lester approached, reached out and tried to touch her face, but she flinched away. ‘Don’t worry, sweeting. Once we’re certain you are ruined, you can go home.’

      Her brow furrowed, and she glared at the ruthless pair. ‘Ruined? I don’t understand. My aunt made me promise to marry you, Dunford. She would throw my family out into the snow if I didn’t. Why this madness?’

      Dunford stood up and scratched his head. ‘That’s what you say, my girl. I’ve been trying to get you to marry me for some time now. Needed to help you make up your mind.’ He grinned, revealing his missing teeth. ‘But, you’ll see. It’s all for the best. And, as long as you’re a good girl, you’ll have nothing to worry about. Will she Lester?’

      An evil smile snaked it way across his face as he twisted the tip of a long- bladed knife against his thumb. ‘Whatever you say, brother.’

      She swallowed. ‘You are brothers?’

      Dunford nodded as if pleased by her question. ‘Blood brothers, you might say. Grew up together in London. Best pick-pockets of the lot we were. Weren’t we, Lester?’

      Lester didn’t take his leering gaze away from her. ‘That we were, brother. That we were. Only Gilbert here got lucky, or unlucky depending on how you look at it. Got nabbed by the peelers and taken to a workhouse. But one of the supervisor’s sisters took a shine to him and took him away to their farm in Speckles Wood.’

      She tried to look interested, anything to keep to the subject off killing people. ‘And, how did you come to be here too?’

      He gave her a shrewd look and tilted his head. ‘Me and a few of the lads had tried to rescue him from the workhouse, but when we saw him leaving, we decided to follow him, stowing away on the tails of town coaches. But by the time we got the edge of London most of the others decided they wanted to go back. Except for two of us.’

      ‘Two? Who was the other?’

      A faint knock on the door made Dunford turn and answer it.

      Lester grinned and put his knife away. ‘Here’s my sister now.’ As Lester pulled back the door, Polly walked in carrying a small basket. The heavenly scent of freshly baked bread filled the dismal room. Dunford took the basket and gave the girl a kiss on the cheek. ‘We’re all one happy family you might say.’

      Polly removed a heavy cloak from her shoulder and gave her a chilling grin. ‘Good to see you, Miss. I take it Gilbert has treated you well. Not that you deserve it for all the trouble you’ve put me through.’

      ‘Polly? I don’t understand. What have I ever done to you?’

      The girl stood beside Lester and leaned against him. ‘You know exactly what you did. I was in line to become maid to the next Lady Etford, but then you had to come along and ruin everything.’

      Oh dear.

      ‘Polly. I didn’t even want the position. You must believe me.’

      The girl glared at her, hatred burning in her eyes. ‘That makes what you did all the worse. Since leaving London I have spent my life scrubbing floors and stacking kindling in hearths for those who don’t even know I exist. But I promised myself. Polly, I said, you will be something better one day. You will be a fancy lady’s maid drinking tea and attending parties with her mistress.’

      ‘And, now we are getting married, Polly will become Lady Cecily’s maid as should have been. You see? Like I said. It’s all for the good.’ Dunford placed his hand upon her shoulder and she glanced over at it.

      Heaven help her. He was missing a little finger. She once noticed Lester missing his as well. She looked over at Polly, but her hands were covered by gloves. ‘And, I suppose Lady Stanton put you all up to kidnapping me?’

      Polly shrugged, reached into her cloak then produced a small knife. ‘No. But I did have the pleasure of keeping her informed of all your indiscretions. How else do you think she knew you were with the captain? I’d been sending her notes while she was at Lord Petherbridges. You see, she promised that once her daughter was wed to the captain, I would become Lady Cecily’s maid.’

      Anger rippled through the layers of fear. ‘So, it was you who put all those stolen items in my room? Why didn’t you just talk to me? I would have left Etford Park if the position meant so much to you.’

      ‘Like hell you would have.’ She jumped as the girl shouted at her. ‘You wanted him. You wanted the captain and that meant staying at Etford. But I couldn’t let you, you see. You were ruining my one chance at happiness. And you had to go.’

      She looked at the knife then Polly. ‘What are you going to do?’ Sensing Lester behind her she desperately sought a means of escape.

      The girl slowly removed her left glove to reveal a missing little finger. ‘You see, Lily. And you don’t mind me calling you just Lily now, do you? After all, we will shortly be family. My brother’s and I never peach on each other and we expect the same kind of loyalty from you.’ The woman approached the table, knife in hand and nodded to the two men. ‘Hold her.’

      Dear God. They were all mad.

      She pushed past Polly and ran into the next room. In a haze of fear and panic she turned around and tried the door, but found it locked. Please. Please. Please open.

      Lester stood in the doorway, his dreadful mocking laughter echoing all around her.

      She must get away.

      As she attempted to get past him, he grabbed her arm painfully and began dragging her back into the other room. ‘Let me go! Please, let me go!’

      Fighting the pain, she struggled to pull away, as the sudden shatter of glass followed by an ear-splitting crack echoed around her. Mouth open, she gazed at Lester as his hold on her loosened, before he dropped to his knees, landing on the wooden floor with a deadly thud. She gasped, her body shaking at the sight of blood drenching the man’s pale blue livery.

      What was happening?

      Polly screeched and ran toward the kitchen.

      She covered her head with her hands as a second gunshot ran out.

      ‘Lily!’ Someone was shouting her name. Hands trembling, she looked up and met Gabriel’s frantic blue gaze. Was it really him?

      ‘Lily. Are you hurt? Answer me.’

      She closed her eyes and fell into his arms. ‘Hold me. Don’t let me go.’

      Near crushing her within his tight embrace, he stroked her hair and dropped soft kisses on the top of her head. ‘Never.’

      ‘I have the other one outside, sir.’ Donald MacCallister stood in the doorway, a lopsided grin on his face. ‘Aye, that big fellow has a hard head. But my fist was harder. I dinna think he’ll be going anywhere for a wee while.’

      She clenched onto his shirt and held herself against Gabriel. ‘What about the scullery maid, Polly?’

      Mr MacCallister frowned and shook his head. ‘She shot herself, I’m afraid. I tried to stop her, but she had one of those wee guns in her hand and the moment I stepped toward her she pulled the trigger.’

      She couldn’t stop trembling. ‘But, how did you find me?’

      Gabriel eased back and gazed down upon her, his face lined with concern. ‘After I heard you’d left last night with your aunt on foot, we came looking for you. Mr MacCallister noticed Lester was missing, and when we got to the village I saw Polly leaving the bakers and thought it odd she was there and so early. You see, Mrs Peel bakes all her own bread for the manor. So, we followed her as she drove out of the village in old servant’s hack, until she arrived at this farmhouse.’ He kissed her lips then rested his forehead against hers. ‘I just thank the heavens we arrived in time.’

      She nodded and closed her eyes, relieved to be alive and in the arms of her love. Mistress or wife, she would never leave them again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      As they entered through the kitchen of the vicarage, her mama spun around and dropped the china plate she held.

      ‘Lily!’ Her mother rushed over and helped her to a chair then held her face in shaking hands. ‘What has happened? Are you all right? Annabelle had told me you disappeared from the dance. I have been beside myself with worry.’

      ‘Perhaps, Mrs Talbot would care to explain?’ Gabriel watched Mr MacCallister as the man carried her aunt into the room, the lump on her head obvious, and dumped her unceremoniously in a chair.

      She groaned and shook her head. Poor Mr MacCallister. There had been nothing wrong with the woman’s legs. At the farmhouse, she had bandaged Henrietta’s head with strips of her petticoat, though thankfully the bleeding seemed to have stopped. During the carriage ride back to the vicarage, Henrietta had cried and complained the whole way.

      The stableman made to leave. ‘If that will be all, sir. I shall see to the horses until you are ready to depart.’

      She smiled. ‘Thank you, Mr MacCallister. Thank you so much.’ Indeed, he had helped rescue her and she would be forever grateful.

      The cheeky Scot winked at her then left through the back door.

      Her aunt sniffed into her handkerchief and sobbed. ‘I’m sure I have no idea, sir. Whereas I felt Lily should have married Mr Dunford, I had no part in his nefarious scheme. Indeed. It is obvious to me now the man was highly unsuitable from the start. Nothing but a charlatan, pretending to be a genteel farmer.’

      Her mama towered over Henrietta, wooden spoon in hand. ‘If you ever attempt to force my daughter into marriage again, or anything else for that matter, I swear on my husband’s grave I will throttle you myself !’ Henrietta paled then began sobbing again.

      Heavens. She’d never seen her mother so riled and had to admit she admired her for it. But to anger Henrietta meant to risk being tossed out onto the street. ‘Mama? I’m all right. It wasn’t entirely Henrietta’s fault. The servant girl, Polly had schemed my kidnapping. But there is no chance of it happening again.’

      ‘I will never allow Lily to be harmed again, Mrs Bowden. You have my word.’ Gabriel rested his hand upon Lily’s shoulder and she reached up and clasped it tightly.

      Her mother crossed her arms, looked at Gabriel then looked back at her. ‘I cannot repay you for what you have done, sir. And I appreciate your pledge. However, we will be leaving Speckles Wood when the snows allow us to do so, and we will be returning to London.’ Her mama gave her a broad smile.

      She gasped. ‘London? How? Why?’

      ‘You see, I had decided to wait no longer for Henrietta to fix the attic and searched out some heavy paper and anything else I could use to line the roof and make my poor daughters’ room a little bit warmer.’ Her mama shot Henrietta a defiant glare. ‘My daughters, your nieces, were freezing. In any case, my brother gave me a large bundle of papers that I might ‘use as I please’. Honestly if it wasn’t for the fact the poor man is near deaf and blind, he might have been aware of your misdoings, Henrietta.’

      ‘Papers?’ Henrietta attempted to get up from her chair, but mama pushed her aunt’s shoulders down, forcing the woman to remain seated.

      Never had she thought to see such a sight in her life.

      ‘You see, Lily. It would appear a Mr Blackstone, from London, has been trying to contact me for some time now. In fact, according to his last letter, he intended to come here himself in the spring and seek me out.’

      She tried to recall the name, but, nothing came to mind. ‘Who is Mr Blackstone?’

      Gabriel squeezed her shoulder gently. ‘From Blackstone and Phillips?’

      Her mother inclined her head. ‘Yes. How did you know?’

      Gabriel released her and approached the hearth. ‘I have several investments with them. They are a most reputable firm.’

      ‘I am pleased to hear that, sir. It would seem, Lily, your father had made several investments with him. I knew your papa had put money somewhere, but he’d died before he could relay all the details to me. In short, it seems we are now quite comfortable and will be for some time.’

      She burst into tears. ‘Oh, Mama. I am so happy for you.’ She stood up and gave her mother a tender hug and smiled at Gabriel. ‘I couldn’t be happier.’ Her dear mama and Stephaney would be away from her wretched aunt at last.

      But what did it mean for her…for them?

      Gabriel’s expression had become solemn, his eyes unreadable. ‘That is indeed wonderful news, madam. I’m certain Miss Stephaney will feel the same.’

      Mama blushed then laughed. ‘Of course. We must fetch your sister immediately. She will be so pleased.’

      He stepped forward, hands resting behind his back. ‘If I may suggest something, madam? It would be my honor to have you and both Miss’s Bowden as my houseguests for Christmas Eve through to whenever you feel the need to move to London.’

      Her mother gasped. ‘That is most generous of you, Captain. But we couldn’t possibly impose on you for so long.’

      He glanced at her then smiled at her mother. ‘It is no imposition, I assure you. In fact, my father has been complaining about Miss Stephaney’s lack of attendance for their Faro games.’

      Her mother looked puzzled. ‘Faro?’

      She patted her mama’s arm. ‘It is rather a long story, Mama.’

      Her mother nodded thoughtfully, though still appeared confused.

      ‘If you would gather all your belongings madam, we will make for Etford Park at once.’

      Her mother seemed to consider Gabriel’s request then nodded. ‘We would be delighted, sir. I shall gather our things. We don’t have much. Come, Lily.’ And with that her mother dashed from the kitchen.

      ‘I’ll be right there.’

      Henrietta, still holding her head, stood up. ‘I shall just take a few changes of attire. After all, I don’t expect to stay at the manor indefinitely.’

      ‘I’m afraid, madam, the invitation only extended to the Bowden’s. Your attendance is not required.’ Gabriel inclined his head. ‘However, you will inform your husband that I wish to speak with him at the manor tonight. He is to be there at precisely eight o’clock, alone. Do you understand? I wish to discuss with him the opportunity of becoming a missionary, on behalf of his lordship, in Africa.’

      Henrietta’s chin trembled, and eyes glistened with unshed tears. Horrible as it may sound, she rather enjoyed seeing her aunt suffer this once.

      ‘Africa?’ Stunned, the woman appeared about to swoon. ‘Yes, Captain. I will ensure he is there.’

      Her aunt left the kitchen and within moments howling cries could be heard. Left alone with Gabriel, she turned to him unsure of what to say. ‘Looks like I shall be going to London after all.’

      He reached out and took her hands within his, rubbing his thumbs gently across the back of her fingers. ‘Lily, I need to ask you something.’

      She shook her head. ‘Me first.’

      ‘Very well.’

      ‘If you’re seeking an answer to your last proposal, then I have indeed made up my mind.’

      ‘You have?’

      ‘The answer is no…and yes.’

      ‘No and yes?’

      She nodded. ‘Now that Mama and Stephaney have a secure future, I needn’t worry about them being cast out by Henrietta. It’s more relief than you can imagine.’ She raised his hands to her lips then kissed them softly. ‘I am now prepared to be your lover, your confidante and your closest friend…I hope. But, as for being your mistress? I’m afraid I would never allow myself to accept money and gifts from you in return for my company and affection. I hope you will understand. Instead, I shall take up the post offered to me by Mrs Peel’s niece and I will work for my living.’

      He closed his eyes and let out a deep sigh. ‘Lily…’

      ‘Please, Gabriel, don’t interrupt. I must tell you what is in my heart. I accept you may never love me enough to marry me. But I love you enough for the both of us. And if just being with you whenever you can is all you can offer, then that’s what I will take. But those are my terms.’

      He shook his head slightly. ‘For God’s sake, Lily…’

      She raised her finger, pressed it to his lips and smiled. ‘Please think about it before you decide.’
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        * * *

      

      Eyes still heavy with sleep, Lily wandered from her bedroom and headed toward the Green Room. After arriving at Etford Park, Mrs Godfrey had seen to it that she and her family were made welcome at once.

      Each was shown to a beautifully decorated guestroom, complete with blazing fire in the hearth. Mama had burst into tears at the wonderful sight.

      Though Mrs Godfrey rarely smiled at her, according to Gabriel, the old housekeeper treated everyone with the same air of disapproval – even his late mother. So, what she’d mistaken for dislike hadn’t been the case at all.

      A bath was prepared for her whilst Gabriel informed her he had to leave on an urgent matter.

      Washed and exhausted, she’d slept. Only now, it was dark outside, and she didn’t know how long she’d been asleep. It had felt strange, waking up in a warm bed and for a brief moment she feared being at Etford Park was nothing but a wonderful dream.

      As she descended the main stairs, the heavenly scent of cinnamon, cloves and orange floated through the air. The grand hall was lit up with candle filled sconces, and little wreaths of holly hung from the walls. Side tables were adorned with Christmas statues and beautiful decorations. In fact, the entire place seemed to have a festive glow.

      She felt so small, so underdressed amongst such grandeur. Her clothes ruined, she’d used one of the maids’ dresses Mrs Godfrey had given her when she first arrived there. At least it was warm and clean.

      The grandfather clock in the hall struck eight times. She had slept so long? Ten hours at least.

      She approached the Green Room, her heart soaring as the sound of joy and laughter echoed around her, pulling her toward the source. She paused, her heart almost fearful of what she may find inside.

      As she turned the handle, the door opened, and she found herself falling forward, her hand still clinging to the handle. ‘Good heavens.’

      A strong hand grabbed her under the arm and helped her to her feet. Thompson looked down at her, but instead of his usual frown, he smiled.

      ‘Beginning to become a bit of a habit, isn’t it, madam?’

      She smiled and straightened her skirts. ‘It would appear so. Thank you, Thompson.’

      ‘Not at all, madam. His lordship has been expecting you. Indeed, as you can see. All the guests have been expecting you.’

      She suddenly realized she was the focus of everyone’s attention. Oh dear.

      Lord Etford was sitting by the enormous hearth and appeared to be chatting to her mother. Mama? Mrs Jenkins was there, a glass of sherry in her hand as her Uncle Linus nodded in greeting. But where was Gabriel?

      ‘Good evening.’ Well. That was a start. She fumbled for her manners and turned towards his lordship and curtseyed. ‘My lord. I apologize for being late. If I was late. I really wasn’t certain when I should be here.’

      Her mama laughed and beckoned her to join them by the fire. ‘You look wonderful my dear. You must have slept well.’

      Lord Etford regarded her with an assessing glance. ‘You’re not old at all, my girl. Hardly a spinster.’

      Puzzled, she looked at her mama. ‘Spinster?’

      Mama patted her hand. ‘It would appear your sister has been visiting his lordship and as such has been talking a lot of about us.’

      She groaned. ‘Where is my lovely sister?’

      She surveyed the room and was taken aback by the sheer splendor. Candelabras were aglow with perfumed beeswax candles, wreaths of holly and ivy hung from every available surface, tables were laden with brightly wrapped boxes and packages of all description, but best of all, on a table near the wall, stood a potted Christmas tree at least six feet tall.

      And, next to it, beaming like an angel as she tasted all manner of treats was her sister.

      Tears welled in her eyes and she struggled not to let them fall. But how could she not? This was everything she had imagined Christmas could be. And Gabriel had made her family happy. She glanced around the room. He still wasn’t there.

      ‘Stephaney.’ At first, her little sister seemed too busy to notice her, as Lord Etford’s prize hunting dog began chasing her around and under the Christmas tree table.

      The girl looked up suddenly and grinned. ‘Merry Christmas, Lily.’

      ‘Merry Christmas, my love. Are you having a wonderful time?’

      ‘I am. Guess what? His lordship said Cleo is going to have puppies in the spring, and that I am allowed to have first pick from the litter.’

      ‘First pick? That is a very generous offer. But I’m not certain we’ll have room for such an energetic animal in London.’

      Her sister nodded thoughtfully. ‘Yes. Mama told me we are leaving. Perhaps I can keep the puppy here and visit it often?’

      ‘I’m certain his lordship would approve.’

      She glanced around the room, then at the shiny black clock on the mantel. It was eight-thirty. Where was Gabriel?

      ‘Merry Christmas, my love.’

      The sudden sound made her jump, but the warm, husky whisper against her ear sent tingles racing along her skin. ‘Merry Christmas, Captain.’

      She turned around and gasped, eyes wide open. He was never more so…so covered in slush and mud. ‘Good heavens, are you all right? What happened? Where have you been?’

      He handed Thompson his dirty coat and grinned. ‘Don’t fuss, my love. Everything is fine.’

      She reached out and brushed brown grass from his shoulder. His boots were filthy, and he was near wet through. But, through it all, she saw his beaming smile. And the raw desire that glittered within his eyes.

      Even if the man never admitted it, she knew he loved her.

      He reached into a bag and removed a small box. ‘A gift for you.’

      With trembling fingers, she accepted a beautifully wrapped box. ‘You need not give me anything, Gabriel. This, this happy Christmas with my family is everything I could ever want.’

      He raised an eyebrow. ‘Everything? Pity. I had hoped you’d want what was in that box.’

      She eyed him curiously then untied the gold and silver ribbons. Lifting the lid, she gasped. Inside was the most glorious pair of red kid gloves. ‘They are beautiful, Gabriel. I will treasure them always.’

      ‘I never want your hands to be cold again.’ He took one glove out, held her left hand. ‘Here, try it on.’

      She wiped a tear from her eye, held her left hand out and inserted it into the glove. Or, at least, she tried to. ‘Wait, sir. There’s something inside.”

      She withdrew her hand and found a glistening emerald ring had slid onto the tip of her finger.

      Mouth open, she looked up at him. ‘I cannot accept this.’

      He frowned, but his eyes were smiling. ‘Not big enough? It was my mother’s. No? Well, then I suppose you’ll have to wait until we get to London to choose something else.’

      Stunned, she gazed at the magnificent gem. ‘Yes. I suppose. I mean, no. You know I can’t accept such gifts from you.’

      He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it tenderly. ‘Unless, of course, you’d rather wait until we get to Paris?’

      ‘Paris?’

      He touched under her chin. ‘Where else would we go for our honeymoon?’

      ‘Ahem. Gabriel.’ Lord Etford touched him on shoulder. ‘Do you intend to keep us waiting all night? We have gifts to open, supper to eat and champagne to drink.’

      Stephaney grinned and handed her a lovely bouquet of winter greenery, tied with a gold ribbon.

      A curious smile curled her lips. ‘What is this for? Waiting for what?’

      Gabriel removed his jacket and replaced it with one Thompson was holding.

      ‘I believe your uncle will explain.’

      ‘Eh?’ The old preacher stepped up to her and gave her a warm smile. ‘Oh, yes. Congratulations, my dear child. I believe you are to be married, eh? By me, in fact. Your aunt never tells me anything, foolish old woman.’

      Stunned, she looked at Gabriel. ‘Married?’

      Gabriel fastened the buttons of his jacket ran a hand through his hair and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Merry Christmas, my love.’

      ‘I think I’m going to cry.’ Mrs Peel let out a deep sigh as she stood at the servants’ door then placed a small decorated cake next to the Christmas tree. ‘Can’t have a wedding without a wedding cake, now can we?’

      Her uncle placed a thick-rimmed set of spectacles on his nose then called them to stand before the Christmas tree. ‘Come along then, come along. I believe you have the special license, sir.’

      ‘I do.’ Gabriel reached into his coat then looked to Thompson who produced a folded piece of parchment and handed it to her uncle. ‘Thank heavens I hadn’t lost it.’

      She raised an eyebrow. ‘Special license?’

      He winked and gave her a wicked grin that caused a lump in her throat and sent shivers down to her toes. ‘Do you want me to explain?’

      She shook her head and smiled broadly. ‘No. All that matters is now.’

      Then, after what was possibly the shortest and most eventful service her uncle had ever produced, Gabriel kissed her as though there was no one in the room.

      ‘Oh my.’ She pulled back from Gabriel, her face flushed, her lips puffy.

      ‘A toast!’ Lord Etford stood and raised a glass of champagne. ‘To the magnificent, beautiful, exceedingly patient bride and my son, the very fortunate groom.’

      Gabriel shook his head and smiled then drank from his glass until empty.

      Her mama gave her a tender hug. ‘I didn’t have time to get you a proper wedding gift, but I had made this for you for Christmas.’ She opened the soft piece of paper tissue and gasped at the dainty embroidered handkerchief inside.

      ‘Oh, Mama, it’s beautiful. Thank you.’

      ‘And, I made you this.’ Stephaney held out a wreath made from dried lavender and other fragrant plants.

      She hugged her sibling and kissed her head. ‘I shall adore it always.’

      Gabriel turned to her. ‘Now close your eyes. I have one more gift for you.’

      ‘Oh, please, no more, my love. I haven’t a wedding gift for you.’

      ‘But I insist. I wanted to get you something, something that is special to just us two.’ The light of mischief lit up his eyes.

      Her eyes narrowed. ‘What are you up to, sir?’

      ‘Close your eyes.’

      With some trepidation, she did as asked and held out both her hands as something hard was placed there. What on earth was it? She opened her eyes and found a large box, covered in dirt and grass.

      She glared at her new husband but couldn’t keep the laughter from her voice. ‘You didn’t.’

      He winked at her. ‘Never let it be said, madam, that I failed you in any way.’

      She opened the box lid and a mass of squawking reddish-brown feathers flapped its way out and landed on top of her head. ‘Blasted chicken!’

      Merry Christmas.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thank you so much for reading Lily and Gabriel’s story.

        I hope you enjoyed it!

        Like all authors, I’d appreciate your feedback, so why not leave a review at your place of purchase or favourite review site?
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          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Banth Manor, Ireland, 1759

      Battle cries echoed along with the clash of steel throughout the green, mist filled valley of Shaughnessy. Barely past dawn, the early summer sun shed streaks of orange light upon the tragic scene unfolding below Lord Seamus Donegal, Fourth Viscount Banth.

      The entire estate had been thrown into chaos. People grabbed what little possessions they could before fleeing the oncoming tirade. Stumbling over her skirts, a woman clutching a crying babe dragged another child toward the safety of the woods. A sea of armed warriors flowed over the ancient stone walls that formed the border of Donegal lands, burning and destroying thatched roofed cottages in their path.

      Turning his back on the hellish scene, he bade a hurried farewell to his frantic wife and children then bundled them into a waiting carriage. And though the words he’d spoken were filled with reassurance, a part of him suspected he might never see them again.

      As the buggy disappeared into the forest, a heavy sigh escaped him. “At least they’re safe and away from this madness.” Glancing upward, he closed his eyes. “Pray the saints will be watching over them.”

      He’d never wanted to believe his neighbor, Lord O’Connell, would carry out his threats. Not now, after so many years. Nothing would be gained from such misguided revenge anointed with the blood of innocents.

      Removing his sword from its sheath, he turned to the few guards surrounding him. “Get everyone away from here as fast as you can, including yourselves. There is nothing more to be gained by staying.”

      In the distance, a tall menacing figure strode through the lower fields, headed toward the house.

      Damn.

      “But, my lord--” one of the men tried to protest.

      “I said to get them away.” Frustrated, he shook his head and placed his hand on the shoulder of the young man willing to give his life for him. No. He didn’t want any more blood spilled in his name. “They are farmers for God’s sake, your friends, your family…not soldiers. If they stay it would be a blood bath and nothing more. The quarrel lies with me, not them. Now go!”

      He turned without another word and strode into the hall. Normally filled with torches and a welcoming fire blazing in the enormous hearth, the entrance of Banth Manor was dark and cold, eerily silent. Entering a room off the grand hall, he sat down at an old oak desk and placed his sword beside him. The chamber he’d so often shared with his father gave him little comfort now from the tirade sweeping his land. So many memories were etched into the ancient walls of that room from generations of Donegals. And so many questions left unanswered. Whatever his destiny, he’d meet it head-on.

      He wasn’t going to run.
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        * * *

      

      Cork, Ireland, 2018

      The speaker system crackled into life. “Ladies and gentlemen, European Airways would like to welcome you to Cork International Airport. The pilot and crew thank you for choosing to fly with us. Please wait until the aircraft has come to a complete stop before moving about the cabin.”

      Bloody hell. After twenty-seven hours of flying in sardine cans, she’d be lucky to ever be able to move again. To ease her stiff neck, Ellen Quinn tried to stretch her aching limbs. A passenger sitting in the window seat next to her stood and pushed past her to the aisle.

      “You’re welcome.” She muttered a curse under her breath as the man proceeded to grab his baggage from the overhead locker. Swinging down, his briefcase narrowly missed her head. She glared, wanted to give the inconsiderate sod a piece of her mind, but it wasn’t worth the effort.

      No wonder she preferred to work with plants.

      Her mood wasn’t helped either by the ankle cramps that had plagued her since the connecting flight at Heathrow Airport, the typical tasteless ‘airline’ food, and the grumpy old man next to her who’d snored like a bear in hibernation and smelled just as bad.

      Welcome to Ireland.

      She stood, gathered her carry-on and waited to leave the plane. Another two hours away Banth Manor awaited, which her very distant cousin, Lord Michael Donegal, tenth Viscount Banth, had described as an impressive estate shrouded in history.

      Mystery, more like.

      Not one to leave matters to chance, she’d spent several days researching the property on the internet, hoping to gain some insight into the birthplace of her ancestors. Nothing. Not even a map on how to get there. Hard to believe any place on the planet could escape the clutches of the worldwide web. Either way, she would see it for herself soon enough. And have a long hot bath accompanied by a generous glass of red wine.

      Oh, what bliss.

      As she collected her bag from the crowded luggage carousel and passed through customs, a twinge of guilt nudged her conscience. Why was she complaining? After all, her trip had been a gift, or more precisely a bequest from her great-aunt Kathleen.

      Though travelling had never been one of her favorite pastimes, the will had stated she’d receive an open return ticket to Ireland and the amount of five thousand pounds in spending money.

      How could she say no?

      But when the lawyer had given her the ticket, cold shivers raced along her spine. Printed with her name, Ellen Quinn, her Great-aunt Kathleen had purchased the fare the day before she’d died, as if the dear woman had known her time had come. Eerie, perhaps, yet she shouldn’t be surprised. Her aunt always had a sixth sense about such matters, knowing when to call the moment problems arose, and you never could surprise her on her birthday.

      Even the family ancestry had become somewhat of a mystery.

      Aunt Kathleen had visited Ireland many times during her life to compile the family tree, but never brought back a single souvenir. Not even a postcard or photograph.

      Some family tree.

      And, now it was her turn. She couldn’t go back empty handed.

      Problem was, what little information her aunt’s papers provided gave little detail about what to expect from her relations. Maybe her cousins in Ireland weren’t very close. If they were anything like her family back home in Australia, it was strictly weddings and funerals only.

      Or, perhaps old age had something to do with the lack of information Kathleen had gathered. She’d never considered her aunt incompetent, but once when she’d given her a disposable camera to take some photos, not only did she forget to, she lost the camera. Or so she’d said.

      For her, the timing for the trip couldn’t have been better. She needed to put some distance between her and Bryant, her latest relationship disaster.

      The Plant Queen had struck again.

      As a taxi pulled up to the rank, she retrieved a crumpled note from her pocket. The only information her aunt had left. The scrawl contained a brief list of eccentric relatives, one of whom apparently swatted imaginary flies with a napkin whilst he ate lunch.

      The driver got out of his cab and opened the passenger door. “Where can I take you to, miss?”

      His chirpy Irish accent made her smile, and she tucked the note back into her pocket. “Banth Manor, Shaughnessy Valley, please.”

      She was on her way.
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      Erin Grace's love of collecting and reproducing antique lace led to a deep connection with the past. She felt every snippet of the precious fabric held a unique story-one Erin longed to tell.

      But, as no two pieces of lace are the same, neither are Erin's stories. Escaping from her 'real world' of sales and marketing, she immerses herself in unfolding tales of dire circumstance, brave heroines, unscrupulous villains and, of course, passionate hot-blooded men.
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